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Chapter 1
 
Jan Smith peered through the bright shining window of a towering office building’s ground floor as the city streets began to fill up. He looked at his watch, glaring into the window as if it would help him see the showroom better and grimaced with the impatient regret of precious time passing. He looked up into the sky for a quick view of the taxis above, like fish  swimming in an ocean, sending dappled shadows on the buildings in the slanting rays of the morning sun. He turned his gaze back into the showroom and continued to pound on the windowed doors, as if it would do him any good. 
Suddenly, the heavy metal-framed glass door opened and Jan quickly walked through. He went directly to the main counter. Round waist-high black crystalline tables with holographic viewing terminals stood on thick teal carpeting. Partitions, with screens discreetly advertising space yachts for sale, provided privacy for discussion areas on the perimeter away from the windows. The room was empty except for Jan and the door opener, who hastily retreated behind the counter. 
He didn’t like the way the salesman’s expression turned when he saw Jan. Perhaps he thought Jan didn’t appear like a bonafide buyer. “Good morning. My, you are a tall, blond one, aren’t you?” the salesman said. “And what can I do for you, sir?” the opener said with nasal greeting. A supercilious smile split the face of the trim, impeccably groomed middle-aged man. His clothing consisted of a tasteful combination of gray-blues from his lighter trousers tucked into dark soft boots to his nearly white tunic framed by a tight fitting medium colored jacket. The silver buttons had an antiqued patina. He had slicked back his balding gray hair, making it appear that he wore a tight fitting cap.
Jan twisted his fingers in frustration. “I am waiting for my ship to be finished. There was some problem with the delivery of the main computer. Look, I’ve got to get it soon. I’ve waited eight months. I’m taking it on the very next Space Quest and I’m getting pretty anxious. I found out today that my salesman, Drolin Dackwiler, died three weeks ago and no one told me.” 
With that, the salesman shook his head, clicking his tongue. “Poor Dackwiler. I told him to get more exercise. I’m sorry for the delay. What is your name and address?” The salesman raised his eyebrows inquiringly as he moved to a desk and placed his fingers on the keyboard section of the desk, ready to punch the information in.
“Jan Smith, 56-332 Drusten Building, Thistle Zone, here in Impollon.” Jan scowled and looked out the window as the salesman’s fingers worked on the keyboard. Then the fingers tapped on the counter for a few seconds until the information appeared. Jan couldn’t see what was on the other side of the holoscreen.
“All right, Mr. Smith. I have your order here. Mr. Dackwiler put a hold on the order. Let me see, here’s a note. Ah… The delay... Mr. Dackwiler was going to offer you a special arrangement on your yacht. This says you have a unique opportunity to install a new experimental main computer, due out next week as it happens, a Series 202X. That model seems to be much improved over anything out presently. It’s abilities in the areas of ship navigation, diagnostics and auto-controls are parsecs ahead of anything else, according to Dackwiler’s note.” The man sighed and waved his hand, dismissively. “I, personally, haven’t heard of it. Dackwiler was really our technical specialist, especially on the, ah, Space Quest requirements. I’m a little leery of experimental items. Sometimes they don’t work and it’s terrible bother to get them properly serviced,” the salesman said somewhat more disdainfully than he needed to. Now he tilted his head up so he could look down his nose at Jan.
“What’s the deal?” Jan said.
“I beg your pardon?” 
“What is the deal Dackwiler wanted to offer me?”
The man pursed his lips for a few seconds blinking with dawning comprehension, and then continued with the ghost of a laugh, “Oh, for another 80,000 credits--my, that must be some computer--it will be installed in your ship. It appears he took the liberty of including the prep work for the computer at no charge. He shouldn’t have, you know. It says that delivery can be effected next week. Everything seems to be waiting on your decision. Do you wish the computer? I personally don’t recommended it,” the salesman said, softly tapping his foot with fastidious impatience on the thick carpet. 
Jan looked less agitated. “Next week, eh?” he said half to himself calculating the implications of the offer, then more directly, “I’m barely able to buy the ship, but yes, I want it. Can you get me the specifications for the 202X?  Dackwiler really knew his stuff. If he said it was a lot better, then I believe him. Here is my debit card.” Jan handed over the card. That swipe nearly eradicated his account. 
In the four years since his mother’s death he had used up most of the cash, a few million credits, of his inheritance on the Space Quest.
~
You only live once, he nervously mused, while he endured the long taxi journey to his place of employment. Mr. Freemen, the executor of his trust, would not be pleased, but at least Jan had a good job with Smith Mercantile. Rollum Freemen was his mother’s lawyer and the custodian of the trust his mother left him. According to Mr. Freemen, the trust would begin paying income, in Jan’s favor when he turned twenty-five, next year.
And now, the next critical step, he needed permission for extra time off. The taxi continued on his way out of the city to his place of work twenty miles away. Jan reviewed the list he had made in his mind months ago. With his ship, he could finally complete it and start fulfilling his dream, the Space Quest.
Jan walked into his small, sparsely furnished office to find a message stuck on his desk. He tapped a code on his keyboard and an urgent tag had been added to the appointment with his boss. Nothing good about that.
The Office of Economic Planning was the heart of the administration of Smith Mercantile’s success. Analysts and planners dictated the future of billions of lives on the discovered and rediscovered planets that the company virtually owned. He had received quick promotions and was in charge of the routine planning for an entire planet after only 20 months on the job. 
He walked across a field of workstations to the other side of the building’s floor and took an elevator up to his superior’s office. He knocked and walked in. Herid Grodewell looked up from his holoscreen and asked Jan to sit down for a minute. While he sat, he continued to think about his immediate preparations for the Space Quest while he sat in Grodewell’s office.
“Jan, I have reviewed your request for additional vacation leave for the Space Quest. You know that you are asking for an additional two standard months. I’m sure you have been told that these requests are routinely granted for Space Quest participants when the recipient has been willing to assign a ten percent share of his or her winnings to the company. I thought there would be no problem, but somehow it has gotten kicked up to the highest level. You are to see Artis Smith, himself, in 15 minutes. You’d better leave at once to get to the headquarters building on time.” He got up and shook Jan’s hand. “Good Luck.” 
Jan didn’t like the expression on Herid’s face, too much sympathy. He turned around and left the office with his stomach doing flips and his palms beginning to sweat. Jan’s relationship with his estranged father had turned out to be more of a hindrance than an advantage. Artis had only spoken briefly to Jan once since he joined Smith Mercantile, and then only because they had bumped into each other at a company function. 
~
Artis Smith’s office nearly glowed — white walls, white ceilings, white carpets. On two of the walls, motion paintings swirled and misted in pastel colors in mostly green and cream shades. Antique military displays from licensed planets flanked the main door. The remaining long side of the room consisted of a huge window looking out onto a vista of meadows and farmland. In the distance, gray spires Impollon, the capital city of Impollon IV, shimmered in and out of focus along the edge of the low hills. Everything met his specifications.
Artis sat in a white chair behind a white desk, the only furniture visible in the large room. Manipulating touchpads inset to the desk’s surface and voicing quiet commands, he looked on images that appeared in the air. His hands whirled and shifted as he punched the glass surface of his desk.  A low tone broke his concentration. Artis quickly saved his work and shut down the screen. He took a deep breath to collect himself as his eyes rose to the office entrance.
The door slid open. “Hello father,” Jan said as he stepped into the room.
“Jan, come in and be seated,” Artis said as flatly as he could manage. His hands fingered the keys and a portion of the floor rose up and formed into a chair for the visitor and pointed to it. “Sit.” 
After a pause that Artis intentionally let go too long to put Jan off-stride, he began words that he had rehearsed over breakfast. “I know why you have come.” He put up his hand to forestall any comment from Jan. “And unfortunately I can’t do a thing to stop it.” 
“Stop what, sir?” Jan said.
The boy had much too much composure for one so young. Artis barely restrained himself from frowning. The fact that they looked much alike including Artis’ blond hair when he was that young, only made talking to the boy more uncomfortable. “The company will have to let you go. You’ve asked for too much time.” Artis said, looking out the window avoiding Jan’s face. There were times in Artis’s life where he enjoyed lying, but this was not one of them.
“But sir, Smith Mercantile is run by you.” Jan said, his composure was cracking. “They shouldn’t have made such a big issue of my being gone for six months to participate in the Space Quest. It’s been done lots of times. My work is sufficiently caught up that my absence will have minimal effect. Why fire me for asking?” Jan’s voice gave away escalating emotions. That only made the tableau worse in Artis’s mind.
Artis waved his hand as if brushing an insect away from his face. “I might as well be honest, I don’t want you working for SM any longer. The leave you requested seems an easy enough excuse. I’ve never liked your involvement in my company, in fact, there are many in the organization who are extremely disappointed by your success. You... you are too much like your mother.” He let Jan stew for a bit before he continued.
“You can go to the Quest this year, Jan. You can do whatever you want. I am sure you will find enough money to live in comfort for the rest of your life when your trust comes due. As for ready cash, you’ll quickly find another suitable position elsewhere. I heard you sunk most of your mother’s cash accounts on a ship.” Artis actually admired Jan’s focus on the contest. In many ways, he wished it were he going back out into space, finding more planets.
Jan nodded. Artis could see him fighting a host of emotions within.
The time had come to end the interview. “I wanted to personally release you from service with my company. Keep in mind that I’ve got my own family, the family I’m interested in, to occupy my time. You are not a member of that family and none of us are really comfortable with you poking around in our company. Our time is finished. Good bye and good luck on your Space Quest.” Artis punched the keys and Jan’s chair retracted slowly. 
Jan had to struggle to keep his balance as the chair disappeared. “I’ve known about your feelings for me.”
Artis frowned despite his attempt to maintain a stoic face. 
“I have never asked for anything out of the ordinary,” Jan said. “Thanks for your candid remarks and for the brief opportunity I’ve had to help the company. At least I appreciate your telling me this in person. Your intent certainly hasn’t been misunderstood.” Jan, obviously tried to keep from looking bothered, but his flushed face betrayed him. He turned and left his father. 
As the door slid shut, Artis Smith’s eyes lingered on the space where his  first child had stood. “I loved your mother, Jan. If not for the clash of our inner drives and egos, I could have continued to love her. All that’s much too late now, I cast the die that took you out of my life, long ago. Smith Mercantile is better off without you,” he said aloud dismissing with a wave, the now absent son. 
He turned his head and looked pensively out the windows at a dark storm gathering on the horizon threatening the city in the distance. Thoughts of Jan returned, unbidden and unwanted. 
“What storms have I sent you into? I’ll never know. I should care, but for now...” With a sigh of resignation, he made a hushed command and the screen shimmered to life again above his desk, drawing his full attention. He seemed to be talking to himself, but let his focus take him deep into his work, conversing with his computer connection—his encounter with his son all but forgotten.
~~~
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 2


 
A jumble of thoughts raced through Jan’s mind as he stalked out of the reception building to the taxi line. Once aboard an air taxi, Jan collapsed. His reactions had gone from rage to a level of despair to, finally, resignation. Had he expected anything more from the father that disinherited his mother and her child fifteen years ago? 
What did Jan feel for his father? Certainly a pride for what the man had built up. Turning a small trading company into a commercial giant was no small feat. Both his mother and his father created the core concepts that got SM going, but Artis took that and, with his ruthless exploitation of the planets he virtually owned, built a massive enterprise. And now, although approaching retirement, Artis Smith still ran the company as if he were still young, succeeding by tapping into the tremendous drive that still existed within him. His awesome force of personality had barely diminished through the years.
Yet, Jan also felt the smallness of a man who could not bear a wife who was not as morally flexible as he and, in many ways, was much smarter than him. Jan never knew nor understood the relationship, although he knew the source of its demise. 
At least I was fired by the top man, he thought to himself as the car abruptly rose into the air and disappeared toward the outlines of Impollon, currently in the clutches of a summer thunderstorm. 
~~~
 



 
Chapter 3
 


 
 
Jan was ready for the next stage in his life and it would be a short one—the Space Quest. He  made it through the week before he took delivery of his ship, continuing to work on his lists. The day came when he finally took possession of his ship and grinned the entire time from when he started it up to when he first broke through Impollon IV’s atmosphere. Now Jan owned a vehicle that could take him wherever he wanted in outer space and that meant the Space Quest.
The Imperial Exploration and Salvage Administration sponsored the Space Quest. The IESA was the legal body that certified the discovery, rediscovery and classification of new planets. In the course of history, through wars and political upheavals, the sphere of mankind had expanded and contracted. As it expanded, planets were discovered and settled. As it contracted, civilization left pockets of people cut off from the mainstream of humanity. A major contraction had just ended and the Space Quest had been created to find the pockets and bring billions of human beings back into humanity’s outstretched arms.
Men like Artis Smith had taken advantage of the situation and licensed newly discovered planets from the IESA for raw materials and rediscovered inhabited planets that could be exploited for cheap labor. If the rediscovered planets were insufficiently advanced technologically, they would be subject to the “custodianship” of a commercial entity. Some of those outstretched arms did not have the rediscovered planet’s inhabitants best interests in mind.
Jan’s time with Smith Mercantile had taught him how to take every economic advantage of a licensed planet. He could go to another trading company and get a substantial position utilizing the experience he had gained at SM. In fact, if he was successful in getting a high placing in the Space Quest, he could start his own company. Successful participation in the Space Quest had led to the blossoming of quite a few careers.
The contest consisted of finding beacons that the IESA placed on newly-discovered planets. Getting through the Space Quest by finding more than a single beacon could make a man or woman’s career.
He dropped into orbit around one of the three Space Quest training planets, known to entrants as Space Quest One, Two and Three. 
“Get us a landing slot, computer.” 
“You are granted permission to land at Narnum 344-Z-008.” a location-less voice stated to Jan. “If you are training for Space Quest, proceed to coordinate 12. If you are here for any other reason, proceed to coordinate 4.” 
“Coordinate 12,” Jan said. Excitement built within him. “Computer, what are the readouts on the planet; atmosphere, biologics, toxins, current weather.” 
“Space Quest One is an Earth-normal planet. Its atmosphere is Nitrogen/Oxygen in habitable concentrations. The autodoc is now ready to prepare you for the planet. It is currently midday at Coordinate 12. One solar day is 37 hours long. Please enter the autodoc. Treatment will take forty minutes. I will have all necessary telemetry ready prior to your entry into the autodoc,” the computer said.
Jan was impressed with the level of sophistication of this 202X computer. On his initial Space Quest training on Impollon IV, he had to research a specific planet’s information for twenty minutes at his rented training ship’s autodoc terminal to arrive at the same data. He stepped to his terminal and verified the computer’s recommendations for five minute, finding no errors. 
Jan entered his second cabin and laid down on the autodoc. Jan had bought the most sophisticated autodoc he could buy. Dackwiler had told him that a good autodoc could mean life or death on a rediscovered planet.  It looked like a bed on the bottom with a mechanical nightmare on the top. As the clear lid closed, a sedative wafted through the air. Jan drifted off and came to forty minutes later.
“Computer! What are the results of the autodoc?”
“Sufficient immunization for all biologics. Autodoc was unable to neutralize the effects of seven of the toxins. Antidotes are on file in the autodoc, if you are stricken. This information has been downloaded to your viewer and your watch.” Jan examined the information. With all of the medical advances in the Empire, there were still diseases and nasty side effects that could seriously affect or kill visitors. Even man’s original home world, the planet Earth, was not free of biological dangers. Gathering his gear and the emergency anti-toxins, he went to the exit chamber and then stepped out into the air of Space Quest One, generally called SQ1.
In the heat and humidity, he trudged over to a large building. There were over one hundred space ships on the huge blacktop. Ships were continually landing and taking off. Once inside, the low dark-blue brick edifice, Jan found himself sweating profusely in a registration line. 
“You don’t look very happy to be here,” said a middle aged black man who joined the line just after Jan.
“I just want to get on with it. What’s it to you?” Jan said. His knew his brusque manner shielded the excitement and fear roiling inside.
“One of those “driven” guys, huh? Are you going to try and go all the way and find all the beacons?” the man said with a chuckle.
Jan grunted. He could tell he was being needled.
“Most of you types don’t end up coming back. Me, I’m finished after two or three. That’s success for this old coot.” the man said. “It took me fifteen years to save up enough to play this time and look at you, a pup.”
“I had a bit of an inheritance to run through. But we’re both here. So, good luck with your strategy,” Jan said, trying to make up for his rudeness.
“Just watch yourself. The quest isn’t just for fun. Plenty have died. Grab the beacon locations that you need and then head back for your reward. The longer you play, the more chances you have to let someone sneak up behind and take you out.”
“I can believe that. Thanks for the advice,” Jan said. He was glad to find himself at the head of the line. He nodded to the man behind him and went to a terminal to register as a full participant of the Space Quest.
As he sat down all of the bitterness that festered after his ill-fated meeting with his father welled up again. I can beat Smith Mercantile. I’ll beat Artis at his own game. I’ll show him I’m ready to be just as ruthless. Someday, I’ll be the one hoodwinking SM, he thought. 
The buzzing of the terminal shook Jan from his funk. Jan went through the registration procedure. He registered and received a practice quest of five beacons on Space Quest Three. 
His bitterness and resentment could work to dull his edge, especially now that he had lost his job at SM, but Jan shook it off. He let excitement overtake him as he landed on SQ3, immunized, prepared for the external weather, and declared himself ready to go. 
It took him two weeks to find all five beacons. His encounters with the local populace were few and perfunctory; without incident. He returned to SQ1, got his final instructions, his starting point for the Space Quest and returned to Impollon IV to take care of his affairs before the big day in three weeks.
~
The time had come for Jan to leave for the Quest. He gathered his clothes and what few personal possessions he wanted to keep, and then loaded them into a waiting taxi. As he was about to leave his apartment for the last time, Jan responded to a hailing on his intercom. 
“Jan, are you in there?” the voice asked. “It’s me, Fan. I heard you left SM. I want to talk to you.” 
Fianna was an old flame. They both thought they might have something going, but discovered theirs was a true friendship, but not true love. He replied to her through the intercom and then let her into his apartment.
“What’s going on here?” 
“Fan, I’m leaving. I left the company because I had a falling out with my father. Wait, I never had a falling in.” Jan said, half to himself while he continued to pack as she stood talking to him. “I’m going away.”
“The Space Quest? But you’re coming back, aren’t you?” Fianna said. Jan could see alarm on her face.
“I have the space ship and enough to get by on. My father,” Jan said, “personally let me go. Maybe I remind him of his only failure, his first marriage. I always hoped he would let me get on with my career, working in the bowels of SM. Now, I am judged not worthy enough to set foot in the place, so I’m leaving. You know how hard I’ve trained for the Space Quest. So that’s my first destination. I don’t have any plans after that.” Jan said.
“I know how the Space Quest has been an obsession for you. Just think, now you’ve got the excuse to go all out for it. I hope you look at the experience as an opportunity to put some of your past behind you, but not all of it. You are a dear friend and I want the best for you,” Fianna said. “I don’t want you to leave forever. We’ve had our friendship. It’s been important to me.”
“I know, Fianna, it’s been important to me too, but I need to get away now that Artis told me to go. I can’t help but think that it’s his other family behind this.”
“I agree. It’s that wife of his, Josette and that pig of a son, Trimpnell. Just meeting him gave me the shivers. I can see them pressuring him to do it. With whatever is in your mysterious trust, you could conceivably stand in the way of their getting total control of SM.” 
Jan laughed. “My mysterious trust remains a mystery. All I know is that I had just enough to buy my spaceship and take care of the Space Quest with my initial legacy. I’ve got to get off of Impollon IV and do some thinking,” Jan said as he hoisted the duffel containing the last of his possessions. “Take care of yourself, Fianna.” 
Jan pecked her on the cheek. Fianna threw her arms around him and hugged him, a little tearfully. It made him feel wanted, but nothing would sway him from leaving.
“By the way, feel free to dispose of anything I’ve left and find someone nice to let the apartment to, you’re the prettiest real estate agent alive.” said Jan as he kissed her good-bye again and left her standing alone in his apartment.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter 4
 


 
 
The alarms clanged in his ship. “Emergency! Power drain in the right engine cell. This is a mission-critical emergency!” 
“Can we make it somewhere?” said Jan.
“I took the liberty of exiting hyperspace. You are in a remote section of an outer arm. I can’t generate enough power for another jump.”
“Where is the nearest planet?” Jan couldn’t believe the turn of bad luck. Two-thirds of the beacons found in 52 days and then this—marooned in an unexplored sector by this mysterious problem. He already had more than enough beacons to call his Space Quest a success. Perhaps the black man at the training center was right, after all. “Before you search, where is the source of the power drain?”
“In the stabilization circuitry of the starboard propulsion unit. The specifics of the anomaly are undetectable by my sensors. I am continuing the planetary search.”
Jan checked and rechecked the controls. He checked and rechecked the computer’s diagnostics for sensor malfunction. Then crawled back to the dormant right engine cell and opened up the plate covering hyperdrive stabilization circuitry. For once he was appreciative of the space engineering degree that he earned to get his pilot classification. He noticed a strange box attached to a lead from the circuit cube. Jan followed the lead up to the drive coil. He went to the left engine and examined the same area and there was no box and no lead. He clipped a transponder to the box and took a video with his pocket communicator so the computer could analyze it.
Reluctantly he went to the control room and uploaded the video to the computer. “The adjustment in the right engine coil was caused by that unidentified control outside of my sensor range. Telemetry from the transponder indicates that it was programmed to instruct the starboard engine cell to power-up to maximum and burn out, which would have eliminated your ability to exit hyperspace.”
Jan shook his head and pressed his lips together in frustration.
“The surge was identified in progress and I executed an override instruction to bypass the intended destruction. However, in the process, the power drain that disabled the cell could not be fully stopped. Non-power circuitry was identified and sufficient power channeled to the port cell to exit hyperspace. The ship is now using battery power. Your survival is programmed for top priority, so the charted course was ignored. To rectify the problem and upon exit to normal space, you were alerted,” the computer reported.
“If you were a Series 200 computer instead of a Series 202X computer, could you have gotten the ship out of hyperspace?” Jan said.
“No. There are only six 202X computers in existence. Each 202X has been optimized differently. An in-specification Series 200 computer would have shut the drive down to protect overall power and, once shut down, and, without the ability to generate power, energy would continue to bleed off until no return to normal space would have been possible.” 
It looked like somebody wanted him out of the way. It was Dackwiler’s special computer, and the special installation he ordered, that gave Jan a chance at survival. If marooned in hyperspace there would have been no place to go. Nothing existed there except other ships moving through the folds of the universe.
“What is the safest way to remove the box and its lead?” Jan asked, fury and fear alternately wrenching his insides.
“A total power-down would be safest, with removal taking place in the shutdown environment. Since life-supporting operations will be affected by the shutdown, it is recommended to land first.”
“How has your search been going?”
“Only one suitable planet is in range. It has carbon-based life. There are significant radiation readings on 50% of the planet. There are minimal background power emissions, but no general use of electricity. There are some intermittent power bursts, but nothing that would indicate an extensive technological culture. There is a 99.95 percent probability that the planet is a re-discovery candidate.”
“Do I have the battery power to get there?”
“There are sufficient resources to get there, orbit and analyze the planet for an autodoc session and then land. I have insufficient reserves to self-repair the power generator.”
“So I can’t return to hyperspace.” Jan made the statement out loud. At least he had a chance at survival. Whoever had done this to him had not intended Jan to return from anywhere. “Computer, we’ll land at the planet. Please continue to monitor while we approach it.” Jan said.
~
The ship circled the planet. No significant power emissions were evident except for strange intermittent bursts. The computer detected some untapped background levels that might indicate the existence of batteries or solar power generators, but no usage. 
Two land masses dominated a planet that looked a lot like Earth from space. One land mass covered much of the north hemisphere and a much smaller one existed in the other. His instruments detected lethal radiation that covered the larger of the two continents.
The smaller continent, more like a very large island, seemed to be radiation-free. Evidently the cataclysm didn’t extend much past the equator. A large plains area exhibited agricultural activity. A few cities hugged the coast on the west side. Jan found a district that looked promising close to both the mountains and the sea. 
There was a large city by a river that transitioned from a jumble of streets to planned areas. The most consistent of the tiny power emissions were centered there. That presence indicated an emerging technology. He decided to discreetly land in the mountains and make his way, on foot, into the settled areas and the city. 
The craft settled down in a small, secluded valley nestled between craggy cliffs, while Jan viewed the output of monitoring sensors and measured the status of the planet. Gravity was just about earth-normal. The planet was smaller that Impollon IV, but evidently more dense. Cursory biological analysis showed no pathogenic bacteria present that would compromise Jan’s immune system. The autodoc rated the planet less hostile than Impollon. After a twenty-minute immunization session, He dialed in a purge of air from his ship, then he removed the offending circuitry and crossed his fingers while the ship powered up.
“The ship can be idled for approximately three standard years,” the 202X said. “More energy will be required to activate the internal power generation equipment.”
“I can’t promise I’ll return, but if there is power to find, I will locate it,” Jan said, feeling foolish promising anything to the computer that saved his life.
~
The crisp, cold air of morning made Jan blink and take a quick breath as he stepped out of the port and descended to the ground of the isolated planet. He took in the smells and closed his eyes, trying to detect differences between high country smells on Impollon and here. Wearing his plainest, most non-descript clothing and hiding his blaster and tool kit in his pack, Jan made his way over a jumble of rocks and down into another valley. There were no easy ways in or out of his ship’s hiding place. In time, Jan picked up a game trail, leading in the direction Jan wanted to go.
Jan carefully marked his way, so he could find his way back. The trees towered over Jan as he trudged into the forest shadows. They seemed to swallow him up, leaving his dormant lifeline to the universe far behind.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter 5
 


 
 
   Jan read the information extracted from his computer and the sensor mapping of the planet on the tiny holoscreen projected by his watch. This district had a number of valleys under cultivation all surrounded by forest. The trees appeared similar enough to the coniferous trees on Impollon IV. 
He rounded a large rocky outcropping and walked right into a village before he knew it was there. A few people looked at him with mild curiosity. Jan just walked on as the path merged with a dirt road filled with ruts. He didn’t want any kind of delays until he made it into the large port that was likely the capital of the area. Jan kept his head down, intent on not being noticed. 
As he went he picked up a few conversations and puzzled out the script on building signs. He recognized the dialect as an archaic Universal Basic. Evidently, these people were definitely once part of his civilization. 
A certain amount of fear gnawed at his stomach making him feel like a marooned man on a desert island. For a second, he panicked. Should he turn around and live like a hermit using his ship as a cave?  But then he took a deep breath and realized he needed to do some interaction with the locals first.Better to know the language a little better before I go to the capital, Jan thought as he reversed direction on the road and headed back towards the settlement.
The inn and the entire village looked like something right out of his Space Quest manuals. The forest framed the main street. Other dwellings were nestled in among the trees. Now that Jan stopped to notice, he could see that the village straddled a stream that went into a small, cultivated valley. 
Jan walked into an inn. The people here wore much more rustic clothes than he had on. He felt uncomfortably out of place. Where his pack was made out of woven synthetic fiber with plastic parts, these people used homespun materials with laces and buttons fastening their clothing. He had fabric fasteners on his jacket, shirt and trousers. Jan didn’t notice any fair complexions, but did see a red headed fellow. His blond hair made him stand out, he thought. He clamped his lips together to build up enough determination to approach the bar. 
“Hello, I’m not from around here.” he said slowly. The barman was drying a glass. Jan looked at a collection of bottles of glass and glazed earthenware of different sizes, shapes and colors lining the shelves. It took trading to create that kind of diversity. 
“I gathered that,” the barman said dryly, as he looked Jan over. “Is there something I can do for you?” Even with his lack of familiarity with the dialect, Jan detected the sense of humor that came out through his words. The bar’s customers had begun to increase markedly since Jan had entered. 
“I don’t have any funds. I was wondering if there were some odd jobs around to earn some food and a little money so I can continue on my way?” 
“What can you do?” the barman said, his face suppressing a smile. 
“I can read and write and fix machinery. I can do a lot of things.” His words came more easily that he expected. 
“Who are you, lad?” The barman’s wife asked as she walked from the back, presumably a kitchen. Her breath about knocked Jan over. He couldn’t keep from wincing. “Sorry, occupational hazard.” She blew her breath to the side. “Not for me, but for you!” She punched him on the shoulder and broke into laughter, as did the rest of the men. She was thin as a rail, and had a long, plain face. 
Jan blinked a little. “I’m on my way to the capital city. I have journeyed a great distance to get here. I’m afraid I’m out of money, but I’m good for it.” He had far to go, but at this point Jan felt totally adrift. He had no idea what he needed to do and had no feel for this kind of thing. He’d have to improvise as he went.  That was something he abhorred doing.
“We don’t get many visitors coming from the mountains to our village—we call it Tryst—but you look like a trustworthy young man. We can find something for you,” she said. She smiled at him, but the look she gave her husband didn’t quite reassure him.
Later, Jan had finished an interesting culinary experience. The food tasted hearty, likely nourishing, but he didn’t want to ask what he had eaten. One thing he did notice--beer was beer. It tasted a little different, but still similar enough to the stronger brew he had back home. The men in the bar began to talk to him. But Jan found that he ended up asking most of the questions.
He was in the country of Diltrant, which was ruled by King Obsomil, from the port city that was also named Diltrant. The country was isolated from the rest of the continent by the mountains that Jan had landed in. 
They were all proud of Diltrant’s naval prowess, although Tryst was located days from the sea. Diltrantian vessels could move without the wind and no one else on their world could. The details were a state secret, but a state secret that was a source of pride to these people.
The excitement and support the people had for their government impressed Jan. It didn’t try to run their lives, yet it provided basic services they needed and they spoke of the promise of more to come. 
Jan felt an energy that he found infectious. He had never really considered the nature of indigenous cultures before. He wondered if he had planned out lifestyles like this out of existence without realizing that people might have lived in a very contented, stable culture, like Tryst. He did get the impression that under the Grethians, whoever they were, the people hadn’t fared so well. 
The barman was clearing Jan’s dishes. “Garst, the shopkeeper, is getting ready to receive his shipment of stock from Diltrant tomorrow. He’s always grumbling about how he can use some help. Getting his stock counted and put up on his shelves is generally a two-day job for him if he has to mind the store. His poor wife always comes up with a good excuse the day he gets a big delivery. He has always said if someone  shows up who wants work, he wants to talk to them about helping him.”
“Good.” Jan stifled a yawn. “If you could introduce us first thing in the morning, I’d be interested.” The innkeeper nodded as Jan was shown the way to his room. 
He sat on his bed. It seemed comfortable and clean enough. The rustic room took on a chill as the sun went down and Jan fled underneath the covers. 
The ceiling consisted of rude planks. In some ways it reminded himself of the cabin his mother and he owned on Impollon IV. 
~
“Get up, sleepy head!” the barman’s wife cheerfully shook him. “Garst is waiting downstairs to look at you.”
Jan blinked. Somewhat disoriented with his surroundings for a brief second, he arose and looked out his window. Tryst already bustled with activity and the sun hadn’t even made it into the town from over the mountains. He poured a bit of water into a bowl on the dresser and washed his face, drying it on the rough, but clean, towel hanging from a rod on the side of a dresser. The polished metal mirror hanging over the dresser reflected the image of a young man with some concern on his face. Jan shaved and left the room after making his bed. 
Garst waited downstairs. With a white apron around his waist, he looked at the world through narrow eyes in a thin face. “You good with numbers?” he said as Jan entered the main room. He screwed up his face and rubbed his chin as Jan came down. “You a fast thinker?” Garst said, as he looked Jan right in the eye. The two men were of the same height. Unlike other villagers, Garst wore no cap. He was about forty with thinning hair. 
“Actually I’m really good with numbers and organization,” Jan said. 
Garst gave Jan a shrewd stare out of the corner of his eye. “Let’s see you add up 15, 24 and 26.” Garst said.
“65,” said Jan quickly.
“See, didn’t even need to put it to paper, Garst.” The barman nodded with a grin on his face, his hands on the top of the broom handle, “He’s a smart one.”
“You’re hired for the day, whoever you are.” Garst put out his hand. “Hold out your hand.” Jan did as Garst asked, and then the shopkeeper slapped his open palm. “ Now we have an agreement.  I’ll pay 25 tarns if you can get the stock counted, priced and on the shelves by the end of the day. 30 tarns if you have to do some more tomorrow. I’m leaving on a business trip as soon as you’re done and I don’t want to be held up.”
Jan didn’t have a clue what kind of work was involved, but he figured that 25 tarns would more than pay his bill. Jan followed Garst out of the inn and down the street to a building with barrels in front and a wagon filled with boxes, sacks and other shapes. 
“I can help you get started unloading my goods,” Garst said. “But you’ll have to finish after I give you the instructions. I have them written down. I have a lot to do this morning.” he finished with more than a little acid to his voice.
Jan thought that this shopkeeper was the least friendly person he had met thus far on this world, although his sample size was very, very small. Garst brusquely gave Jan the instructions both verbal and written, removed his apron and left the store without helping Jan get started as he promised. “Be back around lunch time,” Garst said, with his back to Jan, as he hopped off the porch of the shop and walked away without a backward glance.
Jan puzzled through the stylized script that passed for Garst’s writing and began working. Between Garst’s instructions and the organized way he stored his goods, Jan didn’t see any trouble completing the task. He emptied the wagon and moved the barrels into the shop and distributed all of the goods within three hours. Jan found a broom and a dusting brush and cleaned out the store in another hour. 
Just after what appeared to be lunchtime, Garst came back to check on Jan’s work. “You’re through?” he said with a look of disbelief.
He looked from place to place. He looked at the inventory list Jan had left on the long counter and went to some shelves and checked the count. “Amazing. No one’s ever completed stocking in such a short time, except me. Sit down here and tell me how you did it?” The man’s demeanor began to soften.
Garst took a jug and two glasses from behind the counter, opened the jug and poured equal measures of what looked like ale into the glasses. He handed one to Jan and raised his eyebrows indicating expectation for Jan to talk.
“Your instructions were well organized and thought out. I read them and looked at the way you organized your stock. I made up the inventory lists like you asked and then looked over your goods outside and went to work. You’ve done a good job at making your store follow good logic. I just followed your instructions. Nothing to it, really.”
Garst looked at Jan with his squinty eye for a while and said, “You are the smartest boy I’ve had help me, ever. You’re on some special mission they tell me, getting over to Diltrant. I did some checking around this morning. Saw your tool kit in your room.” Garst took a long pull of the ale, looked in his glass then looked directly at Jan’s eyes. “You really intrigue me,” Garth said as he put his glass down. “In my spare time I’m an agent for our good King Obsomil. Now I don’t go spying around on people and stirring up trouble, but I just do a little measuring of the mood of the populace. My store here serves a few valleys and I go most anywhere if I’ve got a mind to, so I get around.”
Garst looked out the window. “My second cousin is Lord Bloodin, a close advisor to King Obsomil, himself. You know Habamil?” Garst said, turning back to look directly at Jan.
Jan shook his head.
“The king’s brother has a police force with spies of his own. His men stir up trouble and I kinda keep my eye on them, too. There now, I’ve spilled my guts to you, now you do the same to me.” 
Jan hesitated. He struggled internally for a minute then decided he desperately needed more information about this place if he hoped to survive. Good information is more valuable than gold was one of the little mottos he learned in his Space Quest training. And to tell the truth of it, Jan admitted to himself, he was warming up the Garst, the shopkeeper/spy, and he believed what Garst had said.
“This may be hard to believe, but I come from up there.” Jan pointed up with his finger. Looking at Garst for burst of laughter or anger.
“Go on, lad. I’m listening.” Garst coolly said as he took another sip from his glass.
“I was traveling in a ship that goes between planets. Do you know what a planet is?” Jan asked.
“Yes,” Garst said seriously. “Only someone from off of our world would think us stupid enough not to know that. As I said, I sneaked into your room to see your tools. They weren’t made on Grethia. Your tools look brand new, not like Grethian relics. Makes sense you’re from someplace else. Go on.”
Jan had no idea what Grethian relics were, but his heart lightened. Garst just might have changed from curmudgeon storekeeper to ally. Jan needed all the allies he could get. How woefully inadequate his Space Quest training seemed in practice. 
“My ship had trouble. We’ve developed a way to go more quickly between planets and suns in a special section of space. I had trouble in there because my ship lost a great deal of power. When I came out, I only had enough to get to this planet. I landed in the high country and decided I needed to walk down to the big city along the river by the sea. I assume that must be your capital city. It was the biggest in this part of the continent.”
“You saw our capital city, Diltrant, from the sky?”
“Yes. Why do you ask?”
“What does it look like from up there?”
“It looks like a growing city. I could see the older parts with smaller curving streets--like the ones close to what I would think is the palace. As you go up the river the streets get bigger and straighter where the newer parts of the city are. I think the town started as a castle up on a hill a few miles from a village, which might have started out as a fishing village or a small trading port. The village and castle gradually merged. You can tell by the streets and building sizes where better planning started.” Jan shrugged his shoulders. 
“See here,” Jan made some adjustments to his watch and up came a map of Grethia. It took Jan another moment and they looked at the city of Diltrant from above. 
Garst nodded, visibly astonished by the map, yet Jan could see him get excited as he realized what he looked at. “That’s exactly what happened, boy. Why did you decide to come to Diltrant? There are other, bigger places, Port Alchant, Ilvant, and Actobal.” He couldn’t tear his view from the map.
“Power emissions and a higher technology, I hope. I detected a constant level of low power emissions in Diltrant. I thought that the higher the technology, the easier it would be to accept me for what I am, an alien from a more advanced culture.” 
“Show me another of your wonder tools, Jan. You astonish me.”
“My blaster is in my room. It is actually a weapon of great power. But here, I have a small trinket in my pocket.” He handed a pic-cube to Garst. It appeared to be a small black cube. “Now touch the yellow dot on the end of one of the corners.”
Garst did as Jan asked. His eyes widened when he saw images emerge to form a small holographic scene projected above the cube. The figures, dressed in what must be strange clothing to Garst, moved in the scene. The action  stopped and the scene faded. “Sort of like the map sprouting out of the watch?”
Jan nodded. “Those were some friends of mine. The speaker was a former girlfriend.” If you touch the red dot, you can see my mother. She is giving me a lecture on why I shouldn’t work for my father. Now she is dead.” Jan clamped his mouth tight. 
A sense of despair and loneliness shot through him. He took a drink of his ale and picked up the cube. 
“I believe you,” Garst said. “I believe you. Legend has it that on Grethia, they could do many things. Magic. Things like this and other wonders. The Grethian priests still claim to have some of that magic.  Now what about this special mission?”
“Just for myself.” Jan admitted. “I am trying to see if I can get enough power for my ship and leave. I don’t know quite what to do if I can’t locate any power sources. Most of my tools and trinkets will lose their energy after a while and won’t be operational. But I can pay for whatever I need by getting more technology into your culture, if I’m permitted.” Jan said. “Maybe I’ll have to invent my way back out into space.”
“What technology?” Garst asked.
“You probably don’t understand how this stuff works, do you?” Jan said. “I’m sure your engines are very primitive. I can design better ones.”
“How much do you know about our engines?” Garst said.
“Only that’s what I sensed from my ship.” Jan replied.
Garst relaxed at that. “Our technology is a state secret. If you knew how they worked, you would find things much more difficult here.”
“I know about a lot more than engine.” He had to make sure Garst thought him to be valuable. “As you admitted, I’m really smart. I come from a universe where the level of technology will stun you a great deal more than my watch or that little picture cube.”
“I don’t believe in magic.”
Jan took his watch off and handed to Garst with the screen still projecting. “No magic. You have wheels on your wagon. That makes it much easier for you to get your goods in and out of Tryst. I just have more advanced technology that will work for you as well as it does for me.”
“You don’t have to worry about me believing in you, lad.” Garst handed back the watch. “Can we enter into a little agreement? I’ll help you get an audience with Obsomil, if you will learn a little of our ways so you won’t stick out like a sore thumb. I can escort you about half way to Diltrant and from then on, you’re on your own until you can get an audience to see my cousin. “
“That sounds fair enough to me,” Jan said.
“But let me warn you, for all the friendliness you’ve probably felt here in Tryst, Diltrant is another story. Trust is not always a freely given commodity in our capital city. I absolutely do not trust Lord Habamil, the king’s brother. Don’t tell anyone I told you that! You will have to watch him. Obsomil has too soft of a spot in his heart for him, but some day Habamil will overstep his bounds and Obsomil will regret his reluctance to keep him in check.” Garst paused to think for a few moments. “We can talk of this later. Get your things from the inn. We leave right after I close up shop tonight.”
“Who will take care of it tomorrow?” Jan asked.
“My wife does. She’s home with a sick kid today.” 
Jan smiled, remembering the barman’s fact about Garst’s wife and her excuses. 
Just like back home,Jan thought.This is a real person on a distant planet. He has a family. He’s telling me of his home, of the politics. But I must remember, he sees some value in me and I obviously see value in him. Now we can use each other to our own ends... I just hope the ends match.

Garst took the two glasses and put them back under the counter as a customer walked in. His face split into a grin.
~~~
 



 
Chapter 6
 


 
Garst pulled his wagon to a stop as the sun set. “Time to get settled for the night.”
“How far to Diltrant?” Jan said as he helped unpack bedrolls and the portable stove that Garst preferred over an open fire.
“About ten days for you. I’ll be with you for three of those. There is a pottery factory where I occasionally buy some crockery. It’s a little out of the way, but there is a good trail from there into Diltrant.”
“Tell me some more about Diltrant, Garst.” Jan said.
“You told me its history from your sky view. What that picture doesn’t say is about fifty years ago, Obsomil’s grandfather, Somilan, threw out the Grethian priesthood and sponsored invention and learning. He established schools and gave everyone the opportunity to read and write and learn numbers. He also had advisors develop planning guidelines for the city. That’s where the wider and straighter streets came from. 
“Today, manufacturing is done in a factories and there is the University, although these days it has been moved to a town two days upriver.”
“What is Obsomil like? Have you met him?”
“I have seen him many times and, as I said, my relation, Lord Bloodin, is his aide. He is a very intelligent fellow, our king, but he has an emotional side. Sometimes, I think he feels a little too much passion for his own good. Letting his brother run around with his secret police is a good case in point. A cold, hard, intelligent man would see through the ties of blood. 
“But let me tell you, Jan, King Obsomil is a great king and the right king for right now. He has the love of his people and has been as innovative as Somilan. He is every bit the visionary his granddad was, and he rules just as well and justly, if a bit too emotionally.”
“What do you think he will make of me?” Jan said.
Garst gave Jan a long look. “I don’t know... I just don’t know…” he half said to himself. “Obsomil is not naive and doesn’t trust people easily, save his brother. He will be curious. I daresay he will believe you, since your tools will convince his practical side of that.”
“Why don’t you come with me?” Jan said with narrowing eyes as he felt a stab of anxiety. 
“I have other things to do.  Don’t worry, I’ll send a message to Bloodin by my usual means to validate your story and our ‘understanding’. My message should get to Diltrant before you do. I think it will be useful to observe if Habamil’s men find you before you find Bloodin.”
“I suppose I have nothing to fear?” Jan said wryly with one side of his mouth turned up.
“Nothing to fear but Obsomil, Habamil, all of Diltrant, Murgrontia and the Grethian Priesthood. That’s all. We’ll talk more tomorrow. I’d like to learn more about the world up there, but...tomorrow.” Garst yawned and rolled out his blankets and in a couple of minutes was snoring away.
Jan took out his blankets and spread it over a bed of leaves. He looked up at the sky and looked at the Grethian heavens with a lot fewer stars in strange constellations than night on Impollon IV. 
The day dawned with the heavy mist common to the mountains, according to Garst. Jan’s blankets were nearly wet with dew when the dim sun poked its way through and shined weakly on his face. Garst had already gotten up and had just started up the coals in his iron stove. 
“You want some brew?” Garst asked, putting an herb powder in a pot of boiling water. “It looks like it will be a clear day like yesterday. What is it like on a different planet? Is the sky a different color? Here it is blue. What is it on your home world?”
“Blue, like this, but the sun is more white. Many planets fit for humans have blue skies, but not all, by any means.” Jan thought of the Grethian priesthood. “What kind of religion does Diltrant have?”
“We believe in a Great God who organizes the world and takes our souls into His care when we die. That’s about it. Some people go to weekly meetings to worship Him. Religion isn’t too organized in Diltrant. In other places, there’s the Grethian Religion. They still worship the Great God, but believe that the Grethian priests are special emissaries. 
“Even though we call our world Grethia and our continent Grethia, we are not Grethians, only the priests. I am a Diltrantian. At the time of the Great Destruction, the Grethian religion supposedly began based on the worship of relics from Heaven. The center of Grethian worship is the temple at Port Alchant. The Hand of Grethia is the holiest relic said to be deep within the Temple.”
“The Hand of Grethia?”
“Yes, the Hand of Grethia. It is only to be seen and touched by a Grethian priest. The Hand is the symbol of the Grethian priesthood. It looks like this.” Garst held up his hand, palm facing Jan with his thumb at the side. “It has been described as a block of diamond with the hand miraculously appearing inside.
 “Legend has it that the Hand is the key to the return of Browngoat knowledge. The Grethians don’t exactly know what this means, but King Somilan thought he knew. There is something deep underneath the Royal Hunting Lodge, which used to be a Grethian monastery before he kicked them out of Diltrant. Obsomil’s grandfather found a hidden stairway that leads to a set of large metal doors that no one has been able to open.”
“There are other ways to break into a vault besides opening the door,” Jan  said.
There is a box inset by the entrance that is believed to be the resting place for the Hand. The King thinks that if the Hand were placed there, the door would open. I don’t know if I believe it or not. Regardless, all priests wear a Hand amulet.”
“But what do the Grethians believe?” Jan asked.
“They believe that they have a special Path to Heaven. A Grethian priest can go to Heaven and converse with the Gods. He can see and touch the marvels the Gods have made while there, and then the priest can return to the temple.”
“I thought you said there is a Great God.”
“There is, but those who left behind the relics are also considered gods by the Grethians and those relics are in the temple.”
“Is there only one temple?” Jan said as Garst handed him a steaming cup of brew.
“No, there are a few of them. What makes a temple special is that it supposedly contains one of those pathways to heaven.
“Since there isn’t a temple in Diltrant, the Grethians have never been really popular here. At one time, there were Grethian Wardens from monastery sent out to watch over Diltrant. For centuries, they had armed men that would collect money for the Grethian priests. Diltrant received nothing in return for the offerings, so King Somilan kicked them out for good. About the same time, the grandfather ordered work to begin on the motion device for the ships,” Garst continued, “The priests went crazy when the first Diltrant ship entered Port Alchant with the sails down and not a single oar dipped in the water. 
“They have outlawed learning and technology development in all of the other countries of Grethia. King Somilan made an end of that! Now we don’t have a state religion. We have what we call devotional societies, like I said, that believe in the divine organization of the Great God, but we have no set precepts, just a bunch of opinions.” Garst laughed and shook his head. 
“My wife likes to go to meetings, but I generally ignore them. I do my devoting on nights like last night, out in the open just looking up at the canopy of stars and thinking. Let me look at one of your tools again.”
Jan passed an electronic sextant over the Garst. 
“You know, I was in Ilvant, Murgrontia’s capital, once, long ago, when the priest showed a Heavenly Object. As I look at this, I think that Heavenly Objects are a something like this. Not all of the relics are made of metal.”
Jan smiled. These people didn’t know what synthetic materials were. “We don’t have Heavenly Objects where I come from or Pathways to Heaven. We do have a lot of technology. That’s where this is from, a factory. We have carts with no wheels and carts with wheels that move without animals. We have ships that take us between the stars. We have cookers that will heat brew without coals or a fire. In fact we have cups that will heat the brew itself without a cooker because of special materials inside the cup. We have devices that will carry a person’s voice and picture around a planet to another person just like the pic-cube, but talking to someone else and having them talk to you at the same time. We have little calculating machines that can revolutionize your already efficient shop, in fact I’ve got one built into my watch. That is all man-made technology.”
“Obsomil will have quite a time with you.” Garst smiled as he sipped his hot brew. “The magic that the Grethians preach is similar to what your objects do. We need to start traveling. I don’t like meeting strangers when I’m not moving on the trail.” 
Jan and Garst loaded up the wagon and set off into the thinning haze. They traveled along a valley route that, according to Garst, was one ridgeline off the more normally traveled road. They met a few fellow travelers each hour. In the end they came to a small village that was dominated by a smoking pottery factory. 
“The reason this pottery is so fine is because of the colors of the glaze. They found a way hundreds of years ago to create a range of colors. The mines the local villagers work contain some of the minerals used to color the glazes. These are absolutely unique in Grethia. But not only are the minerals used in the glaze, but also in the clay and that makes the pottery strong. 
“In any event, we part here. There are two ways to get to Diltrant. The well-traveled way and there is a roundabout way that will offer you a more discrete entrance. I suggest you choose discretion. We will buy you some common clothes here and get you moving on to see Lord Bloodin and, hopefully, our King. Here is the village store. Not as nice as mine, but it’s the only one in town.” Garst grinned and pulled the wagon up and jumped off. Jan did likewise and the two entered into the little store. 
The local pottery lined the shelves of one side. Brilliant blues, greens and yellows sparkled as the glaze dripped over the light gray pottery. The colors seemed incredibly deep. A good off-world export product came immediately to Jan’s mind. Garst selected a nondescript outfit for Jan that seemed sturdy and would certainly fit in well with the locals. Jan traded the bag he took off of the ship with Garst for a locally-made travel bag to carry all of Jan’s curiosities. Garst helped Jan pick out enough supplies for the journey to Diltrant. 
“It’s time you got started. Here are 500 tarns to get you there. Think of it as a loan,” Garst said. “There is more than enough light to get you out of here and just over the pass. That’s the way to Diltrant.” Garst pointed down a road out of town. “You’ll go by way of a trail up over Dungheap Pass. It used to be the only way from here to the capital until the boys at the University figured out how to blow up half a mountain to open up the way here. Life got a lot better all of a sudden. Since then, the old road, such as it is, has gotten grown over a bit since it’s now mostly used by those on foot.”
“I appreciate all you have done for me, Garst. Will we see each other again? There’s more to tell you and quite frankly, I enjoy your company.” Jan said.
“So do I, Jan. Something tells me we’ll run into each other again. I’ll have my associates keep an eye out for you. I’ll have a message to Bloodin in four days. It should take you six or seven days to reach Diltrant on foot. A little seasoning on the trail won’t do you any harm. Don’t hide from people. Talk to them and really listen to what they have to say.” Garst pulled a sword out from the bottom of his wagon and presented it to Jan.
“Practice swinging this around a bit on your way and take this knife as well. Do you know how to use them?” Garst said.
“I’ve got some aptitude, but a little practice on the local vegetation won’t hurt. It’s been a few months.” Jan said as he put the knife on this belt, wrapped up the sword and tied it to his bag. 
“Very good, Jan. I didn’t even have to tell you to hide the sword. I sort of thought I wouldn’t have to.” A smiling Garst extended his hand, Grethian-style, and gave a little bow. “Good luck and may you be protected.”
Jan repeated the gesture with “And may we meet again to talk about the stars. Something tells me you’d like to know more.” Jan grinned, and then started off down the cobbled street and off into the hills.
~
Jan traveled towards the saddle in the mountain range that split the path the Diltrant. The trail wound back and forth switchback fashion, but Jan didn’t mind the slower route. 
He took out his sword twice a day and when he stopped at a stream to eat, he practiced his fighting forms. Jan always led his Space Quest classes in ancient weapons because it gave him a chance to concentrate on using his body for protection rather than just his mind.
As he practiced in the wilderness, he found himself realizing that the concentration was a great diversion from his predicament. He kept reminding himself that if he didn’t take everything seriously, he might not survive.
He crossed over the high range and noticed the sea sparkling off to his right. He could also see Diltrant as a distant gleam off in the distance. Jan spotted a small ridgeline that led off to the sea and through another village. He could go to the ocean and return in a day. After his first encounter with the Diltrantians, Jan felt he could use more practice with interacting with locals before his entry into formal Grethian society.
The trail expanded back into a road that forked with one branch leading to the ocean and the other continuing towards Diltrant. He turned towards the ocean. The village he saw from the pass wasn’t far from the crossroads. Some farmland had been carved out of the little valley, a sight that now seemed common to him. Jan walked into the village inn and sat down. 
“A jug of water and some bread please,” Jan said to a young waitress—probably the owner’s daughter. He looked around the inn.Smaller, but cleaner than my first encounter, he thought. The owner came in with the bread and water.
“My daughter said a stranger asked for some food. Bread and water is a little too severe for my establishment, so I have added a vegetable or two and some fruit. Hope you don’t mind.” He sat down with Jan and took a morsel from Jan’s plate. Although he looked relaxed, Jan could sense some anxiety behind his cheerful demeanor.
“No, I don’t mind. I’m just passing through. I’ve never been through here before. I’m heading for Diltrant. I’m from Tryst, up in the highlands.” Jan replied.
“Ah, Tryst. Know a man named Garst?” the innkeeper said with squinting eyes.
“The shopkeeper? Yes, I know him. I worked for him once. He’s not exactly an easy person to work with. But I will say he is a fair man and brings in good quality goods for the village.” Jan said, confident that he spoke the truth.
The innkeeper visibly relaxed. “Yes, that’s Garst. Sometimes he even comes through here on his travels.” He paused to take a little bite from the food in his hand. “If you need to wash up or spend the night, I can give you a good rate,” the innkeeper said with a smile, patting Jan on the back. He walked back behind the bar and on into the kitchen. 
Jan finished his meal by himself. There was no one else in the inn. The waitress came out and took Jan’s money. “Thanks, “ Jan said to the pretty young girl. 
Too young for me, he thought as he headed down the street. This time, Jan felt at ease. He was dressed right. It felt good to know the local language and keep up a decent conversation. On he strolled to the sea… a lot more confident.
He found a path down to the shore and walked down to the water to wash his face. Saltwater. He walked along the beach, stopping to talk to a local. He told him the same story that he had told the innkeeper.  There were no large oceans on Impollon IV. Evidently, Jan was not the first and wouldn’t be the last young highlander to make it to their village to see the ocean. 
He rounded a cliff along a small edge of sand leading to a small bay that looked serene with a pretty little waterfall falling down the cliff into a tide pool and then out into the sea. He filled his waterskin from the falls and looked around at the interesting rocks on both sides of the inlet. The cliffs created some interesting shapes.I like this place, thought Jan as he headed up the pathway that paralleled the falls.
‘Smuggler’s cove’ suddenly came to mind as Jan looked down at the little bay once he reached the top of the sea cliff. And indeed, it appeared that the path at the top of the cliff was as well traveled as the path leading down from the village. He shrugged his shoulders and took the smuggler’s path inland. 
Jan became a bit lost as he followed the trail and took a faint path that he thought would lead him back to the village, but it didn’t. As he walked he could hear voices. He stopped and listened to a dialect that was a little different from what he had heard Diltrantians speak. He walked a little further through the brush and came across a lodge of some sort. Six men sat outside the door to the building and were engaged in a conversation. 
Jan did not want to eavesdrop, because he could see that these men were not the type to surprise. In fact, a few were sharpening swords and spitting into the dust. A few words came through. He noticed the names of Wilton, Alchant, Grethians and Habamil mentioned a few times accompanied by curses. Jan saw no horses or animals about. It all seemed so strange.
Maybe these men came from the sea? Jan looked around and could see nothing else of note except for a curious metal disk at the center of a trampled down section of grass between him and the lodge. He quietly withdrew, following the trail back to the road and came out about a hundred yards further along from the fork he took to the village. Another two ruffians sat like guards on two rocks on either side of the track that probably led to the lodge. 
“Good day,” Jan nodded amiably to the men as he passed. They grunted and grasped the staffs they each held a bit more tightly. Both had swords strapped to their sides. Jan breathed easier the further away he walked from them. 
Hills hemmed in Diltrant on two sides with the sea on a third. Most of the buildings ran along the river that ran through the capital. Timber and stucco dwellings made up the bulk of the structures with tile or slate roofs. A palace dominated the skyline sited on the knoll. The bird’s eye view of the capital city from his watch didn’t prepare him for the difference in height of various districts of the city accentuated by banners flying from the top of every tower. The buildings closer to the palace tended to be a weathered gray or white stone, although there were some colored plaster buildings in what seemed to be newer residential areas upslope of the main town. The river became an estuary as it approached the sea and docks lined the shore. 
It seemed Diltrant was just on the edge of industrialization. There were factories utilizing waterpower and metalworking enterprises by the look and smell of the fumes that sometimes wafted down to where Jan walked.  As he passed factories, he could occasionally hear pulleys and belts whir and clatter along with other mechanical sounds. Jan walked through a large gate that guarded the older part of the city from the direction of the Diltrantian forests and river valley. Farmers, hunters, and miners bringing goods into the city hemmed him in as he entered his destination. He saw a cart full of pottery, but it wasn’t Garst. 
No vehicles. No communications. This was still a horse and cart society. Jan had less than three days of resources left, if the prices weren’t too much higher than Tryst. He needed to make contact with Bloodin as soon as possible.
Jan wandered in with the flow of carts flowing into one of the market areas Garst had talked about. Guildhalls lined the major square in the city. Taverns and a larger city government building took up most of the opposite side from where Jan stood. He walked right through the square and stepped into the largest government building. He intended to get some attention and see if he could get some quick connections. 
“I am an alien from another planet,” Jan could barely suppress a smile of the triteness of what he was about to say, “Take me to your leader.” 
“What kind of tripe is this?” said a belligerent bureaucrat across the counter from him. Jan pulled his blaster from within his jacket and pointed it at a woven wastebasket on the other side of the counter. “Watch” Jan warned. He set the power level to high and fired a short burst. A barely noticeable beam flashed and a 6-inch section of the wastebasket disintegrated setting the rest of the container aflame.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter 7
 


 
 
Jan walked through the halls of the Palace of Diltrant flanked by a nervous “honor” guard escorting the young man into the throne room. Jan had been in larger rooms, but the palace had a certain presence. High ceilings, supported walls that sported banners decorated with coats of arms with tapestries hanging on the walls behind them. Human life did many of the same things at equivalent stages of civilization and the palace followed suit.  One of the guards ran ahead and whispered to the king, lounging on his throne.
“So you pretend to be from another world?” boomed the voice of Obsomil from the other end. Obsomil was a large, dark haired man with electric blue eyes. “Show me your magic!”
“Gladly, sire.” Jan bowed when he finally walked the long path to the throne. He looked for something innocuous. Unfortunately there was nothing as “innocuous” as the wastebasket he had shot earlier. He spied a bowl of fruit, aimed and fired. The fruit became a pulpy steaming mass. The court jumped.  
“This weapon is usually set at a very light charge. Such a charge will merely disorient those caught in the field, rendering them unconscious for a time.” Jan looked at the battery level in the gun. He had to conserve the blaster’s energy, so he removed the power pack and handed the gun to Obsomil. 
Obsomil handled the object with intense curiosity. “We have legends, Grethian legends, about relics like this. Unfortunately most of the items are only for the eyes of Grethian Priests.” Obsomil’s words were spat out distastefully when he mentioned the priesthood. “You’re not a damned priest in disguise, are you?”
Jan could see a twinkle in the King’s eyes as he said, “No, Your Majesty.”
“Come!” Obsomil rose with the word. “Let us discuss this further. in private.” In a louder voice he said, “Court is closed.” Others struggled to maintain some kind of ritual that ended the session, which Obsomil obviously ignored, as the King stepped through a door at the back of the throne room. Jan’s guard followed Obsomil to the door. “I have him now. Bloodin, come with us,” glared Obsomil at the guards. They shrunk back and let an older man through.
Taking Jan by the arm and waving the inert blaster under his nose, the king and his advisor led Jan away from a rather concerned court. The trio walked along a back corridor to a large door. Lord Bloodin opened it for Obsomil. 
A small fire greeted the men since the day was warm, but he imagined that the palace stayed cool most of the time. Jan liked the size of the room. This had to be for informal meetings with overstuffed furniture filling the carpeted floor. Over the fireplace was the head of a large animal Jan had never seen before. The walls were paneled in a medium brown wood with gilding highlighting the carved molding. The ceiling arched over the fireplace. Windows echoing the arch let light into the room on both sides. Jan walked to the window and down into a courtyard filled with lush plants. He turned to look at Bloodin and Obsomil sitting down on facing couches.
“So, Bloodin, our off-worlder has finally arrived. We have our sign to proceed.” Obsomil waved the blaster meaningfully. “We have the means and perhaps the agent himself. We will take the Hand now!” Obsomil declared virtually ignoring Jan.
“Your Majesty, what has changed?” Bloodin looked at Jan doubtfully. To Jan’s eyes, General Lord Bloodin appeared to be a weathered, yet vigorous man of about sixty. Not quite what he must have been in his prime, Bloodin nevertheless exhibited a strong commanding presence. “What is your name?”
“Jan Smith, late of Impollon IV, a planet far, far away.” Jan had nothing more to say at present. He was intent on finding out what this hyperactive lion of a king was up to. 
“Master Smith removed something from the instrument before he handed it to you. I would say it enables it to operate. Am I right?” Bloodin raised his eyebrows in an inquiring look at Jan. The look was all Jan needed to know that Bloodin knew all about him.
Jan nodded affirmative.This man is no fool and he is a very cool foil to the King’s enthusiasm, he thought.
“I noticed that also, Bloodin. That is why I took it. If he meant me harm he wouldn’t have given it to me so easily. No matter. We now have a secret device that will get us into the temple at Alchant and give us the Hand.”
“I can’t let anyone use the weapon except myself,” Jan said, looking levelly at the King. 
“Well, you look a resourceful lad. You’ll be the one to retrieve the Hand. You’re marooned from another planet and need sponsorship. Bloodin’s cousin sent us your story. We know of the star ship that can’t move and the excitement you caused in Garst’s village.”
“I have to conserve the power left in my blaster—the weapon. I need to learn how to live as you do, so I have not used it until today. As you said, I’m marooned on your planet. I seek a way to power my ship and to do that I will need some help, so I am at your disposal, King Obsomil.” Jan gave the king a bow.
“You may not know that Habamil’s people had you followed from Grammley village. I would say you are in dire need of a sponsor. That is something I can do myself. But you will do as I ask. I am the king here, you know.” Obsomil laughed. “Your device may be wonderful for demonstrations, but it will not stop all of Diltrant. Besides, as you heard I have a mission for you.” The king grinned as he extended his hand. “Slap it! That’s our gesture of consent.” Obsomil kept his grin up. Jan tentatively slapped at the hand. “You’ll have to do better than that off-worlder!”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter 8
 


 
 
Jan looked over his shoulder. The darkening mist kept him from seeing any danger from behind. He had to glance longer than he would have liked to see who might follow him. He stopped and tried to look interested at the display in a meat shop window. His heart beat wildly and he tried to keep from over-ventilating. A barefooted man dressed in a plain, rough-woven tunic over tattered trousers hurriedly rushed past, obviously on an errand for his master. Through the window, plucked chicken bodies hung in a row above the dressed meat. He chanced a sideways glance, peering into that gathering darkness. 
Jan did not exactly present an unobtrusive figure. Red velvet cloak, trousers and gloves made him standout under the lanterns that lit the shop. A large sword clanked loudly at every step and drew attention away from the only blaster in the world, holstered in a makeshift pouch at his other hip. No one in Grethia had seen a blaster before, so a casual observer would see it as large purse and nothing more. A scowl crossed his face--his eyebrows, furrowed. 
The mist darkened further and the lights from the shop made his red cloak stand out even more. Jan had stood exposed long enough.  He adjusted his cloak and hurried towards the docks.
The steps of the stone walkways began to echo as most of the waterfront denizens had found refuge from the cold, dark dampness that the evening mist brought. Jan stopped suddenly. Footfalls more than echoed his own and made two or three more sounds, then stopped. He had no doubt someone followed him. Despite the damp, Jan slipped off his boots revealing soft leather shoes beneath instead of stockings. He removed the clanking sword when he found a suitable hiding place and quickly, silently, rushed off into the mist.
~
Jan held the cup of hot brew tightly to warm his hands. “Halfway from the temple. I knew for sure I was followed. That mist came in and swallowed me up, just like you said. The last thing I wanted was a confrontation with anyone. The sword you gave me was so huge and noisy. I was glad to be rid of it.” The light swayed slightly in the cabin of the ship rolling with the gentle rise and fall of the water.
“The danger is not yet past, off-worlder,” Yorg, the stocky ship’s captain said. He put a hand to his beard and tugged it to and fro in a gesture that seemed to indicate that his mind churned. If that were truly the case, he thought furiously while he talked to Jan. “Your pursuers, as covert as they were, don’t worry me, but I think we’d better not wait for the best time of the tide. We’ll put out now. I’ve let it known to those in the Port that we may be leaving tonight in any case.” Yorg rose and went topside leaving the young man in red alone—Jan’s breathing had not yet returned back to normal after his ordeal in the town.
The sway of the ship increased as they put out to sea. The calls of the seamen were muffled. Yorg told him that the pilot knew the channel by feel. Even still, as far as Jan could tell, the boat made slow headway with the sails, meeting resistance from the slowly outgoing tide. At intervals, he heard seamen calling out soundings that were made in the channel. 
Suddenly, he heard a concerned voice. “Captain,” It was the mate who bellowed from topside, “There’s a Murgrontian Shark ship heading toward us!”
“I knew it wouldn’t be so easy!” said Yorg as he came back down into his cabin, his bad mood becoming foul. “Jan, it seems your twilight stroll may have initiated more attention, after all. We will show these Murgrontians what makes Diltrant the real rulers of the seas. Jontri!” Yorg called out to his first mate, “Put three measures of fuel into the drive system and get us out of here, said out the open door to his cabin.
Jontri ambled down the ladder with a large pot and set it down. Two other seamen followed and left after leaving their containers. The captain and Jan stood aside while the mate moved the tabletop to reveal an engine of sorts.  Jontri poured out a thick black liquid from all three containers into a hopper, pulled on a rope, and then pushed a lever to get the engine moving. 
After a few tries, the engine belched into life. Jan heard a hissing sound  that turned into boiling and a slow grating of gears. Jan could see the arcing of a spark from a crude electrical circuit used to fire small amounts of fuel dropped from the tank. With the engine’s sound, there was little doubt that Diltrant used oil-powered steam engines. The electrical firing mechanism reminded him of old fashioned internal combustion engines. This seemed to be a combination of the two. 
As the engine built up speed, the mechanical sounds smoothed out. Jontri closed up the access cover to the engine, and then followed Yorg up the ladder. Three sailors removed the big pots while Jan could feel the ship picking up speed. He looked out the rear windows of the cabin. No longer coasting on the light wind and the tide, the Diltrantian vessel cut through the glassy water creating a wake that boiled over the lightly rolling surface of the water. He could see the sleek Murgrontian ship slowly, but steadily, falling behind, fading into the mist.
Yorg walked back into the cabin and smiled as he observed the receding ship from the stern window. His nerves had settled down as evidenced by a deep breath. He peered at Jan and said sharply, “Show me the Hand.” Yorg looked  excited to view the artifact.
Jan went to his cloak and parted a section of the lining and pulled out a purple velvet pouch. Jan put it on the table, loosened the drawstrings and showed Captain Yorg a gem about two inches in diameter. The facets of the jewel reflected tiny spots of light from the candles into cramped rumpled cabin when he put it close to the flame. 
The captain’s eyes gleamed, “This is incredible. This must be the fabled Eye of Gort. Now let’s see the Hand.”
~
Deep within the Grethian Temple of Alchant Port, a disheveled priest cursed. The light within the temple was a wash of deep blue light coming from glowing paint on the walls, but the dimness didn’t stop him from rushing down ancient stone stairs.
The Grethian priest had long uncombed hair. It radiated from his face, exaggerating his features as the emotions churned within him. In the light, the aura of his hair backlit from behind gave him an ethereal look. His eyes were wide with whites showing all around his pupils. His face twisted in a grimace. His silver Grethian amulet swung back and forth on his neck as other priests joined him in his run down the stairs. They quickly halted as they entered a large subterranean chamber. 
His eyes rolled around the room and centered upon a short column. Upon the pedestal, a pillow of velvet revealed a cavity that was made by an object no longer there. “The great Eye of Gort has been taken from our midst! Our greatest secular treasure,” the priest muttered to two acolytes hunched and trembling beneath the cowls covering their heads. The priest’s features body jerked nearly uncontrollably. He turned as other priests filled the room. 
A thin late-middle-aged man confidently strode into the chamber. A low fringe of hair ran from just above his ears to low in the back of his head. Ichar, the High Priest of the Grethian Temple of Alchant had entered the room, the center of the Grethian Priesthood. He held up his hand in the manner of the amulet. The disheveled priest stood at Ichar’s side and tried to control himself with little success. He looked upon Ichar with barely concealed anger.
“What has happened here, Pola?”
The wild-eyed priest fidgeted with his hands. “Our inner sanctum has been violated and the Eye of Gort stolen. We must flood the city with priests to find the thieves.”
“Settle down. I have men watching tonight and every night. How could you have let such a thing happen? The Sanctum is your responsibility.” Although the room was dimly lit in blue, Ichar’s eyes burned with cold passion. His gaze drew the priests back from the velvet pillow. The indentation lay unchanged. 
The despair that Pola felt turned to outrage on the face of Ichar. Some other thoughts must have run through Ichar’s mind hardening his knitted brow. His eyes flashed.
“Check the alcove of the Hand ... and quickly!” Ichar said. 
Pola made the connection of the loss of the Eye of Gort to a possible theft of the Hand at the same time.
Two of the priests walked over a golden metal circle, inset in the floor. A hidden stud was pushed and the circle swiveled to reveal a small chamber hidden in the floor. Pola reached in and pulled out… an empty velvet bag. How could this be? Utter sacrilege! He screamed and tore at his hair.
The rest of the priests, now as deflated and empty as the bag, began to wail and throw themselves on the floor. Someone had stolen the great Hand of Grethia. The spiritual key to the power of the priesthood of Grethia in Port Alchant was now lost! If the eyes of Ichar burned before, they were lances of lightning, only competing with intensity to the violation that the wild-eyed priest felt.
Ichar jerked Pola’s sleeve in anger. “Come,” he said to Pola. “There is nothing more we can do here.” Ichar’s scowl did not change as they ascended the many stone steps leading up from the room. The pair passed the main level of the Temple and ascended polished marble steps to Ichar’s official chambers, midway up the pyramid shaped temple. 
As they entered his room Emon, the Captain of the Temple Guard, immediately stood. “High Priest Ichar, what happened? Was the Temple truly violated?”
Peering from his smoldering, hooded eyes, Pola heard Ichar declare, “The Eye of Gort has been stolen. I don’t know how it was done. Evidently, some of our priests were drugged. They still haven’t regained consciousness yet. Its value is monetary only. Have your people seen anything suspicious, Emon?” Pola noticed that Ichar didn’t mention the Hand.
“We followed a person, a tall young man. But he couldn’t be a burglar...not the way he was dressed. We lost contact with him to the mist as it came in from the sea. A merchant ship from Diltrant was seen leaving tonight. We asked a Murgrontian shark ship to intercept it, but this one was powered by one of their cursed engines. The ship was left far behind,: Emon said.
“I’ll tell you, we have lost the Hand of Grethia for now, but that relic will light the path to our enemies. The theft and the fleeing ship are connected. Pola and others of the priesthood may pay King Obsomil an unannounced visit.” Ichar looked out of the window to his quarters at the dark port beyond. The mist now swallowed all light. 
“Let me know how your guard may help,” Emon said. He bowed to Pola and Ichar and left the room.
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Jan smiled and pulled the second bag from his cloak. “The red coat, as ostentatious as it seems, provided me with a black cloak of invisibility in the blue light inside the temple. I don’t know if I’ll ever see colors normally again.” Jan blinked, almost involuntarily at his remarks.
“Here is the Hand of Grethia,” he announced as he slid the relic from the bag, a translucent stone in the size and shape of a common building brick. Inside a distinct a representation of a hand could be seen, upraised like the amulets of the priests. “Watch this...” Jan took a lantern from a hook and brought close to the Hand. As the yellow light was brought closer, the hand disappeared.
Yorg cried out in anguish “The stone! You have destroyed the Hand! Obsomil will have your head for this.” Yorg’s anguish turned to anger.
“Steady, Yorg. Watch again,” Jan said as he moved the lantern away. The hand reappeared and began to wash the room again in its glow as soon Jan turned down the lamp. 
“I found out about that as I looked at the hand outside of the temple when I first got out onto the street. You think you were shocked! I didn’t want to go back into the temple and find another hiding place. I thought I had the wrong thing until I turned into a dark alley, away from the light. By the way, your intelligence on the Temple was superb.”
“I can’t say I completely trusted the information from a priest that likes good wine and, fortunately for us, good little boys,” Yorg said with a sour look on his face. “A person is ripe for exploitation, even if there is a tiny bit of evil among the good. Just the same, we were fortunate to get such accurate intelligence. Good work from both of us led to success.”
Jan nodded in agreement and turned back to examine the relic. “You know, this Hand is not a stone at all, you know.” He knocked the side with his finger, hearing a dull sound. It’s a piece of plastic or clear resin. Man manufactured this. The Hand is made out of substance that appears in the dark and glows. I’m not sure how it acts as a key. In that respect I’m as ignorant as any of you.” Jan admitted half to himself. 
“Your escapade still worries me. Did you get a good look at the men who followed you?” Yorg said. “I can’t help connecting your shadow and our marine shadow. Alchant and Murgrontia might be talking to one another again. That is not a good thing to contemplate. The king must know.” Now it was Yorg speaking half to himself. “Jan, here have some of this ale. You look tired. Maybe you should get some rest.”
“I won’t argue with you on that point, Captain. I hope this Hand is the key King Obsomil wants.” Jan drained the mug of liquid and lay down on a bunk. Yorg looked down at the young man. Jan thought he noticed him shaking his head ruefully when he went topside.
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The jagged edges of lofty crags split sunlight into shards, striping the land below into light and shadow. The trees in the valley below reflected a brilliant gold-green back at the emerging day. A mist hung low in the air, giving a crisp, idyllic, look to the scene. Below the trees, a stone building belched black smoke from numerous chimneys. Its length and low height minimized the size of the structure. Within, the inhabitants were starting the day.
In the ancient Great Room, once a meeting place for Grethian priests, men were already gathering. The beginnings of morning fires in four fireplaces spaced around the hall began to dissipate the chill. Smoke leaked into the room and made the shafts of sunlight from windows in the roof appear like pillars holding up the roof. A gallery surrounded the entire room with corridors leading off to quarters. Tapestries covered the stacked-stone walls on the main floor. Flags and banners hung out into the cavernous room from the second floor above with the upper floor broken up by the corridor entrances and an occasional display of arms and hunting trophies.
Most of the men entered the room by the gallery and descended the large stairway that came down between the fireplaces on one of the long sides. Others came through the main entrance. Anxiety mixed with excitement and anticipation, almost palpable, filled the air as the gathering grew. 
In the corner, a drum beat the call to assemble in low, slow strokes. Through a hole close by, the sound carried through pipes throughout the lodge. Obsomil, King of Diltrant, called for the gathered men to sit down. A wolfish grin spread over his face as the final few people entered the hall and strode to position themselves directly in front of him. He looked down into their eyes.
Obsomil’s hands shot up, clenched fists as if to punch two holes in the ceiling far above. “Behold!” he shouted to those in the room. One of the men behind him uncovered what he carried and held it up for all to see. 
“This is the fulfillment of my legacy! My grandfather cast off the chains of the Grethian priests. My father planted in me the desire for Diltrant to look to the future instead of the past. And now, the culmination of these two great men’s efforts!” Obsomil said. The group broke into a cacophony of shouting. The king moved back taking the Hand of Grethia from General Bloodin , and then strode to the wall. Pulling down a light holder, he waited for the wall to move aside, and then he seized a torch. Obsomil bolted down wide steps plunging into the secret passage. The men in the hall rushed to follow!
Down and down they raced. Thirty-three men followed their king as they made a mad dash to keep up with him. Other torches lit up the rapid procession. After nearly two hundred steps, the stairway widened out to reveal an alcove large enough to contain them all. A set of ancient, dull metal doors prohibited further progress. 
Obsomil turned around, eyes gleaming, “I will now take the Hand to Grethia!” He took up the relic and placed it in an indentation in the wall about twelve inches square. Obsomil looked around at his men, his back to the doors. He grinned, slowly turned around and deliberately pushed the hand down into the cavity at the bottom. The Hand fit perfectly. 
Strange noises emitted from behind the wall and doors. Eyes widened, mouths dropped, sweat beaded foreheads as, first a crack, and then a slanting beam of orange light struck out from the doors as they opened. Light from a huge chamber beyond illuminated the alcove.
~
Jan awoke, startled. He was the sole occupant of a spare stone room about 15 feet square. The bed he lay on was merely a straw stuffed mattress on a wood and leather frame. A thick wool covering lay, unused, at his feet. The whitewashed cell wasn’t dirty, but it wasn’t warm or inviting. The window was lightly barred and large. Tall trees darkened the emerging morning light. Steps were heard outside the door, and then someone fumbled with the lock. It flew open.
“Quickly, into these clothes, off-worlder,” said a man bursting into his room. “Our King requires your presence below!” The figure flung an armful of clothes and some shoes to Jan and walked outside the cell, standing with arms folded, impatiently tapping his foot on the stone floor. “We go, now!” the voice outside his cell was very insistent and must have assumed that Jan would magically be ready if the man so decreed. 
Jan threw on his clothes and exited the room taking the fruit and bread that had been delivered while he slept. As they walked, Jan began to fill his stomach. He thought about the lack of trust that Obsomil had shown him after he had returned from Port Alchant. He was a prisoner… not ill-treated, but a prisoner, nevertheless.
“Quickly! All of them are waiting below!” Another man urged them through an opening in the wall of the Great Hall. Down the steps they went. Jan arrived breathlessly at the bottom to the scene of Obsomil, with gleaming eyes, looking through the open doors.
“Jan,” boomed Obsomil. “Only you can explain what lies beyond. I do not want to end my existence prematurely through ignorance. The air is dry and odd. We only know of this place because my grandfather found the doors beneath the lodge when he remodeled their monastery!” 
Jan peered into the room. Lights were on. Power existed… maybe enough power to get him home. His spirits rose as he stepped into the room. He laid a hand on a large vehicle of some kind. Something was thrust in his hand. His blaster. Jan looked at the power setting. Someone had played a long time with it, draining much of the battery.
He walked through the rows of machines in the wash of bright orange light shining down from fixtures on the celling of a garage filled with machines. Up ahead stood a console that looked like some kind of reader. Archaic data tabs were arranged on it. He walked up, looking at some machines as he took in the scene. Some of the metal was burnished bright. This might have been one of the sources of the vague readings his computer had read from up in orbit. 
A thin layer of dust lay everywhere. Jan looked up. The ceiling was some 8 or 9 meters high. The walls were rock, but machined smooth. Jan’s attention went back to the machines. It was like looking at a history book. He could discern their purposes; agricultural or construction machines, maybe even some earthmoving equipment. 
An inset circle of metal three or so meters in diameter decorated a large empty area before the console. Shouting and the sounds of fighting interrupted his observations. Obsomil ran into the room with a few of his personal guard.
A Grethian priest leaned against the door frame, breathless. “Halt! Do not touch the holy altar of Grethia! You will perish! Only a priest is permitted to touch it! I am Pola of Alchant. I have come to retrieve the Hand from the blasphemer thief!” 
Jan turned and saw another priest pass the opening with the Hand in his arms. The doors were beginning to slide shut! Obsomil turned to see what was happening. Arrows began to shoot from the opening. Another priest entered the room waving a sword and urged the archers who stood at the closing entrance to continue to shoot. Jan could only grab Obsomil and they jumped for protection behind a machine. The king’s guard returned fire, but too late. Arrows struck them down as the doors slid shut.
Once the two were out of immediate danger, they looked towards the doors. Jan searched for some kind of opening mechanism. “King Obsomil, is there another way out of here? Another set of stairs?” Jan frowned. Frustration and anger built within him.
“How would a Diltrantian know? This is the first time we have had the Hand.” admitted Obsomil, “and the first time we have set foot in here.”
“Let’s look at the console and see what it can tell us. I know how to operate this, or I should. Are any of those guards alive?” Jan looked at Obsomil, who immediately checked on his men.
Jan checked to see if a data tab was loaded. None were. He picked up the one closest to the reader. It left an outline in the thin dust. 
The tab slid into the reader. The viewer lit. A man appeared on the display. He was dressed in a red jumpsuit and began to speak in another language that Jan nearly understood. Jan looked at the controls. He knew that  with a little time, he could understand the words. The language was different from the version of Galactic Standard that the Diltrantians spoke. It sounded more like a variation of Galactic Commercial. As he concentrated he could recognize some words and the sentence structure.
Absorbed in thought, Jan realized that Obsomil was looking at him expectantly. “I am somewhat of a linguist.” Jan said. “I know many languages. However, linguistic abilities are not going to help us survive. I’m going to take another look at the walls.”
“None of the guards live.” Obsomil spat on the ground, “Poisoned! If I ever get my hands around that priest’s neck, he’ll never say another word again! My guards were good men. Our only consolation is that they always carry full battle gear and that includes weapons and battle rations, so we won’t starve immediately.” 
Jan walked over the prostrate bodies of the guards and  helped Obsomil strip them of anything useful, and then moved them further out of the way. He climbed up on the seat of the closest vehicle. It looked like some kind of sweeping vehicle. He looked at the controls and thought a bit. Then he touched a stud. The machine began to hum as it powered up. Jan touched the stud again and the machine was as still as it was before. “They might as well be rocks if we can’t get out of here. We could to break the doors down, but as I recalled there were over a meter thick and it looked like they slid on tracks. We’d probably break all of the equipment in here before the doors would open.” Jan looked up at the ceiling and continued. “The hall is embedded in rock… probably inside of the mountain next to the lodge. I am stumped. I can’t even figure out how they got the machines down here.”
King Obsomil had been walking around after he had taken the guards and laid them out of the way back towards the door. “This hall is supposed to be the center of hope for my people, something that will bring new life to a stagnant world.” Obsomil made a sound, and then sported a painfully wry smile. “And here I am, king of my people, in the most wonderful place, a place of promise, a place that could make my people great, and I am…” he waved his arm in futility, “trapped!”
Jan raised his eyebrows, expecting Obsomil to continue. Obsomil gazed about him and the fire in his eyes dimmed as his brain seemed to be processing their dire nature of their situation. the king’s eyes brightened a bit. “Show me how these things work.” 
An extraordinary man, thought Jan. Quite the man to take this planet to a new level, that was for sure. Jan went back to the tabs, while Obsomil prowled around the hall like a caged feline. 
“I think I can understand some of it.” Jan called.
“These machines, do you know what they do?” Obsomil asked.
“It seems to me they are mostly machines that help with manual work. They scrape, scoop, mix, grade, compact, sweep, make furrows, harvest grain.” Jan replied as he walked through the silver, gold, bronze and copper-colored objects.”
“What does this one do?” Obsomil beckoned. Off to the side of the hall, Jan found Obsomil. It was a deep bronze, a black-brown. It was about two meters wide and about a meter and a half high and about three or four meters long. There was a blade along what must have been the front. The bottom appeared to be a bright colored alloy. The front of the blade was concave, but smooth. The back of the blade had coruscations that must have been for cooling or for strength. 
Something struck Jan. He looked at the blade, never used. He looked at the base. He looked at the back. Then he went to the controls again and looked at the seat. They looked well used. But the machine otherwise looked to be in perfect, unused condition. The thin film of dust still covered everything. 
“The blade would have been used to push earth and grade. It’s not as big as the rest, so perhaps it was to be used on smaller roads… like footpaths. The edge of the blade probably burned any brush that got in its way. A road could be made, as hard as stone, with this machine together with the one with the big roller over there to make a smooth dirt road.” Jan thought of the rutted roads he had seen on his way into Diltrant. 
“Right.” Explained Obsomil. “My forefathers never had the use of these machines. Perhaps this is a hall of examples… of patterns for us to follow.” Obsomil scratched his beard as he thought and put out his hand to feel the curves of the machines as he walked down a line of them.
Jan thought that Obsomil might be right. He mounted another machine. The controls looked familiar to what he had used at home, a million parsecs away in space and time. He looked over the machine and then the controls. The same unused implements, but as he looked at the surfaces, some were worn like a million touches at a tourist attraction. There was something odd here. The machines farthest from the center of the room did not have the wear the others showed. There was power here, but probably not enough to help him. He tried to dampen the hope that he felt, since he had no way out.
They tired of examining all of the machines and finally paused to eat some of the guards’ rations. Finally, they fell asleep.
~
A vibration moved the still air, waking Jan up. “King Obsomil, over here, quietly.” 
Obsomil looked up from the long padded seat of a vehicle and went to where Jan and the guards’ bodies lay. Suddenly,  Jan could feel the buildup of a charge of electricity. Jan’s exposed skin sensed a vague prickling. “Your Majesty, I would suggest we remain quiet and observe.”
“What’s going to happen? “ said the King. “I don’t like dealing with things unknown.” His face resolved into a grim frown, but his eyes widened and betrayed the excitement that crept into his features. 
A rushing of air struck the room and all of the dust flew off the machines and hung in the air. It was as if every cubic centimeter of air had to move. Jan could feel the air pressure increase. As he did he noticed that suddenly they were not alone in the room. King Obsomil looked to the doors, but they remained shut. A circle of blue robed Grethian priests appeared out of thin air within the circle. Jan laid a restraining arm on the king, not that Jan could stop him. Two of the figures wore white hoods, but they did not have a symbol of the Hand on their amulets. A stooped figure stood apart and faced the group as they turned their backs to the machinery arrayed in the great hall while the dust in their air began to settle. 
“Those of you who are to pass into the order of the Actobal Temple, kneel before us.” The figures in the white hoods knelt. “Put your hands out to me and repeat our great oath.”
 
We of Actobal and Hand Keepers of the Great Secret
We of Actobal are Hand Keepers to the Grethian Gift of Knowledge
We of Actobal will use our lives to keep the secret alive
We of Actobal will use our secret to keep Grethian knowledge perfect
 
“Now,” the priest intoned, “you will  get to touch the relics on these artifacts of Grethian Grace.” He turned his hands and pointed with them towards the machines. Jan could see the rapture on the young priests’ faces, indeed, the entire assemblage, as they approached the first few machines, mounted them and caressed the controls with their hands. 
That’s the end of the mystery,thought Jan. How did they get here? Teleportation! The Grethians had teleportation! That explains how the Alchant priest and his men made it into the lodge so quickly and through the ring of Obsomil’s guards. 
“It is now time to leave.” The priest announced with a tinge of regret in his voice. “This way, quickly. Stand on the holy circle in front of the Altar of Grethia. Another time you will hear the ancient speaking of Grethian angels from this altar, but that is for another stage of your progression. You are now among the privileged. Remember, brothers, our Alchantian brethren do not even know this vault of Grethian Grace exists. It is our secret alone!” 
The group assembled around the metal disk in front of the podium and, after the priest set a control, the group vanished. The air now felt like it was rushing out of Jan’s lungs. He held his breath as the air stirred again, wiping away all traces of the priests. A fine film of dust settled again on the machines. 
And that is why the dust didn’t show any disturbance when they first entered the hall, Jan told himself.
The two men rose from their hiding place. Obsomil looked somewhat shaken by it all. The unknown was now much more known. 
“Well King Obsomil, what do you think of Diltrant’s Grethian Relics now?”
Obsomil grimaced at Jan, and then he spat these words out through his teeth, “The only thing I desire at this point is to get my hands around the neck of that cursed priest, Pola! It is obvious there are others sharing our holy place... our Holy Place! I feel so infuriated, so frustrated.”
“Is Actobal in Alchant?” Jan asked. “I might have heard of it before.”
“Actobal is far from here… over the mountains. It rules the great plain. Going there directly is long journey from Diltrant. The route we most commonly use is to take a ship to Port Alchant and then overland to the plains and thence to Actobal. There are four great plains cities. Actobal is the largest and the closest. But it still takes four to six weeks depending on the weather and the time of year to get there. I’ve never gone. I have sent messages to King Mulloy. Political greetings, that sort of thing.” Obsomil paced restlessly along the spaces between the machines.
“When we return to my palace, I will reward you. My brother said you were aligned with the priests and that is why you were so easily able to get the Hand. But I can see that he was wrong. He’ll have to give me the reasons why he thought otherwise.”
“What about Bloodin?” asked Jan. “What did he think of me?”
“The General is at the University reviewing the progress of an improved engine for my ships. Habamil suggested he personally supervise the tests,” the King said. He paused in thought “Perhaps these are not unrelated circumstances. My brother sometimes acts in strange ways.“
“Does your brother have his own way of doing things?” Jan asked remembering back to Garst’s conversations in the wagon from Tryst. He didn’t want to ask this king too many questions. He felt his position was untenable enough. Although Habamil’s men treated him well, his confinement scared him more than anything had in his life. The helplessness had sapped all of his energy. Now, as he and the King moved to solve this mutual problem, he could feel his confidence began a slow re-emergence. “I don’t mean any disrespect. I haven’t met your brother, personally.”
“My brother does have his own way. I’ve let him do what he wants with the internal affairs of the country. I’ve got my own people in his ‘secret’ internal army, so I generally know what he is up to. However, I think there are things he keeps from all of his underlings. He sees you as a threat and I saw no harm in keeping you under my own personal control. Bloodin, to answer your question, remains your sponsor. He seems to trust you. He spoke by letter, against incarceration and I made certain that you were under my custodianship, not my brother’s.” Obsomil looked around the room, ending that train of conversation. “That circle? Those priests appeared from there?”
“That is where the portal must be. At least that’s what I’m going to call it. I don’t know what the Grethians call the machine, but that can send people from one place to another. From wherever they came, I’m sure they were on a similar circle and that mechanism sent them to this one. We don’t have anything like that, although it has long been a dream, to move instantaneously from point to point.” 
Jan got an idea. Why not jump through the portal? Obviously the machines did not come down the stairs. They could take one of the machines, but how long and how fast would one of those vehicles go? Jan couldn’t guess, but they would do it. 
“I think the way out of this place is the same those priests used to get in here,” Jan said. “That means the way back to Diltrant leads through Actobal. We’ll have to steal the Hand of Grethia again to get back inside this hall. Something I am not unwilling to do under the right circumstances. That is, King Obsomil, if that course of action is something you are willing to help with. I would imagine that your disappearance is causing some disorder already in Diltrant. The sooner you get back, the sooner you can end it.”
The king agreed that they would try to take a machine with them. Jan started the smaller machine that had the blade. It was reasonably protected from the rear and the blade would be useful in breaking down doors or whatever to assist their escape. “Your Highness, we have no idea where the portal is on the other side. We may have to jump from the machine and head wherever on foot.”
“We will face what we face and fight who we fight and we will make it back to my kingdom with Pola and Ichar’s head on pikes!” Jan took that as a yes.
Jan checked the charge on the machine. It was either at 3/4 or 1/4. Jan couldn’t immediately divine from the gauge, but he hoped it was three quarters. He asked Obsomil to stand back as he raised the machine on its field. It was something similar to the parallel grav fields on aircars back on Impollon with archaic controls, thought Jan. 
He  started the machine up and let it hover a foot off of the ground. Obsomil jumped back. The movement frightened him for a moment and the king retreated behind another machine while he watched Jan maneuver it up over the other machines and set it down on the circle by the console. 
Jan tried a few controls. One made the machine emit a low-pitched hum that was caused by the energizing of the blade edge. It glowed with a faint orange light. Jan didn’t want to waste the battery cell and powered it down. 
Obsomil’s eyes assumed normal size after what he saw. “If I didn’t believe in magic, I would have sworn you enchanted that hulk of metal. What was that sound and that glow?”
“Like I said earlier, I think the machine could be used for clearing debris, like a low field ion disruptor, or it could be something as simple as a heater system for removing ice from roadways. Sort of like my blaster on low power. I don’t think we need to worry about that. We don’t want to use it right now because it might waste power when we most need it.” Jan said as he jumped from the machine and went to the console. 
“I think he manipulated this control.” Jan looked down at a control panel at the front of the podium, and then he noticed a door below the control panel. He opened it and was surprised to find a portable viewer that would read data tabs. He removed it and found that it still operated. Then he took the tabs stacked alongside the viewer with him and stashed them with their other supplies on the machine. 
“This is a great treasure and it shouldn’t be hoarded by that fanatical priesthood. The people should be able to use these implements. Ichar ignores the truth of what the Hand really symbolizes. I think it symbolizes friendship and help, not mysticism and dogma.” Obsomil said. “The Actobal priests looked  like they had gone to the afterlife when they touched the machines. It is like lying with a woman for them.” 
He stood up on the machine and waved his arm around the room. “The machines are for men and women to use to better their lives. I must know more. Let’s move forward Jan. Let’s go forward on a great adventure to bring this world out of the rut it’s been in.” Obsomil’s speech had ended, but the fire in his eyes still burned. The man didn’t lack vision. 
Jan placed his hand on the controls and took a deep breath. A million reasons why this wouldn’t work flashed into his mind, but the resolve to move ahead crystallized in him. He might lack Obosomil’s animal energy, but Jan felt he never lacked for courage.
“I will only feel comfortable when I am again out in the open. To feel the wind and see the sun. Let us go and meet our destiny!” Obsomil pulled his head back, raised his sword and laughed.
“Before we go let’s put on cloaks the guards wore. It may be a good thing not to be recognized,” said Jan cautiously.
“Oh, good idea. Jan, you have unusual presence of mind for a person of your age.” 
So much for coming to Diltrant with his little sideshow of technology and with faint thoughts of ruling the planet, Jan thought. There was more to leadership than knowing how to pull the trigger of a blaster or to pilot a space ship.This is no game, he reminded himself, as dismounted and got cloaks for both of them. 
Jan set the controls at the console, ran back the machine, turned it on and could feel anxiety rise within him as the power for the transfer built. 
The king merely nodded and put his cowl up. Jan could see Obosomil’s lips compress and his hands tighten on the hilt of the sword sticking out from underneath his cape. Jan felt a little better to see a touch of fear, or at least anxiety in the king’s eyes as a whine from somewhere began down low and began to rise in tone.
~~~
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The air became charged, but this time, Jan was ready to move the machine as soon as he got his bearings upon appearing in Actobal. He was prepared to go up and hunched down to protect his head from a potentially low ceiling and suggested that Obsomil do the same. 
The air shimmered. The room changed colors. Suddenly, they were on the ground floor of a large building. Tall doors were visibly open but there were dark blue curtains surrounding the portal plate of their destination. The light from outside bounced off of a paneled ceiling fifteen meters above him and into the area of the circle where the machine appeared. Jan could see two priests dart into the enclosed space. Jan kicked in the drive and raised the machine up five meters and looked again. It looked like they were in a huge room of some kind of temple. That made sense, now he had to get them out of there.
Below them a maze of curtains went out from the portal. Large doors  four or five meters high stood open at the front of the building above the draped partitions as the machine swiveled up in the air and slid out above the drapery maze, through the large doorway over the heads of astonished priests, and into daylight. 
Jan swiveled his head to get some bearings. They were hovering ten meters above the pavement of a very large market square as the steps dropped away from the temple. People ran away from the machine like birds taking off from a lake when disturbed. Ripples of humanity made its way from the Grethian Temple as people began to flee. 
The largest two avenues led in opposite directions. Jan raced to the closest one and looking down saw a building that must be a palace. Not ready for that yet, he thought, as he turned the machine around and headed out in the other direction.
Jan began to accelerate out into the square still flying above the heads of the people below who ran from underneath the machine as others ran into the square to see the commotion. Guards were trying to get in, but the exits were clogging. The first missile, an arrow, clanked off the underside of the machine. 
“Hold tight, king, we’re going up.” Jan grabbed the altitude lever and the machine rose fifty more meters when Jan jabbed at the throttle. He drove the machine over the rooftops, and then over the city wall. In moments, the city lay behind them.
After a few minutes, Jan realized he had no idea where he was going. He let the machine settle down to the ground in the midst of a stretch of woods bordering a large pond. The road from Actobal entered the woods a few kilometers away.
“I’m glad Actobal doesn’t have real tall buildings. I think we left at the maximum height for this machine.” Jan said.
“I thought I was knew what I was expecting, but we flew like a bird!” Obsomil sat with eyes wide open. “Can all of those machines do that?”
“Probably, we didn’t really fly very high, maybe fifty meters. You really fly when you can go up much higher. Where are the mountains? The city is that way.” Jan pointed to the south.
Obsomil looked around. “Diltrant is that way,” pointing to the southwest. “We will wait here until nightfall and then resume our journey. We caused enough stir as it was. How many people did we kill flying out of the city? By the way, what is a meter?“
“None killed that I noticed.” Jan looked at Obsomil expectantly. Jan hoped there wasn’t anyone in the circle when they appeared. “A meter is this long,” Jan spread his hands out. “It’s a standard measure of length.”
“We would call that a pace.” Obsomil played with his beard for a second. “No casualties will make it easier to go back and talk to King Mulloy.”
“But,” said Jan, “We need to get back to Diltrant. What about Ichar?”
“We have a world to change, Jan.” Obsomil looked out at the pond. “Actobal will be part of the new order. King Mulloy rules the plains from Actobal and as long as I am here, we should talk to him. Perhaps we can create an alliance that will strike fear in the Alchantians. Diltrantian ships could blockade Port Alchant. I just have to figure out what to do with the Murgrontians, since I’ve never trusted them. Although our powered ships can run rings around their vaunted Shark Ships, the Murgrontian Navy is still far larger than mine.
“Actobal has never had a navy. It’s rather hard to when you have no ports, you know.” Obsomil said drily. “Port Alchant is a different story. The priests have never been aligned with any powers. It’s been better for trade. I cannot keep from wanting to level that temple. But if we are going to unite the world, I will have to become as much of a politician as a king. That means making Port Alchant into a greater city than it is already.”
You can read those little blocks, so I am insisting that you help me in all of this. Together, the world will be molded by our hands, rejecting this religious mumbo jumbo that has kept us restrained for eons. We must be courageous and resourceful. Are you with me?”
Obsomil reminded Jan of his father, but the elemental feel of Obsomil, the emotional charge Obsomil created, was much stronger and, Jan had to admit, seemingly without the guile of Artis Smith. 
“I suppose I’m with you, if I want to be or not.” He produced a half-grin to Obsomil.
Obsomil looked appraisingly at Jan. “That’s not much of a pledge, Jan. We will leave tonight. Get some sleep.”
 Obsomil went to the machine and picked up the remaining cloaks and flung a few to Jan. He walked into the woods a few meters and lay down to sleep. 
Jan couldn’t sleep. He went to the machine and made it float a few feet off of the ground. Obsomil rose up, a tense look came over his face. Jan moved the machine a bit further into the woods more protected from prying eyes. Obsomil lay back down again. Jan retrieved his viewer and began to concentrate on the data tabs. 
The night began to fall. Obsomil rose and went to Jan who had nearly fallen asleep on the seat, the viewer lying on his lap. He shook the young man’s shoulders. “Time to leave”
Jan started and looked up. He shook his head and looked up at Obsomil feeling his hand still shaking his shoulder. “Sorry, I just about fell asleep. But I can understand the gist of the tabs. They’re instructions on how to use the machines. This one is the introduction.” Jan showed a data tab to Obsomil. “These machines have been left as a legacy. Men from the stars settled this planet long, long ago. Those people, your ancestors, had a thriving civilization. A man by the name of Helix Browngoat designed these machines long, long ago. There are other machines at other locations.”
“Any mention of their location?” Obsomil said.
“No, but as I understood the tab, they were designed to be a legacy.”
“Hmmm,” Obsomil said, stroking his beard. “Anything else I should know?” 
“It speaks of the Hand of Grethia. There was a society called the Order of Grethia. The Hand was their symbol. It was a symbol of peace and promise.”
“Hmpf. The only promise they made was to keep the rest of us in the dark.” Obsomil threw the cloaks he used for sleeping in the back of the machine. 
“The planet was attacked from within by another society. Since Revant was some kind of a nature preserve, very few people were lived here. The Halls were placed over here as museums. Evidently, the other society succeeded too well. Their weapons ruined the big continent and pushed your ancestors way back on the civilization track. I would imagine those left alive over here weren’t in much shape to carry on life as your forefathers knew it. They had to recreate everything that was lost. That’s it. There is no more. One of the other data tabs had instructions on how to use the portals.”
“Are there no weapon caches? Your gun… I want many like it. Alchant and Murgrontia cannot stand under such weapons.” 
“I think the Grethians weren’t interested in weapons or dominance. The tone of the tabs isn’t military. I’d be surprised if there are any weapons caches.”
Obsomil shook his head with a bit of frustration. “ Time to depart for Actobal.”
“Do you remember anything about the lay of the land and the organization of the town? Wouldn’t it be better if we had some kind of strategy before we actually went into the town? I wouldn’t want to just fly in and say, ‘Here we are!’  We still have angry priests to contend with.” Jan said. 
“Just what did you do… out there?” Obsomil said.
“I was what could be called a strategic planner, a, uh, scholarly job. You see, when new worlds are discovered like Grethia, trading companies can get licenses for them. I worked for a company planning what they were supposed to do to with a newly re-discovered world.”
“How did you find Grethia?
“I’ve already told you the story. My ship was sabotaged by those who wanted me out of the way, so I came here by pure chance. Right now, those things are behind me. Maybe there is some use for me once we have gotten things under control.” 
Obsomil nodded. The two went off into the darkness. There was nothing on the plain higher than their thirty-meter altitude. A dull glow lit their faces as the instrumentation cast back its information. “Power was three quarters empty when we left Diltrant,” Jan said. “It already has declined to twenty percent. We can’t take this to Diltrant. It just won’t make it.” 
Jan slowed their progress. The men looked out across a moonlit landscape. Grethia was blessed with two moons and luckily one was out in full. 
“Look, there,” Obsomil pointed to a small cluster of buildings. “It looks like an abandoned farmhouse with good-sized out buildings off of the main road just a bit for privacy, but close. That line of trees and brush also hides it from the road. A perfect place.”
The pair descended and wandered around the deserted farm. Jan mentioned they could hide the machine in the doorless barn. Obsomil continued to poke around as Jan went to work. Jan scooped out an area in the barn about two meters deep using the machine. Jan pushed the dirt out of the barn and into the yard, spreading it as he went. He parked the machine in its hole. He found mounds of moldy straw stored in the dilapidated building. Although it had deteriorated somewhat, Jan used that to cover the machine. He stood back and looked at the lump of straw in the barn. Any casual look would have revealed nothing of the technological treasure hidden beneath.
“It appears we are not the only ones to think this a perfect place. There is something odd, here.” Obsomil said. “Horses have recently been kept in that low stable. There are none there now, but they left some pretty fresh droppings. Let’s sleep in the workroom next door. Someone has placed relatively fresh hay in there.” The two men entered the stable. Obsomil pointed out his findings. After a quick inspection of the tackroom, the two continued their rest. 
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Jan awakened to a prickling of his scalp. He knew where he had felt this feeling before. Obsomil’s eyes were already open, looking into the stable. The king raised his finger to his lips. The men got to their feet. Jan moved their gear out of sight and spread the hay a bit to hide the fact they were just sleeping there. 
Suddenly, something bathed the stable in a faint light. Voices could now be heard. Three figures materialized into the stable. Two men were on horseback and one stood, holding the reins. The two on horseback were dressed in silvery-gray. The standing figure was a Grethian priest.
“It is settled then,” the priest said to the mounted men. “You will ride to Actobal and offer a treaty aligning Mulloy to the Murgrontian Empire. If Mulloy disagrees, we will offer the Diltrantian Treasury. Habamil will last just long enough until your army invades.”
The others grunted their agreement.
“Our plotters in King Mulloy’s palace will be ready to control Actobal with or without the King’s cooperation. We will then have slaves and food enough to unify the world. All for the Glory of Grethia!” The priest closed his fist. “When you finish with Mulloy, return to Port Alchant by adjusting the control on the gate to match the mark on that wall” 
The men looked at a dark slash on the wall where the priest pointed. The two men began to cover the portal from the debris in the room. 
A portable portal! Jan thought, while Ichar opened the doors from the stable and led the men out. What other secrets were kept on this planet? 
The priest returned and set the controls on the plate as he had instructed the men to do and vanished after the energy buildup peaked.
“That was Ichar, the Alchantian High Priest. We need to capture those Murgrontian curs alive!” said Obsomil in a whisper, half to himself and half to Jan. “Knock them out,” Jan looked at Obsomil, then grasping his order, raised his ion disruptor and shot. Horses and riders crumpled to the ground. Jan looked at his blaster. not many more pulses and it would be just another pretty piece of metal.
Obsomil ran past Jan to the fallen figures and removed them from underneath the horses. They dragged the limp figures against the wall of the farmhouse. Obsomil walked over, scratching his beard in wonderment. “I can’t believe the enormity of the plot. My brother’s secret police have taken over my land? Bloodin imprisoned?” Obsomil shook his head, speechless for a moment. “We suspected Alchant was in league with the Murgrontians and Lord Wilton, but I didn’t realize they are plotting to take over Actobal and everywhere else. I am not pleased.” 
Obsomil examined the Murgrontians. He paused in reflection as he fondled the garments. “What if you and I changed places with these two?” He looked appraisingly at Jan. “With a few changes of course. Let’s see what messages they bring, then we will dispatch them” 
Jan looked at Obsomil then at the men. He couldn’t kill them. He went to their horses and pulled the saddles off. He found money and more clothing in their saddlebags. The silvery gray Murgrontian style of clothing was sufficiently flowing to fit the two men. There were no instructions or letters of introduction. 
The horses began to stir. The effects of the stun were wearing off of the beasts and would soon be wearing off of the two men. Obsomil tied the men up with rope from the stable. 
“Your Majesty,” Jan said. “We haven’t talked to them yet. There could be further information like a password or a secret contact. Remember Ichar said something about contacts in the castle.” Jan did not want the blood of these men on his hands. “Then we can send them away to some remote place using the portal. At least they will have a chance.”
“You do not have the hatred I do for the Murgrontians. If they capture  a hapless merchant ship, they give no quarter. Before we developed our powered ship, Murgrontians constantly destroyed our ships. The seamen were killed or enslaved on their shark ships. My own father was slaughtered aboard a ship at sea in a fight with the Murgrontians. He had gone to make peace at Ilyant, their capital. The Murgrontians killed every single soul on the vessel before they even reached port. We can give them the choice to give us the information and a clean death or no information and a slow one.”
Obsomil went to the well and drew a bucket of water. “At least we have the means of hastening their awakening.” He flung the water on the two men, now dressed only in their undergarments. They sputtered, struggling in their bonds and became muddy in the process. 
“What are you two up to?” Obsomil lightly said with interest showing in his features. “You were riding out of that stable over there and this priest, who looked like he wasn’t from Actobal by the way, shot a blue beam from a ring he had and you two went down like a ton of bricks. My friend and I were taking shelter in the barn. We are from the south and distrust men who ride out of deserted barns in the middle of the night. Why didn’t the priest just kill you?” Obsomil said.
The two men looked at Obsomil with blank expressions. The information was taking its time to get through to them. “Ichar!” one of them spat. “That probably means the message to Defting is just a fake. Hey, give us back our clothes, we’re freezing!” The man was still a bit disoriented.
”Tell me more about Lord Defting,” Obsomil said. “I have a score to settle with him although he doesn’t know me. If you can tell me how you were going to meet him, my friend and I will be prepared for whatever happens. We will take your risk.”
The Murgrontians exchanged glances and then shrugged. “It looks like we might have been walking into a trap. There is a tavern on the grand square, the Blue Noose. A servant of Defting will be there to collect us. You just have to wear our gray cloaks. After that, we were to speak with the King in an audience that Lord Defting was supposed to have arranged. Now who knows if Ichar told us the truth?” 
With that King Obsomil had heard enough drew his sword and killed them both. Jan looked aghast at what he had seen. “Dig a hole out in the fields. Our play-acting is over with them and about to begin with Defting.” A grim look was on his face when he walked away towards the horses. 
Jan went to the barn in shock. Obsomil brutally reminded him that no longer lived on Impollon IV. He had pled to save the lives of the men, but Obsomil would not be denied their deaths. He had to take a few deep breaths to collect his emotions before he removed the machine, dug a deep hole and took the remains and buried them. As Jan returned the machine to the barn, Obsomil had rinsed the porch of its blood and began adjusting the saddles on the two horses.
“I grant I don’t know the mores of this world, King Obsomil, but were those deaths really necessary?” Jan said. “I can’t help thinking that you need to make friends out of your enemies if you are serious about uniting Grethia!”
Obsomil glared at Jan. “What you don’t realize is that here you sometimes get killed by your ‘friends,’ not to mention your relatives. Killing them now only saved us the trouble of ending their lives later. If they knew who we were, I would have expected nothing different from them.” 
The comment shocked Jan. He had to remember his Space Quest training that emphasized the reality of new worlds. He had to link this situation to the sabotage of his ship and, even though he didn’t like it, Jan had to painfully accept Obsomil’s point of view. 
As the dawn began lighten the sky over the plains, the men rode back to Actobal in silence. Jan didn’t feel like talking. The traffic had picked up as they came closer to the city. The travelers consisted of farmers and merchants bringing goods into the city early in the day. Obsomil purchased a wagon of dry goods from a merchant before they entered. Jan hitched his horse to the wagon and drove with King Obsomil bringing up the rear, mounted on the other Murgrontian horse. Thus the two entered the city of Actobal as men of commerce instead of Murgrontian emissaries or fugitives from the land of Diltrant. 
“Which way to the market square?” Jan asked a vendor of sausages just outside the city gates. “We haven’t sold here before.”
“You just follow this road and it ends in the town square. Go to the end and register in the green and red building. They will assign you a stall for tomorrow’s market. For a copper tarn, I will provide you with the names of the three best merchant inns” the sausage seller said.
Obsomil leaned over his horse and glared at the man. “If you throw in sausages for myself and my driver, I will pay you your tarn.” Obsomil flipped a copper coin to the man. While the two were munching on their meat, they heard the list of inns.
“We have some options. I have a preference, but which choice is yours?” Obsomil said.
Jan figured that the king expected to test his judgment. “The first inn, the Inn of Five Merchants is a serviceable place, decent food, clean beds and many merchants stay there. New merchants in town would get good contacts there. It is just off the square. The second, the Plowshare Inn is of lesser quality, it’s clean but cheaper and more locals favor that inn. The third one is the local Travelers Inn open to anyone. It is more expensive, but exclusively for out of town visitors such as us or for two Murgrontians on a mission.”
“And which is your preference and why?” 
“With the wagon, we could ostensibly go to the merchant’s inn. The merchant contacts would be good, but we would learn more about business in other towns rather than Actobal. The Travelers Inn affords the greatest comfort, but most likely crawling with nosy officials evaluating new arrivals to Actobal. They’d be in the pay to all of those in power. The Plowshare caters to locals, who will be more concerned with the local politics and could give us an idea of how the people felt about our grand escape. We will get more useful information there.”
“My thinking exactly. And we will go there ostensibly because it is cheaper, and make that fact known. Good thinking, Jan.” Obsomil complimented Jan unexpectedly. 
Jan looked at the King, slightly bewildered. “It was my job not to miss much. I miss plenty of things in a strange land, but thanks for your confidence,” Jan said with a grimace. “Let’s get to the Plowshare, and then see some of the city just as if we were here for the first time. In actuality, except for some very brief, exciting moments, I am.” Jan tried to smile as they rode on, but the king’s execution of the Murgrontians still bothered him.
The square of the city was larger than Jan remembered during their rather dramatic flight out of the local Grethian Temple. The upheaval from their miraculous escape from the city had long since settled down. They meandered through the paths created by market stalls. The square itself was about a kilometer on each side. When the city was built, it looked like the founders built the square first, since it was very flat compared to the rest of the city that crept up the slight rise to the palace.
Two imposing edifices graced the square. Obsomil and Jan looked at the Grethian temple’s massive structure. The two great doors that lead into the temple were now closed. With the entrance fully opened, he could see how they easily flew out into the square. The builders dressed the temple with white stone from the ground floor up six stories or so to the dome that dominated the top of the blocky structure. 
The locals built the other structures on the square with more modest dimensions out of a reddish brown stone. The second largest building likewise rose five or six stories, but had a much smaller footprint. Flags flew from the ends of its eaves. Jan’s Space Quest training made it easy to identify it as a bureaucratic center or guildhall. The other buildings of the square were not as imposing and displayed various stages of age. Some were old and somewhat timeworn where others were rather new looking. None of the others were over four stories tall. 
As they approached the large reddish brown building, Jan noticed decorative woodwork painted green and red, a popular color combination on the square. They drove up to the hall.
A tall thin officious-looking man of middle years wearing a formal coat and a red and green ribbon on his peaked hat accosted them as they pulled up at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the building. “Registering for the market tomorrow?” he asked diffidently. “I am the market master for tomorrow.”
“Yes,” Jan replied. “What must we do to register?”
“Twenty copper tarns for a permit and I assign the stall, or forty copper tarns and you can pick your stall.” The man looked at Jan and squinted then lifted up his eyebrows and waved a rolled up document.
A little graft right out in front of the hall, Jan mused. He looked back at Obsomil. Seeing a dark cloud over the king’s visage, Jan quickly climbed out of the wagon and pulled forty tarns from the purse he had taken from a Murgrontian. “Let’s find a good spot.” He motioned to Obsomil to join him to look at a map of the stalls. He saw a decent spot and decided to do a little bargaining. “Thirty tarns for this stall, sir.” Jan pointed to a corner spot that should get decent enough traffic. “It is not on the major thoroughfare. Better than twenty tarns, but this isn’t a forty tarn stall.” 
“I’ll take thirty eight for that stall,” the man eyed Jan.
The haggling began. Fifteen minutes later, Jan had parted with thirty-three tarns and received the stall permit. “Let’s find the inn. I’m suddenly real tired,” Jan said wryly.
The Plowshare had a placard on its front wall that said it was one of the original buildings on the square. It stood three stories high and about fifty meters wide with a plaster and timber framed exterior. Some time ago, someone had tinted the plaster green and painted all of the timbers brown. Carvings of an agricultural theme had been worked into the lower bands of wood, but that was long ago and the inn looked like it had seen better days. The two travelers drove through the archway and entered the large stable yard in the center court of the inn. The Plowshare was much deeper than the frontage might indicate. Stable boys ran up to them to take care of the cart. Despite the inn’s condition, the stables seemed to hum with activity. Jan and Obsomil entered into the inn up steps leading into a dark interior after making sure their goods were secure.
A broad counter faced the door. To the right, stairs led up to the rooms. To the left, the counter curved into the common room that included dining room and a tavern. Obsomil strode up to the counter. Jan rushed past him and engaged the clerk for room and board for five days. 
Obsomil accosted Jan as they strode into the common room. “Why didn’t you let me arrange our stay?”
“You are too much the king to make the arrangements. Besides, it dawned on me that we need to be circumspect. I asked him first about the market. It ends in four days followed by a festival. After that, we should be on our way. If we only took rooms for a night or two it would cause unnecessary suspicion. I told him we wanted to be close to the square on our first visit.”
With a slight scowl on his face King Obsomil relented, “You did the right thing. I would have asked for one night only, thinking tomorrow night we would be staying in Mulloy’s palace.” Obsomil rubbed his chin. “Let’s get something to eat, and then determine what might happen tomorrow.”
After a silent meal, listening to the conversations around them, the two men rose from their table and went to their room. The lodging itself was not particularly large, but had two pallets with straw-stuffed mattresses and some coverings, a chest at the foot of each bed and two chairs sitting on either side of  a small round table. The window was made of some kind of heavily waxed paper, but stood open looking out onto the stable at the center of the inn. The two men each took a chair at to the table to discuss their plans.
“Tomorrow morning, we can sell our goods and ply our customers for information. Tomorrow afternoon, if the information permits, we will see the King!” Obsomil turned to the window and looked out on the stable below, the thoughts racing through his head must not have been for sharing.
“Only after we have tried to contact this Lord Defting,” Jan said. “We’ll need to bring some real information in order for the king to believe us.”
The next day, the sun was just beginning to wash over the far end of the square. Jan and Obsomil had secured their stall and set up their wares. The day progressed and the two were surprised at how quickly their goods sold. Some time just after noon, there was nothing left for them to sell. Jan wondered if the prices they were selling the goods for were priced too low. They still had made half again as much as they had paid for the goods, including the cart.
The time was right for the two to make their move. They pulled on the Murgrontian gray cloaks and went to the Blue Noose, which as it happened was close to the civic building. The two sat at an outdoor table to wait for someone to do something. They had a leisurely meal and were observing the market wind down as the sun set on the opposite end of the square. A man in a dark cloak approached the two gray men. 
“Be you men from a land far from Actobal?” 
Obsomil nodded. “Indeed.”
“My lord, Defting, would be pleased to see you,” the man continued. “Please follow me.”
Jan and Obsomil glanced at one another as they rose and followed the figure through the hub-bub of the closing of the day’s market. The next part of their adventure was about to begin.
The three men crossed the square to the other side of the civic building and up a main thoroughfare leading to the palace. The houses became larger, the closer they moved towards the palace. Just before they reached the palace the guide turned to face a gate with a recessed guard station. The guard nodded at their escort and let them all through. 
Onward, they went through the back of the house, through the kitchen, the servants’ hallways and finally up a dark back stairway. Their escort knocked three times on a plain door and pushed on the door that opened into a large study. Three men sat by a small fire that burned in an enormous fireplace, much too large for the size of the room. The many bookcases were not used as shelves for books, but for displays of weapons, armor and other memorabilia. Jan looked back at their door, which was now hidden within a set of bookcases that filled the entire wall.
From the looks of the three, one appeared to be an aristocrat, one a priest, and one a military man. Jan and Obsomil strode to face them as their guide withdrew through the regular entrance. “Since you took extra pains to make your presence in Actobal discreet, we likewise took pains to bring you somewhat surreptitiously into our midst. Forgive your view of the, ah, lesser aspects of my house.” The aristocrat smiled as he talked, but Jan wondered if the man had a sincere bone in his body. “My name is Lord Defting, this is our own High Priest, Fosdick, and General Tomson.” The men nodded and expectantly looked at Obsomil.
“I am Dorthnot of Murgrontia, Lord of the Malcop Marches,” replied Obsomil. “My companion is Lancet Torpnip, son of Lord Mastoc Torpnip of Ilvant.” Jan could see Obsomil trying to keep from tripping over their assumed Murgrontian names.
Defting smiled. “Good, good. Gentlemen, we are the core of a group of progressive patriots among the Actobal nobility, who wish to ally ourselves with the might of Murgrontia and Alchant. Your offer to provide a dedicated market for our goods seems, in the face, to be very generous. The official thinking in Actobal does not favor alliances so we can preserve the independence of our market economy. As you know, Actobal has never had a threat of any kind. The Gray Mountains and the Great Plain of Actobal have never attracted the interest of any of the coastal powers. A war fought on our land would only ruin its value as an agricultural state.”
Then why all of this subterfuge, thought Jan? There must be more to the alliance than that.
“Unofficially, we have to offer the alliance access to a yellow mineral that burns with the smell of rotten eggs. This is the same stuff that we believe the Diltrantians use to power their ships faster than the wind. We want to, uh, control the trade of the material. I have men working with it to create a motive device as we speak. Once we have developed competitive means to power your ships, Murgrontia, Alchant and Actobal could control all of Grethia. Diltrant becomes a non-entity. We three are prepared to make that happen.” Their hosts all bowed their head towards them.
“And what is the position of Mulloy, your king in all of this?” said Obsomil with a voice tinged with wariness.
“Officially or unofficially?” Furtive glances were exchanged by those of Actobal.
“Mulloy doesn’t wish to join an alliance that will upset the balance of power. He is much too timid and would seek to suppress the new material. That is the reason for our subterfuge and your presence.” The general said. “The future of Actobal should not be decided by Mulloy, alone.”
It wasn’t hard to realize that the meeting was centered on revolution. They wanted new leadership, theirs, in order to become rich with the discovery of sulfur deposits.
“What is the situation as it stands now? How widespread is your position among the nobility? Is there general discontent? Will the people endorse your ability to make decisions for all Actobal? We can be of assistance, but we’d rather work towards long term stability, so let’s discuss the details,” Obsomil stated.
At that the group began to discuss the current state of the city. The candles began to flicker drowning in their own hot wax as the Actobal conspirators droned on and on. The talk did mention the events of the previous morning, when a mysterious magical flying machine burst out of Fosdick’s temple. The priest put the event down as mass hysteria. The common people were capable of anything. Jan noticed the perspiration on the forehead of the priest as he lied to them. He claimed that a big bird that had flown in one of the windows and out the front doors. 
Jan and Obsomil learned quite a bit by asking key questions clarifying statements of the conspirators. Towards the end of the session, the beginnings of a new day lit up the drawn curtains. The talk subsided and Tomson, the general, asked the questions Jan and Obsomil had dreaded. “What are your plans to assist us? How many men and materials can you provide us?”
Obsomil glanced at Jan. “We will return to Murgrontia with samples of the yellow material and return with four divisions of Murgrontian men-at-arms. As you know, our archers are the best in the world.”
“Next to Diltrantian archers, it is told.” interjected Tomson. “But better than any here. What about the swords?”
“Swords? They are included with the men-at-arms. Half of the division will be swords.” Obsomil did not quite understand. He was quick to see they were losing control of the conversation.
“No! Swords! We want Alchantian swords. You have not mentioned them.” Tomson challenged.
“Of course, we can provide weapons and men from Alchant, too.” Obsomil said, his temper rising. Obsomil looked frantically at Jan for help but could see the younger man had no inspiration.”
“Who are you?” said Fosdick, the priest. “You should know all about the promise of supplying us with poisoned swords. They are the key to this alliance and will be used to quickly dispose of King Mulloy’s supporters. Yet you do not know this? This is preposterous. Name our man in Port Alchant and I will believe you.”
Jan looked about the room. The windows were barred. There were at least three between him and the entrance and the king and he had no weapons other than knives and Jan’s blaster. The conspirators’ sword hands had slipped to the hilts of their weapons. Tense silence hung, palpable, building up in intensity in the enclosed space.
A sword slid from Tomson’s scabbard. Jan reached in his robe and pulled out his blaster and sprayed it in the enclosed space. He barely missed Obsomil. Jan looked at his blaster, shocked to see it set at maximum. He had thought to stun the three men, but killed them instead.
“As much as I hate rash action, other than my own of course, you acquitted yourself well, Jan. We were dog meat, just then. Now we have to get out of here and return to the inn as soon as possible to retrieve our weapons. Then we will have to see what we can do to come up with a plan. Pulling out your weapon was fortunate. A battle of steel would have only brought on the guards.” Obsomil observed. Jan didn’t care about the guards, he had just killed three men in cold blood. He just stood in shock until Obsomil tugged at his sleeve. “We have to leave.”
The two frantically began to pull at the bookcases to find the exit from the room. They left powerful men of Actobal sitting in chairs arranged as if they were sleeping from a long night’s discussion. Their descent down the stairway was uneventful and smells from the kitchen guided the men through a few branches in the passages. When they walked out the door, Jan asked for and got a couple of breakfast rolls and casually tossed one to Obsomil, thanking the cooks.
Once through the kitchen and out into the back courtyard, the guard challenged them. Obsomil yawned and bit into his roll, mentioning that it was a very long night, and then guard let them out without trouble.
Obsomil threw the roll down and stalked towards the square. Jan put a hand on his arm, “Let’s go to the king now. We can’t wait for later. Who knows what will happen when the bodies are discovered.” 
Obsomil mused a moment and looked hard at Jan. “Excellent advice, court advisor,” he said. “We go to Mulloy. We tell him the truth and we will let him deal with his newly discovered enemies.” The two reversed direction and started up towards the palace. 
The palace was only a short walk from Lord Defting’s house. The two approached the entrance of the palace and made ready to enter. The guards, however, would not let them in the gate. Discretion was necessary at this point.
“My good men,” Jan said to the guard. “We have the contracts for the King to sign.” 
The guards remained stolid in their efforts to bar the men. “At least, let us go to his chamberlain, so that we can leave your city to prepare the goods your ruler has requested. You face the wrath of the King!” Jan demanded indignantly. 
At this, the guards led the two men into a courtyard and through a side entrance to a simply decorated receiving room. The guard spoke a few words to a woman at a desk who critically surveyed the two men and wrote a few scribbles on a ledger.
She spoke, “Please sit gentle sirs, I will establish an audience for Lord Defting, our chamberlain. He isn’t expected to start his day for some hours yet.”
Obsomil realizing how high up the treachery existed protested. “We really need to see the King. It is of the utmost of importance!” 
“But that is impossible,” said the startled woman. “The king only sees high ranking nobles. Merchants are rarely permitted an audience with the King directly, and then only after an interview by the Lord Chamberlain.”
“Who do I see to gain immediate audience if I am a noble?” Obsomil demanded.
“In that case you may go directly to court and wait to be recognized. Have you proof? You will need it to gain admittance,” the woman gave them a doubtful look. “Mind you, if you are an impostor you’ll be spending the rest of this day and night at the King’s expense in accommodations you will not enjoy.”
“Show me the way!” Obsomil commanded.
The three crossed the courtyard and entered through a large pair of ornately carved wooden doors. There was an antechamber, then a large alcove prior to the court itself. The woman introduced them to a guard stationed to announce the newcomers. Obsomil put his hand into his waistband and pulled out the signet ring of Diltrant. He glanced at Jan and whispered, “Time to come out of hiding, lad.” To the guard in a supremely confident voice, he said, “Present me, Guard. I am King Obsomil of Diltrant!” he showed the signet ring to the guard and threw off the cloak to reveal the rich Murgrontian clothing he had worn at their all-night meeting. 
Jan could hear the comments in court. A king! Not often did a king from a legitimate kingdom arrive at Actobal, and unannounced. He could see the comments written on the shocked faces. The antechamber buzzed with astonishment, the doors to the court were thrown open as the announcement was repeated. King Mulloy stood up on his throne as Obsomil walked up the hall to the throne.
“Mulloy, for what I have to discuss, my companion and I must talk to you privately. It is of vital importance to the continuance of your reign,” said Obsomil.
“If you are indeed Obsomil. You meet his description and certainly act like he must. General protocol requires letters of correspondence and an arranged visit. What proof do you have of your identity? Why, you were not even announced through my gates!” Mulloy nervously countered. As he spoke he became more agitated after the initial shock of the announcement left. Jan had expected more of a king, but this man seemed to be built of weaker material that Obsomil.
“I am on a personal mission, Mulloy, and I have to counsel with you in private. The matter is of vital importance to us both.” Obsomil said, handing him his signet ring. 
“Fetch the latest official communication from Diltrant,” Mulloy said to a courtier.  After a few minutes, the courtier put a letter into the king’s hands. It only took a quick comparison of the ring and the seal to convince Mulloy. The King of Actobal rose from his throne with a perplexed look and beckoned Obsomil and Jan to follow him. 
“For your ears only,” King Obsomil said quietly.
Mulloy nodded and only the three went through a side door Mulloy had opened by a palace guard. Along an ornately paneled gallery out of a pale wood, the King led the two travelers through a guarded door. The three stepped through to an atrium. Plants were in profuse array. An artificial rock arrangement rose from a still pool. Along one wall musical instruments of various varieties were arrayed. A large bookcase and an arrangement of chairs were on the opposite side. 
“Can anyone hear us in this room?” asked the King of Diltrant.
“I built this retreat for myself and my music. No one can hear in this chamber. I have no desire to have others hear me play,” Mulloy smiled, his expression told Jan that the king was a little defensive about his musical hobby. “I can turn on this fountain; its sounds are soothing to me when I need to relax. It also masks some speech if we talk in low tones and I am wrong about no one being able to listen.” 
Mulloy went to the wall and turned a valve. Water began to cascade from a height along some rocks making smaller waterfalls and fell into the pool. “There are two courses of stone lining the walls, double panes of windows above and the vents are protected and baffled for sound. They are inspected weekly by my palace guard.” said Mulloy proudly.
“Wise, King Mulloy. Let me be brief and frank. My friend and I are the two who flew out of the temple two days ago. I imagine you heard reports of the confusion and the aftermath of our departure.” Mulloy’s mouth dropped open. “The Grethians guard the secret of our forefathers’ advancements. One of those secrets is an instant transportation system,” Obsomil said. 
King Mulloy looked puzzled. “I don’t know what such a thing might be. I heard about the strange craft. The priests said it was the embodiment of evil being exorcised from the temple or perhaps just a large bird that had been trapped in the temple dome. Personally, I didn’t know what to believe.  I interviewed a few of my courtiers and they said it looked like a flying cart.” Looking at Obsomil waved his hand, “Proceed.”
“The transfer system enables people and things to be sent from one place to another. Portals are the endpoints where the transfers begin and end,” Jan said.
“Oh, like the post except through the air.” said Mulloy, catching on.
“That’s correct as far as I can tell. There is a portal in Diltrant. We transported from my hunting lodge and ended up in the middle of your Grethian temple. We left town to return to Diltrant, however there was not enough motive power in the machine to take us all of the way back to my kingdom, so we had to return in secret.” Obsomil filled the King in on the rest of the story. 
Obsomil began to plead a new case. “Mulloy, the measures to be taken are severe. First, you need to name a Lord Chamberlain that you absolutely trust. Second, you need to take over the Grethian Priesthood and third, we must join forces and neutralize the Alchantian/Murgrontian alliance. We are linked to each other via the portal in your temple. We can eradicate this menace. What do you think?”
Mulloy was dumbfounded. “I hesitate to destroy the Actobal neutrality that has been cultivated for over 500 years. My alliance with Diltrant would be the first such union my people have had to make. However, that is far more palatable than personally succumbing to a revolt. I’m not prepared to treat with Diltrant today, but I will consider it. I am not the quick decision maker that you are. We can agree on an alliance later, but I want my kingdom intact.”
Obsomil smiled. “King Mulloy, let us strike hands and seal the alliance. I will lead and you will follow me until the situation has stabilized. I only request that you follow my instructions as long as they align with your own interests. You do not owe me allegiance. If events transpire that a new order is born and a mutually advantageous alliance made amidst the ashes of Alchant and Murgrontia, your kingdom remains in your total control. But I foresee the possibilities of the unification of all the people of our world. A Grethian world, yes, not one dominated by the priests, but by the technology of our forefathers, available for the benefit up of all our people.” 
“I did know about the yellow powder. I must be honest with you, but all I know about it is that it will burn. Smelly stuff, though, so it isn’t suited for heating up a dwelling or cooking food.” Mulloy furrowed his brow and waved away the imaginary smell of what obviously was sulfur. “Is it true that it runs your ships?”
Obsomil looked Mulloy closely in the eyes and said, “I can honestly say that it does not. I speak the truth.” Obsomil put out his hand. Mulloy struck it sharply with the open palm of his own. 
Mulloy looked at Jan. “Do you agree with your king?”
“Where I come from, the yellow powder is called sulfur, your majesty.” Jan added, smiling. “I can assure you that it is not the material that Diltrant uses to power their ships. I am familiar with what that is, as well.” King Obsomil gave Jan a black look that Jan returned with a bit of confidence. “You forget. I am a highly educated man, my king.” Jan said to Obsomil. “I know what you use and I could duplicate your engines, likely with many improvements.”
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter 13
 


 
 
Blue light bathed the room furnished with stark furniture. The chairs were sturdy, uncomfortable, but incredibly ancient. Ichar’s tightly coiled intensity contrasted with Lord Wilton’s carefree, somewhat cynical demeanor. Wilton’s prematurely gray hair along with a long, acne-scarred face lent him an air of dissipation. Wilton’s motions were long and languid as he moved from the window to sit in a proffered chair.
“These ancient chairs of yours must keep your councils short,” Wilton said.
Ichar continued his gaze, ignoring the impudent comment, “By now, we have control of Actobal by using our little puppet nobles. When our two messengers return to me tomorrow, we will prepare the final plans to take over the plain kingdoms. Once Actobal has fallen, the other plains cities will follow meekly along. The joining of Port Alchant, Murgrontia and the plains into a unified land will control the two greatest Grethian artifact halls. As for Diltrant, Obsomil’s brother will soon be ready to sign a treaty that will give us another artifact hall. Your men stationed in the Dungan Forest will help us again when the time comes. They performed admirably when we invaded our former monastery. It is such a pity the Diltrantians never did seize possession of the portal room.” Ichar chuckled along with Wilton. He hated dealing with the Murgrontian leader, but he would soon have access to a hall that had always been denied to the Alchantian priesthood .
“Yes, Ichar.” said Wilton. “However, the Diltrantians didn’t take long to seal up their kingdom. Your priest, Pola, was lucky to get out with the Hand and his life intact. If it wasn’t for those transportation relics of yours, your people couldn’t have even made it out of the lodge. You would be in the same fix old King Obsomil is in… or was in. He must to be dead by now.”
“Don’t remind me!” Ichar said. “Those Diltrantians, and especially Obsomil and his henchmen were the only real threat we have to unite the world under our domination. Even without their king, they are still dangerous until Habamil eradicates all of his brother’s supporters.” Ichar made an ugly face to show his distaste.
“Obsomil would have been the one other who could hold the various lands together. I only hope that he suffered while he died. I wish I could have watched. I can only hope my archers missed him and that out-worlder with him in the hall. Dying from starvation is a much more appropriate death than by the quick-acting poison that tipped the arrows,” Wilton said. Ichar had always thought the man’s smile was distastefully insincere.
“In any event when my armies take control of Diltrant, we will return with the Hand and retrieve their bodies.” Ichar turned their talk to ways of developing the yellow powder into something that they could use to dominate the seas, should their efforts fail with Habamil.
~
Jan and King Obsomil stood by the deserted farmyard conferring with a high-ranking Actobal officer. The officer departed on a horse, leaving them alone. They carried two large bags into the stable.
The air within the building began to energize. The potential increased, and then the dust in the stable fled into the air with a silent whoosh. The two figures were joined by a third and a fourth. Ichar and another priest looked at the hooded men and then at the two large bags. “You must be Ichar,” the figure ventured. “I am Tomson and this is my aide.” The two sacks carry the bodies of your two envoys. King Mulloy found out about the conspiracy in some unforeseen way. My lord Defting and Fosdik are no longer counted among the living. I fled when I could, bringing the bodies of your agents to prove my identity. The situation at Actobal is precarious. Mulloy is disturbed—his thinking erratic. Once he uncovered our activities, he put the city into a frenzy. We had to flee, but I think if we attack soon, we can take the city. I can go to Port Alchant with you and we can discuss the invasion plans, including the poisoned swords.”
Lord Wilton, obviously not pleased, replied, “What happened to my agents? They were high born Murgrontians. I cannot take the loss of their lives lightly.”
“What does Murgrontia do with the spies it catches?” King Obsomil shrugged. “We were lucky to escape with their remains to hide any proof of Murgrontian influence.” retorted the hooded figure. “Fosdick and Defting didn’t have time to talk. I still have some control over most of the guards. It will erode quickly, but we must leave now.”
~
Ichar thought for a bit. “Let’s all return to Alchant. There we will see what we need to do to turn events our way again. Stand over here. You see the markings in the rafters. Move the bodies within them.” He pushed some straw and dirt aside with his boot, revealing a portal. Ichar opened a panel, replaced a cylindrical object with one of identical size, and adjusted a control. One of the two refugees gave a start when he saw the cylindrical object, and then settled down.  Ichar felt uneasy about this pair of unknown nobles. Something about them just didn’t seem right.
He shrugged and set the controls. Dust rose in the air, and then settled on a very empty stable.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter 14
 


 
 
Diltrant, under King Obsomil, had a succession plan that led to a smooth transfer of power. Habamil, Obsomil’s younger brother was named regent. He would have to wait two years to become king in the absence of royal remains. Obsomil had run the external affairs with the help of Bloodin, Lord of Foreign Affairs and General of the Diltrantian Military Force. However, Habamil incarcerated Bloodin after a week of trying to open the metal doors to the artifact room. Dravin, former head of Habamil’s secret police now counseled the Regent as head of Foreign Affairs. The two sat together in the lodge that was built over the Grethian Hall.
“We need to learn the ways of that artifact Pola left when he disappeared. I have posted guards around the thing and moved it to a locked cabinet in a room in our headquarters that has but one guarded entrance. I don’t know if they can return the way they disappeared. It’s too bad there is no priesthood to help us, but I do not trust Ichar, at all, despite his support of my ascension to the Diltrant throne,” said Habamil. “How are the plans with Alchant progressing, Dravin?
“We have stationed Yorg, Bloodin’s best agent, in one of our ships to monitor activities between Murgrontia and Alchant. It seems that the Alchant/Murgrontian alliance has become more expansionary. He sent a bird with the message that Murgrontia has secretly seized the port under Ichar’s nose. There are even rumors of Actobal coming into their sphere of influence.” 
“Is there any word from the engineers on getting through to that vault? Obsomil must have surely starved by this time. It’s so, ah, disturbing, not knowing the ultimate fate of my brother.” Habamil rose from his seat and began to nervously pace back and forth.
“No, my Lord. We can’t get through the doors or the walls. They are made out of very thick, very strong metal. You will recall, your grandfather unsuccessfully tried to get through them after he expelled the priesthood. We can’t blast our way through for fear of bringing the mountain down around us. I am afraid your brother is in a tomb we cannot unseal. There’s no way Ichar or Pola will return with the Hand to open the room up any time soon. The artifacts inside are holy relics to them and not something for us to even think about. Consider Obsomil’s body in a sealed tomb and in good time you will succeed him as King.”
Habamil waved his hand. “I know, I know, But if there were only remains, if we were absolutely sure...” Habamil rolled his hand into a fist and put it to his mouth. “If Obsomil ever shows up—if by some means he got out alive—I won’t be able to handle the results.” His pacing continued. Wasn’t there any way to be sure?  Could he bribe the Alchantians?  Habamil shuddered to think what they would demand. He couldn’t let the Grethians back into Diltrant without a massive revolt.
“As Regent, I must wait to be able to carry out my program. If only the waiting period wasn’t two years. I can’t wait... can’t wait.” the last, Habamil spoke as if to himself and said no more. He looked sharply at Dravin, his mind not quite able to come up with any kind of the solution that he wanted. “Perhaps I will flaunt the waiting period.  Who will stop me?” He paced a moment more, and then left without another word to Dravin.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter 15
 


 
 
The stars shone brightly in the clear sky above Port Alchant. The sea’s incoming tide began to raise the ships at the wharves with no change in the gentle slapping at the rotting timbers. There would be no departures on this calm windless night. The hour was late. But as Jan gazed from the wharf to the hills and the estates of the nobility, through the darkness of the silent buildings, lights outlined the form of the massive, imposing black pyramid that was the temple of Grethia.
They entered a restaurant, which looked more like an expensive tavern to Jan, and sat down. A serving girl took their order and both men began to eat. They could talk more freely outside of their quarters in the Temple.
A beardless, shorn King Obsomil looked glumly at Jan seated across from him. The fire gave more light than warmth in the night-chilled taproom. “I need a plan,” Obsomil remarked. “Our presence here after these few weeks remains tenuous. King Mulloy is preparing his defense, but I honestly don’t know if he will be able to stay in power. Ichar and his people don’t want to invade without an organized local resistance. The killing of those two Murgrontians didn’t seem to halt the Grethians and Murgrontians one little bit. Let’s get out of this place, Jan. I want to take a walk!” He pushed the half-eaten meal away from him and rose.
The two men left their room and departed towards the temple. As they left, a shadow peeled itself from the wall and went off in the same direction following them at a discreet distance.
“We are being followed, Lord.” Jan whispered.
“It matters not. What will we do? I have no plan as of yet. Once we disposed of Defting’s man here in Alchant we didn’t need to worry about exposure from the nobles. I still need to wander a bit to clear my head. The priests have had their information from us. I don’t know how much longer we can go on undiscovered. Everyone obviously identifies my former beard and long hair with my regal status. It was enough to fool Wilton and Ichar for a short time. Someone could show up at any time who knows me well enough to know whom I am, beard or no beard. We are Port Alchant’s idle guests until Wilton returns with his army. Tell me, Jan, how do you analyze the situation we are in?”
“I agree with you. At this point I think the benefits of staying are outweighed by the serious prospects of our discovery. As you said, the risk is really high.”
“Let us find a spy. I think this walk and this discussion has shown me the way. I am reluctant to return to Diltrant and deal with my brother, but it must be done.” Obsomil sped up his pace back towards the temple.
~
The harbor was awash in the ruddy light of the setting sun the next day. The row of taverns lining the wharves were beginning to take on life as the lights within began to gain on the light outside. Jan and Obsomil were seated at a table with Yorg, who had arrived a few days ago, just the spy Obsomil had sought.
Yorg rolled the half-filled mug between his hands. “I find it difficult to swallow even now that you have told me. I knew the Grethian Hand was an object of power, but it seems what is behind the power is greater than I would have known. Things could be better at home. Your brother has entrusted the defense of the kingdom to his own forces and has disbanded the army, made easier with General Bloodin taken. His transition was so smooth, I feel strongly that it has been planned for some time. He announced his new role and Dravin’s elevation just before I left. He has made his police headquarters into the chief administration center. He is still hesitant about a permanent move into the palace, but I sense that he will lose patience and soon declare himself king.” He took a long draught and narrowed his eyes.
”The only reason I’m working this assignment is to stay closer to our enemy, Habamil. I didn’t do anything stupid when the regency was announced like a few of my colleagues. Dravin sent me out as quickly as he could. In spite of what Lord Habamil tells him, Dravin is a little uncertain about the current state of events and he is not alone. Lord Habamil announced that Bloodin was taking an extended leave to continue his University work. Of course, no one believes him. Lord Bloodin is either dead or in a dungeon. What can I do to help you, your Majesty?”
“No majesties here, Yorg. I am not now King of Diltrant. I am here as someone else, as you know. We are also being followed. I believe the two men over by the door are tonight’s escort. I am going to ostensibly book passage to Murgrontia on your ship.” Yorg furrowed his brows and nodded his head. 
“When do you set sail, Captain?” Obsomil asked, loudly enough to be overheard. “I am anxious to visit Ilyant.”
“I’ll have to discuss this change of course with my crew. We can leave any time after midnight. The sooner, the better.” Yorg bowed his head as King Obsomil put on a show of placing Actobal gold pieces in Yorg’s hand.
“Jan, your skills at penetrating the temple will be sorely taxed tonight.” Obsomil warned. “Are you ready?”
Jan looked towards the fire burning not far from where they sat. Running through the plan he had worked out with Obsomil in his mind, Jan delayed his response until he finished. “The plan will work. I wonder how we will do on the ship? I don’t know what size the field is on the portal. They could send a large group through before we could turn it off. I’m not sure that I can remember how to do it from the tab I read a few weeks ago. I’ll only know once I closely examine a portal.” Jan paused a bit. “I am sure of what to do—even more so now that we have been staying at the temple.” 
He looked towards the men who had followed them and turned his head a bit, so they wouldn’t be able to hear. “There are some better routes to follow out. My last stroll through the temple found a few more secret passages that might be useful. This temple is filled with them as part of its elaborate venting system. What about the Hand? Shall we take that as well?” Jan paused. Obsomil’s face answered his question without a comment.
Jan continued, “I would think that the machines in the Hall could be valuable to Mulloy. That would enhance your alliance with Actobal basing it on trade and technology rather than on the fear of a mutual enemy.”
Obsomil looked at Jan, “I agree. My dreams can only assume reality with your help.” He sat back and hooked his thumbs on his belt. “It will be good to see my family, again. They think I’m dead and, unfortunately, I will be for just a bit longer.
~
A priest guarded the door to an obscure supply room deep within the Temple. Two figures were bringing a chest down a stairway that led past the room. “High Priest Ichar, has sent us here to put this trunk into the storeroom,” one of the men breathlessly said to the priest. The priest unlocked the doorway and let the two men in. The door was closed behind the two men. In the blue light that was ever present in the passageways beneath the temple, Jan and Obsomil looked at each other when they heard shouts of alarm. 
“They are gone, the holy devices are gone again!” The priest at the door ran into the storage room. He was made unconsciousness by a blow to the head.
Jan joined Obsomil as they transferred contents to a much smaller chest from the storage room. “Let’s get this on board Yorg’s ship!” Obsomil said. The two men started up the stairs and  went through a little used door. The passage wasn’t lit by blue lights, but Jan pulled out a tiny lantern lit by a small candle. Eventually, they broke into a corridor close to an exit of the temple. From there, they entered the street. They had the good fortune of Port Alchant’s persistent fog to hide their movements, just as it had for Jan some time ago.
~~~
 



 
Chapter 16
 


 
 
Captain Yorg peered anxiously into the fog towards the port, away from the sea. The sound of foghorns rolled along the placid water of the bay. A breeze freshened and the fog thinned in places, so that the mist revealed what rode the sea from time to time. Yellow fog lamps bobbed gently in the harbor. Jan and Obsomil, now dressed more like sailors, carried a small chest down the wharf. Yorg exhaled deeply and called for some of his hands to help his disguised king bear the precious burden. He yelled at his crew to get underway and the gangplank went up as the ropes were being cast off. Silently, the ship slid away from the pier and into the departing mist.
Jan and Obsomil were joined by Captain Yorg in the captain’s quarters. The lid was lifted off of the casket. Beneath two discarded priest’s robes were three portals, half of a meter in diameter, gleaming with the centuries old polish from the caress of generations of priests nestled in a bed of cylindrical Grethian relics. 
The Hand, showing in its own light again, returned to the possession of Diltrant. 
“This calls for a celebration,” Yorg went to a cabinet and drew out three cups and a bottle of wine. The drinks were poured and handed out.
“It seems we’ve been here before, Yorg,” Jan said looking deeply into the other man’s eyes.
“This is no repeat of the last celebration you and I had. His majesty would not permit it,” Yorg said defensively nodding to King Obsomil.
“Under my orders, Yorg drugged your last drink and under my orders he has given you the same wine that I drink. However,” lifting his glass in a toast, “this time you have outdone even my high expectations. Here is to the successful execution of the first phase of our plan!” With a wolfish grin, he rammed his cup into those of his companions and drank deeply. The others followed.
Putting his cup down, Jan said, “I need to look at these things to make sure they can’t be used to transport soldiers on board the boat.” He took the portals, one by one and examined them. Satisfied that he could deactivate them, he did so by removing the cylindrical objects he had seen Ichar use. “They should be hidden until we get closer to Diltrant.”
“My sentiments exactly, Jan, my boy,” the king said and looked at Yorg with raised eyebrows. The questioning look was answered with a self-satisfied smile of the seasoned seafarer. He went to the bed in the room and swung it out of the way, showing a compartment filled with some trunks, a case of wine bottles and other sundry gear. The three moved two of the portals to the hidden storage area. Jan had fiddled with the last one as it lay on the floor of the cabin. He bent down, touched a control and disappeared. Yorg, with alarm, looked in panic at the King. Obsomil merely picked up the portal and put it into the secret compartment with its companions and put the bunk back in place muttering, “Hope he has fun.”
~
Jan looked up at darkening sky. The stars revealed a clear night, wherever he was. He had materialized in the center of a clearing in a forest. The outline of the trees blocked out the periphery of the stellar display. Gathering his wits, Jan looked beneath his feet to find the top plate mostly hidden by dirt and debris. Jan looked around and spotted a nearby a large stone that would enable him to easily locate the portal again. He bent down and deactivated the ancient instrument. Jan quickly moved out of the clearing. 
He observed the cabin’s lights from a hidden vantage point in the woods. He cautiously approached the large cabin. Inside, there were a group of about forty men clustered in small groups around the single large room. Jan noticed a group close to an open window and crept under the window to eavesdrop. 
“I hate this waiting. I don’t know why we need to vegetate in this jail of a cabin. I want some action... anything to reduce the boredom,” the man complained while they continued to comment on the game that they played.
“I know how you feel… waiting stinks!  After months of waiting, we get one little piece of action in that Diltrantian lodge… we lost some good friends in that fight.” The men continued to gripe. Jan’s ears pricked up when he heard more. 
Another man spoke, “I can’t wait to take care of the Regent when Wilton arrives. Habamil is such a turd.” 
General grunts of assent were heard. The men then went back to examining their game.  Jan had heard enough.
Jan crept back to the clearing to wait for the morning’s first light. As the tips of the trees were brushed with the light of the dawning sun, Jan reactivated the portal and disappeared from the meadow.
Steel touched Jan’s throat as he materialized on board the ship. The sharp points pressed harder as the boat rocked. Obsomil looked at Jan with his mouth slightly open. “I thought you were gone for good. It’s been daylight for nearly an hour.”
“Oh,” said Jan. “With the mountains and the trees, I guess first light is a little sooner at sea.”
“I guess,” Yorg said as he sheathed his blade. 
Jan immediately deactivated the portal. “I’ve got some news and I don’t think it’s going to be good. It’s about your brother.”
“What is he up to?”
“Wilton is going to arrive with Murgrontians and then they will take care of Habamil. I did pick up that even though they are disbanded, your army was rather devoted to you.” Jan filled the two men in on his eavesdropping at the cabin.
That last comment brought a grim smile to Obsomil’s set lips. “We don’t know if it’s the same army that’s headed for Actobal. But it doesn’t matter. There are times to be subtle and times to be brash. I had hoped for subtlety, but circumstances often dictate the paths we will follow.”
“I understand,” Jan said, even though he hated improvisation. “Your brother’s forces only operate because you’re not there. If we are totally in the open and act quickly, they won’t be able to react. Your subjects will render them ineffective!”
“Not as ineffective as you might think, Jan,” Obsomil countered. “We may have knives in our back at any time. We will have to be on our guard until I can get assemble the army and rout out my brother’s men. Before then, Wilton could be arriving at our docks.” Obsomil made a face and spat on the floor. “This is so distasteful. I gave my brother the internal control of the city of Diltrant. I don’t want him against me. We are not exactly close, but this is not what I want.”
Jan thought back to his own situation back in civilization, as he characterized it.Palace revolts, relations vying for power. Here we are, thousands of years of civilization separate Diltrant from my universe and a relative’s quest for power and control have already shaped my life in the very same way. Humans change, but as they change they remain the same.
“If you are careful you may come back to life, my king.” Captain Yorg said. “I’d hate to see Habamil’s coronation plans upset.” As Obsomil gaped at the captain, Yorg broke into a sly grin and raised a cup to his ruler. Obsomil’s face softened and a grim smile took its place as he took another drink of his wine. Yorg took the lead while all three began to discuss the details of Obsomil’s return. 
~
The ship rode at anchor in a small bay that provided the small fishing village with a measure of protection from the sea. A rowboat rode the swells, bobbing as it moved steadfastly towards the shore. The figures on board had an expectant air about them as all eyes scanned the buildings by the shore, looking for anything out of the ordinary.
Within minutes the figures in the craft landed on the sandy beach among the fishing boats, just as the fishermen were putting out to sea. Three men carried equipment out of the boat leaving two of the men to row back. 
As the boat departed, Jan watched from the beach, it dwindled in size into the cloudless sky. He looked at his two companions, two strangers from the ship. Yorg and Obsomil continued to sail on towards the city of Diltrant. 
Jan felt alone and uneasy. Before, in his old life, events on the planets he  had in his charge were abstract; working for the good of the Smith group. Now he met his challenges physically fighting in a true life-or-death struggle for people he actually knew. The fear gave way to determination. His initial need to have every minute detail planned seemed to have become a victim of practicality. Real life situations couldn’t be expected to turn out as precisely as they were planned, but he had learned that reality was much more stimulating. Now he staked his life on the planning, but also general preparation for unpredictable execution.
His two companions were trusted seamen, in Yorg’s employ for years. Horm and Fanwill carried the two boxes. The sailors had built up their bodies through the years of toil on board sailing vessels and even with the advent of the sail-less Diltrant vessels, they still had enough work to keep strong. They needed that strength now. The relics, Jan and Obsomil had taken were heavy. 
The three moved as quickly as possible to a stable and then procured the use of the only six horses in the town. Strapping their load to the horses, they bought a few provisions from members of the village and went up the cliffs surrounding the village and disappeared into the forest above. Being much closer to the capital than the smuggler’s bay that the Murgrontians used, the men in the forest would just have to wait.
~~~
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Yorg’s vessel put into port under a dull pewter sky dripping with trails of heavy mist. Obsomil stood on the bow in regal robes. His crown, long an item hidden within his possessions, hardly gleamed on his head in the gloom. Only a few souls lined the pier as the boat swung into the dock. Obsomil noticed a figure vaulting onto a horse, and racing away.
Yorg scowled from Obsomil’s side. “Your majesty, the mist may spoil the plan. The word will not spread as we hoped.” 
The vessel rocked slightly as it hit the pier. Obsomil cried out to those on the dock and on the ship. “Go out to your friends and relations! Tell them Obsomil, their king, has returned. Make haste. I will publically proclaim my travels to all and will speak words that will dispel this gloom!”
As soon as the sailors secured the ship, they ran off to spread the news of King Obsomil’s return, as planned. Finally, the pier began to fill up with people. The king smugly looked at Captain Yorg. Fifteen minutes later, a hundred uniformed men marched in double-time up the pier and stopped at the ship. 
“King Obsomil! We salute you. Your brother, the Regent, requests your immediate presence at the regent’s offices. We have come to escort you.”
Obsomil still on deck called out, as people continued to crowd into the entire wharf complex. People were up on the ramparts of the city looking at their newly returned king. “I won’t go to my brother’s offices. I will go to my palace. I will deliver my proclamation to the people there. Please return and tell my brother. I also would be pleased if he would grace us there with his presence.” 
The irritation in the last sentence stung the captain. Indecision played out on the captain’s face. Obsomil sensing confusion pressed on, “Who are you? I don’t recognize you as part of my palace guard? I personally appoint all of the captains myself from the army. Where did you come from?”
“I was appointed by the Regent himself. I have served within his domestic forces, your majesty. It is important that you accompany me back to his offices immediately. You can address your subjects there.”
That was that. Obsomil was incensed. The fog began to lift and Obsomil looked out at the assembling crowds. There was no way the soldiers could keep him from the palace now. The docks were packed with people.
The time had come to move. Thronging crowds cheered him as he left the ship and walked on his city’s streets. The crowds grew and grew as he marched closer to the palace. He walked up the steps to its entrance and then turned to face the crowd. Suddenly the sun blazed on Obsomil from a rent in the clouds. The King realized this was the moment for him to perform. He raised his hands to his people. A cheer went up. The crowd began to become silent to hear Obsomil’s words. 
“Hear me, citizens of Diltrant! I, Obsomil, your true and rightful king have returned!” The sounds of the crowd intensified. 
“I have returned to rule.” More cheering. “The world is ready for more. More freedom, more communication, more interchange of ideas, trade and technology. Yes, technology, a new word we will learn more about. Technology is what makes our ships move without sails. Technology is what will drive us to live in a better world!” 
The crowd cheered wildly although few would have understood what he was saying. Their king had returned with new ideas and with more of that drive and infectious enthusiasm he had always used to excited his people. Obsomil knew they cared about that.
He continued, “We, of Diltrant, who have developed our own machines to help us live better, despite the Grethian priesthood, will share our knowledge to make the lives of all people greater. Too long have we kept the secrets to our ship engines. We gave ourselves an advantage and kept others at a disadvantage. And where has this learning gotten us? A police state, which I will abolish as of now!” The crowd went wild again. Evidently, Habamil’s new scheme of things was not sitting well with the people. 
“Our ships have been purposely excluded from much normal commerce. No, the advantages cannot keep us out of the mainstream of our world. It is Diltrant’s destiny to unite the world and create a new order. I now reassume my rightful place as your ruler.”
Habamil’s captain stood in the way of the king. “We will escort you now to the Regent’s Offices through this rabble.” 
“Now I will visit my brother.” The king said. The group began to make its way through the crowd but their progress slowed as the ever-growing crowd jostled the column as it proceeded. 
As the group moved forward towards Habamil’s new offices, the last guard in line was jerked into the crowd and replaced by another man in the uniform of a King’s army officer. With the cheering of the crowd and the concentration on the jostling to keep the crowd away from the king, no guard noticed the replacement of his compatriots. Another was replaced, then another. Gradually as the group went up towards the offices, the guards were replaced until as they approached the main gate, only the captain remained. The gate opened. The captain turned around to address the king. Seeing his men gone, his eyes widened and his mouth dropped. The king himself administered a lethal blow to the captain. 
“Enough of this horrid charade. Merik, let us return to the palace.” He turned to his former captain of the guard. “It’s good to have you back by my side. Have your men taken over the ramparts?” Obsomil asked. Merik nodded as Yorg joined the king’s group.
“It is already done, Your Majesty. We gained control of the outside court of the palace when you made your speech. We have not entered the palace itself, although there have been reports of fighting inside. The off-worlder said it was something you would like to do yourself.” Obsomil’s officer answered. 
The wolfish grin appeared on the king’s face once again. “Jan is right.”
~
Obsomil’s brother paced in the palace council room. The slanting rays of the emerging sun made weak stripes on the floor as it cast itself into ribbons of light through the dusty air. An angry scowl played across the face of Habamil, the Lord High Regent. “I can’t believe this! The crowd was much too eager in their acceptance of the king.”
“Yes, Lord. Obsomil will be at your offices. He should have been put into a cell by now.“ Dravin replied.
“We will face my brother when I am good and ready, and then I will personally kill him! I should have done this long ago. Have you been able to seize the family compound yet?” Habamil said. The sounds of the crowds outside the palace grew louder, reaching the room. 
“We will soon. The queen’s guard has kept us at bay, but we are much closer. A few hours and the palace will be yours.”
A man rushed into the room. “Lord Regent!  Obsomil is now at the palace gates. He replaced your guard with his own men and has entered into the palace itself.”
“You know your posts. Escort Obsomil to the World Room.” He waved off the guard and spoke quietly to Dravin. “You know of the bolthole that I had installed. Obsomil does not know it is there, so if something goes wrong, I will leave through it. Place your best man at the bottom to defend me if there is any pursuit. Instruct someone to prepare my horse in the stables, although I hope I will not have to use it. Just make sure my brother is dead.” The Regent turned and strode from the room.
~
Obsomil stood at the Palace entrance, drew his sword and began pounding on the door with the pommel. “Open this door! Let me in. The King commands you directly!”
The guards took up the cue. “Let the doors open, Make entrance for the King!” They shouted their part of the ceremony as loudly as they could. The doors slowly opened. The cheering moved up a notch when the king walked through the entrance. 
As the king entered, his remaining guards rushed inside the palace to keep Obsomil protected. Another aide to the Regent met Obsomil and told him he would be received in the World Room. The aide ran on ahead. As the group walked the halls, Jan joined them from an alcove. “Well, Jan, I’m glad to see you made it. Have you placed the ‘valuables’ in a safe place?” the king asked.
“Let me say I am very familiar now with some most of the secret passages in this place. There were a few open cells down in the dungeons below. The relics are in one. I hid the key to that cell and have the portal all set up. By the way, they kept Bloodin in one of the cells. He will be joining us in the World Room, a little worse for wear, I’m afraid.”
The palace was not large, but it was old. For three hundred years, the Diltrantian Kings held court within. There was enough time to have tradition create a series of room names. The World Room was so named because a rudimentary continental map worked in tile on the floor. The atmosphere of the room was purposely grim. There were no chairs in the room, only tables. Obsomil always wanted to change the name to War Room, but his wife forbade him to do that.
Bloodin turned around when the King, Yorg and Jan entered. The man’s face was filthy and disheveled. His clothes were soiled. “Obsomil, my King!” Bloodin cried out hoarsely and went to his king, kneeling at Obsomil’s feet.
“Bloodin, get up. Why were you imprisoned? I was told you were in seclusion at the University.” Obsomil looked into his eyes. Both men knew the truth. “Habamil didn’t appreciate your independence, I suppose?” Bloodin nodded with a cold look in his eyes.
“Where is his strength?” Obsomil asked.
“His disbanded the army just before my arrest. He turned his police into a small, loyal army and quickly took over the city. He thinks he has control of the rest of Diltrant, but he doesn’t control the countryside. Habamil has been planning this for ages, scheming his headquarters.” Bloodin looked around the room and nodded at the familiar faces. “I see the off-worlder found my men. Be careful with your brother, King. Put no faith in whatever he says or does. We have had this discussion before, but the proof is even more plain to see.” 
The door opened and Habamil strutted into the room with a few of his guards and now joined by Dravin. “Brother!” cried out the smiling Lord Regent. “We had thought you lost. I am so glad to see you again. I do admit that your entrance has left me surprised. How did you escape from the Hall of Grethia? I am told that you returned by boat?”
Obsomil refused to let his brother embrace him. “What’s all this about disbanding my army and imprisoning Bloodin, not to mention your illegal coronation in ten days?” Obsomil said to his brother. One could feel the tension rise in the room just as if lightning was about to strike. 
“Yorg, I want Habamil’s guards out of the room now!” Obsomil commanded. Swords flashed out of scabbards. First to go down was Dravin, Habamil’s aide. When Obsomil pulled his sword from the dead man’s chest, the others laid their swords down. 
~
The Lord Regent danced through a sequence on the floor and slid through a trap door that opened beneath his feet. Jan already knew about the door and plunged down the opening, head first, just as it was springing shut. He fell down a chute, descending in complete darkness. 
Suddenly, Jan hit the end and flung himself off to one side just as he heard the singing of a sword past his ear. He drew his own sword, but gasped as a line of pain struck him across his back, causing him to drop his weapon. Dodging unseen attacks, he groped for his sword in the darkness. He heard steps close in and threw himself at his assailant’s legs. Jan struggled with his attacker until they parted and Jan rolled to one side yet again, hearing the singing of the sword hitting the stone floor. He moved to the far end of the room. 
Neither of them could see in the pitch black, so the attacker tried to be silent. Jan concentrated on listening to breathing to discover that there were two men were in the room! He heard a scratching sound and a tinder-box flared briefly. Jan saw the only door in the room across the room until the tiny flame shone on Habamil’s face. Habamil ignored Jan and ran through the door, leaving Habamil’s guard with sword drawn on the other side of the room. 
Jan spied his own weapon and dove for it, rolling until he hit the wall and jumped up. The guard glared at him in the faint light of the still-burning tinder and the open door. They again took up their fight. Pain still lanced across Jan’s shoulder as he pushed with all his might against his surprised opponent and flung the man across the room, away from the opening. 
Jan ran through the door and closed it, throwing the bolt on the outside, relieved to hear furious pounding on the other side of the door. A faint glow lit the corridor. Jan could barely make out fresh footprints in the dirt floor heading away from the door.... Habamil’s! 
Up ahead, Jan saw a figure look back, and then scurry up a ladder, before the light was cut off. Jan ran to the exit, found the ladder and climbed up a vertical tunnel. 
The door at the top was closed, locked. Jan moved down to the bottom of the stairway and moved to side aiming up with his blaster, now made operational by a modified power cell taken from the Grethian temple. The pain in his shoulder and back began to stiffen and he doubted he could fight anyone with a sword. A beam of light pierced the darkness, followed by the splintering of wood. The remains of the door fell on him, but that didn’t deter Jan from anxiously scrambling up the ladder to emerge in a small stable. He gaped at the empty stalls, while he heard the hooves of a horse racing out the yard, onto Diltrant’s streets and, presumably, out into the countryside.
The hooves became a far distant clatter, fading in Jan’s ears. The flow of adrenalin that kept him pursuing Obsomil’s brother had run its course and Jan cried out in pain as his vision began to fade. Through the fog he heard a shout and then running. A disembodied voice spoke into the middle of his head. “You’ve lost a lot of blood, lad” 
Jan thought to rise up and tell the men that Habamil had fled. The only action his rescuers saw was a slight rise, a mumbled reply and then he lost consciousness again.
~~~
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Ichar paced across the room towards the Murgrontian Lord. “The departure of our “guests” from Actobal was abrupt. Who were they? The theft of our relics...AGAIN! “ Ichar shouted at the top of his lungs with fists clenched, body shaking. The thought of such heresy was unbelievable! “I won’t rest until those men are killed. Oh, to have them in my hands!” He shook his fists with a startling violence.
“They were Diltrantian, Ichar. I am sure of it. One of their merchant ships left port the same night that they disappeared, but it was not unexpected,” Lord Wilton said calmly looking intently at the shaken priest.
“Yes, yes. This is not the Lord Regent’s style. This was a masterstroke, bold and reckless. Those two men couldn’t have gotten from Diltrant to Actobal before the Regent came to power. This is more of what I would have expected from Obsomil, his brother.” Ichar paused, his gaze turned inward and then he clutched his robes in anger. 
“Obsomil. Yes. It was Obsomil and the one Habamil calls the ‘off-worlder’. They were probably the ones who stole the Hand before. The two of them were in the Diltrant lodge together, but I had no idea that there was a portal in that hall that would take them to Actobal!” Ichar’s rage intensified. His eyes glowered as he continued to rant about his enemies. The Murgrontian Lord leaned over and touched Ichar’s sleeve. The eyes retained focus, the torrent of curses stopped. Ichar slumped back in his chair, his energy spent. 
“One tries, one tries to keep the faith… to hold the true principles high and to keep the order that has enabled centuries of stable rule. And this Obsomil comes. We always knew he could create disruption. How couldn’t he, with a father and grandfather so dedicated to heresy and rebellion. And now they have stolen priceless gates and the power cylinders that made them work. Those are the true treasures of our world. Our plans are ruined.” Ichar’s face twisted into an ugly expression.
Wilton patted the priest on his shoulder. “We only need to adjust and remain patient. Our men are still stationed close to where those drives are manufactured. They should by now have struck that factory. It doesn’t matter if Habamil or Obsomil are in charge. We only need to delay for a bit and we’ll be able to make things right. However, I do think a message to our men to leave Diltrant immediately would be a good idea. I will have one of my men sent there. I always have a ship stationed just off of the coast to take them out with the gate.”
“Good. One of the two may be dead by now anyway.” Ichar declared. “If Obsomil isn’t, he will be destroyed as a warning sign from Grethia to beware of our dedication and our faith. They will be made to pay.” Ichar was getting wound up again. He rose and paced the room, hitting his head with his fists. His eyes rolled as he continued, “My gates, my holy gates, O Grethia, Grethia, your servant has failed you. They’ve stolen your gifts to us! O Grethia!” Ichar collapsed to the floor sobbing heavily. 
Wilton looked on Ichar with disgust, sniffed and let himself out of the chamber. As he left, he realized that some independent planning might be in order. First, to find out if his army had succeeded in Actobal. He had never yet failed and looked on this setback as something to make his quest to take over the world a bit more interesting.
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The ex-lord regent fled past farmlands and the forests that shrouded the mountains. The main road split off into a fork. Taking the left, smaller road, he pushed his horse on until he turned onto a track that could barely be discerned. At last, the Murgrontian cabin came into view. A man with a bow and arrow in his hand stopped the rider. “Lord Regent, why are you here?” 
“Your ‘lord regent’ is now an outlaw.” Habamil spat out bitterly. “Get the rest of the men. We will pull our strength together and make something of our new status.”
“We attempted to raid the place where your ships’ drives are made this morning. Over one hundred Diltrantian soldiers now guard the plant. I suppose they aren’t under your control any longer. ” the man said. “It appears we won’t be able to gain access. It’s time to give up your dreams to rule. We leave in a few days.”
“Leave? Leave?” said the breathless Habamil. “I just escaped with my life! We have to take back what is mine.”
“It was only a short escape.” the man had cocked his bow and sent a shaft through Habamil’s chest.
~
Jan opened his eyes in a beautifully furnished room. He turned and the pain reminded him of his wounds. He rose gingerly from his bed. A note had been left on the table by his bed. “As soon as you awaken, pull the cord by your bed and I will come, King Obsomil.” He rang the bell, feeling stitches pull at his wounds. He gingerly fell back into bed and waited for someone to come. 
“Jan, How are you feeling?” Obsomil said as he rushed into the room. He looked refreshed and well dressed, so it must not have taken much more to re-capture the palace. The king blazed with intensity. He paced the room like a caged panther. 
“My back still hurts.” Jan said. He knew it was a weak reply.
“My boy, we have much work to do. It won’t wait for you to get better. We need to find those men at arms that you found in the forest. You need to lead us to them.” 
“I agree, Your Majesty. I can be ready as soon as I can get some clothes on.” Jan said more positively than he felt.
“Good! When you are dressed report to the royal apartments. There will be someone outside this door to lead you.” the king turned and left the room.
Jan winced as he took off his bedclothes and took his time to dress in the fine Diltrantian clothes that were draped over one of the chairs. A guard was at the door to escort him to Obsomil.
As he approached the royal apartments, his guide transferred him to the charge of two older men dressed in uniforms he hadn’t seen before. Maybe some inner guard... a royal guard, thought Jan? They led him though a long corridor that stretched over a moat within the confines of the palace. Signs of violence recently repaired with freshly patched plaster showed periodically upon the walls. The three walked and into a courtyard that opened to the sky. They passed a trampled garden, another casualty to Habamil’s usurpation, Jan thought. The door opposite opened and Obsomil rose from an upholstered chair in a comfortably-sized room to greet Jan. 
“You will meet my family first, before you leave.” Obsomil waved to the servants, who left unobtrusively. 
Obsomil placed his hand on Jan’s shoulders and ignored his wince. He looked directly into Jan’s eyes. “As prince and later as king, I have been surrounded by retainers and fighting men. Yet, I have depended solely on you for my life for a longer time than any other man. Before you leave, I want you to know that you only need ask, and I will do whatever I can to fulfill your wishes. I didn’t trust you before and I don’t apologize for that. I make decisions based on the facts that I have at the moment. I didn’t know you until our adventure. Now I would trust you with my life. In fact, I have already done so,” the king smiled. “Now, come meet my family... then you will deal with the Murgrontian camp.”
The two walked through a pair of ornate doors into a large sitting room. Two women were working on a tapestry. Three boys noisily played a board game of some sort set out on a small table. The children appeared to be between ten and thirteen or fourteen years old. All eyes turned to Jan as he stepped into the room.
The oldest among the two women rose to greet the two men. “Obsomil, my love, this must be Jan.” She turned and looked directly in Jan’s eyes. “How pleased I am to meet the companion of my husband. Thank you for bringing him back safely from his latest adventure.” She gave Obsomil a rueful glance like one a mother might give her errant son. She offered her hand. Jan took it and kissed it. The others then arose and came to meet the newcomer.
“This is Domant, our oldest son,” said Obsomil’s wife. The youth looked like his mother, light complexion, brown hair but within his dark eyes, Jan suspected that he saw the beginning of the smoldering intensity that drove his father. He raised his hand in a salute to Jan.
“This is his brother Donnabrun. He is our scholar at age thirteen.” she continued, “and last but not least, here is Ablemont, our clown.” A cheery ten-year-old, he exuberantly jumped up on Jan and exclaimed, “I heard all about you from Daddy!  Are you really from the stars?” The little one for all of his activity was a spitting image of what Obsomil probably looked like as a boy. Jan could only nod through the pain Ablemont had caused.
“My wife, the Queen Innia”, Obsomil formally introduced his wife. Jan bowed this time. “And our daughter, Princess Merinnia.” Obsomil nodded to the other woman in the room. 
“And a scholar, too, father.” She rose and moved towards Jan. Merinnia had the auburn hair of her mother and the electric blue eyes of her father. Like Domant, a deep intensity shone brightly from within. She wasn’t strikingly beautiful, but as one looked into her fathomless eyes, one appreciated a character of a unique sort, regal poise and intellect. Jan saw those things as he looked at her and instantly became enthralled. Dangerous reaction, he thought. What a family. They matched Obsomil perfectly.
“I am privileged to meet you all.” was about all that Jan could handle at the moment. Then Ablemont led Jan to show him the game board. Jan was briefly entertained the boy by paying him his undivided attention.
The king interrupted Jan’s play with a light touch on his shoulder. “Jan, now that you have met my family, I want you to know the importance I place on you and your help. I would be a dead man without it and who knows what would have happened to them. You might have noticed the walls on the way in? My family was confined to palace while I was away. There was some recent fighting when Habamil tried to take these apartments when he heard I had returned. I lost more of my personal guard. Now, let’s go and find those invaders and my brother.”
Obsomil led Jan out of the drawing room and back to the main part of the palace to discuss where they would find the Murgrontian spies. As Jan left the quarters, he caught the eyes of Merinnia. He felt a hollow forming in the pit of his stomach.  He looked forward to returning.
~~~
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The forest animals chattered. The sun spotted the ground, filtered through the leaves. In the middle of a clearing ten closely bunched men, led by Jan, appeared above the portal. They took a few seconds to adjust and ran for the forest, away from detection by the men in the cabin. 
Sounds of movement erupted to right of the group. Three Murgrontians took flight into the forest. The men clashed through the woods. Jan and his men caught the first man and shoved him to the ground.
Five Diltrantians carried on after the other two men. Jan and the others went to the sentry. “How many men are in the cabin?” Jan asked silently through his teeth. The pain from his wound still gripped him.
“Who are you? I don’t know any of you! Why did you run after me? I saw you come from the gate.” the man replied in a distressed tone of voice.
“We are Alchantians sent to direct your efforts here in Diltrant. Plans have changed. You don’t know us because we are not Murgrontian.” Jan said. “You notice we did not harm you. But to avoid trouble, we need to know how many are in the cabin. I don’t want blood spilled among allies.”
“There are twenty of us left. Some of us are down meeting with our supply ship. Our orders are to leave tonight. The gate itself is to be taken to our ship and on to Port Alchant.”
“Good, you can lead us to your hideout, which way?” Jan said, knowing full well the direction. 
The group went to the cabin. Jan’s men held the other guard there. That made four. By Jan’s reckoning, there were 16 more men. He went back to the portal, reset it and disappeared. A few minutes later, Jan led another twenty men to the cabin. 
Habamil’s body was discovered along the way. Flies covered the arrow wound. As Jan looked at the scene, he could see that the ex-regent had all of his weapons on his body, meaning he was killed in cold blood. Jan shook his head and went back to the cabin. “Who is the body on the trail? He looks like he’s a rich one.” he tried to say in an off-handed way to the invader.
“That is Lord Habamil. He was going to be king here, but King Obsomil showed up and ran him out of the city. He wanted us to help him.” the man grunted and looked at Jan. “What are the new plans? It seems our old ones are about as alive as Habamil.”
“Take these fellows out and silence them.” Jan said. This was war. Obsomil would be furious at his brother’s death. Fugitive or not, Jan knew that it was never Obsomil’s intent have his brother murdered out of hand. These men in the forest were ruthless killers. It was time to repay them for trespassing on Diltrantian soil. The men resisted, but four were no match for thirty. None made it out the door. “Let’s get out of this place and ambush the rest.” Jan said. This work was distasteful as well as dangerous. Now that he understood the enemy as Obsomil had when he killed to two Murgrontians, Jan didn’t pause to give the command.
Jan posted half of the men around the cabin and clearing. He went to the portal and deactivated it and led the rest of the men through the woods on a pathway to the sea. The path paralleled the one Jan had followed on both of his trips in this area. As they neared the ocean, he could tell that this path was a few miles south of the village Jan had visited before. The sky was becoming overcast with a high fog. The air was still. The only sounds were the clinking of weapons and the grunts of Jan’s men. Jan called a halt to the column. “Sergeant, I am going to proceed with one other. No weapons, no sound. Is there a volunteer to come with me? Maybe someone from this area?”
“I will go,” ventured a young soldier. He was of medium height; wiry with long straight black hair, tied at the nape of his neck with the characteristic light blue ribbon of Diltrant’s color. 
“What’s your name?” asked Jan as they took off down the trail. The soldier was about Jan’s age, perhaps a little younger.
“Pulsgar, sir.”
“Are you from around here?”
“From a fishing village a few miles north of here, sir.”
“A fishing village. Why aren’t you in the Navy then?” said Jan.
“I hate fish and I don’t like the sea. I never liked the smell of rotting seaweed. I don’t like the fog. Give me the dry land. I can’t say I like going through that contraption we came through any better, though. I don’t like the Navy food. The discipline is worse, the...”
“That’s enough, Pulsgar.” Jan cut off what threatened to be an endless litany of complaint. “I understand you don’t like a lot of things. What do you like?” Jan asked as the two came closer to the ocean. 
“I like the army. I like horses, although I don’t get to ride ‘em. I like a lot of things, sir. Just not the sea.”
Jan held up his hand. They were about to step into an open meadow, the path going to the edge of the sea cliff. The fog lowered and the sounds of sea birds could be heard as well as the sounds of the sea. Jan looked around and decided to take a look along the forest edge for some kind of sentry. There were none in the open.
“The path back in the woods. Does it go from village to village?” Jan quietly asked Pulsgar. The adrenaline from the chase kept Jan from noticing pain in his wound.
“It goes from the village a few miles north, and the other side goes south ,past my home, all the way to Diltrant. It is a little rough in places but you can go all the way, if you don’t mind wading through a lot of streams crossing the path. I never did like it.”
“I know, I know” Jan waved him to silence.
He whispered to Pulsgar. His companion drew a 12-inch knife from his knee-length boot. Jan took his blaster out and both began to thread their way along the path about twenty-five feet from the edge of the forest. 
Pulsgar tapped on Jan’s shoulder and pointed ahead to a large rock. A head could be seen nodding as if the sentry was trying to stay awake. Jan looked and saw another sprawled on the ground with his hat shading his face. Making sure his blaster was set to stun, he slowly advanced on the two. Pulsgar was on a parallel path, staying out of sight, playing the back-up. 
Jan silently walked right in front of both men. “Wake up!” The two startled men began to draw their swords with eyes trying to blink sleep out. They began to continue to draw as Jan realized they didn’t perceive the blaster to be a weapon. He aimed at the closest guard and fired. The man fell senseless to the ground as Jan swung his blaster directly at the other. 
The guard, realizing the intruder did indeed have a powerful weapon dropped his sword with widening eyes. Pulsgar, breathing heavily emerged from the brush, brandishing his knife at the tableau. “Have you got everything under control, sir?” he asked.
“Yes, Pulsgar.” Jan said dryly. “Get their weapons.” Pulsgar went to work. When he was done, there were two swords, five knives, some kind of steel knuckles for hand fighting and a garrote.
“You!” said Jan gruffly, “Where are the rest of your men?”
“What men? My friend and I were just taking a snooze along the path and you showed up.” 
“What of this Murgrontian weaponry?” asked Jan.
“Why, uh, my friend and I are, uh, just passing through.”
“Speak up or we’ll pass you through,” said Pulsgar, showing a meanness Jan had not suspected. Suddenly the 12-inch knife was at the sentry’s throat began drawing a thin line of blood.
“They are down on the beach up there” the man nodded north from where Jan had come. “I’m just a soldier, I was told to guard this path.”
“Is there a sentry on the path coming from the north?” Jan asked.
“Yes.” the sentry said softly as the blade was removed from his throat. Jan pressed the trigger on his blaster and the man crumpled to the ground to join his partner.
“Pulsgar, go back and tell the sergeant to get his men to the forest where the paths cross. Hurry.” Jan proceeded to tie the comatose men up with their clothes. He threw their weapons deep into the forest halfway on his way to the rendezvous. He got down on his stomach and made his way to the very edge of the cliff, trying to ignore his wounds. As he looked out on the sea, a ship, gray and sleek, lay at anchor a few hundred meters from the beach. A small boat was beached and the Murgrontian men were conferring with a couple of seamen. Jan returned to where the guards lay, and then went to the main path. 
“It’s likely there are sentries along the path to the north. Pulsgar will lead you. Make sure you take care of them without a sound. Four men should be enough. The rest of you follow me.” Jan led them to the smugglers’ beach. 
“We’ll have to make a frontal assault. Twenty men against fifteen. Stay out of my way and we may not have to fight at all.” Jan warned holding up his blaster. The group climbed down the cliff on the other side of the smugglers’ cove. As they rounded the edge of a cliff and came into full sight of their adversaries, alarm spread among their foe. Jan ran as fast as he could towards the water’s edge and better footing on the wetter sand. He opponents were out of the range of his blaster. He didn’t have to worry. They were coming to him. 
The two groups were about to clash when Jan, now within range, began firing his blaster and mowed down the men, one at a time. He ran past them and jumped into the surf as he decommissioned a sailor and what looked like an officer as they tried to get the boat under way through the waves. The boat washed up on the shore with its unconscious crew. Jan, completely wet after being dumped by some waves, returned, saltwater bathed his back in pain. He grit his teeth and closed his eyes as his body cringed.
The bodies were carried up the cliff and dumped into a line. The soldiers sat down in another group, tired from bringing the dead weight up the cliff’s face. “Now what do we do, sir?” the sergeant asked as four soldiers came out of the forest. A couple held bleeding wounds. Pulsgar, grinning came over to Jan. “Sir. We closed with the enemy and none of them survived. No casualties on our side, save these two wounded.” he saluted as he reported.
“Ah, did you give them any choice to surrender and come with you?” Jan asked not confident in an affirmative answer.
Pulsgar reddened. “The heat of the moment, sir. Once we were spotted, the two men closed and began to fight, sir. No chance at a parley, sir.”
“Thank you, Pulsgar. For your success, you head a detail to bring all of the sentries and their possessions back here.”
Pulsgar grimaced and then cut it off. “Yes, sir. Sergeant?” The sergeant called off names of four more men who followed Pulsgar into the woods.
“What now sir?” asked the sergeant.
Jan thought. He never commanded before. He guessed his blaster made him the senior officer. However uncomfortable he felt in command, he knew what had to be done. He reminded himself, that without the blaster, his strategy carried much more peril. 
In no time, Jan was dressed in the damp clothes of the Murgrontian naval officer. The rest of his men wore the clothes of the Murgrontian soldiers, or at least the parts that fit and made them look more like the Murgrontians. 
“Now Pulsgar, you do know how to sail don’t you?”
“Yes, sir. I can sail well. I just don’t like the sea...uh, I, uh get seasick every time, sir.” Pulsgar replied miserably.
Ah, the truth. Pulsgar was a soldier because he was sick at sea. Jan smiled. “Can you make it from here to Diltrant?” 
He nodded sorrowfully.
The men crowded into the boat and began rowing out to the anchored ship. Jan hoped they could get on board before the Murgrontians saw through their disguise. 
As they approached, Jan could see only a few interested parties waiting for them. Evidently they didn’t pay much attention to what was happening on shore. As he looked back, he could see with the light and the mist from the ocean, he could see the cliffs easily enough, but the shore was swallowed in a haze. 
Jan silently pointed to a wooden ladder built into the side of the ship. The men rowed over to it. Jan gave a glance at Pulsgar’s green face. Jan only hoped the retching would take place after they boarded. He crept up the ladder, to meet the captain. “Where is Manhime?” a sailor asked. Jan’s reply was a broad sweep with his blaster. 
He ran to the helm, which overlooked the cabin. The soldiers of Diltrant came over the railing and began to search the ship. A door opened beneath the helm. Jan looked up and a man in the rigging headed down towards him. Jan pressed the trigger of his blaster and nothing happened. The charge was gone. Jan didn’t have a second jury-rigged power cell. In the heat of fighting he didn’t think to check the depletion of the charge. He looked around and found a fallen sailor with a sword still at his waist. Jan drew it in time to ward off the first blow from a sailor. Jan kept to his forms, regardless as the involuntary gasps as the pain in his back blossomed with each movement. In the heat of the fight, he still felt the stickiness of blood seeping through the unhealed wound. On he fought, fighting for his life. Vaguely he could hear the sounds of fighting becoming louder. 
When he defeated his second opponent, he noticed a warm feeling on his sword arm and noticed the spreading red stain on his shirt. As he fought his third opponent, a finely dressed Murgrontian, he struggled to maintain his concentration. He doggedly kept to his forms and then he saw the opening he planned for and thrust his sword into the man’s chest and all was quiet. 
A cheer went up from the men left standing. Jan leaned against the wheel, out of breath and weak from exertion and loss of blood. He looked down at the defeat of an unexpectedly large force on board the ship. He weakly raised his sword. “Well done men of Diltrant. Let us take this prize with us to the king!” Another cheer went up. Even Pulsgar raised his sword, although he had spent a good deal of the fight at the rail.
His men retrieved the prisoners, and the Murgrontian dead were thrown unceremoniously overboard. Seven Diltrantians died fighting were laid in state on the deck. Jan went to the captain’s cabin to eat, drink and have his new and old wounds bound. Then he  returned to the cabin with half of his men and used the portal to return to the palace at Diltrant.
“I need the autodoc to get mended properly,” he said to a perplexed guard as he was let out of the unlocked cell containing the return portal.
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“Another success, Jan. Your first command was highly successful. We have never had an undamaged Murgrontian shark ship to examine. What a prize. You have stopped the Murgrontians and we have another portal in the bargain.” 
“I’m sorry about your brother, dying the way he did,” Jan said.
Obsomil suddenly turned grim. “Bad business about my brother. They will all pay. Let us change our attention to Actobal. It’s time we went back and visited Mulloy. I will need you, Bloodin and a few trusted guards.”
“Your highness,” Jan began, “let’s go to Actobal aboard my ship. I believe I can modify enough power cells to permit atmospheric operation.” The small group of men gave Jan a blank look. “Uh, my ship will have to fly closer to the ground than it would if it had full power.” 
“Your ship?” Obsomil blurted, “You mean the thing you were supposed to get here on, but nearly crashed?  I can’t fly in an alien vessel!” Obsomil visibly shook himself. “What am I saying? After what we have been through together? I can’t believe my thoughts. Here I have declared to heads of state to change the world and mentally I resist embracing a new way of travel in my own mind! Of course, Jan, we will use your ship and visit Mulloy.”
Bloodin then explained how Habamil’s security apparatus had been set up. The threat of a renewed insurgency was still a faint possibility. However, with the secret police lacking their most powerful leaders, Bloodin felt that there wouldn’t be too much trouble in dismantling it. Bloodin knew the remaining key men and was given the task of disbanding the security force and establishing a civil police force based on loyal former army personnel. “I know just the man to head it up. He works for me up in Tryst. A cousin, yes, but trustworthy and loyal to you, Obsomil. He won’t have any trouble rooting out the troublemakers. I’d bet he knows who most of them are anyway. He’s a very good man. “ 
Garst, thought Jan. Yes, a very good man. “It’s a shame that three generations of beneficial rule can be ended so quickly by a bad ruler.”
~
The forest glade was just darkening with the setting of the sun. Mountains ringed the little valley. The spaceship that deposited Jan on this world lay dormant… a machine similar to the other Grethian relics, just a lot newer. 
Jan took a box from his pack animal and entered his dormant ship. His wounds had festered and he shook as he stepped inside 
In a few hours he’d be healed, but first he had to give his computer some more power. He wiped his brow when he finished connecting a series of the power cylinders to his ship and spoke, “How are you, 202X? Please report on your power availability.” Instantly a glow illuminated the interior.
Jan sighed when he heard the computer speak. “Adequate energy for self-repair of the power plant has been restored. After approximately twelve days, the ship will generate sufficient power to enable a return to your original destination.” 
Jan paused to think. Power to return to his original destination? He could leave and return to his civilization, his former life, in two weeks. But what would Jan do, then? Jan wasn’t heading anywhere important, he thought. The Space Quest was long over. His goals were in flux. He would see this fight on Diltrant to the end. For now, his path lay with Obsomil and Grethia. 
No other action seemed to have as clear a focus. There were perils here. His own father or his family had sabotaged his craft, just like Obsomil’s brother tried to depose him, but Jan didn’t know whom. That bothered him.When I am done here, that is what I will find out. That will be my future focus,Jan thought as he lowered himself into the autodoc for personal repairs.
Later, Jan lifted the ship and headed for Diltrant to pick up Obsomil and his retinue. Pulsgar, who had steadfastly refused to enter the ship, took the cart back to Diltrant.
~~~
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Obsomil boarded the ship and sat down with astonishment. “You say there are millions of these going between the stars?”
“And this is a small one,” said Jan. “Grethia has its own unique treasures, Your Highness. We have ridden one before.” Jan lifted the ship and the entourage headed for Actobal. “As you can tell, this one goes much higher.”
After traversing the mountains ringing the plains of Actobal, Jan sighted the farmhouse where the machine from the lodge’s hall lay sequestered. Jan brought the craft down immediately from a position directly above the farm to minimize their exposure to unseen eyes. 
There were signs of significant activity at the farm. The stable had seen a lot of traffic, but no one disturbed the barn.  Feelings of anticipation rose as he opened the barn door, but the vehicle had remained hidden in the pit Jan had dug weeks before. Jan inserted  new power packs and the machine quickly powered up. Jan spent some time with the viewer that he had left with the machine to learn what the relic was used for.
Just as Jan had thought, it was an earthmoving machine. The front edge of the blade was similar in operation to an ion disruptor. It set up a field that sliced through soil and rock. With power reduced, it would quickly melt snow as well. Jan drove the relic out of the barn and dug a pit that was large enough to provide some cover for his ship.
The group then went to the stable. Jan adjusted the transporter in the building and disappeared. Moments later, he returned leading several horses. He continued leaving and returning until there were eight mounted soldiers. Jan and Obsomil rode the earth-moving machine as the group headed towards the towers of Actobal shimmering in the gathering twilight.
~
Dontril, one of Obsomil’s men, rode through the city gates. To him, it seemed that a gray pall lay over the people in the plaza. They seemed listless, ill at ease, unhappy. 
“Be on guard. Something is very wrong, here,” he said as the men rode to the Merchant’s Inn.
“What has happened here?” Dontril said to the innkeeper.
“You’re new in town, aren’t you?  Well…” the man looked around to make sure he wasn’t overheard. “…the Murgrontians now rule us. Mulloy is just lucky they spared his life. If you want lodging, I can’t give it to you because I am just about full of Murgrontian soldiers. You might want to stay down at the Plowshare further down on this side of the square.”
“Your advice is well taken. I thank you for your candor, innkeeper.” Dontril replied. The men conferred. One of the group left the inn, mounted and headed out of the city to report to the king. 
“Let’s get rooms at the Plowshare as our friend suggested. I think that the king stayed there on his visit. Then we need to start gathering information on the situation here. His Highness requires intelligence to deal with the impending invasion from Murgrontia. Let’s leave this inn before any soldiers come and detain us,” Dontril said. The men nodded to the innkeeper across the room as they left. 
The Plowshare was obviously below the standards of the Merchant’s Inn. The facade portrayed shabbiness barely kept at bay. Dontril became wary when he saw a glint from the upper floor and saw a man polishing a sword. Obviously, soldiers were quartered here as well. 
Dontril sensed a trap. The men wheeled their mounts at his order and left to exit the square. As they moved towards the square’s exit, a group of armed horsemen appeared. The front few advancing horses stopped, One of the men slapped the rump of the horse next to him. The man on the horse did not move. As Dontril saw the man approaching he recognized his messenger. He rode with three arrows sprouting from his chest.
A chill wind blew through the square as the sounds of hoof beats rang out behind the group, as well. Dontril told his men to drop their weapons and surrender, hoping to keep their merchant cover intact. Two hostile groups closed in on the men. Swords were drawn and the seven remaining men of Diltrant were slain out of hand.
~
High above, Jan and Obsomil looked on in horror. Obsomil’s face grew dark red. “Mulloy no longer rules. These were not the troops of Actobal. Eight good men! Butchered! Bah!” The king spit on the city below. “Let’s return to the farmhouse.”
The machine turned and headed back. High up, they could see about twenty men searching the farmyard. They could see them discovering the spaceship. Jan unhooked his blaster. 
“Murgrontians! I can recognize their uniforms from here. Those men deserve no less than what they gave Dontril” The King unsheathed his sword and laid it on his leg. Then he took a cross bow and loaded. “Jan, you take the men on your side and I will take mine. Not one person is to leave the farm to tell how their partners were dispatched. All of those men will die,” Obsomil added grimly.
The craft descended out the darkening sky and into the midst of the searchers. Jan’s blaster shot out, dealing death this time. It pained him to destroy these men, but after just witnessing eight murders, he felt the Murgrontians deserved what they got. Obsomil shot again and again into the searchers. He jumped off of the machine when his targets fled.
Jan ran into the barn and found that two men took shelter there. None could unlock Jan’s craft. Jan set his blaster on stun and fired at the men, seeing them crumple in the blaster’s path.Where did these men come from?he thought.The stable!
Jan rushed to the stable and examined the setting on the portal. It had been changed! Someone had used it after him. He took up the portal from its cavity in the ground and removed its power pack, disabling the device. 
As he did so the door opened and a figure set upon him. His blaster was knocked away by the swing of a sword. Jan ducked, avoiding a thrust. He drew his own sword, fighting furiously. He still felt stiffness in his back, but he could fight. He worked the man around the stable with yelling and continued swinging of his blade. The he rose to his knees, feigning a slip and put his sword up to parry the two-handed blow his opponent was going to land. Jan’s other hand grasped the blaster at his feet and shot the man’s feet. He fell, landing a feeble blow on Jan’s still outstretched weapon. 
As Jan got up, Obsomil ran into the room. “Quickly, up in the machine! There are three left, they just eluded me and left by horse!” Obsomil puffed. “They must not be allowed to flee.”
The two men ran to the machine and zoomed off after the three men on horseback. It wasn’t too hard to find them as they were heading pell-mell towards the city. The craft caught up to the fugitives. Jan gave the controls to Obsomil, “Keep us steady. Don’t move anything except this lever. It keeps us going faster or slower” Jan leaned out over the machine and fired. Three men fell from their horses. Jan took the controls again and set down by the men. Two were dead from the fall. The remaining man, moaned. Jan and the king lifted all three forms into the craft. The horses were close by. Obsomil gathered them up and rode them in a string back to the farm. Jan followed in the machine.
“Here I am working on a quest of unification. You don’t really unify without popular support,” said a breathless Obsomil.
“But you have enemies who won’t want to be united. With all due respect, I doubt if the Murgrontian people will welcome you as a deliverer.” 
“I suppose Murgrontia will not be participating in unification just yet. We may have to persuade them. In fact, I wouldn’t mind persuading them right now, in a non-political fashion.” Obsomil said, gritting his teeth. “Actobal is different. They are an occupied city.”
Jan put the men in the Grethian machine and moved it over the portal and sent them to Diltrant. Jan returned the portal to its normal place in the stable and set it for Alchant to confuse the Murgrontians and flew off in his ship, leaving the remains of carnage behind.
~~~
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Back at Diltrant, Bloodin became furious when Obsomil described the ambush. “We need to wipe Actobal off the face of the earth!” 
“Not so fast, my friend,” Obsomil said. A weak morning sun filtered through the chamber creating a brassy atmosphere in the conference room. Six heavily carved chairs sat around a large black table. At its head, a larger chair, gilt in gold, reflected the wan light. 
Obsomil, pouring drinks from a sideboard, continued, “The fault lies with the Murgrontians and the priests at Alchant. The men Jan stunned are presently being interrogated.
“We will require an army to take Actobal. We want to free the citizens and King of Actobal, however, we don’t want to destroy the city. For my purposes, I don’t want a populace united against me, I want to unite, not ruin Grethia, Bloodin,” Obsomil said.
“If there is another battle, we can use the portals better than our enemy. Also, I think the ship should be able to learn how to sense active portals. With some experimentation, we can know where they all are and attack the Murgrontians at those points,” Jan said. “Then we won’t be surprised by a large group of soldiers appearing unannounced. Now that I know the power signature, my ship should be able to detect where there should be a hall or access to a hall like Port Alchant, Actobal and Diltrant. Have you got any good maps?”
Obsomil went to shelves and pulled out parchment rolls. He unrolled them. “Yes,” Obsomil said proudly, “the best in the world.”
Jan groaned inwardly. These maps had no scale and were not accurate in the least. Obsomil’s royal maps were, of course, hand drawn and had large blank areas. “I’ll make you a good map.” Excitement was rising within him. “In fact I just realized that I already have a map of the whole planet. I just don’t have anything labeled.”
Obsomil’s eyes showed confusion. “My maps are defective?”
“Not necessarily defective, your Highness, shall we say somewhat incomplete?”
“Then make the maps complete. We can find out much of what we need to know from looking at our enemies from the sky.” Obsomil rubbed his hands together and grinned. “A wonderful era is upon us!”
~
“You see, this is where the top of where your planet spins,” Jan said to Obsomil as he showed a holographic image projected from his watch. “We will call this the North Pole. The planet spins on an axis or center point. The South Pole is here on the bottom. I took these pictures with the equipment I have on board. Then I laid out a grid from our coordinates and had it match the coordinate system that the ancient Grethians used to operate the portals. We can now go to any portal we wish.”
“So this is what our world looks like.” Obsomil said. His eyes didn’t leave the image. “We have heard tales of the forbidden land. I sailed to the coast when I was princeling. We had no idea it was so large. Our land is inconsequential. We had outlines of parts of the southern side of the continent and assumed it was the same size as ours, but it’s many times bigger. I want my people to know of this. There is another great land in our world!”
“Don’t get your hopes up, your majesty,” Jan said. “That land is a dead continent. There is very little life. I’ll bet that was where most of the population was centered. The speakers on the tabs warned of an impending doom. It happened.” Jan pointed to areas on the map.
“However, since I recalibrated my sensors, I found that there is still evidence of some power left in the ruins along with the radiation, a poison in the land that can kill. Since it is all concentrated on your northern hemisphere, little of the radiation comes south of the equator to matter.”
“I don’t know how much I understood of what you just said, but I must see this land! Take me there, Jan.” 
“I have some spacesuits. They are shielded from radiation. This radiation I am talking about is like a very, bad sunburn you can’t see or feel. When you’ve been burned with this, you are poisoned, however, my suits will block the radiation and keep us safe.”
~~~
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The ship settled down in a broad valley with sparse vegetation growing in small gray-brown clumps. Two figures exited from the resting craft. Rubble made walking uneven. A small instrument held Jan’s attention as he shuffled to keep from stumbling.
“Obsomil, this area is still radioactive. How those bushes can survive in this environment is beyond me.” Spotting a unique tumble of rocks, Jan beckoned the other figure to follow. The two men walked to the grouping of rocks. As they moved them around, the rocks crumbled.
“These really aren’t rocks. They are crumbling ruins. This whole area was subjected to a great deal of heat,” Jan said. He then went back to the ship and returned with two shovels. The men began to dig for a while in the rubble. The rocks weren’t heavy, so their work went relatively fast. 
The pile of the removed material grew and grew. Then the shovel of Obsomil struck something hard. Jan hurried over the where Obsomil was and helped him remove the covering rubble. 
Fused and corroded, the shape of the object had lost all definition other than being made of metal. “See, there must have been a thermonuclear explosion set off in this city. I was right. This valley was a blast center. Let’s get back up in the ship and find another city.” Jan said. Obsomil nodded.
Drifting over a mountain range, Jan pointed out a gap leading to a plain. A river placidly flowed through the gap, creating a canyon ten or more meters high as it cut through the land. “If I were going to place a city in this area, this is where I’d put it. See the roads?” Jan pointed to a pattern of lines in the jumbled landscape below and then pointed to the map. “There is another city down there.” The ship dropped.
As the two descended, they found more rubble. Certainly, a city once existed here. There was more vegetation. Sickly colored greenery climbed over the ruins here and there. Jan spotted structures that were nearly intact. The two figures again disembarked from the ship and walked to a derelict building with thousands of years of detritus filling the entrance. They found a metal door still intact and forced it open. In the darkness beyond, undefined shapes beckoned to the visitors. Jan turned on his helmet light. There was light gray dust on the floor, thick and even. The floor was the remnant of some formerly resilient material adding to the ever-present dust. Their boots left indentations on the floor as the men walked through a dark hallway. The structure was so old, both men had the feeling that anything would crumble at the slightest touch. Jan opened a door. The hinge resisted his effort, but he opened it enough to allow them access into a large room. There were human remains scattered about the room. The dust had swirled and created mounds around the openings during the millennia. They walked to the other end of the room to something that looked like a reception desk to Jan. 
A binder on the surface was open. Arm bones, from a corpse leaning the desk, were sprawled over one half of the book. Jan gingerly moved the bones aside and stood the book on end so that the dust would fall off. He could actually make out some of the words in Galactic Basic. The written version was more understandable than the verbal language on the tapes. This might have been a hotel, not a workplace. He tried to brush off some dust and the pages disintegrated. 
“I thought I could triumphantly return from this new land and instantly claim it for Diltrant.” Obsomil shook his head. “I can’t bring myself to do that. So many people killed.”
Jan opened one of the pamphlets printed on a plastic sheet and spread it open. Both men looked at the contents.
Jan read the titles and explained. “This is the Hotel Azimuth. This is a city, or was a city, called Oerburton. We’re looking for the directions to the city government building. Maybe we can find out where portals were kept.”
“No, let’s leave this place.” Obsomil grabbed Jan’s arm. “I’ve seen enough. I want you to come back with someone else and investigate further. So many people just destroyed!  All of this land, useless!” Obsomil abruptly left the room, walking back down the hallway. He did not wait for Jan to catch up.
~
Obsomil summoned Jan for another visit to his personal quarters. Bloodin and another man waited along with the king for Jan to enter. Obsomil’s wife and oldest daughter stood together off to the side of the reception room. Obsomil rushed in carrying a roll of the new maps.  He looked at Jan and gave him half a grin. “These aren’t for today.”
The king straightened his tunic. “These will require further investigation. We have progressed to where we should know what our forefathers left us. We need to do two things. One, we need to find the reasons why they gave us these opportunities. Why does the Hand of Grethia exist? Two. We need to beat back the Murgrontian and Alchantian threat and establish a worldwide government.” Obsomil paced and let the occupants think about his words for a moment or two. 
The information wasn’t anything new to Jan. On the way back Obsomil discussed the importance of learning more behind the Hand and uniting the governments. 
He peered outside of the room and into the garden courtyard of the palace. The day was sunny and warm. There were birds and flying insects in the garden. Green and purple foliage reflected the bright white-yellow light of this planet’s sun. A fountain provided background music for the buzzing of an insect or the chirping of a bird. The peace of this place was an oasis amid the unpleasant things they were about to discuss. Perhaps man needed counterbalances when dealing with the distasteful realities of life that forced necessary actions. He thought back to the white office of his father and wondered if what seemed so stark to him soothed the tensions his father certainly had built up managing his trading empire. 
“Jan,” Obsomil chided, “Jan, your attention please. The course of action is set.” Obsomil raised a rolled up letter in his hand. “Wilton has asked to visit us for talks, no army, just his august presence. We will listen to what he has to say, but all he probably wants is some agreement so he can neutralize our ships. I’m sure he suspects that we have the Hand. Ichar and his priests will not succeed in repeating their attack on the Grethian Hall now that we have decommissioned the big portal underneath the hunting lodge and possess the Hand.  It’s just as well that Wilton and Ichar don’t know that we have access to all of the portals.”
The Alchantians could have attacked them using the Actobal portal at any time the hall’s doors were open and once Jan explained that to Obsomil, he had the king’s permission to turn that portal off.
“Before leaving this continent, Jan will fly his ship to the farmyard and will set up two of the portals and leave guards. Bloodin and I will lead our troops through the portals to take Actobal. While we wait for Wilton to arrive, Jan, Merinnia, and Fosan will go back to the far lands and look for more clues to the Grethian artifacts.”
Merinnia? Obsomil’s onlydaughter? That’s why the mother and daughter were here.Jan thought.Fosan. He was a Grethian educator at the University and a friend of Bloodin’s. He could see Fosan coming with him, but why Merinnia?
Bloodin and Obsomil’s wife left, leaving four in the room. “You three have only one instruction, find out what happened on the dead continent and verify that what we learned from that reading box in the hall is correct. 
“Bloodin and I have made the plans for retaking Mulloy’s city. The atrocity we suffered in Actobal will be avenged. But after that, the largest part of the task will be to rebuild our world. Before we do this, we need more knowledge. We also need to explode the myths perpetuated by the priests of Grethia. It’s up to you three to find out more of what we need to keep the transition from destroying our current civilization.” 
Jan still didn’t have the details of why Obsomil’s daughter would accompany them…not that he wouldn’t mind getting to know her better.
~
Jan lifted and headed for the far lands. Merinnia and Fosan stood awkwardly in the forward control cabin even though Jan had offered them seats. Both of them looked scared.
“All of these panels you touch are controls? On our ship engines, everything has levers and gears.” marveled Merinnia. Her face reflected the brightness of exciting new knowledge.
Jan made sure all of the power was recharged on his ship and that his four space suits were all intact. His smallest suit should fit Merinnia adequately.
“I still can’t get over it. The Grethian Hand is not really mystical. For hundreds and hundreds of years, technology was a mystery that only few could behold. The reality for us remained firmly in the miraculous.” Merinnia said as she finally sat down. “My great-grandfather was able to see through all of that. Many men probably could, but he was in a position to do something about it. It coincided with the vision he had of casting off the yoke the Grethian priesthood put around our necks. Only then could he start our University.”
“So what makes up the educational system in Diltrant?” Jan said, looking at Fosan.
“We have schools that teach basic arithmetic, reading and Diltrantian history. In the past, more advanced students could go to a higher level of study to become teachers in their own right,” Fosan began to relax as he talked about a subject he knew intimately.
“Only recently in our history, has our higher level of education created more than teachers. With our new university, we now study mechanics and materials. I have plans to further expand the curriculum.” He sat down in one of the seats. The tension that both of them had brought on board his ship began to dissipate.
“Perhaps what we discover will cause some adjustments.” Jan said, smiling.
“The university is sort of like my father’s pet experiment with minds. Our world has been throttled by the Grethian priesthood and we have made momentous discoveries every since.” 
Jan laughed. “The best discovery was a smokeless fuel. Am I right Fosan?”
Fosan’s eye crinkled as he replied, “You are a bright one, Jan. Of course, we couldn’t keep our methods a secret if we had smoke pouring out of our masts. When we found a way to burn the black liquid without smoke, we knew we could use it to our advantage. So we found a way to refine the fuel and use electrical sparks burn it off in a chamber. The heat from that boils water, and then we use the steam to propel a shaft.”
Later, with Fosan taking a nap back in Jan’s cabin, Jan asked,” What do you expect to accomplish on this far continent, Princess?” 
Merinnia looked back at Jan, broken from her fascination of watching the ocean pass beneath her. Her auburn hair cascaded down her shoulders. The light from the porthole illuminated an excited face with awe still filling her eyes from the sights below. 
“All my life, I wanted to break out of the royal child mold. My life has been very protected. You don’t know how many tantrums I had to pull to get to become friends with Fosan. It is still not a woman’s place to discuss things of the mind. There are no guards now, no disapproving courtiers. I can go somewhere, learn something no one else has learned. I go as an equal among us. I don’t feel the condescension with you I have felt with the other men of Diltrant.” She looked back where Fosan would be lying down. “Fosan is much better than most. If we don’t find anything, I’ll still have felt I have done something that I always wanted to do. We are going to find some answers, aren’t we, Jan?”
Fosan returned some time later and reinforced what the girl had been saying. “The Princess has been my most prominent scholar. Not because of her breeding, which is without peer, of course. But she is highly intelligent and highly motivated. We have not been permitted to examine the Grethian Hall in great detail yet. In fact, I think you have been the only one permitted in the hall for any great length of time. So now, because of the King’s trip to the Far Land in your special suits, I am most anxious to learn what is over there. To think, after all of these years there are still intact artifacts.” 
The autopilot rang and Jan had to break from the conversation. In the nick of time, he thought, realizing that Merinnia and Fosan were expecting him to say something. “Ahem, I’ll get to the controls. We will be arriving at the place King Obsomil and I explored and do a bit more searching in other areas. It is a rather large continent.” 
~
Clouds circled the gray crumbling towers of the city in the mountains. A cold piercing wind whistled through the ruins and splashed its sound and force upon the three figures. The sun broke through the roiling clouds as some raindrops began to pepper the ground with darkening spots. The three of them, in their white suits, hustled through the debris and into a large low building.
“I wanted to take some reconnaissance pictures, but these clouds obscured most of the city. The other images taken by the ship don’t provide the detail we need. Now we have to climb through these ruins to see things for ourselves,” said Jan. He was breathing hard, but the other two were breathing harder. 
“This building is in better shape than many. The writing on the front may still be readable.” Fosan suggested.
“I can’t make out much of the sign. It says some kind of center. Beyond that I can’t say. Let’s hope it’s an information center. The structure King Obsomil and I explored was definitely a hotel of some kind.” Jan responded.
They had to dig down about six feet to an opening that was stuck but still recognizable as a doorframe. Dust and debris littered the floor. At one time dust might have blown in from empty windows, but now like everything else thousands of years old, ground floor openings were below grade. Like the other buildings, it had some kind of flooring that now cracked and burst to powder when walked on. All of the colors had faded or been coated over with the nearly uniform gray dust. Dingy was the word to describe the interior. They were in a lobby again—somewhat larger that the other buildings. Again, a large counter was across from the doors. Chairs and tables made up the furnishings. Some had collapsed with age. Some had the ever-present centuries old remains of the inhabitants on them. 
“These are people. Dead people,” said Merinnia. 
“Outside the remains have totally decomposed. Inside the ruins we have been seeing, the remains have looked like debris. But here you get to see them more like they were. The remnants of your forefathers lie all around us, silent sentinels to the horrors of war.” Jan tried to say as gently as possible. “The whole continent is like this. There were millions, perhaps billions of people living here. They all died in an awful war. The Hall provides some information, but as we discussed, it’s a very watered down explanation. If it wasn’t so watered down, maybe the Grethian priesthood wouldn’t have become so mystical about the relics.”
“Yes,” Fosan said, “The Grethian doctrine explains that man became wicked and the Grethian Hand covered the sun and most men died of an awful incurable disease. The darkness created a frozen world. The faithful, led by the Hand, were saved from the disaster, being saved by supplies sequestered below the ground. They stayed, hidden from the surface, for years before they emerged to repopulate the land utilizing the great powers of the Hand. We “enlightened” men thought the disease was all nonsense. We had no inkling of this radiation sickness.”
“It’s no mystery about the darkness. If all of these explosions occurred at once, there was probably so much debris thrown into the atmosphere that the sun probably did go dark for a while. I’ll bet the real centers of population were totally destroyed like the first site that King Obsomil and I visited. There is a lot of flat land out there. The only things growing are some highly radiation-resistant plants.”
The group walked though a set of double doors leading out of the room. These doors barely let the group through. Jan carried a six-foot metal rod, he had brought from Diltrant. He had to use it to pry the opening big enough for them to squeeze through. A few holes in the ceiling dimly lit the scene. The room was as large as the lobby. Desks in various states of decomposition were still in ordered rows. The dust heaps of human remains were everywhere. 
Jan was amazed at how much was intact. Some alloys of Grethian metal seemingly did not decompose. It was apparent that readers of some sort were at every desk together with communication devices. They may change a little here and there, but computing and communication are always required by workers throughout human civilization. Jan opened what seemed to be a plastic box, which was so brittle it cracked in his hands. He pulled out archaic data tabs. He noticed similar boxes at some of the desks. 
“Let’s get some tabs from those offices. It’s likely they will still work, if the tabs in the hall are any indication. We might find some reference works in the offices. I am very doubtful that any network survived, so we may be disappointed,” Jan said. Grethian technology still lagged far behind from what he was used to back on Impollon.
“How do you know this?” said Fosan.
“I worked for a trading company back home. I would analyze planetary economic output and make recommendations for maximizing that world’s or that group’s return to civilization. There are many worlds that, like Grethia, were lost touch with humankind. Those that retained their technology base, rejoined. Those that didn’t were lost. We had a Galactic war thirty five hundred years ago. Many worlds were destroyed, just like Grethia. There are plenty of worlds that are just like this continent. The trading companies are actively trying to find those hidden worlds in order to exploit what was left behind and increase the size of their trading revenues.”.
“The merchant class must run things.” Fosan said. That was a sharp observation from the professor.
“Once you get to be a certain size, whoever controls trade has a large measure of control over the government. Governments are heavily influenced by those who have the economic power. That’s not all bad, because successful companies in the long run, rely on keeping their labor base, the people who work for them, productive. A smooth-running government can be good for the companies and good for the people. The problem comes when the government has control of everything. Few governments will make the right decisions for trade or for the people when their principle goal is to stay in power.
“The tabs from the hall made clear that there were factions here on the main continent. The tabs spoke of a political breakdown.” Jan said as he got a door open to an office. He went in and gathered up some more tabs.
Fosan and Merinnia went off through another door. Suddenly, a cry rang out through the headphones of the suit. Jan went to the scene and found Merinnia clutching the flooring, hanging by her arms above a dark hole. He got down and pulled her up. She was crying, “Fosan just walked through here, and then the floor gave away.”
Jan peered into the gloom. His headlight played on the inert form of Fosan twenty feet below. Jan examined the edges of the hole. The opening might have been an access door to the area below. “We need to get down there, he’s not moving,” Jan said.
The two got up and carefully trod through the room and tried a few more doors. The doors were all difficult to move on their ancient hinges. 
They finally opened a door leading to a dark stairway. The structure appeared sound. Jan took his crowbar and carefully tested the metal stair treads and the railings as they descended. The railings broke away from the walls, but the stairs seemed to hold weight. 
“Switch on your light, Merinnia.” Jan said as he switched on his own helmet light. A yellow glow lit up the darkness beneath them. The two light beams exposed detail through the murk. The pair descended step by step. The tread ended in a small landing lined with four doors. Jan tried the door that seemed to lead to where Fosan must be. The door moved. Jan’s light penetrated a totally dark room. No Fosan. There wasn’t any other door leading from the room. But Jan did notice a number of readers, a counter and racks of data tabs. 
Merinnia tried the next door and found the shaft of dim light outlining the dim figure of Fosan. She called Jan and they examined his inert form. Jan checked for signs of life. Then there was a jerk in his body and the man moaned, obviously coming out of unconsciousness. Fosan sat up on his own accord, stretched his neck, and then slumped down moaning.
“What, what happened?” he said as his eyes began to clear then cloud with pain. 
“You’ve fallen about twenty feet, Fosan. You were unconscious for about five minutes. How do you feel?”
“My neck is killing me, but I don’t feel it’s broken.” Fosan said. “I can move my fingers and toes.”  Merinnia helped Fosan to his feet. Fosan had more aches that he thought, but to everyone’s surprise, he was battered, but ambulatory.
Jan looked about the room. “You were saved by this collapsed table.” Jan pointed out the broken table under Fosan. “More than that, this is a transport room. These controls are for transfers. It looks just like the controls in the Hall in Diltrant.” Jan sought an activation switch. A whining started as he pressed it. Lights began to glow. All at once they snapped into brightness. The light revealed a portal outline about ten feet in diameter in the center of the room. The table was in the center of it. “I’m amazed that they had a local generator and that it still works. They might have used the access door above to get larger items down here.”
“Let’s go into the other room I looked in. I’d like to see if the lights are on there yet.” Jan said. They helped Fosan into the next room and had him sit in a rickety ancient chair. Jan looked at the readers. “These use the same generator as the other room. I want to see what’s on these tabs. I can puzzle out most of the words. There are thousands of tabs here.”
“Yes, Jan,” Fosan said, “The one you showed me is only a few minutes long. Your right! This data may mean a great deal.”
“We’ll only find out by looking at them,” Merinnia said, holding a data tab out to Jan. She looked into his eyes. The excitement made her breathing fast and shallow, electricity sparked through her eager eyes. She was jubilant and her anticipation was infectious. Jan looked at her and was smitten by her enthusiasm.
Jan took the tab from her and looked it over. He inserted the tab in the reader. Static flowed across the screen. Finally the circuits made corrections and an image resolved on the flat screen. “I can understand this writing even better than the speech.” Jan said. His excitement decreased, however when he realized what he was reading. “These are service billings. Evidently this is a bank or utility company or something. These thousands of data tabs are archived bills. We’ve found the billing department for Grethians using power millennia ago” Jan made a wry look to the others who obviously didn’t understand what he said.
Jan took more tabs and looked them over. From faded writing on the tab covers, Jan could see that these weren’t primary storage. Would central servers still be in existence? “We can learn a lot from an archeological viewpoint from these tabs. We should take some of the detail tabs and some of the report tabs along with some of the readers. We can examine them at our convenience later.” Jan said.
Fosan was starting to feel more pain from his injuries. The two helped Fosan up the stairs and to the ship. They checked him out. He had jammed his spine and had some bruises. He had evidently struck his head inside the helmet. A bump had risen on his forehead. “Let’s put you in the Autodoc” Jan said. “It will diagnose your injuries and repair what it can. I don’t know if you breached your suit. The autodoc will detect any radiation poisoning and will administer some anti-radiation drugs if your suit developed a leak. The drugs only treat the symptoms. Radiation is like a sunburn. Once you’ve been exposed, you can’t undo the burn.” 
They helped Fosan into the chamber and closed it. The autodoc cycled through and the information screen displayed Fosan’s physical condition. 
Merinnia and Jan helped Fosan out of the apparatus some time later. “See this screen,” pointed out Jan, “you are pretty banged up, but your general health seems to be okay. The best news is that there is no sign of radiation.”
Fosan looked at Jan then at the machine with amazement. “This is magic. I cannot comprehend machinery that will do these things. We must seem a very backward culture to you.”
“Culture is culture. It becomes different as people change. But it doesn’t get better or worse, it just changes. I know of “advanced” cultures that are more barbaric in their own way as “backward” cultures. If you take the technology aspect away from the culture, I think you will find every culture has something significant to offer. What we have found here is a great heritage of technology. That technology will affect the culture of all Grethia.”
“I see,” said Fosan. “People make what they will of their own lives. It’s a pity, a vast pity.”
“To everyone’s sorrow,” Jan said. “Just think what your lives would be like if the war hadn’t happened?”
“Perhaps, we’d be living better, but the lives of Diltrantians aren’t necessarily bad because we haven’t been able to use this technology,” Merinnia said.
“That is great perspective,” Jan said.  “Not necessarily better, but different.  However, technology frees people up to enrich their lives, like eliminating the drudgery that women typically get left with.”
“I can’t dispute that,” Merinnia said.
Jan went back to reviewing Fosan’s condition. “The autodoc says you will need to rest for four weeks. They arrived during the night. We have plenty of food supplies and you already know how to use the viewers. You can stay here and rest while Merinnia and I do more exploring. You should be able to contact us over the radio. I am setting it to the suits’ frequency. Just hold down this button when you want to talk.” Jan pointed out on the control panel. “We should be gone no longer than four hours.”
Jan and Merinnia went back to the building and the room with the racks of tabs and, bringing sacks, gathered a number of them to take back to the ship. They returned and, after Jan decontaminated them, set up a viewer and began to examine the retrieved information.
“I wish I knew that language like you do.” Fosan lamented. “I wonder how you can read it and we cannot. My mind tells me that our language should be descended from the language on the tabs. You know both. Why are they different, Jan?” 
“Your language is not that different from what you hear. There have been two spoken and written languages in use universally for millennia. The dialects differ from planet to planet, but the language you speak is very close to Galactic Basic. I had no trouble picking up on the inflections and filling in for some of the localized slang. Galactic Basic is the language spoken by the vast majority of people. There is another language called Galactic Commercial. This language is used in legal, commercial and political specialties. I know both through my education and because I used Galactic Commercial in my job back home.” Jan punched an instruction to the computer. 
“I also had dialect training in preparation for the Space Quest. The dialect training was what enabled me to know your language and the Grethian version of Commercial so quickly.” He sighed and went on. “Your ancestors, the Grethians seem to have used Galactic Commercial in all of these tabs. The people who made it through the cataclysm here must have spoken only Basic. Maybe the ancient ones did it to ensure those who would be able to use the Grethian artifacts were from off world.” Jan shrugged his shoulders. “I can’t explain it. There is so much information that will never be known.”
Fosan said, “I’m still perplexed. Why a two-tier language system? It seems a waste of time.”
“That’s right. It is a waste of time except to those who know Commercial. It’s like a barrier of entry into economic and political leadership. Since I went to a University, I easily got a job in a company that used Commercial as their internal language. I think it has been maintained to purposely restrain the amount of people who can seek after higher-level positions.” 
Merinnia looked at Jan, “We need to get back to using the language, not talking about it, gentlemen,” she said with a smile. The exchange ended and Jan began to examine more of the tabs. 
Jan worked through the night. The idioms of the language were now familiar to him. He could now write and speak the variant of Commercial that the Grethians recorded.
At breakfast onboard ship Merinnia asked Jan, “What have you learned, any leads?”
“Just what I thought. I can tell you this city was named Nameratu. The city was newly-built when the cataclysm hit. It served as a service center and a resort. It appears to have also been supported a mining industry. I would say they got hit pretty lightly compared with some of the cities on the flatter areas of this continent,” finished Jan.
“What I can’t get over is that these all of these people died. What a horrible scene. No wonder father abhorred the thought of returning with you.” Merinnia was nearly in tears at the thought.
“There was no one to witness the scene. Why the continent you live on was spared?  I don’t know yet, but the explosions occurred on this continent  and yours was so sparsely populated that there was no destruction. The northern hemisphere and southern hemisphere share only a little bit of their weather. Perhaps the Grethians knew that your little continent had a chance to survive.” Jan replied.
 “This type of destruction has been played out on other worlds. What is unique about Grethia is that there is a legacy left, on purpose. There was a faction that must have provided for your protection. But as you can see, that sanity didn’t alter the fate of the ancients. Even now, the Murgrontians and Alchantians are warring against Diltrant. They have Actobal. Men have died. The only difference is the Murgrontians don’t have the means to destroy the planet like the ancients did. Mankind has a darker side. Remember Habamil. He caused the death of hundreds of Diltrantian subjects when he seized the capital. And your father was only gone a short time!” Jan said
“There must be some stable societies, Jan. You people have advanced manufacturing goods and trade. That means some societies work.” Fosan said as he stood and twisted his back, grimacing at the pain.
“Yes, societies work. But even those societies can be manipulated. Human nature makes all societies imperfect and they are imperfect, even in the best of cases. Sometimes a group can gain sufficient power to disrupt parts of society for their own financial gain or to get special concessions. I imagine it’s all part of human nature.” Jan said. 
“So we sit in the midst of our past glories and past tragedies,” proclaimed Fosan. “And we are positioning ourselves to do it all over again. Murgrontia and Port Alchant are in the process of demonstrating the dark side of human nature that you were talking about.”
“If the dark side wins...?” Merinnia said. “How can Murgrontia and Port Alchant win? My father won’t permit that to happen. We have you and your ship. We have right and the light on our side!”
“Everybody thinks they have right on their side. It’s just that right doesn’t always know what side it’s on. The dark doesn’t last forever, neither does the light. That’s my point. Things always change. New cycles are constantly starting. Old cycles are constantly ending. It’s inevitable. We don’t give up. That’s just part of life anywhere at any time.” Jan finished.
“I don’t know. Life makes me go on. I have faith in my Father and how he feels.” Merinnia stated, with a trace of defiance in her tone.
Jan let his thoughts wander their discussion. He didn’t know if his companions understood anything he said, but he knew he had the power to leave Grethia. He could drop off Merinnia and Fosan and disappear from this backward planet forever. But what were his motivations? He was powerfully attracted to Merinnia. She had tremendous inner strength that was unaffected by the cynical sophistries of his own civilization. He had become attached to Obsomil. He thought of Obsomil as a respected mentor. Jan regretted that he had never had one when he grew up. 
With his father and probably Artis’ family complicit in the sabotage of his ship, he had nothing out there. No, Jan could see that his course of action, whatever course it turned out to be, would best be the course of action that would benefit Grethia. That thought led to a kernel of an idea that could be very interesting.
“Your perspective is indeed correct, Jan.” Fosan said, interrupting Jan’s thoughts. “There are none among us who can see into these cycles like you can.” Stiffly, Fosan sat down. “I have always thought there was a cataclysm here on the far land. And what we need to do is produce the proper parameters to avert such a disaster.” 
“I don’t think it’s that easy. People have different opinions and they don’t necessarily start out as black and white, but positions can harden and intolerance can set in and ruin anyone’s best intentions.”
“That’s it,” said Merinnia, “our purpose is to build in the knowledge to foster the importance of tolerance to stop another catastrophe. We need to let the cycles come and go, but by recognizing them, maybe we more tolerance can make them less damaging.”
“You can, but history shows levels of tolerance ebb and flow, too,” Jan said. “It’s time to get back to work.  Fosan, I’ve instructed the computer to begin teaching you Galactic Commercial.  The 202X can interactively help you read the tabs if you use this reader,” Jan held up one of the Grethian readers attached to a wireless transmitter. “I can’t think of a better use of your time while sitting back and enjoying the insides of my ship.”
~~~
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Lord Wilton, with his long gray hair streaming behind him, walked purposefully through the large city square at Ilvant, capital of Murgrontia. White stone buildings five stories high with colonnaded architecture ringed the open area. Carvings textured the columns of the buildings. Some depicted sea monsters. Others showed sea battles spiraling down the white stone. Roofs were varied with flat, gables and crenelated lines dominating the impressive skyline. 
He entered the largest edifice, passing through the elaborately carved arches and up an impressive array of steps, each course carved in heroic scenes. 
Once inside, his quick steps echoed in a huge hall and across the mosaic paving that depicted the sea. The denizens of the deep surrounded a map of the coasts of the known world surrounded by even more scenes of famous Murgrontian sea battles.
Up a grand flight of stairs and to the right, Wilton charged with long, purposeful steps. He threw open a set of guarded double doors. A group of men peered over a map in subdued discussion. Their heads turned towards Wilton and all straightened up at once. 
Wilton raised his hands slightly. “Go back to your musings, I will listen. This will be an informal session.”
“You’re late,” said Lord Harney, the head of the Murgrontian army. “It appears that the brother of Obsomil has been slain and all of our men in Diltrant have been captured, killed or both. That killing comes just as our rangers were to invade the manufacturing facility and obtain the secret to their propulsion system. The Diltrantians even captured our ship standing by just off the coast.”
Wilton scowled. He hated failure and Obsomil now seemed to have the upper hand. “Anything else since I’ve been isolated returning from Port Alchant?”
“We remain in full control at Actobal. Mulloy remains in the dungeons underneath his palace. Our army units were responsible for the detection and subsequent execution of Diltrantian spies. Although our men were able to travel the gate from Actobal to Ilvant, there were signs that the spies might have used the gate at the old farm.”
Wilton arched his brow at the phrase, ‘subsequent execution of the spies’. “I was not told of this! You killed Diltrantians scouting out Actobal? How stupid. How much information did you get from them? Were they Obsomil’s men or his brother’s? How did they get to Actobal?”
“The execution took place as they tried to escape from the city,” Harney said.
“You killed rather than captured, so we know nothing!” Wilton could no longer restrain his anger. He slammed his fist on the table. “Now I will tell you that Obsomil is not dead. Ichar believes that Obsomil and a companion masqueraded as two nobles from Actobal and actually stayed at the Grethian Temple in Port Alchant for nearly four weeks! It was they who must have taken the Grethian travel gates with them as well as the Hand that they stole before. They must know all about the gate at the farm.”
The men murmured. “You’ve kept too much information from us. How are we expected to react when you know more of our situation than we do.” Harney gave Wilton a disgusted look. 
Wilton’s hand dropped to the pommel of his sword. The men looked astonished as Wilton whipped the sword out of its sheath. Harney had his sword halfway out of his scabbard when Wilton slammed the flat of his blade on the table, making them all flinch. 
“I may not be king here, but as the High Lord, I demand respect and loyalty. If I don’t get it, I get very mad, very quickly.” Lord Wilton spoke in forceful low tones. The room fell silent. “You are all to remember that I lead Murgrontia and that I am not afraid to remind you of it. I will tell you what I am going to do. I am leaving Murgrontia again and am going to Diltrant...without an army.” The men murmured again, but were stopped by Wilton’s glare.
“Yes, Diltrant,” Wilton continued. “As much as it pains me, it is time to talk to Obsomil. Maybe we do not need to be at odds and fight for the secret. Maybe I can talk him into sharing it with me. We have all pursued the path of war and may have erred in this, since it is evident we’ve underestimated the Diltrantians. With Obsomil’s death, I thought we might have had a chance to use Habamil without much difficulty. With Obsomil back, we will have to try a different tack. Nullet!” 
Wilton turned to one of the younger men in the room, “Find a priest  to transport you to Actobal and make certain Mulloy remains alive,” Wilton looked all of the men over, “and secure in his dungeon. Dourthun, there might be a Diltrantian ship in port. We will pay them to take a message to Obsomil saying I am coming on a state visit.”
“And then what if you fail to get their secret, Wilton?” a man said.
“I will lure Obsomil to Port Alchant and we will kill him there. We must make certain he doesn’t survive this time.”
~~~
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A cold wind blew out of a clear blue sky, stirring up dust devils on the bleak landscape of a high valley. The spaceship rocked with the more forceful gusts. Merinnia and Jan were suiting up, ready to inspect another set of ruins.
“The computer picked up faint background power. This could be a repository of some existing Grethian technology. Perhaps a working Grethian portal sits deep in the bowels of these ruins. As long as I’m dreaming a technical library would be very helpful,” Jan said as he helped Merinnia with her helmet. 
Fosan sat back and watched as the two figures stepped into the airlock. “Good luck, you two. I wish I was going with you.” Jan and Merinnia waved as the internal door cycled shut. The outside door slid open and the ladder lowered automatically to the dusty ground. Merinnia and Jan struggled in the wind towards the center of the ruins. 
The dust of centuries made parts of the destroyed city look like the surface of a rough sea. Mounds of material pushed up at spots. Any multi-storied building was totally flattened. At least they hadn’t found the entire area covered with impenetrable glass-like slag. The trio had spotted fields of the stuff as they flew over the continent. 
Jan looked at the projection of city utility map from his watch. At least they had found something useful from the all of the billing tabs that he examined. There were a few street intersections that had matched the map. Jan poked around an imposing pile of rubble, waiting for Merinnia who followed. The two found a blocked opening in the ground. “Let’s find a way to get this area clear.” Merinnia said.
“Stand back,” said Jan. He aimed his blaster at the rubble. It vaporized. The two were assaulted with tiny bits of rock. Jan stepped forward to check the radiation with his meter. “It’s still hot but not immediately life threatening. The levels are less here than in some of the other places.” They picked their way around the smaller rocks remaining. 
“Be careful. I’m sure that hundreds of years have not helped stabilize the place. Remember Fosan.” Merinnia cautioned.
Jan smiled at Merinnia. The smile back through her helmet warmed him considerably. Jan was not particularly comfortable with how the princess affected him. He didn’t know enough about Merinnia, the king or Diltrantian customs to feel comfortable, but he knew that Merinnia did affect him in a romantic way. Again, he idly thought about a relationship with the princess. 
He hadn’t met many women on this planet and perhaps it was because she was the only female he had extended contact with while he was here. What kind of relationship would be permitted anyway? Even a casual relationship may not be permitted. She might be betrothed and he wouldn’t even know it. A thousand other objections might make any relationship disastrous. 
However, he had to admit being pulled in by her charm. He liked everything about Merinnia. She had a mind, more in tune with the outside than probably any other female on the planet. She was pretty to Jan’s perspective and in excellent physical shape. She had a lot of drive and intensity. Jan liked girls that were not pushovers. His previous relationships were always with women like Merinnia and Fianna, his last girlfriend.
Jan led the way down through the hole and to a stairway below. It seemed that ancient Grethians liked to build down as much as up. They passed human remains at various intervals on the stairs. The metal railings of the dark stairway seemed to be less affected by time than at the utility building. 
The lights from their helmets found no life. Whatever might have been alive eons ago at the time of this particular Armageddon, had lived out its span, if not destroyed at the outset. The air was still and clear, with no movement. As the pair reached the bottom, the condition of the building improved. 
No rubble had reached down to this level. The radiation still reached down to where they walked as evidenced by crusty skeletons. A door led into more darkness. Jan and Merinnia made radio contact with Fosan. If anything happened to Jan at this point, the computer could take Fosan back to Diltrant.
Merinnia led the way into a wide hallway. A reception area occupied the end of the hallway. Here it appeared some kind of organism had survived as the remains had been disturbed, but the dust on the floor indicated that this activity ended long ago. There was a tiny hole in one door leading into the reception area. 
The door held fast as Merinnia tried it. “That’s okay.” Jan said. “That door leads to the men’s restroom. That symbol on the door is common throughout the universe. The door next to it is for ladies.” he smiled at a somewhat embarrassed princess. 
“Let’s try this one.” He pushed hard with his shoulder on a set of double doors,, but the frames wouldn’t budge. He pulled out his blaster and fired. They made their way through the large hole in the door. Another, larger, hallway confronted them. A door at the end of the hallway stood ajar, showing nothing but an inky blackness beyond.
“I feel like I am floating underwater at the bottom of the sea,” Merinnia said. “We are in these suits, there is nothing but darkness except for our lights. We can’t breathe the air. Except for not being able to float, we could be thousands of feet down exploring the ruins of a sunken city.”
“In a way, you’re right,” Jan said. “It’s just that the water is a little thin. Air, being a gas, still has weight. Where I live, you can buy devices that will let you float in the air.”
They entered a large room—so large their lights did little to cut through the darkness above. The purpose of the place was apparent when Jan noticed the portal set into the floor surrounded by shelving. The pair examined the portal. Jan found the power cell slot empty. He took a power cell from a pocket. It slipped in easily. The portal activated. Jan looked around. “Merinnia, do you wish to go home now? You can you know. This portal can get you there.” Jan offered with a grin on his face.
“No I don’t think so, though Fosan might. I’ll ask him.” Merinnia replied with a grin. 
“I am kidding. The contaminated air would go along with us and we wouldn’t have the means to decontaminate our suits. This portal checks out as well as the portals we have back in Diltrant. What we need to find is a portal network. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that there are portals in the basements of many of the buildings, like the one that Fosan fell into. Warehousing could be located anywhere in on the continent with the portals used to deliver goods. In fact, I would say that the portals would be used as much for goods as for transportation in an active society. It would change the infrastructure of any civilization.”
“Infrastructure?” asked the princess,
“Yes, when your civilization grows and people interact more, you need infrastructure to make the society work.” Jan could see this explanation went nowhere. He continued, “When a society becomes more mature, farmers specialize in fewer crops because the farmer knows he or she can trade their extra crops for other goods. When you trade, you need roads. When you trade you need to communicate with people that you have goods to sell. Transportation and Communications are part of the infrastructure.” Jan noticed Merinnia was losing interest in his little lecture. 
“That means that Diltrant using the ship engines only for itself may be holding back advances for the total infrastructure of our world?” Merinnia said. 
Jan relaxed—she had been listening. “That and other things. Your father’s goal of uniting the world will help improve everything. Planning improvements to a planet’s infrastructure was part of what I did before I came here.”
“It must have been fascinating work!” 
He ignored her comment, after getting a quick mental picture of Artis Smith, and walked on. “This is one of the warehouses!” Jan said, changing the subject, pointed to all of the shelving. It filled the remainder of the large room. The ceiling was still very high. “We’re certain to find something interesting in here.”
They looked around at the goods. Many of the softer goods had decomposed and were ruined with age. There were other items that Jan examined and explained their function to Merinnia. There were others Jan couldn’t even figure out. 
They separated and began to explore on their own. Merinnia called out to Jan. “I think I have found a section of portable portals.” 
Jan ran to her location. Merinnia stood in front of racks of portals identical to those Jan took from the Temple at Alchant. “These are invaluable! We should test them out. I can even afford to take one apart to see how it works.” Jan excitedly went to one shelf. “Look, here are real small portals. Probably low power, maybe for the home. All we need are more power cells.”
“Like these over here?” Merinnia exclaimed. The excitement was getting to her. Jan looked at her and thought how enchanting she as the flush of discovery overcame them both. 
Jan walked over and saw cases of power cells. He picked one out of a tote and slid it into one of the little portals. It lit right up. The cell indicator showed about 80 % strength. 
He took four of the small portals, slid power cells into each and set them apart from each other. He took a crumbling box of parts from a shelf and set it on one of the portals. An area about ten square meters faintly glowed over the sending portal. Jan could feel the portal field building with that faint sense of electrical energy. Then instantly, the box disappeared raising a puff of dust around the portal, and then reappeared on the receiving portal. He repeated the procedure with all four portals sending and receiving.
He picked up a power cell and looked at it. “I’ll bet my ship can recharge these.”
“Merinnia, let’s look around for tabs that have coordinates of other places.” Jan smiled and turned his helmet light towards what appeared to be administrative offices. All warehouses looked alike no matter what planet or what era, Jan thought. He would liked to have found big machines like the ones in the hall, but not in this place.
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The ship bumped into the pier at Diltrant. Wilton waited impatiently below until the matters of docking were completed. As he descended the gangplank, an honor guard closed in around the High Lord of Murgrontia. The group moved in unison, parting the crowd as they set off for the palace.
A wind picked up and sent a chill throughout the group. Wilton could feel a twitch go up his back, an instantaneous spasm. The tension of what was to come could not be held entirely in check. His face was a mask of smiles as he nodded to the silent, sullen crowds. He could sense the hostility in the eyes of his enemy.
As he moved up the incline to the palace, he questioned the strategy he was about to employ. The alternatives were fighting a relentless war with Diltrant. And over what? Murgrontia wanted its trade domination back. Already he ruled Actobal in everything but name. He controlled most of the trade going through Port Alchant, although the priests were unaware how thoroughly he had seized the authority on the docks. Yes, he had enough of a position to negotiate with Obsomil.
The shark ships were still a force Diltrant needed to reckon with. After all this time the secret of their ships remained intact. The one ship they captured had blown up when his men tried to take off the cover of their motive device. Wilton clutched his fist as he thought about it. He wouldn’t leave Diltrant without that secret.
The group stopped at the entrance to the palace. A too-long door opening ceremony delayed their entrance and only added to his impatience. The tentative way the men performed it was evident that this was something new. Obsomil undoubtedly made him stand through this to put him off of his guard. Wilton pursed his lips as he tried to temper his anger. 
Wilton was shown to quarters where he and his men would enjoy the hospitality of Diltrant. Obsomil came to Wilton’s quarters. There was a large sitting room. Both men bowed to each other. Obsomil bade Wilton to sit. 
Obsomil paused a bit overlong and began, “Lord Wilton, I am pleased and frankly somewhat surprised that you have undertaken this journey to my land.” Wilton felt a little uncomfortable sitting in front of a standing Obsomil and he rose to his feet in spite of himself. He wouldn’t let Obsomil, of all men, stand while he sat. 
“King Obsomil,” Lord Wilton said, “I want to end these covert hostilities. I only heard two weeks ago, that while Actobal was under Murgrontian custodianship, my men slaughtered a group of your subjects. I have had an “overzealous” subject in charge. I do not apologize for that. But, I feel we need to discuss these things in hopes of arriving at a treaty of some kind I can take to my Nobles’ Council. As you know in Murgrontia, we have no king. I have some power as High Lord, but it is not absolute. I only want my actions and the actions of Murgrontia to add to the advancement of our collective peoples in the world.” Ingratiating himself to Obsomil irritated him, but after the debacle in the aftermath of killing the King’s brother, he had no choice. A failed invasion would only make an eventual victory that much more costly.
“That’s admirable, Lord Wilton. I, too, wish to unify all of the people of Grethia. Maybe this is the start that we need,” Obsomil said as he sat down in a chair facing Wilton. The men continued to talk of other things for a few minutes longer. There was much in common among the two rulers and it surprised Wilton how ruling a country has so many similarities regardless of the respective political positions. Obsomil made it clear that the two countries were on the cusp of war before he left Wilton. More formal talks were arranged for the next day.
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“I’ve found another data storage area, Merinnia. This looks much more promising than the other rooms we’ve gotten into in the last three weeks,” Jan’s excitement could not be contained. “And this time, it won’t be taxes or shipping records.” Jan looked at the data tabs stored in racks. He found a reading area. He tried a reader. No power. The reader was wired so the power cell in his pocket did him no good. He went back to the racks to see if there were labels describing the contents. 
“This one says ‘tactical storage’” Jan blurted out. As he read more labels, he became more excited. “This is more like it!” 
“There are technical descriptions of portals, information equipment, maps, history... everything.” Jan looked at the shelves. “This is must be a library for some city or agency. He looked for a door, found it and read the title on the door. “Research Room, Sullian Trading” Nodding his head with a grin on his face, he returned to the room. 
“Where are we?” asked Merinnia. “You obviously found out.”
“We are in a company library, I’d guess. That means much of the knowledge of Grethia could be found here… at least the non-classified stuff. If mercantile offices on Grethia are like my father’s, we have more information than we may ever need. This information is extremely valuable.” Jan exclaimed and relieved their search was over for now. 
“We may not want to duplicate the bombs that destroyed this continent, but we can rebuild the rest of the technology left from the old Grethian civilization! Fosan will be real happy to see this. The readers don’t work, so that means we have no network access. I doubt that any network or infonet exists.  We’ll have to transfer this stuff on board ship.”
Back on the ship, the information on the tabs created more excitement while they spent another day looking through the tabs. 
Jan shouted out. “This tab is information on the Grethian Society and gives us a description of what Sullian Trading thought of Revant. Jan pointed out to Fosan. He pulled another tab out and perused the contents. “And this,” Jan lifted another data tab, “gives us all of the known locations of the Grethian storage sites! The current cities on your continent didn’t exist when the halls were created but did you know there is even a site in Murgrontia? But it’s not close to their capital.” 
Jan spent more time looking at information on the tab. “There are 15 sites in all. They were originally structured as below-ground museums on Revant. This confirms that we knew before, that your little continent was a wildlife preserve. The inhabitants of Grethia went there for vacations in the wild. There were only a few cities, a number of tourist outposts, these museums and a few portal sites. The tab makes no mention of a war or an impending war like the tabs in the lodge hall, but it does mention a political rivalry between an ancient Murgrontia and Jerellia, the two major political powers. Remember when we talked about tolerance?  I guess it was all used up.”
“That doesn’t matter, Diltrant can rule the world with all of this information,” Fosan declared. 
“Why rule the world? You can provide the world with the improvements this information will produce. But rule the world? Why?” Jan countered.
“Why?” Fosan asked rhetorically, “Because of the great destiny of Diltrant.”
“Fosan, these are gifts for the whole world. Not a reason to conquer it.” Jan explained. “If the technology is shared, then everyone will benefit,” Jan said fervently.
“Obviously, you are not in tune with King Obsomil’s wishes or those of his counselors,” Fosan said.
Counselors,Jan thought.I know Obsomil thinks differently. We need to get back.“It’s time to return. We can’t properly evaluate the tabs with this one reader. We’ve already got active portals in the warehouse and here in the library.” Jan went back to his storage closet with a tote of data tabs. “We can transfer from here and back to fill the ship.” He walked back to his cabin to collect his thoughts.
Merinnia followed him and closed the door. “Something’s bothering you, Jan. What is it? When Fosan talked about Diltrant ruling the world your face stiffened up. I thought you agreed with my father’s wishes. I thought you were with us.” Merinnia’s eyes glistened. She was obviously a little hurt by Jan’s comments.
Jan put his hands on Merinnia’s shoulders and looked her straight in the eye. Those eyes, Jan could feel himself being lost in them. These weeks out here with only Merinnia and Fosan. Could he trust his feelings? He certainly recognized his infatuation. 
Shaking off the feeling, he replied, “I think that all of the people should be helped. I don’t believe in suppressing knowledge. If the Grethian priesthood were still in power in Diltrant, your boats wouldn’t be powered. Do you want to replace the priesthood with one of your own?  I don’t think your father does.”
“He doesn’t,” Merinnia said, quietly. Had Jan offended her?
“Remember our talk about infrastructure a few weeks ago? When all of the resources are available, a society can advance quickly. Suppression has been shown time and again to be a detriment to its people. I’ve seen it in history and it’s how things have worked on Grethia. In a free environment, everyone will prosper, trust me.”
“Oh Jan. Now I understand. I just didn’t combine the concepts, and I do trust you.” She looked deep into his eyes and kissed him lightly on his lips and went out the door. Jan stood awhile looking at the door. He shook his head and started to dress up in his suit.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter 29
 


 
 
The table below the window gallery was twenty feet long and made of the same black glossy stone used in the council room. At the far end, a slightly elevated chair looked out over the table.  Obsomil’s chair was simple polished wood and its antiquity was obvious,. The massive carving brought to mind heavy tradition. Wilton sat on one side with two of his aides. Five men sat on the Diltrant side and three men stood behind those seated.
“We are gathered here this day to negotiate relations with the sovereign state of Murgrontia,” Bloodin said. Titles were stated and protocol followed. Obsomil fidgeted in his seat, anxious to get down to business but he had to wait for half an hour after the men sat down for the talks began in earnest.
“Sovereignty of the seas is of paramount importance,” began Bloodin. “Diltrant demands that it no longer becomes prey to aggressive attacks by Murgrontian Shark Ships.” Bloodin glared at Lord Wilton. The tension level rose perceptively. 
Obsomil would have to put a stop to Bloodin’s posturing—the man did have grounds, but then so did he. “It is obvious that my people are still unsettled sitting across from the representative of men who have so recently plotted the overthrow my authority and who have even more recently slaughtered Diltrant subjects and subjugated Actobal. Not to mention the  past murderers of my people including my father.” Obsomil presented a sardonic smile to Wilton. “I think that perhaps before we continue we should pursue the causes of recent events from your perspective, Lord Wilton. We need to understand Murgrontian motivations for these acts and the motivation for your appearance here, in Diltrant.”
Now Wilton rose. “My new friends, I want to assure you that the killings of your envoys to King Mulloy of Actobal were not done with my knowledge. King Obsomil, you were already presumed dead, if you remember.” Obsomil looked at Wilton through slitted eyes. Wilton’s men in the forest were stationed there before Obsomil had stolen the Hand. Jan had seen them and verified they were the same men that he saw before Jan had set foot in the palace for the first time. Obsomil said nothing. 
“I don’t know all of the details, but none of my men returned to Murgrontia. I regret that one of them possibly killed Habamil. I understand that your forces killed the murderer. So it appears justice was served.” Wilton shrugged his shoulders and smiled at Bloodin.
Bloodin nodded, but remained silent. Wilton had more to say and Obsomil leaned forward to hear more. The man was a masterful liar and was in the process of ignoring Obsomil’s question about motivation.
“I agree with the thoughts in your mind regarding the alliance with Port Alchant. This alliance was set up to keep the trade and shipping lanes more equitable between us. Obviously, the alliance between Port Alchant and Murgrontia has developed into something somewhat more than just trade, but it is truly built upon building a better Grethia. It is my wish to include Diltrant in that alliance.” Wilton fidgeted in his seat and took a sip of water from a goblet in front of him. It was a pause on purpose. 
“My recent evaluation of the situation is that our future, the future of keeping this world growing is an alliance between the real rulers, not involving the priesthood. I know you are the people who have recently seized access to the Grethian priesthood’s gateway capability.” Bloodin started at Wilton’s use of the word ‘seized’. “That was the only real contribution Ichar has made to our activities. Murgrontia does not have the population to occupy the world on its own, nor does Diltrant. I propose that we, together, set up a joint government to accomplish that.”
Wilton, in all of his deception had just described Obsomil’s thinking as well as he could himself. Perhaps there was something he could make of Wilton’s remarks, but he just couldn’t bring himself to trust the Murgrontian. 
Obsomil rose from his seat. “I will leave you all here to hammer out the treaty details along Wilton’s concepts, which I consider a laudable start. When Jan returns, he and Lord Wilton will develop what Jan calls a ‘strategic plan’ for Grethia.” With that Obsomil left the room. 
~
Wilton’s eyes followed Obsomil out of the room and struggled to keep still and endure the affront to his sovereignty. He forced himself to remain with the underlings to discuss the treaties. 
Silence ruled the scene after the king left the room. The characters could have been objects in a painting. Nothing moved or made a sound until that bumbling fool, Bloodin, cleared his throat. 
Bloodin began, “The King’s judgment, I defer to. I support his majesty and look forward to our session here to formalize the wording and agreements to this treaty. The advances we have made in our land have been due to our own work once we were out from under the repressive thumb of the Grethian priesthood. We must insist that such a perspective be built into our agreement.” Wilton could tell that the word ‘agreement’ came from his throat with difficulty. 
“I regret to inform you that,” Wilton was about to explain, “Murgrontia has been deeply involved with the Alchantian High Priesthood. We talk of a revolutionary way of thinking of our world. That is true, but my people will not automatically cast down their Grethian religion.”
“It was remarkably easy for Diltrant to do so when my grandfather declared the Grethian religion outcast.” Obsomil gently said as he silently re-entered the room, just inside the door. 
Wilton jumped, quite startled that the king had listened in, and then standing, demurred to Obsomil with a bow.
The king continued, “We shall let the people decide how they would worship and if they wish to join our government. No people will be forced by the tip of a sword, except, possibly, for the priesthood.” Obsomil smiled and left the room again.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter 30
 


 
 
The spaceship landed in a forest clearing, but this time, not too far from the capital. The dusk of the evening cast a pinkish light contrasting with the dark blue shadows on the land. Jan left the clearing and returned with horses that had been tended for a month by a nearby woodsman. Fosan had revived enough to hazard a painful horseback ride back to Diltrant. After the disastrous discussion on Diltrantian world domination, Fosan had steadfastly rejected further medical assistance from the autodoc and had barely said a word. 
Jan, still disturbed by his conversation with Fosan, had placed a portal inside his ship in the engine room. The woodsman helped Jan load the rest of the treasures on a cart, covered them up and Jan, Merinnia and Fosan headed for the palace.
King’s advisors, he thought. It wouldn’t be Bloodin, would it? Jan didn’t want to endure a repeat of his incarceration. At least Merinnia understood his point of view. 
He found his faith in Obsomil a little shaken. His discussions with Obsomil encompassed the same activities of world conquest or world government. Conflicting information always created an unsettled feeling in the back of his mind and Fosan’s perspective ate at his trust. 
As they rode into Diltrant, Jan felt a palpable unease in the city. Obsomil waited for them at the palace gates. He greeted Merinnia first, warmly and openly. The King helped Fosan down from the cart. He left the academic and taking his daughter’s hand began to lead the way into the palace. To Jan, he gave a brief nod.
Something had changed. Could it be Lord Wilton? He seemed pre-occupied.  Perhaps Wilton had poisoned the King’s impression of him? Obsomil’s body language was all wrong. Jan had fantasized about a hero’s welcome, but that didn’t happen.
A guard came to Jan’s side and led him apart from the others while his thoughts raced. He soon found himself in a meeting room on the other side of the corridor from Obsomil’s council room, facing a man, years older than himself. He was good looking, if a bit gray, with a weathered complexion. He was well built, rather tall, nearly Jan’s height. What struck Jan was that he had the eyes of a bird of prey, cold and calculating. Even though this man might outwardly look friendly or in good humor, Jan could see this man would reveal nothing without purpose. Could this be Lord Wilton? Jan looked him over and put out his hand, “Hello, I’m Jan Smith.” Taking the initiative seemed to reflect Jan’s resolve to get to the heart of this perplexing situation. “And to whom do I have the pleasure of meeting?”
~
Wilton looked at the out-worlder, sizing him up. So this is Jan. He certainly appeared intelligent, but he was so young. Wilton mentally dismissed Jan as influential. His youth disqualified him to be a true player in the coming event, in fact he looked more like a Murgrontian, with his blond hair, than one of Obsomil’s minions. Wilton thought the out-worlder would be some kind of super man, but he wasn’t, after all. 
“I am Lord Wilton of Murgrontia.” Wilton let that fact seep in. “Obsomil and I have negotiated a treaty. Actually, more of an alliance. I have come to realize that, perhaps because of you, I know that Murgrontia cannot prevail.”Flattery will put me in a very superior position with this person as young as this, Wilton thought. 
“Prevail? In what circumstance would Murgrontia prevail? Is there a war that I don’t know about?” Jan said.
“I didn’t know of you were an off-worlder, until a few days ago. Your background with the gifts of Grethia has accelerated my goal and that of King Obsomil to unite the world. I have pledged the goodwill of the people of Murgrontia to him. We are together at his request. I want an understanding with you. After Obsomil, you and I are the two most powerful men in this world.” Wilton paused again. This was a delicate confrontation. He was certain, that by setting the tone of his new relationship in Obsomil’s organization, he could control Jan as easily as he controlled his own Council, the priests of Alchant and soon, Obsomil himself.
~
Jan was more than a bit startled. Who was this guy? Murgrontia allied with Diltrant? Wilton and his scheming was the only roadblock keeping Obsomil from proceeding with worldwide unification or, in Fosan’s view, domination. What would be Obsomil’s next step? Without any kind of a goal or expectation to attach to plans or scenarios, Jan felt uneasy. Had Obsomil fooled him into thinking that he was for a benign reign?
“We must discuss our roles, but the alliance is all but agreed upon. The details of our relationship have been held in abeyance until your little trip was finished. I want to present Obsomil with a plan. A plan where you are the keeper of the technology and I am the head of the administration.”
Jan could see that one coming from the moment he looked into Wilton’s eyes. “And I suppose you will control the release of the technology to the people?”
“Of course, under the direction of King Obsomil, of course. Obsomil will coordinate both of our efforts. You develop the kinds of technology we need. You have lived here, you have lived...out there.” Wilton raised his arm out towards the open window. “You know what we do not have. We don’t know what marvels we are missing. The key, as King Obsomil put it, is that we don’t overload the people with more technology than they can take.”
“The ‘people,’ as you say, need to use some technologies much sooner than later.” Jan paced around the room. “Medicine will be the first. Transportation will be second. The portal system can move not only people but goods as well. The results of trade and people movement will help create a unified people.” Jan explained his concept.
“No, Jan,” Wilton explained, the condescension dripping from his voice. “Trade will continue as before except that Murgrontia and Diltrant will both have the self-propelled ships. We can’t be too hasty in bringing the Grethian technology to the people. The proliferation of the Grethian gates will only diminish the importance of both the Murgrontian and Diltrantian navies and merchantmen.”
And just how would that help the people move their produce on the plains? Wilton had it all wrong and he didn’t fool Jan for a minute. It was clear that all he wanted was Diltrant’s engine so his ships could rule the waves again.  
Wilton smiled before continuing. “Medicinal technology will be controlled by the Grethian priesthood. Those are administrative aspects of the technology. Don’t you see the beauty of this? We bind the people to the Grethian priesthood as never before, but this time through service and healing. This will restore the rift throughout Grethia and bring all of the world’s citizens back to the Grethian religion. The loyalty of all subjects will be ensured.”
“What you are talking about is suppression. I can’t agree with you.”This guy is dangerous. I can’t imagine Obsomil falling for strengthening Ichar’s hold the people. “I think that we three, Obsomil, you and I, should discuss this in detail.” Wilton’s plan would only lead to a repeat of history, pre-Obsomil’s grandfather.
~
Wilton was not pleased. The king had not yet heard of his administrative plans and he had to confront the awful fact that he might need Jan’s support. This youngster should have accepted Wilton as his superior in every way, but it didn’t appear that the off-worlder was pacified.
“Suppression? Of course.” Wilton smiled. He tried hard to keep the condescension out of his smile. “A little, at first, to get the process moving. Controlling the people is always the first step towards providing them with what they need. They accept what is given them so much better. That is why the Grethian priesthood has been so successful for so long.” 
He put the heels of his palms together and spread his fingers. “You need to force the branches into shape before you can let the tree grow as you wish. The people need to be molded. The Grethian priesthood is a marvelous way to do it. Think about that first.” 
~
Jan nodded, rubbing his chin. Wilton might have thought that Jan was coming around, but Jan was thinking of ways to expose him. What would he do if Obsomil really supported Wilton’s views? Fosan’s comments continued to gnaw away at him. 
“Why don’t you put together a little plan along the lines we have thought?” Wilton continued. Jan could almost feel him patting his head as if he were a little child.
“We can present it to Obsomil when we meet him.” 
Jan acquiesced. “Oh, I’ll put together a plan using the Grethian priesthood to release the technology. Your idea does have some merits, after a moment of reflection” Jan bowed. “If you excuse me, I would like to go to my quarters, wherever they are. I was told the king assigned me new rooms, but I felt that I had to meet with you as soon as I returned to the palace.” Jan left the room.
A servant stood at the door, ready to lead him to his rooms. He wound around the palace and could see he was headed close to the Royal Compound. He was shown into a room off a bit from the main corridor. He looked about the large and well-appointed quarters. Some wall hangings depicted Diltrant hunting scenes. Jan could recognize the Royal Hunting Lodge sewn into one of the newer-looking ones, after the former monastery had been rebuilt. 
On one of the tables sat a card reader. This one needed wiring. Of course, there was no power in the building. “Technology infants that will need a lot of care…” muttered Jan. Wilton’s words rolled through his head. Wilton is right, the release of the technology has to be gradual. There would have to be a massive education program. But not as Wilton proposed, through the Grethian priesthood, guarding all progress as before. There had to be a different way to fragment the control. Jan sat down at a desk that was conveniently supplied with non-powered writing materials. Jan wrote various approaches down and soon become totally absorbed in his work.
~~~
 



 
Chapter 31
 


 
 
Back in the large meeting room, the same men who initially met with Lord Wilton, assembled again. The morning sun began to enter the room through the gallery windows changing the atmosphere of the room. Jan walked in to meet the group. Jan recognized most of the men and nodded to Fosan, who stiffly returned a sight bow. Jan’s mood lightened as he recognized Garst, his old shopkeeper boss, now in charge of the domestic police and vigorously shook his hand. Garst enthusiastically greeted him like he would an old friend.
He laid a large roll of paper on the long table and looked up to see if the easel was set up like he requested. On Impollon IV, a virtual screen would show his work, but that technology wouldn’t arrive in Grethia for quite a while. Wilton walked in with his retinue. A minute later Obsomil rushed in and sat down on his chair, bidding all of the rest to sit as well.
Wilton nodded to Obsomil and began, “Jan and I have discussed the workings of a new and united world. As King Obsomil has already discussed with you, I have gratefully accepted to take a role in administering the implementation of the new wonders left from our ancestors. Jan, here, will be given the role of keeper of this technology. He and I have devised a plan utilizing the Grethian priesthood. This plan will be presented by Jan.” Obsomil furrowed his brow and looked querulously at Wilton. The King did a fine job of acting.
Wilton sat and Jan rose. This fellow will have to learn a few things about independent underlings. He didn’t even ask about my plan before this meeting,thought Jan.That’s just as well.
Jan walked to the side of the room to the easel. He took a deep breath. If this went wrong, Jan could always escape to his ship and just leave. 
He paused in front of the easel and felt a nervous hesitation. He gave his head a tiny shake and unrolled the large sheets of paper and threaded holes at the top onto two pegs on a horizontal bar at the top of the easel to reveal a presentation, probably unlike any of these men had ever seen before. 
“King Obsomil, Lord Wilton, Lord Bloodin, distinguished participants, the release of technology is a tricky business. As you know. I have just returned from a trip to the far continent” 
Wilton leaned forward in his chair. 
Jan continued, “It remains totally devastated and still unfit for habitation due to the abuse of technology. Technology is like using fire. It is necessary to use it to bend metal, make glass, cook food andprovide warmth. Used in the wrong way it can cause pain and death. Your ancestors used technology like fire. They made it work for them, but ultimately, that same technology turned on them and became the means for their destruction and for your lack of technology today. I propose a gradual reintroduction of technology and I propose to do that by the establishment of a Grethian Society. He looked at Wilton, who sat back and folded his arms with a faint smile.Good for him,Jan thought,let him gloat as he removed a strip from the easel revealing the words, 
 
TECHNOLOGY INTRODUCED THROUGH GRETHIAN SOCIETY. 
 
“The Grethian Society is not run by the current Grethian priesthood. The Society will be comprised of two types of people, scholars and former members of the Grethian priesthood who are willing to share. The society will oversee the proper release of the technology. It will not be delivered through a religious means.” Jan removed another strip, 
 
THREE TRADING COMPANIES TO IMPLEMENT TECHNOLOGY INTRODUCTION.
 
Wilton jerked up and put his palms on the table. Jan continued, “The actual spread of the implements of this technology will be licensed through three independent trading companies. The reason there are three is that competition will be necessary to sell the technology to the workplace at reasonable prices. The more sellers, the better. Through this technique, improvements on the technology and differences in implementing the technology will provide energy and diversity to the process of assimilation. In addition, we will avoid concentration of trading power into one organization, regardless of where the trading companies are headquartered. That will diminish the likelihood of a single government controlling the distribution of the released technology and thereby dominating the entire population.” 
Jan looked at Wilton. A perplexed look came over the Murgrontian’s face. He didn’t comprehend what was happening. Jan looked at the others in the room. He could see they only understood parts of what he was proposing. Obsomil and Fosan were on the edges of their seats looking at the reactions to the presentation. Jan had shared his proposal with the two men early in the morning after he had devised a new strategy. Obsomil looked at Wilton but the man had composed himself and looked on.
Jan peeled off the next strip. 
 
CONTROLLED INTRODUCTION IS THE KEY TO ASSIMILATION.
 
Jan explained, “Controlled introduction is the key to keep the world from having to accept too abrupt of a change. Lord Wilton pointed out this very important fact to me.” Jan nodded to Wilton and the man had to return his acknowledgement with an uncomfortable smile.
“Your society will change dramatically with the increase of technology. The changes need to be controlled so that the expectations of the people can be met. If your society has rising expectations that are not met, then discord arises and the people will lose faith in you. If the control is lost, the introduction of technology is not maximized. The changes need to be controlled, but not suppressed. If you suppress the technology, you will end up with another era of stagnation like what the Grethian priesthood has caused. What we are proposing is a slow release of products based on the readiness for a specific technology. That’s why the Society and not the priesthood controls the release of the technology.”
The next strip exposed the words,
 
EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS ARE VITAL TO UNDERSTANDING.
 
Jan continued, “The continent across the sea holds incredible treasures of knowledge. Not only of technology but of the arts as well; of philosophies and concepts. Every society creates a unique synthesis of human nature. The children of this world need to contribute to a culture, not just use the technology. Technology must become a part of their culture, but not control it. What good are these gifts if you can’t put your own stamp on them and improve them?
“To improve, make better,” Jan paused dramatically and found more of the men appearing to understand his works.
“Yes, you can master and improve the technology. The society will establish a curriculum that will be taught to all children. Fosan has agreed,” at this Fosan nodded to those in the group. Further conversations with Obsomil and Fosan that night had satisfied Jan, that Fosan now truly understood Obsomil’s intentions, “to head up the establishment of this educational system. All children will be educated to read and to write just as they are in Diltrant. They will also have the opportunity to learn both languages of the ancient Grethians. One is the language you currently speak on Grethia and on many worlds in our universe. The other is a specialized trading language used by your forefathers and currently among the political and merchant class. Fosan will redesign the curriculum of the University of Diltrant. He will, with Lord Wilton’s permission, also set up a university in Murgrontia.” Jan paused to let the men assimilate the proposal. 
“The education system will take some time to establish. It will have three levels like Diltrant has. An elementary education level will provide the basic communication tools and establish a common base to understand the gifts of the ancients. An intermediate education system will provide a universal understanding of technology concepts providing enough education for the student to work with making the technology better. The third level will provide specialization in three principal courses of study, culture, technology and administration.”
“There are still mysteries. A substantial number of warehouses and presumably factories were built underground on the other continent to keep the land above more pristine. With the portals, it was easy to move things in and out. We have only touched the surface over there, but the environment on that continent is lethal. We don’t know, at this point, what was preserved and what was lost, however you do have the Grethian Halls on this continent that gives you patterns to reconstruct the technology used in the past. Instead of sharing the technology, the Grethian priesthood hid it from view.”
Jan looked over the audience and took a deep breath before taking away the last strip. 
 
CONTACT WITH OTHER WORLDS.
 
The men gasped. They generally thought of Jan as an interloper, an intruder and commonly called him ‘off-worlder’, but not as a gate to the outside. “In order to tap into the mainstream of life, we will contact other worlds. Your world, as you know it, is not ready for such contact. If an outside trading group visited you, Grethia would be occupied immediately and dominated by the Trading Companies before you knew what was going on. They would certainly be more destructive to your personal freedoms than the Grethian priesthood.” Wilton snorted, but Jan ignored him. 
“Grethia needs to prepare itself so that it can operate from a position of strength when contact is made. Such preparation will take years. The people here need to be educated and some kind of a world government or union so the trading companies, who will eventually find you, won’t divide and conquer your world by using one country against another. With that in mind, we need to find a way to maximize the introduction of technology without creating worse problems.”
Wilton stood up and looked curiously at Jan as if seeing him for the first time. He shook his head slightly and stated, “Here is a plan that describes the future of our world. It’s one I endorse. Quite frankly, Jan and I hadn’t discussed all of the details, but now that I see it, I feel success depends on all of our cooperation. I agree with Jan’s plan. Murgrontia will send its scholars to Diltrant. I would like to take Jan to Murgrontia and present this plan to our council in Ilvant.” Lord Wilton went over to Jan and congratulated him then sat down. Despite his gracious words, Jan still regarded Wilton as their biggest obstacle.
King Obsomil rose to speak, “Jan has introduced us to an approach to a problem that we didn’t even know existed. We have heard counsel I think we must follow. The future is ours. But not the future I contemplated just a few months ago. It does not consist of a few words written on a treaty, but it involves the efforts of us all.” He paused to look at each man in the room.
“The Council of Diltrant will still exist, but will answer to a new organization, the Council of Grethia. I will start our as the initial leader of all of Grethia. Bloodin will rule Diltrant in my name until my son reaches his majority. Hopefully, Wilton will discuss the strategy with the Council of the Lords of Murgrontia to choose their own course of action. Mulloy will rule Actobal as he has in the past.” 
Obsomil shot a glance at Wilton with the pronouncement. Wilton looked on impassively, revealing nothing.  “As I think of it, I nominate Port Alchant as the primary site of the central university Jan proposed. Of course we will keep our own as Murgrontia establishes theirs. There are many details, but I think the plan is sound enough to move forward,” Obsomil said. “The primary councilors please stay and I will discuss plans with you” 
Men rose and left. Obsomil sat and addressed Jan, Wilton, an aide of Wilton’s and Bloodin. “The challenge is ahead of us. We need to plan the details of integration of the Grethian Priesthood. Jan, you and I need to go to Port Alchant and see what kind of reaction we get from Ichar. Wilton, please draw up an outline of the objectives you will want to meet in your administration. We should be gone for a few days.”
Wilton looked at Obsomil questioningly. “It will take you two weeks to get to Port Alchant.”
“No, it will only take an hour or two aboard Jan’s space ship.” Obsomil offhandedly replied. “As a matter of fact, why don’t you start out on one of my own vessels for Alchant. We will meet there to discuss our plans with Ichar, and then you can proceed on to Murgrontia and present the plan to your Council of Lords.”
Wilton’s body language told Jan that Obsomil’s suggestion didn’t sit very well. The information about Actobal had caused a rise in him that Jan might not have noticed if he wasn’t looking for it.
Wilton spoke, “I will do so, King Obsomil. I definitely would like to go by way of a Diltrantian vessel because of its speed.  However, I feel the need of a new standard. My people will misinterpret what we have done here if I return in the colors of Diltrant. I propose a new flag that has as its key the blue power from the Hand of Grethia.” 
“Do it!  We can make the standards before you depart. That is an easy first step of the reorganization! Lord Wilton’s request is a perfect symbol of what we have to do,” Obsomil said. “We will put such a flag on all of our ships. That might help us with Ichar!” Obsomil rose from his chair and left the room.
One week later, Jan, Fosan, King Obsomil and three bodyguards took off in Jan’s ship, heading for Port Alchant, long after Wilton had left.
~~~
 



 
 
Chapter 32
 


 
 
Jan lowered his craft into a fallow field not far from the port. Three guards fanned out and checked the surrounding area. Finding no one around, Jan and Fosan laid a portable portal in the grass right in front of the ship and covered it. Jan still had not removed the portal in his ship’s engine room. He had half forgotten about it, but he reviewed the setting and locked the ship.
The entourage found a path and headed towards the port. It was easy to pick out the temple, the pyramid structure stood out against the sky. A massive representation of the Hand of Grethia thrust up from the flat roof at the peak of the building. Rooftops glistened, reflecting light off the morning dew. A mist fell on the seaward side of the city, but sunlight began to burn it off as they entered on a road leading into the city.
The group wound their way through wealthy Alchantian neighborhoods and stood on the steps leading up to the entrance while a crowd of people had now gathered. They recognized someone of importance had arrived. Pola waited for them at the top of the steps with twenty priests standing in a row behind him. 
“King Obsomil, Ruler of Diltrant desires entrance into your temple to speak with the high priest Ichar,” intoned Fosan.
“I am Pola, Senior Prior to Ichar,” the priest said, his wild hair flowing in the breeze. “Welcome to Port Alchant and to the Grethian Temple. Please come with me.” He squinted at Obsomil. “Have we met before?  You and that young man here seem familiar.” He should have. Jan recognized Pola from their stay at the temple after their adventure in Actobal and from the fight at the lodge. he had no doubt that Pola knew exactly when he had seen them both previously.
Obsomil nodded and the priest led them through the Temple’s main chamber and into an administrative section. Priests on tall stools filled out paperwork at high desks or counted money. The group was led to a large reception room. Long blue velvet hangings surrounded the room to reduce the likelihood of drafts. They reminded Jan of the curtains that created the maze in the Actobal temple.
They were shown into a large meeting room with chairs arranged about the fireplace and flanked a large table. Grillwork of a dark wood decorated one of the interior walls. Jan had looked from behind similar grills deeper down in the temple on his other two visits. However, neither Obsomil nor Jan displayed familiarity with it as they circulated examining the room. 
“Please be seated, Ichar will be here presently. There are refreshments on the sideboard.” Odom pointed to a cabinet on the other side of the long table. “Forgive me now, “ he continued. “I have duties elsewhere and must leave you.” With that, Pola left the room by a different door than the one he entered.
“These large rooms are said to have large ventilation systems.” Obsomil quietly said to the others in the room while Jan roamed around. “There are ducts as large as corridors behind the grills and hangings. They are necessary, I am told, to keep the air fresh in the many chambers below ground level.” The Diltrantian occupants nodded with understanding. The fact that Pola probably listened along with Ichar brought a smile to Jan. 
“When Ichar arrives, he should be amazed at what we have to tell him. The opportunities for the Grethians will be unlimited. I am anxious to see what he thinks.” Jan said louder than normal. 
“Yes,” Fosan took up the conversation, “The priesthood should have much more influence in the lives of all of our world than ever before.” The conversation went to comments on the room and the view out of the windows. The room was above rooftop level and presented a picturesque panorama of the port and the sea beyond.
      Suddenly a draft flowed through the room and Ichar walked in from behind two curtains. “King Obsomil? Gentlemen, please be seated. I understand you have come to me with some kind of proposal.” Ichar settled into an imposing chair. Ichar looked intently at Obsomil and at Jan. His hooded eyes and age-ravaged face could not conceal the spark of anger that burned within. Ichar seemed barely in control of himself. 
Ichar called in a group of senior priests, including Pola, together. They began to speak in low tones and then looked expectantly at Obsomil.
King Obsomil began, “We bring incredible news. We,” he nodded at Jan and Fosan, “have been to the far land. We have returned with much knowledge. We know the speech of our ancient forefathers and can understand their words. We have found new ways to use the portals or you might call them ‘gates’ like Lord Wilton, who is on his way here from Diltrant.” 
The priests shifted uneasily at these words. Jan recognized that these were holy secrets to the Grethian priesthood in Diltrant. “I have brought you gifts.” Obsomil produced a satchel. From within it he pulled out a small pouch and presented it to Ichar. He opened the pouch and let fall the jewel Jan had taken from within the temple months ago. 
“The Eye of Gort!” Ichar held it tight, kissed it and put it back into the pouch and gave it of Pola. “You have other ‘gifts’ in your satchel?” Ichar asked with a higher scratchier voice. 
“Yes, my country borrowed this.” Obsomil presented the Hand of Grethia to Ichar. “You took it back and left me for dead in our Grethian Hall. We were able to retrieve it and now have found that the Hand is no longer needed. It has no meaning for me other than one of many keys to a door. These are tokens of our desire to cooperate with the Grethian Priesthood. We have a plan for improving the world with our new knowledge. We want to establish a new world society. The key to the success of the new order, is the sharing of the technology that our Grethian ancestors have left us.
“I have given back what was taken. I also have more to share with you. I know where all of the Grethian Halls are that our ancestors left and I have even more to give you.” Obsomil said. 
The priests continued to look at him some with unease, some with hatred, some with curiosity. “These are data tabs from the far lands.” Obsomil put two on the table and slid it towards Ichar. I have given you two of them. They tell something of the life of our forefathers. One of the tabs describes how the continent was set up. It has population figures, government descriptions, maps and other information. This other tab describes where the other halls are. It gives the locations and the contents. Our forefathers set them up as museums. However, we think they did it to preserve the technology in the event of a cataclysmic war. Indeed, such a horror happened.”
“Such blasphemy!” shouted one of the priests. 
Jan pulled out a portable reader and put a data tab in it. A map with cities appeared on the screen. The priests looked on in awe, clutching the Hand amulets they wore around their necks. 
Jan read the titles and explained where the cities were. All of the priests were now shaken. Their beliefs were being challenged. The sacred gifts of Grethia were reduced to the actions of mere men, right before their eyes. It was obviously hard for some of them to take and they fled from the room, shaken.
Obsomil waited for a moment and then said, “The time has come to transform Grethia back to its former glory. I propose the establishment of a Grethian Institute here in Port Alchant. We want the Grethian priesthood to participate. You have all known that the source of your religion lies in the relics of the past. Your religion will have to be recast to accommodate the true intent of our forefathers.
“We have a library of these tabs that can provide Grethian philosophers with ideas for centuries. We don’t want to impose a Grethian Religion on the world, but use the Grethian priests as teachers of the technology. I recognize that you may feel that the relics are to be protected. But it is plain that the relics hidden throughout our land were intended to benefit of all mankind.
“You need to become missionaries of that which you have protected and share the secrets with all men. Think of it as the fulfillment of your ancient duty.” Obsomil looked towards Jan.
“I have special knowledge about these things. I have come from a far world.” Jan took a deep breath. If the tabs and the return of the Hand didn’t throw them, what he was about to say would. “I have brought my ship with me. A ship that can fly among the stars. I used it to fly to the other continent and recover the treasures your forefathers left. We can’t put all of the technology in the hands of every person on Grethia at once because it takes a bit of time to learn how it works, to duplicate it and to teach people how to integrate the technology into their lives. 
“King Obsomil has asked me to coordinate the distribution of this technology.” Jan looked expectantly at Ichar waiting for an answer.
Ichar’s eyes blazed, but he took his time collecting his thoughts before he spoke. “I cannot dispute the wisdom of what you say. We of Grethia have worked for centuries to protect the souls of the world. We have not been entirely successful, as I can now see. We need to discuss these matters and evaluate your proposal. There is much, much to think about.” Ichar said, wringing his hands as if to maintain control.
Obsomil smiled and nodded. “We appreciate a cautious, reflective approach to evaluation. We would not want to enter into this venture without your full support. We have discussed this with Wilton, who has pledged his agreement. Our full plan includes a key alliance with you and with your former partners, the Murgrontians. We have had the benefit of Lord Wilton’s participation in this plan.” The priests became uneasy again.
“Wilton! So he was in Diltrant.” Ichar spat the words out. “What did he do to betray us?”
“There is no betrayal in this enterprise,” said Obsomil with a remarkable calm in his voice. “We’ll share the administrative burden of this alliance with Murgrontia. I will be setting off for Ilvant in a few days when Lord Wilton arrives. Your concurrence in this concept is certain to make it a success. Jan has most of the details worked out and would like to help you plan for your new role. I will return from Murgrontia to review them and set everything into motion.”
Ichar rose abruptly and swept from the room, with the other priests following in his wake. 
The Diltrant contingent sat and exchanged low conversations. Jan got up and looked out the window at the rooftops below. The introspection gave way to doubts using the Grethian priesthood to assist in implementing the technology release.Do I want to live in Port Alchant for the rest of my life?  Jan found himself bound to the recent events and now that his plan stood a good chance of being implemented, he was unsure if he did. 
He reminded himself that he could leave this place at any time. He had given Obsomil more than what he wanted. All Jan required was power for his ship. Still, Jan wondered if there was more that he had to do.
He was teaching Galactic Commercial to Fosan and Merinnia so they could understand the tabs. Wilton might support the plan, but he doubted it. He turned to look at Obsomil. As he did so he noticed an arrow protruding from the grill pointed at the King. Jan shouted and dove towards Obsomil. The arrow flew, striking Jan in the shoulder, still penetrating the leather armor that he wore underneath his clothes. Obsomil and the others rushed the grill and removed a struggling priest.
“It doesn’t matter what you do, the alien or the king has to die.” replied the priest who was one of Ichar’s attendants. Jan winced as the arrow was removed. The tip was blackened. Poison, no doubt. “Your alien ship is under our control, you cannot enter. We have deactivated the portal you placed by your ship. It will be my pleasure to watch you die.”
“I need to get to the ship” Jan struggled to rise. “Bring the little portal here.” Fosan pulled out one of the small portals Jan had discovered in the Grethian warehouse. Jan set it for his engine room portal. “Someone needs to come with me.” Jan struggled for consciousness.
“I will go,” Fosan said and took Jan to the portal. The two disappeared from the room just as more priests ran in with weapons. 
~
Materializing in the cramped quarters of the engine room, Fosan supported a rapidly weakening Jan. “Put me in the autodoc. But first turn off the portal so they don’t follow us.” After deactivating the portal, Fosan found that Jan couldn’t rise.
Fosan dragged him into the autodoc. He didn’t know how to activate the thing.
“If I only knew how to work this thing,” he said out loud.
“Take off all of the clothing on his upper body and put his arms by his side. I will take care of the rest,” the computer said.
Fosan blinked with surprise. He knew the computer talked, but he hadn’t expected a reply from his comment. Jan had to survive, so he followed the computer’s instructions. Jan had the vision of what to do with everything. He had to survive.
Fosan looked on helplessly, since he didn’t know what else to do. He could see the mechanical arms remove more clothing, take samples, inject shots. While Jan was unconscious, the machine continued to work. Fosan was very apprehensive, but he had to trust in Jan’s computer. 
Jan seemed to sink more and more into the couch as if being deflated. Tubes carried blood out of and into the comatose figure. Then a new cycle of activity centered on Jan’s shoulder. Jan stirred. Fosan breathed a little easier as Jan seemed to take on more color. After three hours, the tubes were removed. The mechanicals withdrew. The cover to the autodoc slid open. In a few minutes Jan groggily opened his eyes. 
“I must have made it,” Jan said with a weak smile. “Thanks for getting me into the autodoc.” 
“Thank your computer, it took over once I put you on the bed.”
Jan smiled. “202X, you’re wonderful.” He rose up and swung his legs over the side. Putting his hands on the edge for support, he  shuffled to the front of the ship and looked around the ship from his console. 
“It looks like our friends didn’t like Obsomil’s idea.” Jan shook his head slowly. He turned and looked at a screen, and then pushed some keys and read a display. 
“It seems that the poison wasn’t particularly fast acting. That saved my life. It also seems I was lucky I wore the armor. The arrow didn’t break any bones. I’m going to need to rest for a few hours before we go back after the King. I’ve been instructed to take this medication.” Jan walked back to the autodoc and removed three pills from the dispenser. He popped them into his mouth and went back, a little unsteadily, to his sleeping cabin. 
~
Three hours later, Jan awoke feeling less groggy and somewhat serviceable. He arose to find Fosan puzzling over the controls. 
“Right now, I’d say it’s going to take a little longer to get the Society going than I thought.” His comments startled Fosan, who hadn’t noticed him  Actually, he said that for Fosan’s benefit. Jan was certain the priesthood, as an organization, wouldn’t stand for his plan in the first place. They were foolhardy for coming to Port Alchant, but Obsomil had insisted on returning.
Jan went to his storage room and pulled out two blasters. “You will have to learn to use this now.” Jan described how the blaster worked. Both blasters were set to stun and had the beams set wide. Jan had no remorse using his weapons—not after the poison arrow. 
The two went to the viewscreen and again scanned the exterior of the ship. Jan’s sensors noted ten figures out in the perimeter. A priest of the group pulled the portal up out of the ground and had moved it towards the rocks at the edge of the clearing. At that point Jan and Fosan burst out of the ship and beamed all of the men senseless. Jan disappeared back into the ship and returned with a roll of tape. He bound the men up and waited for them to come around. One of the guards woke first.
“Why have you come to my ship?” Jan asked.
“To kill the Diltrantians who seek to enslave all of Port Alchant. We don’t want to bow down to King Obsomil. We know you’ve stolen our Hand!”
“We returned the Hand and the Eye to the Priests, and then they shot me.” Jan showed the man his wound. “We haven’t come to enslave you, we’ve come to let all of the people share in the Grethian relics, not just the priests.”
By this time all were aroused. The priest spoke, “You are the embodiment of evil. Your very ship stinks of anti-Grethian odors.”
Jan had to smile at the man’s term. “What are Grethian odors? What purpose is your great temple in the Port? Who do you really serve? Yourselves or the people of Alchant?”
“I serve High Priest Ichar and Senior Pryor Pola. They have sent me here in their behalf.” the priest said. 
“You serve the greed and ambition of Pola. In fact, I’ll bet your Senior Pryor told you to destroy the ship even though there are treasures inside that will benefit all of the people of Grethia,” Jan said.
“How did you know that?” the priest blurted out.
Such transparent treachery. Jan sadly realized that the Grethian priests were too focused on their hierarchy to be of much use. They would only impede the work. Obsomil’s hands would be full enough dealing with Lord Wilton. “You just told me by your actions. Let me tell you. Your order is doomed. When the people learn about your suppression of the technology of your forefathers, they will turn on you just like they did when your order was kicked out in Diltrant. You’ll soon be out of work.”
The other men were unsettled. A man with a more ornate uniform spoke up from his bonds, “Kicked out of Diltrant? You mean the Obsomil doesn’t execute people who follow the priests?”
“Ha!  That’s a big lie. Obsomil’s grandfather kicked the priests out and the people were behind him. Do you realize how much money your priests take in? There is no Grethian religion, it’s all a sham. You see this portal?” Jan walked over to the rock where the priest put the portal. Jan reset the coordinates. “Fosan, come over here.” Fosan stepped over the portal and Jan activated it. Half a minute later Fosan walked out of the ship.
“Does this look like something only the priests can do? No.” Jan pointed his thumb into his chest. “I have been to the forbidden continent. I have seen what your ancestors left you. We can provide similar wonders for everyone in the world. If I do, those priests lose their power. King Obsomil’s way is to use the relics to unite Grethia and share the treasures with all. I have a reader in my ship. If you promise not to attack me I will show it to you and other things in my ship. What’s your name?”
The guard nodded. Fosan released his bonds. “My name is Emon.” The man arose rubbing his hands. He pressed his lips together, took a deep breath before he followed Jan into the ship. 
Emon stopped within the airlock as the door closed and began to panic. He turned to get out. The outside door would not open. He turned to Jan. Jan held out his hands. “See, I am not here to harm you. Just relax. The ship is not huge. This chamber is needed to keep the right kind of air inside the ship. On the forbidden continent, there is still a deadly poison that will kill you. I have suits that protect me from it. This room has, uh, washing devices that clean off the poison.” 
He pressed a button and opened the lock. Emon quickly moved to the other room and then stopped, his mouth agape. “This is a center of the secrets of Grethian priests. I have heard them describe it. Knobs, buttons, screens. Articles beyond their understanding.” 
“These are not beyond my understanding, Emon. I operate this ship. How did you think it got here?” Jan asked.
“‘From hell’, the priest said. He told us we would be forever tainted if we touched it.” 
“Another lie. You will find a lot of lies and distortions of the truth from that lot.” Jan declared. “Here is my reader. Sit and let me show you what your forefathers were like.”
A few minutes later, the space ship door opened. The sun was just about to set. Emon still looked shaken, but was now overcome by the knowledge Jan had given him.
“This man is an ally. He wants us to progress and I believe it when he says the Grethian priests are fighting him to hold on to their power over us.” Emon said. He went over to his men and they continued to discuss what he saw. 
After their discussion, one of the men remained tied up. Emon untied the others. Jan conferred with the free men. He took them into the ship and showed them what he showed Emon. Jan described the situation. 
“If they haven’t killed Obsomil and the others, they will be held in the dungeons. I know the way, I am, or should I say, was the captain of the guard.” Emon admitted. “There is just enough room where you can land on the roof. Right next to the Hand there is a passage that leads directly to the dungeons. Grethian priests put their prisoners close to the top of the pyramid.”
“We will need some kind of diversion.” Jan suggested. He looked at the men and thought. “I want half of your men to go back to the city tonight...”
~~~
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The sun had just risen, but it had not yet cleared the hills behind the city. Jan took the ship directly up from the clearing and steered the ship until it hovered high over the temple. He put all of his landing lights on and began a very slow descent. The sun lit up the ship in the lightening sky. It was an impressive sight for those not use to anything in the sky but clouds and birds. By the time he had landed at the top of the pyramid, hundreds of people had gathered into the temple square. Jan, wearing his space suit, and six other men exited from his craft. 
He went to the edge of the roof, his silhouette was dark against the hand extending above him. He had rigged a speaker system from his ship. 
“The hour of Grethia is at hand. The men who established the legacy of Grethia have spoken to us from beyond the grave. They have inspired me to come to your planet from beyond the stars to help bring the Grethian wonders directly to you, the people of Grethia.” Jan raised his hands to silence the buzz of the crowds. 
“In order to do this, the Grethian priesthood is hereby abolished, their purpose is fulfilled. They have recently been working against you. They have been trying to kill me so they can keep these secrets for themselves. This will cease! I will establish schools and universities to make the secrets of the Grethian relics available to all. I will teach your children how to make these wonders for themselves. 
“Your lives will be gradually transformed from what they are today. You will be able to go far distances instantaneously. Your medical problems will be solved with better medicine that works wonders.
“I will deal with the Grethian priests today. They have captured King Obsomil of Diltrant, the only ruler of your world who would listen to me. He has either been killed or imprisoned within this temple by wicked priests.”
The crowd was awestruck. As their shock wore off, the crowd became angry. The four men Jan sent back into the city continued to promote Jan’s words among the crowds.
~
Jan’s proclamation could be heard through the temple walls. Obsomil looked at his entourage, gathered around him. A torch guttered making the features of the men flicker and change. Darkness closed in around the men outside the torch’s feeble range in their windowless cell. .
“Jan has obviously taken matters in his own hands. I must concur with his actions.” Obsomil continued, “I don’t know how he made it, the poison was taking effect when he and Fosan disappeared. We can be thankful for his revival. Now sit and be patient. We must be ready to take advantage of any situation to find Ichar and kill him. The fool priests didn’t even bind us.”
As Obsomil spoke, the door to the cell broke open, letting in a flood of light. 
A priest yelled at them. “You evil heretics! I hate you! You will die for your heresy!” He pulled a knife out of his robes. The priest was no fighting man and had no chance attacking trained soldiers but other irate priests rushed into the room, but they were also quickly subdued.
No archers with poisoned arrows, thought Obsomil as he shook his head at the feckless priests now being tied up with ropes taken from sleeping pallets in the cell. 
Obsomil put on a priest’s robe and stepped into the corridor with a knife in his hand. With the hood pulled over his head, his eyes blazed with fury, as he led his men quietly through the corridor.
~
After Jan spoke, he retreated from the edge of the wall. He raised his blaster and destroyed a locked door. Emon led them down into the Temple followed by Jan and three Alchantians. Fosan stayed with the ship, keeping it buttoned up tight. 
Jan held his blaster ready and set to kill. At this point, he would not hesitate to keep the priests from killing the guards that accompanied him. He only hoped that Obsomil had not already been put to death.
A priest came around a corner. His eyes bulged, and then Jan’s men cut him down quickly. “Don’t kill anyone else unless you need to. We’ve got to find out where Obsomil is.” As he said that, a glass orb shattered against the wall near his head. The men could hear the sizzle of acid eating away at the rock of the wall. The priests hurled another globe. Jan ducked and shot, resulting in a priest on the floor. Another, who had a taste of the blast, was groggy. The men grabbed the priest and brought him over to Jan. “Where are the Diltrantians?” he demanded.
“They are...” a commotion sounded down the corridor. Jan turned to look as a group of four priests ran his way. They turned and stopped, seeing Jan and his group. They collapsed on the floor pleading for mercy. 
In a second, another group led by a priest bearing a long knife burst through the opening to the corridor. Jan raised his blaster, aimed and seeing the face of his ruler in his sights, broke into a grin. The two men ran to each other and clasped shoulders. 
“We are on our way down. It appears you have gotten lower in this damned building than us.” Obsomil said. “Let’s take care of Ichar and Pola and retrieve our things.”
“We can use the secret passages,” Jan said. “Emon is the former captain of the guard.” Jan turned to Emon, “Do you know of the passages?”
He shook his head. “I know they exist, but we weren’t permitted to use them, but we are with you.”
The group had now grown to ten. Jan asked his men of Alchant, “Are you willing to keep this up? There is still danger.”
“I’m game. I have much to redeem myself for,” declared Emon. 
“So do I,” another said. 
The group followed Jan as he slowly led the way down. “Let’s go in here. It’s a likely spot.” Screens adorned the walls of a priest’s empty quarters. “The door on the other side of this screen should connect with the passage system” Jan disappeared behind the screen and emerged with a smile. “We can take this way. We’ll need some light.”
Three of the men rummaged in the room and out in the corridor, coming up with some candles and a few torches. The candles were put in pockets and the torches were lit. The group pressed on past the screens and through a door slit in the wall.
The passageway led on to a series of stair flights. “The temple is set up for public rooms and I know that the secret passages link those to secret rooms.” Emon said. 
A sound stopped the former temple guard. “Quiet! Extinguish the lights!” Obsomil ordered. The group plunged into darkness. Gradually, their eyes adjusted to the blue glow of Grethian light. 
“The Grethian priests use a strip of the glowing paint to light the passages,” Emon said. “The passages and walls are repainted every six months with the glowing stuff, at least that’s what they do on the lower levels.”
The shadows of priests showed against the dim corridor. Jan, with his blaster set to stun, shot a broad beam at the oncoming group. They heard hushed sounds of limp bodies collapsing to the floor. The men lit the torches again. Each of the prone figures held a weapon. Obsomil and his men tied up the priests with the ropes the priests used for belts and the cords for the amulets they all wore around their necks. 
The party extinguished the lights again and descended into the dark dim blueness. There were two other encounters. Now, about forty priests lay tied up above them. 
One of the men was wounded by a thrown knife and moved to the back of the group to watch for intruders from behind. The stairs became steeper until finally at the bottom, the passageway ended. At the end of the corridor the crept towards a brighter blue light. 
“I have been here once before. We are at the bottom.” It seemed like ages ago when Jan first came here to steal the Hand. So much had happened. Now he just worried about Fosan and his ship sitting on top of the Temple. 
“Follow me,” Jan said as he entered a low archway and went off to his right. Here the priests had painted the entire surface of the walls, floor and ceiling with the blue phosphorescence. He led the group left then through a cleft in the corridor and came to an opening behind a screen, looking into a room. Pola, Ichar and a group of high level priests were in conference. The Diltrantians’ weapons were stacked in a corner. All were silent, listening to the priests’ words.
“Pola let us read the message again.” Ichar suggested.
“High Priest Ichar, I will deliver King Obsomil into your hands. Do not listen to him. You must understand this new madness, wishing Diltrant to rule the world. He has seemingly won me over. I asked for an alliance and received one. He hopes to unify the world against you, but I won’t let that happen. His off-worlder has been to the forbidden land and has performed many blasphemous acts against Grethia. They will both come, but the off-worlder is the most dangerous. He has intimate knowledge of Grethian technology and must be killed. If possible, hold the Diltrantians until I come. I wish to deal with them myself.”
“I have ordered all of the Diltrantians to be killed,” Ichar said. “I won’t let Wilton have the privilege of destroying Obsomil. How I hated him!” He clenched his fist.
A priest ran in. “The Diltrantians have escaped. They may be here at any moment.”
Jan didn’t bother to wait and used his blaster to stun the entire contingent of priests. 
“I like that kind of statesmanship,” Obsomil said. “Maybe we should try it out with the Murgrontians.”
The men gathered their weapons. Obsomil quickly posted guards to the room. He went to Pola’s outstretched form and retrieved Wilton’s incriminating letter. “What sea scum! I knew he wouldn’t pass my test. So ends an ill-fated alliance.” Obsomil said, as he put the letter in his pouch. 
“Let’s get out of this spot, first,” Jan cautioned. “We need to truss these priests up and take them somewhere. Does anyone have an idea how many priests there are in this building?”
“There are about three hundred at any one time,” Emon said.
“Let’s take Ichar with us. I don’t care what happens to the rest,” Obsomil said. With that, the men left the room. Jan returned looking for something in the large cabinet in the room. He found the portable portal that sent him to the ship. He put it back in its bag and fled the room to catch up to the others.
“King Obsomil,” Jan said breathlessly. “I have a plan. I will set this portal to match locations with the portal on my ship. I’ll transfer back to my ship. If you want to destroy more priests, do so, but keep this with you so you have a way out no matter what happens.” Obsomil nodded. 
“Let’s take out the priests!” Obsomil roared, charging up the stairs. A group of descending priests turned around fled back the way they came. Jan set the portal and disappeared. 
The ship tilted to towards the back when he arrived. He ran to the control cabin. The frantic battering by enraged priests had scratched one of the windows. Jan got to the controls. A relieved Fosan described his ordeal of the last fifteen minutes. “I believe they have set a fire to burn the ship. Unfortunately, it has burned out of the control and I believe the roof is giving way.” 
Jan noticed flames licking up the sides of the ship. Jan lifted the craft so that it was hovering twenty feet above the roof. The two could hear arrows pinging along the bottom of the craft. He was glad the archers attacked him rather than Obsomil. 
Jan went back to the engine room and brought the portal into the main cabin. He reset it and removed his space suit. The fire gained in ferocity while Jan brought up the visuals and watched the conflagration grow below him. “We may get very crowded in here,” he said.
The Hand was totally in flames. The pyramid-shaped temple began to take on the aspect of a volcano, belching fire and smoke. Jan thought the temple to be made of stone, but as it began to burn out of control, he realized that the interior must have had a lot of combustibles. The great Hand fell into the interior of the temple as the roof fell in, killing all of the priests on the roof. The fire whooshed up to engulf the ship for a moment. 
“Don’t worry, Fosan. The hull is fireproof.” As Jan gazed at the flames as he turned the ship so that he could see the conflagration from out the front window. 
The wounded Alchantian popped into the air above the portal. He stepped off. Then another. One of the Diltrantians appeared with Ichar’s body on his shoulder. In a few minutes, Obsomil, the final one, appeared on the ship. “Jan! Reset the controls. They’re after us!”
A priest appeared, brandishing a sword, but was quickly subdued. Jan deactivated the portal just after the priest went down. 
“They started coming at us all at once. There were so many of them, I don’t even think your blaster would have helped,” Emon said. “We found a secret door leading to a priest’s quarters. Then we barricaded the room. King Obsomil set down this gate and we started coming up.” The men sat down where they were in the cramped cabin. Some had wounds. Jan delegated Fosan with helping the men into the autodoc. Luckily, none were poisoned. 
“I think the fire drove them down.” Fosan ventured. “Look.” He peered out a port. The fire was now spewing out of windows mid-way down the pyramid. Jan went to the controls and took the craft out over the square. The men looked out from the ports.
The rooftop began to collapse further. The roof fell a few stories in. There was a renewed burst of flames. Figures erupted out of the windows as the fire worked its way down from level to level. The escaping priests slid down the slanted sides to the ground. More figures rushed out along the walls, some with flames licking up their robes. The sight was awful. More flames came out of the top of the collapsed structure. 
All of the air ducts were now acting as chimneys forcing the pillar of smoke higher into the air. The fire must have grown hotter and hotter. The crowds began to move farther away from the temple. Then they moved out to help keep the adjoining buildings from catching fire. More flames burst out of the temple as additional levels collapsed. 
The building burnt through the remainder of the day and into the night. The population continued to prevent the surrounding buildings from burning, but no one moved to save the temple. At dawn, the ship descended in the square in front of the temple. The door opened. Obsomil walked out in full regalia. A great crowd of people returned to the square. 
“Men and women of Port Alchant, due to the obdurance and wickedness of your Grethian priests, their temple lies in ruins.” He pointed at the smoldering pyre. “Those men caused their own destruction, so intent they were to liquidate our friend from the stars. I have come to institute a new order. One based on free access to technology, not on secret dogma. I, King Obsomil of Diltrant, have decreed that all of the rich knowledge from our forefathers that I personally control be distributed to all of Grethia.” 
Cheering went up from the crowd. “The craft I stand in front of represents the promise of the gifts we have. This man at my side,” Fosan stood beside Obsomil, “will be instrumental in bringing back the learning required to use these gifts. He has been to the far land across the sea. He has seen the devastation our forefathers brought upon themselves. He has seen the wonders the Grethian priests hid from you. We intend to build, perhaps on the very spot of this temple, if you will permit, a center of learning. It will lead to a rebuilding of that which was great in our world.” 
The cheering quieted down as the multitude began to think of such a change. Jan stepped forward and urged Emon to speak. “Go on. These people know you and your words will have more weight than the King’s”
Jan nudged Emon forward and the former guard began to speak. “Many of you know me. And, I trust, you know I am an honest and forthright man. I served the priests. I knew they were but men, like you and I, but I believed they held the truth, but their version of the truth was for them and not for us. I no longer believe that. I have talked to these men from Diltrant and fought by their sides. They mean what they say. I believe them. I trust them. I will follow them!” Emon punched his fist into the air. The crowd cheered again. 
An entourage came out of the crowd and came towards the ship. It was the civil council. They bowed and one of them spoke, “King Obsomil, your highness, we have waited for deliverance from the recent actions of the Grethian Priests and their intrigues with Murgrontia. They have always been set against Diltrant. As you know Port Alchant has always relied on it’s neutrality to ensure that the trade through our docks were open and free. We have always been treated fairly by Diltrantian merchants. However, Murgrontian agents seized control of our docks some months ago. We want that stopped, now that the priests are no longer around to support them. You have our allegiance if you will help us clean out the Murgrontians.” The men all bowed to one knee. 
Obsomil raised a hand outward to the crowd. “People of Port Alchant. These men, your leaders, have told me they wish that you all benefit from a neutral state, yet they offer their obeisance. Let me bid them rise. I don’t seek to rule Alchant. With the center of learning here, all people from Actobal and the plains kingdoms, Diltrant and yes, even Murgrontia will come here to learn, thereby spreading the heritage of Grethia. We now face a common enemy in the Murgrontians. We need to defeat their leaders so their people can join with us! Lord Wilton had conferred with me to form an alliance. All the while he plotted with the priests of Grethia to kill me.” 
Obsomil turned and again pointed to the smoking ruin behind him. “Do you want keep the Murgrontians from controlling your docks?  You will have to fight for it. Now go!” The crowd rose up in a roar and then as they realized the speaking was over began to disperse and celebrate the events in their own way. The leaders of Port Alchant moved forward again and began to confer with Obsomil and Emon. 
“I worry about Yorg,” Obsomil said. “Wilton will likely have arranged to be met with a large contingent of his own ships.”
Jan remarked, “I can stop the Murgrontians with the weapons on my ship, but if you want to use low technology, we can drop rocks from a few hundred feet above him. Somehow, I feel that smashing the Shark ships with rubble from the temple would make me feel better than using any other weapons I have in my ship.”
Obsomil said, “You have more weapons than your hand blaster? Why have you kept this information from me?”
Jan shrugged and then smiled. “Remember, in the beginning, I didn’t have enough power to even keep my blaster going. I’ve sort of forgotten about them. I certainly wasn’t going to destroy the temple with you and your men inside!”
“I see. But I also agree with the notion of hanging Wilton by his own rope. Let’s get the rubble and drop it from your craft, but I want to take Lord Wilton alive. I have new plans for him. Let’s go into your ship and attack him from the air.”
~
Five ships dotted the water. Port Alchant lay in front of the group. Four sleek ships, looking like needles from above, advanced on the fifth from a cove hidden from the other ships. A single vessel moved rapidly from the formation towards Port Alchant. The four ships  turned as one towards the fleeing vessel.
“It doesn’t take much imagination to know what is happening. Even with Wilton on board, Yorg would never allow the Murgrontians to come alongside.” Obsomil observed looking down on the scene from a few thousand feet in the air. “I’m glad he sniffed out the trap. Let’s save him.”
The airlock was opened and two men emptied the contents of a large bag of bricks. The debris picked up speed as it plummeted to a shark ship below. Tackle broke. Sails ripped. Men were killed. A large rock followed the bricks. Down it went… right through the ship. As men from the other ships looked on, more debris and rock rained down on them. In a matter of minutes, the four attackers were destroyed. 
As Jan brought his space ship down, the attacking vessels were slipping into the water. Survivors clung to the wreckage. Obsomil went to a communicator. Jan had patched him into the external address system.
“Yorg, show yourself!” Jan’s craft was hovering only a few yards from the Diltrant vessel. “This is your king speaking.” the voice boomed out. A figure went to the railing and waved his hands. “Take Wilton and put him in irons. He is our enemy, after all. Those ships were obviously meant to board you. We were taken captive at the Grethian Temple through Wilton’s treachery. Get to the port and stay there. We’ll take care of any more of their fleet.”
Just then, Wilton appeared on the steerage deck. He had one hand grabbing the arm of Merinnia and another held a knife to her throat. “Get back! Get back!” he yelled. He took her up to the railing. “I’ll kill her. Let me go in a boat. You will not follow. I’ll let her go when I am back in Murgrontia.” The man looked like he meant it. 
Jan looked at the incident. He casually asked for a bow and arrow from one of the guards that helped with the rocks. He went to the airlock door, aimed and fired. The arrow sped true and pierced the eye of Wilton. The arm flew up with the knife clattering on the deck. Merinnia pushed the horror away and Wilton’s lifeless body plunged into the sea. 
Dumbfounded eyes looked at Jan. 
“You don’t know everything about me.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Archery is quite a popular sport where I come from and I happen to be damned good at it.” He went back inside his ship, fuming at the gall of Wilton. He also felt rather exhilarated by saving Merinnia’s life. “There is a fifth ship coming and we’ve got more rocks to drop,” he said as he returned to the controls.
~~~
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Jan rose from his bed after spending a few minutes re-examining his feelings while he reviewed the many thoughts that ran through his head during a long, sleepless night. His early morning musings now over, resolve had set in. He dressed and sought the King of Grethia.
~
“King Obsomil, I would like to suggest a change in plans.” Jan began. “I really don’t want to run the University or the technology or anything else. I think Fosan can get things started and develop candidates for my job on the technology side. I can help by advising, but leading the effort?  No.
“When we are integrated back with the rest of civilization, there will be many great minds that you can bring here to help. I can help select them with you. Fosan has the right vision to take the technology you now have and how to release it to the people. He can tell you the sequence that will be the best.
“What I really want to focus on is a re-entry program into the Galactic mainstream. I don’t think you should let the rest of humankind find you, but control the situation and let Grethia re-enter on its own terms.”  
“And how would you approach this re-entry?” Obsomil said.
“I will start with the portal. The technology of the portals may have existed in my world, but if it did, it’s been lost in time. I now know how they are made. I’ll have to re-engineer it to fit into current methods of manufacturing, but with the compact power cell technology left by your ancestors, we will have an incredible advance to offer the universe.”
“But we have no resources and no ability to pay for such a thing.”
“I can take care of that. I will soon come into some funds. I can use those.  We can be partners.” Jan said.
“I have been seeing you struggle in our meetings, Jan.” Obsomil said. “You can try all you want, but you’re still linked to your past, outside. I have suspected that at some point you’d come to me and declare your desire to move on. I’m very pleased that you have included us in your plans. I will accept your help. We will have formal contracts drawn up and create a partnership. You may need it for protection, but I think also for our protection. We have nothing to offer except the technology left by our forefathers. Most of our undiscovered wonders are likely already possessed by your society, but if the portal are unique, as you say, then through selling portals, we may gain enough credit to get the items we need, but cannot build. Your automatic medicine machine is one. Yes, go and prepare the way for Grethia.” Obsomil nodded and grasped Jan’s shoulder. 
Jan gave Obsomil a weak smile and looked out of a window. He took a deep breath. “I have grown to know myself a lot better and hope I have grown as a person while I have been here. Obsomil, I have also grown to admire your daughter Merinnia. I would like to take her with me.” Jan paused to let the request sink in and then turned around. 
Obsomil looked directly into Jan’s eyes, but Jan had to look away. “I need an assistant who I can trust and help set strategy. Your daughter is well bred in every way. She is very smart. She has vision. She is also your only daughter and you may not be comfortable sending her into the unknown. But she knows me and I think she stands a better chance than any other Grethian to function in the world outside.”
Silence filled the room. Jan continued to look out the window. The atmosphere of the place felt to Jan as alien in that moment as Jan was alien to Grethia. Yet, if Obsomil hadn’t gone along with Jan’s wishes, he didn’t know what he would have done. He knew that he didn’t want to be bound on Grethia for the rest of his life… at least, not yet. Was it his unfinished business with his father that unsettled him? Maybe. Was it his unfinished business with those who sabotaged his ship? Definitely. He had courses of action off-planet. Merinnia? He was sure he needed her help. She would keep him focused on Grethia.
“Merinnia, I know, would relish the chance. I know she feels stifled here and I know she likes you much, Jan.” Obsomil began. “Merinnia must give her consent, a formality, I would surmise,” the King smiled knowingly at Jan. “We will write her role into the contract. Everything will be at arms’ length. I want her protected. The environment, out there, is more liberal in regards to women, you say?”
“Yes. As you move up the scale in civilization, the roles of women change. She doesn’t need to spend as much time in the home and women have always had as much to contribute as men. In our society, I feel Merinnia will grow with the opportunity.”
“Fine, let’s ask my daughter formally if she wishes to work for such a horrible employer as her father and with you as her direct superior.” Obsomil brightened and began to laugh. “We can’t let her know that she probably wants to do this as badly as I think she does. Yes, Yes, this is going to work out just fine.” He clapped Jan hard on the shoulder as the pair left the room.
~
In the family quarters, where Jan had first met the royal family, Obsomil presented to Jan to Merinnia’s mother as the one who would take her daughter far, far away. 
“I don’t understand why you would let Merinnia leave us, my husband.” Queen Innia said.
“We’ve been over this before,” the king said softly. “Your daughter is far more independent than most other woman in Grethia. We need to have one of us see the universe first hand and judge what life out there is like. Her ability to observe the world outside and understand it from a Diltrantian, no, a Grethian point of view is very important to us. Who knows, you and I may travel to other planets.”
“Well, we do have Jan to take care of her for us.” With that remark, Jan was brought into the conversation. It was apparent that a mother’s anxiety gave way to what was better for Diltrant and her daughter. “What are your plans?”
Jan proceeded to go over the strategy he would be following for the next few years. He estimated that the plan would take a year to develop and a year to implement. “The re-entry into the mainstream of humankind after thousands of years in isolation will take longer. Fosan has his orders and if everything goes well with the general pacification of the Murgrontians and their allies, we will be in business.” Jan smiled confidently. 
~
The Murgrontians were eventually displaced from Actobal by the remainder of Bloodin’s troops. The fighting was bloody in the castle, but the people in Actobal cheered the liberation. King Mulloy was very motivated to follow King Obsomil’s lead in uniting the planet as soon as he was released from arrest.
Garst had attacked the entrenched bureaucracy of Habamil’s police force. Hostile elements were rooted out and fired. A few close confidants of Habamil’s chose suicide, although no one could fathom why, now that everything was out in the open. Once finished, Garst began to set up a more benign intelligence network throughout Grethia, with the assistance of Captain Yorg who contributed his considerable knowledge of other countries. 
Jan went to Garst’s office in the administration building Habamil had built. Jan walked up the central staircase to the top floor. The walls were all paneled with portraits of former police officials hung on each side of the hallway. The floor was carpeted in dark blue. Sconces with candleholders lined the hallway between portraits. The ceiling had originally been painted white, but it didn’t take long when the light was flame, to make the painted ceilings gray and dingy. At the end of the hallway, a desk was occupied by an old, officious-looking clerk. He sniffed as Jan walked up. “What can I do for you? Are you lost, young man?”
“I have come to see Garst, if you please.” Jan said just as diffidently. The clerk fiddled with his papers for a while in an evident stall. It was obvious the man was cooling Jan’s heels for a bit before summoning Garst.
“Shall I walk right in or are you going to announce me, sir.” Jan said a little impatiently. 
The clerk looked up a Jan with a little sneer. “Why would a young person like you be seeing Commissioner Garst? What’s your business with him?”
“I think you’d better go in and announce me now.” Jan replied.
The clerk rearranged a few papers on his desk and rose and went inside an office. Jan looked behind the desk to see a blank spot that had held a large portrait. Wonder who he could be? Jan thought with half a smile. Then he remembered Habamil’s decaying body at the lodge. 
Garst opened his office door. “Jan, Jan so good of you to come and see me before you head off-world.” He quickly walked to Jan and shook his hand, beaming. “Come in, come in,” he said as he escorted Jan into his office. 
The little clerk bowed his head as the two passed him just outside the door. Red-cheeked, the clerk went to his desk, swallowed hard then took out a handkerchief and dabbed at his now-sweating forehead. 
“So what happens to your shop now that you have a job in Diltrant?” Jan asked cheerfully as he sat in a cushioned chair facing Garst’s huge desk. “Has you family joined you in the capital?”
“Ah. A good question, Master Jan.” Garst responded with a twinkle in his eye. “For now my wife is running it. She knows my routine as well as any, but still, I have hired an assistant for her and he will do the buying. I wrote down what was needed to do. Once the assistant is familiar with the business, I will bring Hullar and the children down to Diltrant. Until then I enjoy a bachelor’s life.” Garst spread both his hands out universally signifying ‘what am I going to do?’
Jan smiled. “It’s too bad you’ve got this government job. We would be able to bring in some very unique products from out there,” Jan offered.
“Yes, I know and part of me wishes I accompanied you rather than the King’s daughter. Remember, we don’t have to have the same job forever. Maybe we can get together and do some trading after this is all over.” 
“Hold on to that thought. Maybe we’ll have a Grethian trading company before you know it. We will turn Grethia into what it should have been all along.”
 “Why did they kill themselves, then?” Garst said.
“Same old story. There was a Murgrontia over there. They wanted to control all of the power, Jerrellia didn’t. Although the record doesn’t mention exactly what happened, I think Murgrontia intentionally destroyed Jerrellia and everything escalated. It has happened before in history.”
Garst nodded. “You’d know that better than I.”
“There really was a society of Grethians who wanted to save the world, fearing some sort of catastrophe. After the destruction, your civilization had to start from scratch.”
Jan let this sink in a bit for Garst to assimilate. “The poisons in the far land will remain for centuries to come. Interestingly, there was this spacefarer that landed on the planet. His name was Helix Browngoat. It appears he was a master inventor and was the genius who created the portals. The Grethian society spread his machines throughout this continent so, in the event of disaster on the mainland, life wouldn’t be so harsh here. Looks like their strategy didn’t quite work out the way they thought.”
“I’ll say,” Garst snorted. “It will be some time before we can duplicate any of that technology.”
“That’s Fosan’s job. There’s more than enough just to get people prepared to take advantage of the technology. Grethia’s going to have to create a manufacturing base just to recreate the machines. It takes quite a bit of infrastructure to support a technology-based culture. That’s why we’ll be moving slowly.”
“You know how much I look forward to your success, Jan. I hope you negotiated a good share of anything you bring in.”
“Obsomil wouldn’t take any more than a third share of the proceeds. That should be more than enough for you, if I do a good job,” Jan said.
“I have faith in you and Grethia’s future depends on your success.” Garst said as he rose from his chair. He got up from behind his ornate desk and walked Jan out of the room with his arm around Jan’s shoulder. “Keep me informed. Maybe I can help out in some way.”
“I will. After I get established, I’ll return with some communications gear. We’ll be able to keep in touch on a regular basis then.” The two men shook hands. Jan walked down a hallway to the wide wooden stairs and descended to street level. 
He took a deep breath.  The air had turned colder with the coming of fall. Jan wondered what season it would be on Impollon IV when he returned.
~~~
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Jan had just left the Grethian system. “Computer, I need you to locate a planet that is relatively remote, has some ancient technology finds and is not merchant-controlled.” 
Jan looked over at Merinnia. “If the computer is successful, it will make our re-entry strategy much easier to implement.
She looked up from her seat, engrossed in reading the characters on the screen. “You’ve already told me. There is so much to learn,” she said with a dismayed look on her face. “I started weeks ago to absorb new languages and customs. It’s so overwhelming, but then,” she smiled. “I love it. I feel like I am a little child at a school where everyone else is ten years older than me. I’m worried about everyone knowing so much more, but so excited to be with the big kids.” 
She raised her arms and stretched. “We will have phenomenal success, Jan. I can feel it! The computer will find the planet, or even a whole bunch of them. Then we can get really started.”
“Search completed.” the disembodied voice of the computer spoke. “Five planets meeting your preliminary search criteria have been located. Please refer to the holographic panel for the listing. I have significant data on three of five planets identified.”
“Excellent, computer. Please display.” Jan commanded. He turned to Merinnia. “We have complete planet histories, linguistic information, geographic and political maps, cultural assessments of all inhabitants and all local, regional and planet-wide laws. The information is no older than the time I’ve spent on Grethia.”
Jan studied the information on the screen. Merinnia admitted that she could make little sense of it and returned to her own seat. Jan asked the computer for more information on each planet. He looked up at the planet list then looked at his screen on the console. 
After an hour of constant inquiries, Jan sat back and rubbed his neck. “Gyron III. That’s where we will go. The planet is in a different area of the galaxy and not even close to Grethia. It has little in the way of natural resources, so is mostly agrarian. The planetary government is nearly non-existent. There are only a few regional population centers. The population is sparse and it’s spread out. I could easily have crashed on the planet and no one would have seen me for years. The infonet is not used very much on the planet and, the added bonus is that they come up with ancient technology from time to time. The planet was an outpost thousands of years ago in a previous human empire.” He smiled at Jan. “Luckily, they all speak standard, so you just have to learn a dialect, not a language, so you can spend your extra time on learning more Commercial.”
“How long before we get there?” the princess asked.
“Computer...ETA at Gyron III?,” Jan said.
“Six days, seven hours,” the computer replied. 
“Take us to Gyron III.” Jan commanded. “Merinnia, you have more studying to do before we land. I’ll work up some basic background that we can use.” They both laughed a little and got down to their studies.
~
“Let’s go over this again,” Jan said.
“My name is Merinnia Obsomil. I am from the planet Gyron III: Angronian Sector. I am an orphan. You met me there when your spaceship broke down. We found the portal in some ruins a few days away from my house. You will take the portal off-world and me with you. You are going to find out how it works and market the portals. I will be your assistant.
“We will take pictures of the planet and record our ‘find’. Also we will have pictures of the home of my foster parents. They both died when the house burned down. We lived in a very rural part of the planet. It was so rural, that my birth was not entered on the planet’s infonet. It is a common situation on Gyron III. I will have found you and cared for you, because you became ill walking out of the wilderness from where your ship landed.”
We might have to bribe a port official to put a phony entry in the log stating you landed 11 standard months ago. It is the same time you landed on Grethia. Is that all correct?” Merinnia said wearily. 
“Excellent. For my part, I will re-establish my identity in case someone has filed to declare me legally dead, which is likely since it only makes sense that whoever sabotaged my ship will think that their work really did kill me.” Jan shook his head with a grim look on his face. “I am getting angrier with whoever sabotaged my ship. I have two missions, Merinnia. The portal business and finding whoever wanted me dead and how they did it. I don’t know what I’ll do when I find out, but I’ll think up something appropriate. If they went after me once, they’ll come after me again. Are you up to all of this intrigue?”
Merinnia threw back her head and laughed. “After what we just went through on Grethia? You have to remember I am the princess of a barbarian king. I was brought up on palace intrigue.” 
Turning back to Jan she said seriously, “I’m sorry,” she said to a still concerned Jan. “Our time on Gyron III will cover the fact that I am not very sophisticated in your universe. You’ve had teach me many things in the last few weeks: how to dress, how to make up my face, how to do my hair, how to talk properly, but I still think I can teach you a few more things about intrigue and revenge. I’m committed to helping my father, Diltrant and Grethia. I know you’re committed too. But, you don’t know how exhilarating all of this is.” She stood and twirled around in the cabin.
“Here I can do what I want, when I want, how I want. I can study and learn and, yes, work like a man. I can’t do that on Grethia. Not yet. I can see what you were talking about when you said we couldn’t assimilate all of the technology and cultural changes at once. But I get excited when I am here with you in all of this” she spread her arms wide taking in the ship.
“All right,” Jan relented trying to smile himself. “You do realize that all of this subterfuge is very necessary. We can be taken advantage of very quickly if we are not careful.”
Merinnia nodded and smiled again. She left the control room and went to her cabin. Jan looked after her as she departed.A very chaste relationship, this,he thought.I have kissed her a few times, but more like a brother or a close friend after showing how well she’s done learning about Gyron III. I sure would like to be closer to her, but we can’t... I can’t. I have too much to lose. Patience, Jan. He went back to the controls and made sure he was on course for Gyron III.
~
From orbit, Gyron III looked like an idyllic earth-type planet. It was slightly larger, but less dense. The planet developed a profusion of flora, but what fauna had developed were relatively small and did not particularly bother the humans. The first explorers decried the lack of mineral concentrations. Later, colonists discovered a remarkable homogenization of minerals throughout the planet and that found that it had promoted the stunning diversity in the plant life. The settlers introduced earth-type seeds, which adapted well to the world. Not having a great deal of strategic importance, the planet was a backwater to the great cycles of empire. 
Off of the well-traveled space lanes enough not to be suitable for a command post or even a logistics center, Gyron III had never lost contact with the rest of humanity. Although scholars always claimed that the ancient finds were exhausted, people kept showing up with something from time to time. However, nothing of significance had been found for three hundred years or so and the little archaeology school and field study center that had been Gyron III’s center of higher learning had been shut down a century ago. 
There were spaceports, on each of the three main continents. The worldwide administration function was mostly a statutory bureaucracy for recording land purchases and maintaining the agrarian transportation system. The culture produced citizens who didn’t want to be a part of an administration. That meant a small police force and no armed forces to speak of. The empire had a small consulate at Reaga, the largest city on Gyron III and the nominal seat of its worldwide bureaucracy. Regional governments held sway for only a few hundred miles out from each spaceport. 
Far, far away from these cities and from the few huge farms that exported specialty crops off-world, were the myriad of small farmers. With the soil’s fertility ever-present, there was no such thing as subsistence farming. The settlers had brought domesticated animals, which also thrived with them. A single farmer could easily raise sufficient crops on his own to feed his family and provide enough extra to sell. In these smaller enclaves, the people were, according to the computer records, independent, very peaceful and hardworking. So little administration was needed. 
People were born, lived and died having a good life, yet absolutely no one outside of their local friends knew that they existed. 
There was disease on the planet. Occasionally, a virulent strain of some virus or bacteria would cause havoc for a period then the outbreak would settle down and disappear. 
Jan remained in stationary orbit over an extraordinary lush looking area in the planet’s designated southern hemisphere. The only satellites circling the planet were weather-related. The planet had no defenses to speak of.
“I can see the area we will come out of.” Jan said as he showed Merinnia pictures taken by the reconnaissance camera underneath the ship. “See this area, the little valley. It has been farmed in years past, but hasn’t been used for some time. You can see the vegetation growing in the old furrow lines. There, above the valley and underneath those trees...see the farmhouse? We’ll set down in that same meadow above the valley.” Jan looked over at Merinnia, the glow from the screen illuminating her face. Jan could see the light in her eyes, her head held up to the screen in anticipation.
“I can see it. It will be the home I have in my story. Can you let me see the house more closely? I want to think about it as we descend. You know, get in the mood. It’ll be like acting, won’t it? I was never allowed to act,” she said with a sigh. “It’s not something princesses do. I’m so excited to do lots of things princesses don’t do.” She clasped her hands and shook them at the ceiling. “Oh, thank you, father!” Merinnia said to the air above the screen. 
Jan smiled at her excitement and brought the house up on his big holoscreen. Definitely abandoned and definitely remote. No roads led away from it. Vegetation nibbled around the edges of a large pad that Jan would use to land on.
Jan checked the atmosphere when they touched down and heard the report on the computer. Not only did Jan have to worry about hostile organisms to his system, but Merinnia did not have the benefit of his extensive immunization therapy. 
“You need to spend some time in the autodoc, Merinnia. I was taught never to trust to chance when it comes to immunizations. That’s why we had the computer test the atmosphere rather than relying on the data alone.” Jan said as he opened the cover to the medical marvel. She gave him a nervous smile and let him help her lay down inside. He closed the door and set the machine. The autodoc sedated Merinnia and began its work. Jan read the screen and wondered what he was going to do for the three hours it would take for Merinnia to be diagnosed and then immunized against most of  Gyron III’s diseases.
Three hours and fifteen minutes later, he opened the autodoc and gently nudged Merinnia awake. He lifted the drowsy woman out of the machine and took her to her cabin, laying her limp, but stirring body on her bed. He had to admit he enjoyed touching her, but felt the constant pressure to restrain his feelings. 
“I’ll be back. My treatment shouldn’t take as long. I have been to lots of planets.”
“Did you have to spend three hours in there when you came to Grethia?” she said dreamily.
“Not very long at all. Grethia is an extremely clean planet. I guess nuclear holocausts help keep the pests down. It looks like Gyron III will take a little more getting used to. The autodoc estimates I’ll be in the chamber for about an hour and a half. That fertility breeds a lot of germs.” Jan smiled. “You lay there for a while and I’ll be back. Then we can both explore your new roots.” He patted her gently on the hand and left the room.
Ninety-two minutes later, Jan arose from the autodoc, a little woozy himself, and went to the open door of Merinnia’s cabin. There she lay, quite asleep. Sleep seemed like a good idea to Jan, so he went into his own stateroom and closed his eyes. 
What seemed to be a second later, Merinnia was pinching his arm off. “Wake up! Wake up! Let’s go!” Merinnia was incredibly excited. She had changed into one of his jumpsuits. She had to roll up the legs and arms and looked rather fetching. 
Jan washed his face to clear away the remaining cobwebs and went to the main cabin. “Into the air lock. We don’t need to any preparation. We’ll just go out and look around.”
She laughed and put her arm around his and dragged him to the outside lock. “I’m ready to explore.” Her interest and excitement easily overcame her frustration with her traveling companion.
They stepped out into a brilliant afternoon looking down into a valley bordered by steep hills except where they stood. Jan immediately thought of his first landing in the high valley on Grethia. The foliage was different, but the alien feeling was the same. 
A full circle?he thought.No. This is the beginning of something new. 
They walked over to the farmhouse. Vines had started to cover up windows and the doorway on the darker side of the house. Jan walked up to a bright red door. The plastic had not deteriorated at all. In fact, overgrown plants and the thin layer of dirt on the siding of the house made it look deserted. The construction of the house was fully synthetic. It was a typical prefabricated dwelling for a remote farmer and the structure had retained its integrity. 
Looking at the door latch, he realized there was no lock on the door. He entered the house and noticed a rotten smell. The plants covering the windows left enough light in to explore the place. The furniture was very utilitarian but something disturbed Jan. This house reminded him of something, somewhere. 
Merinnia walked through a doorway and screamed. Jan ran into the room. Lying on a bed were the remains of two individuals. From the hair remaining on the scalps, one was a man and the other a woman. From the condition of the place, they had been dead a long, long time. Merinnia turned away from the scene once Jan walked into the room and figured out that the house reminded him of the desolate remains on the dead Grethian continent.
“I’m sorry, Jan. I wasn’t prepared to see them just lying there. I thought this was abandoned.” Merinnia explained.
“It is, by those living, I guess.” Jan replied, looking around the room. “I’ll bury these folks and then we can try and find out who they are... or were.” 
They both left the bedroom and began looking around the outside of the house. Merinnia definitely did not want to return inside while the two bodies remained. 
“Look, Merinnia.” Jan called out. “Here is their transportation.” Merinnia came over to Jan who was in a barnlike structure across a field from the house. 
The sunlight was beginning to wane. Dust motes caught the light as it streamed through the door and the windows. One vehicle, dust-covered like everything else at the farm, reposed in unused silence. It was an all-purpose vehicle. Jan thought back to the Grethian Hall vehicles, seeing the similarities. This was both an above-air vehicle and a land vehicle. Tracks were on each side, yet Jan could see standard repulsor units around the vehicle. In another corner of the barn, the implements lay; a disc for plowing furrows, some kind of harvesting attachment Jan couldn’t figure out, a hole digger and a blade with a bucket attached for dirt work. They were all arranged so that the vehicle could be driven right up to each implement and attached.
Jan opened the plastic bubble of the cab and climbed in. The sun continued to descend, but Jan was determined to put the house occupants at rest for the night. He turned the machine on. The power levels showed empty. Jan went to the ship and got some power cells that should have worked. With a few modifications, he inserted the batteries and powered up, rewarded by the machine humming into life once again. Jan had no idea how they had power out here—something that would have to wait until morning. 
He looked over at Merinnia. “Do you want to go back to the ship? I can do what needs to be done by myself.”
“No. I will help you. It’s the least I can do. I’m sorry I was so overcome in the house. I won’t apologize for my shock, but I must be tougher. It reminded me of our experience in the far land.”
“That was my first impression, too.” He maneuvered the machine to the blade attachment. He was able to marry them up automatically. As he lifted the blade up and turned around, Merinnia had opened up both doors of the barn to let him out.
Jan looked around when he had gotten out and saw a little glade where a good resting place would be. He hovered the machine to the spot he wanted to stop and let it down to use the tracks. After taking some time to find the right controls, (most of them had icons on them, making his puzzle easy) the tracks began to move and Jan was digging out a burial plot. The night was beginning to descend and he switched on lights. As he turned, he found a set of three markers close to his digging. He stopped his task and got out of the machine to investigate. 
There in a row lay three plastic slabs. Carved out of each were names and dates. The couple in the house must have seen their children die in front of their eyes. In less than a week, all of their children had died. The dates showed that the deaths occurred about twelve years ago. 
Merinnia came up to Jan and looked silently at the graves. She took Jan’s hand and held it as she looked at the markers. Tears came unbidden to her eyes as she read the dates, the ages and the markers. A whole family wiped out by some disease they had no ability to fight. And when they all caught it, they could do nothing if their only transportation had run out of power. 
Jan put his arm around her shoulders and let her look at the plot for a while. “We need to get the family together, Merinnia.” 
Merinnia nodded and sighed. Then wiping away her tears, she nodded her head. She looked him in the eyes. Jan could see the pain still in them. She turned and went back into the barn with a hand-held light from the ship. 
Jan went back and filled in his first hole and started on another closer to the children. When he was finished. He drove back to the barn. Outside, a crate had been dragged outside. Merinnia was tacking some cloth taken from a bolt she had found stored in the barn. She had found a hammer and some small nails by the workbench inside. Some packing material had been placed to line the bottom. Jan could see her tear-soaked face glisten in the artificial light. 
Without a sound, Jan left her to her work. He found a narrow screen frame hanging on the wall and went into the house. He wrapped the pair up as best he could in their rotted sheets and slid the frame underneath the bodies. 
Jan winced as he could hear the bones coming apart as he moved them, but he continued. Then he went outside to fetch Merinnia. Silently they lifted the frame and carried it out to the barn. The frame was small enough to fit inside the crate. They lowered the remains down and both jumped into the machine. Jan extended the blade and pushed it underneath the crate, then lifted it up. They drove in silence to the gravesite. Jan lowered the crate into the hole. 
Both got out of the machine and, in the light from the headlights, bowed their heads. Jan kneeled down and picked up a handful of dirt and tossed it over the crate. “Now they are united with their children, someplace, I hope.”
“May whatever gods they worshipped embrace them in their life to come.” She bent over and grabbed a handful of soil and threw that in.
“I’m sure, Merinnia, their god embraced them long ago.” 
Jan got into the machine alone and pushed the dirt back over the crate. Then he smoothed the dirt around the plot. “Let’s go back to the ship.” He opened the door for Merinnia.
She entered the main cabin and hugged herself tightly. A grim, sad look came over her face. “I’ll feel better in the morning.” she said, her voice breaking as she went directly to her cabin and shut the door.
~
A morning mist kept the full force of the sun from brightening up the farm. Jan and Merinnia walked out of the ship. Her initial excitement was gone and Jan’s anxiety was replaced by a melancholy that matched the weather, he knew both would not last long. 
They rode to the house. Jan found the power plant had broken down. He took some power cells from the house and started charging them in his ship, and then both of them attacked the house, cleaning up from the years it was a tomb. By afternoon, the house was nearly presentable. Jan repaired the power plant with stores in his ship and energy was restored. Fortunately, the cleaning equipment they found had survived over the years and they made full use of it. In the evening, Jan began the process of finding out who the inhabitants were. 
“They were the Wankles. They came to Gyron III about eight years before they died. The note in the bedroom says they all came down with the sickness after a picnic out in the forest. No clues how they caught it. Basically, the smaller ones died soonest. Vernin Wankle, the father, made his last entry just after his wife died. He didn’t expect to last through the night.” Jan looked at Merinnia. The pain Jan saw in her eyes last night had diminished.
“What a sad tale.” Merinnia said. “Does he mention why he didn’t do anything?”
“Yes. His generator failed about two months earlier. They liked the simple life so much that they never tried to go to get it fixed. He talked about they would have to walk for two-weeks to get to the next farm that he knew about. But he just never got around to it. Their vehicle had a bad power cell, so he couldn’t fetch medical help. They had farm animals, but he let them all go when he realized he wasn’t going to make it. Who knows where the animals are now.” Jan shook his head. “As much as I hate to say it, this is ideal for our story.”
Merinnia nodded. “I had thought that today as well. I hate to use them so. When we succeed, I will return and make a proper final resting place for them. We will let them rest in a garden.”
“Tomorrow, let’s do some farming and some background work to make this look like a working farm.” Jan took Merinnia’s hand and they walked back to the ship talking softly.
The next day dawned more brightly. Purposefully, the pair donned work clothes and used the Wankle’s all-purpose machine to plow some fresh furrows. There was some seed that seemed to still be good in the barn that was sown. They tidied up the house on the outside. The day after, they had cleaned up most of the grounds. In the afternoon, Jan and Merinnia surveyed their work. 
“Well, at least we have the place looking like a working farm,” sighed Merinnia, wiping sweat from her brow. “I’ve never worked so hard. I feel like I’m doing it for the Wankles. What’s next?”
“We have to leave a trail of you living at the house. We have old writing materials and old writing instruments. We’ve got their old records that can be modified to include you as Merinnia Wankle.”
“I would be proud to carry the name for a while,” Merinnia said, casting a glance in the direction where the entire family was buried. “I can tell you that my fingerprints and sweat are all over this place now. I even know how to run the farm machine.”
“Good. We could use another day out on the land, but then we will explore for a suitable site for our “discovery”. 
“Where will you look? Up there in the mountains?”
“No. The other findings on this planet were in high valleys, just like this one. The computer picked this place because it met the profile of other finds. I wouldn’t be surprised if there is a real site close to the farm. There are two or three possible places to check. One looks especially promising. The data we have on Gyron III plus the advanced surveying software I had for the Space Quest gives us an excellent chance of finding a site, if there is one nearby. If no one has been out here before, we should get lucky.”
“And if we don’t find anything?”
“I brought a few Grethian relics with us to create a cache. If you remember, Fosan and I spent some time picking through old relics before we left. Some of the stuff was brought from less “hot” areas on the old continent and scrubbed. We should leave some debris behind us that others can find to verify our story.” Jan explained. “If we are successful, that is certain to happen.
“I’ve asked you before, but why must we be so elaborate?” Merinnia asked.
“The people we will be dealing with are very powerful and have tremendous resources. We must not only have a plausible story, but proof besides. We need to stop their inquiries right here in this valley, so a nosy person won’t try tracing you back to Grethia. Let’s go back to the ship and figure out where our cache is going to be found.”
~
A spring came out from below the rocks of one of the cliffs surrounding the valley. The spring formed a pool on a ledge, then wound its way down the rest of a slope and paralleled the hills past the Wankle’s valley and on down as it joined other streams to form a river that joined another river, then another which ran for a thousand miles to an ocean. Jan stood at the side of the pool.
“If I didn’t know better, I would say we might have an ancient site here anyway. It looks like the computer was right. Let’s go back to the ship and make some measurements of the site from up in the air.” 
It’s just as pretty as Diltrant, but just a bit too hot and humid for my taste.” Merinnia said, dipping her bare feet in the pool. “Why don’t you get the ship and I will just lay here for a while.” 
Jan returned to the farm vehicle that had taken them to the site and went back to his ship thinking about Merinnia sitting there by the pool.
Thirty minutes later, Jan landed the ship fifty meters on a suitable flat space away from the pool and approached Merinnia with some printouts in one hand and two shovels in the other.
“See what I found!” Jan exclaimed as he woke up the slumbering princess. “The sensors found remains and determined how far down we have to dig. The density of the building materials that the ancients used is higher than that of the surrounding soil, so the survey instruments were able to give me some accurate pictures.” he thrust the pictures into the hands of his partner.
“Why you can see wall outlines right beneath where we are standing!” Merinnia said, the haziness of sleep being supplanted by the excitement of discovery. Her eyes began to beam again. The tragedy of the Wankles was now behind her for the moment and the activities of the future filled her mind.
“Here and here,” Jan pointed to a few other spots, “are probably some real relics. We will dig those up and see what we find. Most of the remnants have not been particularly worthwhile from these old outposts. What was left is what they didn’t want to take, but from what I can see and what the 202X indicates, this place hasn’t been disturbed before. Let’s go get the farm machine and begin to excavate.”
~~~
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The steady glint of the harsh metallic sunlight of Impollon made Jan squint his eyes, as he walked with Merinnia across the slim span connecting two very tall buildings. Merinnia stopped midway and looked down. 
“I just can’t get over the difference. Gyron III didn’t have tall buildings like this! You can’t imagine the impact on you until you are right here, looking down! There are probably enough people in these two buildings to replace the population of Grethia.” She said in wonder. 
Down below, ground vehicles mixed with pedestrians. Some of those pedestrians flew above those who walked. They were very small from one hundred stories up. Air cars pulled alongside the span and let passengers off at the level Jan and Merinnia were on. Merinnia took Jan’s hand with excitement lighting up her face, led him into the darkness of their destination. A large three-story lobby faced the pair as they entered facing a huge reception desk. Jan, towing Merinnia behind him, walked through the milling crowds. An attractive woman raised her head from the desk, and then took on an astonished expression. 
“Jan, what are you... I mean, rumors said you’ve been gone for over a year and were probably killed on the Quest. Where have you been?” The outburst ceased as the lady’s eyes rested on Merinnia. An awkward silence ensued as the two women looked each other over.
“This is my assistant, Merinnia Wankle.” interjected Jan. “Merinnia, this is Fianna, a very good friend of mine. I have come here to rent out offices for my new enterprise. I was hoping you would be here. I trust you are still in real estate.”
“Of course,” a pause, “that’s why I am here doing my weekly duty behind this awful desk.” 
Merinnia looked at others surrounding the booth. They were all talking in the Commercial language that Jan used in speaking to Fianna. She silently thanked Jan for forcing her to learn it.
“What are your requirements? Do you want offices in this building or elsewhere?” Fianna asked Jan while somehow looking at Merinnia.
“I have some manufacturing requirements. If my idea succeeds, most of my work will be done off-world. So, I think a small plant in the industrial district. I will also need a small office suite, perhaps here somewhere with two apartments close by.”
“That sounds interesting.” Fianna said coyly, now looking directly at Jan. “I can get you your corporate office and living quarters immediately. The manufacturing site will require a specialist. I’ll refer you to Riban mal Dantano. He knows the industrial sector better than anyone. I also trust him more than any of the other agents. You wouldn’t know it by looking at him, but he is the best.” 
“I am keeping an extremely low profile, Fianna.” Jan said seriously. 
“That is an even better reason for using Riban. He looks like a rogue, but if he is on your side, he is the most loyal person I know.” Fianna gave Jan a confident look.
~
Two vehicles slid along tracks suspended thirty feet above the roofs below. Suddenly, they both rose from the track and descended down to a large block of buildings. Jan, and Merinnia came out of one and Riban mal Dantano, their new real estate agent emerged from the other into the full glare of the sun shining between the shadows of the tracks.
“This should be just what you’re looking for plus a few interesting extras.” Riban mal Dantano said. “It is 15,000 square meters with one third lab space, one third manufacturing and one third office. In addition there is lower level of warehousing that is very, very secure. It also has an autoline spur that is discreetly placed on the bottom level.” He turned to Merinnia. “As you might not know, all city commercial travel is beneath the surface. It reduces noise, activity from the normal bustle and makes it easier to control the pollutants. The autoline is our fully automated transportation system.”
Jan nodded and said, “Please, just show us the building... I’ve lived here all my life, remember? This is the tenth you’ve shown us today.” Merinnia and Jan stood wearily as Riban apologized and then the agent took out a device to unlock the entrance. 
The building was a bit older and seedier than the surrounding structures. 
“This is rather nice.” Merinnia said, rejuvenated by the cool interior and by the pleasantly furnished, sparkling lobby. 
The walls were covered with expensive paneling. The floor was paved with rich, polished stone. Taste was evident everywhere. The feeling was understated, but the materials seemed to be very expensive. Riban showed the offices to Jan and Merinnia. They were modest in size but well equipped with the latest in administrative devices. 
“In addition, everything is shielded,” Riban boasted as he led his charges down a corridor to the manufacturing area. Every surface was spotless and finished to exude understated opulence. 
Merinnia and Jan looked at one another and nodded. “By far the best you’ve shown us. In fact, it suits our needs very well. I don’t require a high profile for my business until I am ready, and the outside of this building will give the business the appearance I’m looking for. The sham is carefully done. This is obviously a first class establishment. Now what’s the story behind it?” Jan asked with a suspicious cast to his voice.
“As you can see, this building has never been used since improved. I personally renovated the building for another client who had intended to use it, but the deal fell through half a year ago so I’ve been waiting for the right client. It is available for you immediately. I always save the best building for last. Let me show you something else that might interest you.” Riban let them out of the manufacturing level and down to the lower level. 
“Through here,” he motioned as he went to the hallway by the restrooms and into an alcove. He pushed a button built into the molding of the doorway. The whole wall slid aside to reveal another suite of offices and labs. “This is a secure, hidden area for, let us say, more sensitive activities.” Riban explained as he proudly led them through the space. “There are these offices. Through here,” he opened a door and led them in, “ are living quarters. Two bedrooms, a living room, the latest culinary unit. In the bathroom, there is even a new, compact autodoc. All of the amenities. My clients wanted a turnkey space with the understated elegance apparent throughout the entire building.” Along another corridor, Riban showed them a well-equipped industrial electro-mechanical lab facility of 5,000 square meters. 
“And finally,” Riban demonstrated to a now dumbstruck Jan, “your own private dock around the corner and separate from the warehouse. Just across the way, you will find a walking strip that will take you underground to a transit hub and on to any one of the better office and apartment buildings that Fianna can lease to you.”
Jan looked at Riban, shaking his head. “You have quite a devious mind.” Riban began to protest, but Jan continued. “I say that with admiration. This concept is great, but the execution is even better. You said you designed this? Who helped you?”
“Just the contractor, a relative of mine. He helped me choose materials, and had an acquaintance of his in another city draw parts of the plans up, ostensibly for different buildings. My client backed out before I finished. His business enterprise wasn’t quite legal and the authorities caught up with him before he took possession. Once I started, I couldn’t stop. The concept was too much of a challenge.” Riban said grinning to Jan. “I am happy to find someone who can, hopefully, use my creation.”
Jan wanted to examine the secret offices again. He looked deep into Riban’s eyes while Merinnia did a little exploring on her own.Can I trust this man?Jan asked himself.I have so much to do that can’t be revealed yet. Merinnia can help me, but not to the extent that this man can. He can get things done, and done well. This building is a monument to his creativity and Fianna vouched for his trustworthiness. “Number one, I’ll take it. Number two, how would you like to work for me?” Jan said. 
“I don’t even know your business.” Riban replied, narrowing his eyes. “You don’t even know me.” A pause, “However, we can discuss this without your lady friend, perhaps over dinner. I could be persuaded for the right opportunity.” 
“First of all, Riban, Merinnia is my assistant. She is deeply connected with my original discovery of the technology. Her opinion on all phases of the operation is important. Second of all, we will discuss my situation now. Have a seat.” Riban sat. Merinnia returned and took a seat while Jan remained standing. 
“Merinnia and I discovered a new technology. You will recall that there have been many attempts at teleportation. None have been successful. While Merinnia and I were looking through some ruins on her family’s farm on Gyron III, we found two devices that I call portals. 
“Upon experimentation, I sent a jug, something I had in my room at the Imperial Hotel on Diyl, one of Gyron III’s regional capitals back to Merinnia’s farm. 
“Needless to say I was rather astounded. I flew back, picked up the second portal and decided I would do some reverse engineering and go into business. Merinnia, here, has no family left on Gyron III and has agreed to partner with me on the project, since the technology came from her world and near property her family held. 
“Together with my own funds, which are sufficient to start, I can begin. This business has huge potential. I plan on making a major killing, then licensing the technology and make a further killing. I need someone who knows how to get things set up and help me train Merinnia. I also need someone who can keep all of this secret until the right time.” Jan looked at Riban.
“Give me a demonstration and I am your man.” Riban’s teeth gleamed in his smile. “Teleportation could be very big. Very big! But I’ve got to see it to believe it.”
“No doubt.” replied Jan. “Meet us here tomorrow morning and you’ll get your demonstration. I think we are ready to go. Merinnia?” 
Merinnia presented Jan with a dirty look as they walked out of the building. “He is going to be my teacher? I don’t know. I’m not sure I’m happy about having another partner.”
~
The adjoining hotel room doors were open. The view out of the window was of the clouds and other buildings. The sun, just setting, threw a golden cast into the rooms. Merinnia had just entered Jan’s room. He was sitting down, reading the news over the holoscreen that took up a couple of square meters of his wall. “What are you doing? How could you hire such a sleazy man?” Merinnia said.
“Easy, easy Merinnia. I can tell you didn’t like him. He is a bit fast. But I can tell you the man has much that we need. He also has tact and discretion. I tried to get him to tell me the name of the client he designed the building for. Even though the guy stiffed him, Riban still wouldn’t reveal who he was or what his intentions were for the building. It is the perfect building for our use. We can manufacture the electronics for the first batch of portals in secret, install the protective device and package it in the manufacturing area. We need someone who can be a front man for us and I think we need him to help us run our business. He also has other uses, if he’s up to it. It doesn’t mean I don’t need you. To do this right, we need a bit bigger team. Trust me on this. I know his type of person. Once you get to know him, I think your opinion will change.”
Merinnia looked at Jan. She came closer to him and bent over to look him straight in the eye. “If I have to trust you, Jan, I guess I can trust anybody,” she pouted, pecking him on the forehead with a kiss and sauntered off to her own room.
Jan smiled. “Patience.” he said out loud. His relationship with Merinnia continued to remain one of sibling familiarity and nothing more. Jan had to restrain himself.How much more patience will I have to exercise? he thought. No way of knowing was his answer. He went back to viewing his news.
The next morning was dark and damp. Jan carried two of the mini-portals in a bag. He looked around the entrance. Riban didn’t fake the shabbiness of the outside. The insides must have been built inside the original run down facade. What a ruse, thought Jan. Riban lightly tapped Jan on the shoulder. Jan turned around in alarm.
“Here I am. Let’s get my demonstration.” Riban took out his unlocking device and the two went into the building. 
“Wait here,” Jan said as he disappeared into the building. Seconds later he reappeared, taking the 50 centimeter square portal out of the sack. He laid it on the floor and made an adjustment. Stand here, Riban.” Jan ordered. 
He set the controls and turned to walk back into the building. Riban could feel a quick rustling of his hair as static electricity built up. Then the scenery changed and he stood looking at Jan. Jan had a smile on his face.
Riban’s jaw hung opened, “What happened?” Riban looked out onto the manufacturing floor.
“You were teleported through my portal.”
“OK, let me see you appear. I’ll wait here.” Riban suggested, his confidence shaken somewhat.
“Be right back. Don’t get close to the portal or it won’t work.” Jan advised as he moved Riban away from the portal and slipped through the door.
Less than a minute later, Riban felt his hair accumulate static electricity. Then, Jan appeared. He walked off of the portal. “Let’s go back to the big office and talk.”
“Yes,” Riban paused, still shaken. “Let’s talk!” The men walked back up the corridor through office area to on of two large offices on the upper floor. The pair spent the next four hours together. When they emerged, both were smiling. Riban nodded his head, “I still have a hard time believing it, but sign me up. I’ll start today.” He shook Jan’s hand and walked out the door. 
Jan retrieved the portals and sat in the open office area. Events were moving along towards their hopefully inevitable conclusion. Now with Riban on the job, Jan would have the time to get the answers that he came back to find. His thoughts continued for another half an hour. He finally rose, hefted the carry bag and left the building, now carrying his own unlocking device.
~
“So my son is back in town and has discovered some mysterious new technology eh, Riban?” Jan’s father looked with sheathed eyes into the communicator. “He has offered you employment? A man such as you can’t be profitably employed by just one company. Am I correct?” The image of Riban shrugged. “Good, I will provide you with 50% more of whatever he offers you. I want you to let me know constantly what the boy does. What about the girl?”
“I don’t know sir,” Riban bowed from the waist. “She is certainly intelligent, yet not sophisticated. That lends credibility to her story of being a farm girl on Gyron III. It is evident that she and Jan are bound together with shared confidences. They are like brother and sister.”
“Humpf. A sister he never had,” Smith said. “Keep your eyes peeled” He leaned over and his image vanished.
Riban, likewise, turned off his viewer. He looked over the device at the figure standing behind it and smiled. “I didn’t expect such lucrative employment with your father, but it will provide an interesting opportunity. You were right in forecasting his concern about your plans. Now, how do we structure our responses to my new employer?”
“I intend to set up two operations. The covert operation, I’ll run downstairs. You will run the open operation and take care of all of my details regarding administration. Merinnia and I will occupy the hidden factory offices until the proper time. You can tell my father everything you want about the open part of our operation. That way, no matter what you do, you can be open about what happens up here and in the warehouse below. Your reputation will remain intact with him until the very end. How does that sound?”
“Just right.”
~
Jan was at the communicator all morning in his new office. In ten weeks, people had been hired, equipment ordered and most of it delivered. Riban, Merinnia and Jan had split up the operation between what they called the upstairs and downstairs part of the business.
Jan developed plans with full cover stories, set up to handle a multitude of questions. Anyone heavily investigating the operation would see just what Jan wanted them to see. 
Just before lunch, he exhaled and rested back in his chair. The office had not been changed from the way Riban had decorated them with the exception of some pictures of a beautiful, but rather primitive planet. Jan wanted Grethia and Diltrant as a constant reminder. Jan arose and went to the door. 
“Merinnia, it’s time to go the planet Wyring in the Phyrgian sector and meet with my mother’s lawyer. He’s retired and I want to meet him face to face. Even with holographic communications, you can’t pick up all of a person’s body language. Mom kept all of the trust information from me for some reason and Rollo Freeman has been successful in evading my questions about it. Hopefully I can get a clue about who sabotaged my ship. Do you want to come with me?”
“I really need to stay here and keep the engineering efforts going. It seems there are always questions our people want and I don’t want you accused of acting like your lawyer.”  She smiled. “We can handle it. I would look upon it as a favor if you left me here by myself to succeed or struggle on my own. You’ve been a great teacher.”
“Ah, you have your father’s blood in you. You are a great student who loves to command. I commend your attitude,” Jan said, bowing to Merinnia in mock fashion. “I should be gone for a few weeks. It depends on what I find. Join me for dinner and I will go over some things I want you to do while I’m gone.”
Merinnia smirked at the command Jan gave her and nodded her head. “I’d love to go out tonight. Something exotic?”
“You’re on!” Jan waved as he took the back way to the transportation hub and on to the office building. 
It will be good to get away from Merinnia for a while,Jan thought as the elevator took him 170 stories up into the sky.We’ve been together for over three months now and I haven’t tired of her one bit. Amazing. Fianna and the others lost their attraction within the first few weeks. Merinnia is different. It seems our friendship continues to grow slowly. I’ll miss being with her…The elevator stopped his rise and his thoughts.
~
It will be good for Jan to be away for a while,thought Merinnia while she was getting ready for dinner. She talked to herself as she stood in front of the full-length mirror in her dressing room. “He has driven me crazy for months. I had a crush on him when I first met him. I discounted my feelings as infatuation. When we went to the Forbidden Continent, he was so gentle with me and with Fosan. Obviously we were a burden for him, but he didn’t act like we were.” She put on her dress while she voiced what was in her mind.
“When he saved my father, he turned into a hero. My infatuation continued. Has my infatuation turned to love? What a crucible for us! What am I to do? I promised Father that I would not get in the way of Jan’s mission. He didn’t have to tell me how. I’ll use this separation as a test for my feelings. Oh, how do I really feel? Frustrated at him, that’s what. He hasn’t regarded me as any more than a sister.” Merinnia felt her emotions swell as tears filled her eyes. 
She clamped her lips together and stamped her feet to regain control of her emotions. Wiping away the tears and makeup, she blinked the tears back and committed to standing tall and working on figuring out her feelings for at least as long as it took Jan to return.
Dinner was difficult for both of them. Both were out of sorts and complained about the service and the food. The restaurant was part of a restaurant section in the middle levels of a housing building. There were thirty restaurants representing thirty different worlds’ cuisines. Jan had picked Elanje, a water covered world where the land consisted of millions of tiny islands covering the surface. The cuisine consisted of food harvested from the sea, for there was only one sea on Elanje. Each table floated on its own pool of water. The table gently rocked with the movements of the occupants. The sky was projected on the ceiling and clouds moved constantly overhead. There was a diurnal cycle of an hour, a clichéd effect, but it added to the atmosphere. The little island tables gave an exotic feel to the restaurant. The scented water added to the exotic sensation.
The effect should have been relaxing, but the anticipation of the separation bothered Merinnia to no end. They continued to struggle as they discussed a number of details to be seen to during Jan’s absence. Over dessert Merinnia took advantage of a lull in all of the instructions Jan had nervously delivered and said, “I will miss you, Jan.” Her hand reached across the table. 
Jan took it and finally got out, “I’ll miss you, too. But we can look at this as a test of how well you have adapted to this kind of life.” 
The tender moment passed with what Jan probably thought of as a compliment, but Merinnia felt slighted.With this kind of life, me adapt? Of course I can handle it. Who does he think he is, with his condescension, she thought. She could sense anger swelling in her breast. She had to let it out.
“Well, you know, I can adapt just fine!” With that she slammed her napkin down and jumped up. Emotions began to rule her actions. Her motion set the table rocking as she jumped off their little platform leaving a bewildered Jan grasping the table for stability.
“What brought that on?” she heard Jan said out loud as she fled from the restaurant.
~~~
 



 
Chapter 37
 


 
 
Wyring’s sky cast a tinge of green over the entire world. The landscape was overly lush  at sea level and the temperature and humidity that felt unbearable at the lower altitudes, but became ideal at the higher elevations. Most of the large cities of the planet were above 2,000 meters. Where the heavy atmosphere thinned to a zone more conducive to human habitation. 
Rollum Freemen, had moved to Wyring to retire shortly after Efrena Smith’s death. Jan knew his mother trusted Rollo when she set up the trusts and he knew that after Freeman’s early retirement, he wanted to be an outdoorsman. 
A bit higher up in the mountain ranges, the fishing was phenomenal. The aquatic life of Wyring was primitive and small. Settlers had brought fish with them to stock the streams and the fish had fit right into the ecosystem. Freemen had told Jan, on more than one occasion, that he had retired in heaven, but Jan had never visited before.
Jan first landed at Wyring City spaceport. His autodoc prepared him for the planet with information from his newly-updated database on Wyring. He went through customs and registered his ship for local transportation on the planet, and then Jan took off for Dystrea, a remote area of the planet where his mother’s lawyer had settled. The remoteness brought to mind Gyron III and the Wankle’s. An emotional tug shot through him as the memory popped into his mind. 
He landed at the town and inquired how he could reach Mr. Freemen. His instructions were simple. It seems Mr. Freemen spent quite a bit on his retirement home and the locals all knew where he lived. Jan called ahead and left a message, Freemen was evidently out enjoying his retirement. Jan decided he could wait at Freemen’s place as easily as anywhere else.
Jan landed on the groomed field in front of Freemen’s house. There was a spacecraft significantly larger than Jan’s on a landing pad large enough for the two ships. Rollo must have made more money than Jan thought to afford a cruiser like that. Good, that means he must be here, thought Jan, as he landed his ship and walked out. 
At this time of year, the weather remained hot and somewhat humid, even at this altitude. The tall trees were fir-like with sparse underbrush. As Jan flew in, he noticed many streams and small lakes. Freemen’s house was the stereotypical cabin in a remote area, made out of the local wood, but on a rather grand scale. Jan noticed the niceties of civilization, photochromic glass, security systems, communications antennae, and solar power grids on the roof. These were crafted so as not to take away from the rustic look of the home. 
Jan walked up the six steps to the elevated porch and pressed the comm button. A face appeared on the holoscreen. The background was a lake. Obviously Freemen held a phone in front of his face. 
“Yes? Jan! Sorry I didn’t answer, I fought with a fish. My you’ve changed. You look all grown up. I didn’t expect you for a few more days from your message. I’m fishing and Royanne’s out. I’ll let you in the house.” The picture shifted as Rollo sent the signal to let Jan inside. “There is an extra phone on a little table in the hallway. Take it and set the homing signal to setting 17. Follow it to me. I’m a not quite two miles to the east of the house. If you want to join me fishing, the right hand closet has a few rods. I’ve got all the tackle you’ll need with me. Come on and fish. You can eat what you catch for dinner. See you soon.” Freemen was off the air before Jan had a chance to respond. 
Jan opened the door after he heard the click unlocking it. He found the phone, went to the closet and picked a rod and reel out of a rack that held over ten sets. He set the phone for seek and when he picked up Freemen’s signal, he followed it, finding a path that led in the general direction.
As Jan walked, he enjoyed getting some exercise again. His start-up activities on Impollon were grueling, but had left him without time for any physical activity. The walk reminded him of trudging around Diltrant. It was strange, he thought, how Diltrant would constantly come to his mind. What an experience that was. Then his thoughts turned to Merinnia. Why had she acted that way when he left? He really had hit some kind of sore spot. But Jan was confused since he had mentioned the same kinds of things before and there was no reaction. There must be something else, but Jan couldn’t solve the problem while he walked uphill towards Freemen. 
The signal continued to get stronger. He went over a little rise to find a small lake. There on the far shore stood Freemen casting his line into the water. Jan called and waved. Freemen waved back. In a few minutes, Jan shook hands with his late mother’s attorney. Freemen was a tall spare man. Even with his white hair, the man still looked vigorous. The creases on his face were as much from outdoor activities as age. Jan always though Rollo was a bit of a dour person, but now he looked remarkably content. He wore a tan fishing vest over a plaid coverall, the legs of which were tucked into knee-length plastic boots. He obviously loved the ancient art of fishing. The large open tackle box by his feet was filled with an array of flies, lures and fishing tools.
“It’s good of you to come all this way, Jan” Freemen said. “Let’s get you rigged up and we can talk while we fish.” Jan handed him his pole and Freemen expertly set up Jan’s line with a lure. “You fish that way and I’ll dip my hook in the water over here. Have you fished with lures before?”
“Yes, I learned how to fish when I went through Space Quest training a few years ago. It was a survival course, but the instructor liked to fish, so we learned more than just putting a line in the water with a hook. I never did catch much.”
“No matter. This is a wonderful fishing spot. I generally catch a few to eat and throw the rest back. Just throw the line out and reel it in slowly.” Freemen cast his line out and started to reel it in. Nothing. 
Jan cast his line out and reeled in and got a bite, but no fish. He started his inquiries. “Mr. Freemen?”
“Rollo, Jan. Everyone calls me Rollo. You know that.” the lawyer chided Jan calmly and with a smile.
“OK. Rollo. When do I get control of my trust?”
“That’s getting right to the point. Speaking of the point, wait a minute.” Rollo flicked his rod and began to fight with a fish. The battle lasted for a few minutes. Jan could see the fish jump out of the water. It was at least twenty-five centimeters long and looked to be very strong. Jan could see the excitement on the man’s face. This was something Rollo obviously enjoyed. Freemen took the hook out of the struggling fish’s mouth and let it swim back to be caught another day. 
“Right now the trust is in dispute. A lawyer from Trigate has sought an injunction. A shell corporation has initiated the action, so I don’t know who is behind it. I have thought of researching to find the individuals involved, but haven’t gotten around to it. As you know, I’m essentially retired and just tie up loose ends of old cases from time to time. Your mother’s trust is one of them. Another few months without your return and you could have been declared legally dead.”
“Legally dead? I didn’t know I was gone that long.”
“You weren’t. Watch your line, you’ve got a fish looking at it.”
“I do?” Jan asked. Then he felt the fish strike. Jan snapped his wrist in quick response and Jan had a fight of his own. He forgot all except the battle between the fish and himself as he reeled the struggling fish in. It had a lot of fight. At the end, the line snapped and the fish, with a lure probably still in his mouth, escaped. “Wow. That was quite a fight. I don’t remember anything like that before!”
“That’s the “lure” of Wyring.” Rollo grinned.  “I love it here. Great fishing. Give me your rod and I’ll put another on it. You were asking about your legal death?”
“Yes. That’s it. I sort of forgot my question. How long do I have to be gone? I thought it was a standard seven years.”
“Normally, yes. But this third party entered evidence that you were trapped in hyperspace and were presumed dead. Not missing. The legal rules on monitored accidents are different.”
“Wow. When did the clock stop?” Jan asked.
“When you registered your ship on your departure from Gyron III. That established your existence once more. The central registry noted your activity and the clock stopped. I imagine you disappointed a few people. The action to dissolve the trust slowed up considerably after your existence made it to the central registry. The petition has been stayed at present, I should imagine. In cases like this, monitoring of the central registry is standard practice.” 
“I didn’t know such things were monitored?”
“Oh yes. Something the ancients coined as “Big Brother watching”. The central registry is notified of missing persons and actions against them for just these circumstances. Departures and arrivals at spaceports are all entered into the registry to track individual’s movements. Most situations are handled automatically. When your ship never registered at your next Space Quest destination, it was assumed that an accident happened. The claimants claimed that it was a hyperspace accident. Your Space Quest progress transmission you made when you entered hyperspace was recorded and when the planned exit point was devoid of any sign of your ship it was assumed you were lost. You didn’t register anywhere else, so, the claimants had a point.”
“What did you do about it?” 
“I haven’t had to do anything about it. I was notified of your return as the trustee and expected you would be getting around to visiting me. Which you are doing now.” Rollo smiled and gave Jan his rod back. He raised his eyebrows anticipating Jan’s next question.
An element of doubt crept into Jan’s mind. He didn’t think the dismissal of the claim was as casual as Rollo seemed to take it. “Can you dispose of the petition?” Jan said.
“Certainly. I can get it dismissed with a phone call. Just fish for a little bit and you can hear me take care of it.” Rollo chuckled the chuckle of a man at peace with himself. No more would circumstances rule Rollo Freemen. 
“The sooner the better.” said Jan. “Wait! How can I find out who’s behind the action? Would it be better in place for a little while so I could discover who is behind it?” Jan was tempted to tell him about his Grethian backwater but decided not to. “My ship was tampered with. I have proof it was. I had a very special computer installed. Because of special programming, I automatically exited hyperspace above Gyron III, but I had barely enough power to land safely in the boondocks before it was gone. Someone did sabotaged my ship and that someone may be out to eliminate me at another time.”
“I can see your point.” Rollo conceded. “We can hold off challenging the petition for just a little while. It’s a moot point anyway, since you are already registered as being back, I can still submit an affidavit over my phone confirming your return to the trust.” The man talked into his phone claiming Jan’s existence and restated that proof of his registry at the time of his departure from Gyron III could be verified.
“Let’s catch dinner and we’ll talk some more.” Rollo put his phone in his pocket and picked up his rod. “I haven’t kept any today. Now it’s time to get serious. Put that line in the water!”
~
“How is your fish?” Rollo asked.
“My compliments to the chef!” Jan exclaimed as he nodded his head to Mrs. Freemen, who had returned from her shopping expedition while the two men conversed and caught fish at the lake.
Mrs. Royanne Freemen was an interesting looking woman. The wonders of cosmetic surgery made her look like a vigorous woman in her early forties. Jan knew she was at least in her mid-sixties. Her dark hair framed a face that was just short of full with a firm, pointed chin. Her most startling feature, and the one that had always stuck Jan was very light, piercing blue eyes. They were almost a luminous white. Her eyes always seemed to be burning holes through whatever they gazed upon. Jan also remembered her looks did not match her personality. Despite the woman’s imposing demeanor, she generally exhibited a very light and airy sense of humor.
“You two. I have to cook enough fish with just Rollo, the rascal. Now I come home and I have to cook more!” she laughed. “My biggest challenge is coming up with different ways to fix the things. It wouldn’t be so bad if Rollo could cook half as well as he can fish. Our autocook doesn’t do justice to fresh fish, so it’s up to me. Luckily, I can always find good recipes on our infonet. The recipe I used came from Gyron III. I found it just for you.” she gave Jan a warm look. “Did you ever taste similar fare while you were there?”
“No, I, uh, landed in a very remote area. My ship had just enough power to find a little valley. The person I stayed with for most of my time didn’t know much about cooking for others.”
“You stayed with a woman all that time? That sounds interesting. I doubt your mother would approve.”
Jan smiled. “I stayed at a farmhouse. The young woman was the remaining daughter of a family that had been wiped out by a local disease. They ran out of power and couldn’t seek help that was weeks away on foot. There are very remote areas on the planet where you can be totally isolated. You can find places like that on Wyring, I suppose. Since my own ship had no power, I couldn’t leave. I didn’t have a map. She did, but when I landed it was harvest time, so I stayed to help her do it and just sort of enjoyed a quiet life for a few seasons.”
“I’m amazed the woman didn’t turn into an animal after a traumatic thing like that,” Royanne said.
“Her family is buried there. Sometimes some disease or plague can come out of the forests and do some damage to the human population. She was the only survivor of her family. I was in no hurry to be rediscovered with my “accident” and all, so I stayed with her throughout the winter and helped her get back some sanity. She became a little strange living by herself all that time. Her name is Merinnia, Merinnia Wankle. She’s quite pretty. It turns out she’s rather intelligent and we are working together on my current project.”
“That’s a nice name. Are the both of you an item?” Rollo asked.
“No, more like brother and sister. When we were alone together, we came across an ancient site and we found some startling technology. She has agreed to help me develop it further and has come to Impollon IV with me to help commercialize it.”
“What kind of technology did you find on a planet as backward as Gyron III?” asked Royanne.
“I shouldn’t be telling you this, but our find has to do with instant transportation. Some would call it teleportation.”
“Now that’s the stuff of legends.” Rollo dryly announced. “I’ve heard  legends about the ancients having teleportation, but I don’t believe it. I’ve heard all sorts of things since I was a little kid.”
“If you promise not to tell anyone, would you like a demonstration?” Jan asked. He could see the interest in his host and hostess perk up. The look in Rollo’s eyes sent a warning prickling on the back of his neck. 
“Oh, yes!” Royanne exclaimed. Rollo tried to look a little dubious but one could see he was very, very interested.
“The effect is much better during daylight.” Jan extemporized. Something felt wrong somehow. He felt he should delay his demonstration. “We can do it in the morning when the sun is up. You’ll be impressed.”
Jan accepted an invitation to spend the night in the house rather than on his ship. While Rollo was clearing up the dishes, Royanne showed Jan to his room.
“Rollo might not clean up half as good as he can fish, but that’s good enough for me,” she said. 
Jan went out to his ship and retrieved his things. The night was beautiful and bright. No clouds. Clear sky, Brilliant stars. Which one was Grethia? No way of knowing, unless he asked the computer and that took all the magic out of it.
In the ship, he picked up two small sound pickups. He couldn’t deny a feeling of suspicion. He set the frequencies to that specified by his computer, got his things, locked his ship and set up some visual security. On his way to the house, he felt like he was prepared. He didn’t know what for, but he felt better being cautious.
“Nightcap?” Rollo asked as he greeted Jan coming down the stairs after stowing his belongings in a guest room. Rollo led him into the living room. Just like a comfortable cabin, there were overstuffed chairs, a book-lined wall. The antique books must have cost a fortune, and to top it all off, a blazing fire in the fireplace. Jan was certain that had more effect on others than it had to Jan, who had just spent over a year on a planet where there was little else available for heat.
“Sure, anything you suggest would be fine as long as it’s rather light.”
Royanne came billowing in wearing a pink satiny robe and bare feet. Jan glanced at her feet. They were definitely more her own age. “So how has it been for you since Peggy died?”
“Mom?” Jan said.
Royanne nodded as she gave Jan a drink. It had been a long time since he had heard her mother called by her nickname. “It’s been more lonely. I hadn’t lived with her for some time, but you know, like I said at the funeral, we were all the other really had. She was an only child, Grandma and Grandpa Deshine were dead before I was born. No close relatives. Dad had long disowned us. But I had some friends that helped me through. Somehow after Mom’s death, I gradually let them go. I haven’t developed any close relationships since then. The women in my life have been fleeting relationships.”
“This Merinnia? Have you a close relationship with her?” Rollo asked probingly.
“I don’t know. She comes from such a different background. I certainly have feelings for her.” Jan paused and looked down into his drink. “I shouldn’t be telling you all of this. It’s very boring for you, I’m sure.”
“No, no, no.” demurred Royanne. “Please go on. I like hearing about you. Rollo and I have always been concerned about you since Peggy left us. Even before. You probably need someone to talk to anyway” she remarked consolingly.
“Humph,” Jan said. “I guess I saw something there, when I discovered the Wankle’s graves. They were the farmers. Uh, Merinnia’s parents. She survived because she is very intelligent and very bright. Living by herself all that time makes her a little backward in some ways, but since we have been working on our project together, I have grown rather fond of her. It hasn’t been a physical relationship. Like I said, we treat each other as brother and sister, yet when I think of her, it’s not really like a brother.” Jan smiled, groping for more words but gave up. “I guess that’s it.”
Royanne walked over to Jan and sat on the floor by his chair and patted him on the wrist. “Sounds like it will develop into something wonderful, Jan.” He continued to hear far-off warning bells.
“Rollo, we never did get around to discussing my trust.”
“Well, I’ve been listening to you pouring your heart out to my beloved and suddenly realize I’m very tired.” Rollo replied through heavy lidded eyes. “Let’s discuss it right after tomorrow’s demonstration. That way we will both be anticipating the morning.”
“I guess, I’ll be going up to bed then,” smiled Jan. “Good night to you both,” he said as he rose from his comfortable chair. As he rose, he stumbled and put a bug under the side table. 
“Are you all right?” Royanne asked.
“Probably just the altitude and my getting up too fast. I’m all right. Do you mind if I get a glass of water from the kitchen for tonight?” Jan asked.
“Sure, help yourself,” Rollo said, looking a little more alert. 
Jan walked back to the kitchen. He looked around. Fully equipped for conventional food preparation, with synthesis equipment and for archaic food preparation with a stove, microwave and refrigerator/freezer. He found the cupboard with glasses, filled it with water from the tap and placed bug number two under the kitchen table.
“Goodnight!” He called from the hallway into the living room as he ascended the stairs. 
Jan stared at the ceiling as he lay on his back on the bed in his room, hands tucked behind his head. What information would he receive in the morning? What was going on? Twice he tried to get Mr. Freemen to tell him about the trust and twice he changed the subject. He shook his head. These people were people his mother knew and trusted. They were like an aunt and uncle to him. Why this feeling that something was wrong? Why were alarms going off in his head? He didn’t have the answer., but he abhorred the implication. 
Merinnia came unbidden into his thoughts.I kept up my pretense with them about Merinnia and Gyron III. Merinnia. What are you doing right now? I wish you were here with me. Do you like to fish? Would you like a cabin? Especially if it had a viewer or all of those lovely books?Jan slid off into uneasy dreams of Merinnia being upset with him in Rollo’s living room, throwing books at him.
Jan lay in bed awhile after he heard both Rollo and Royanne’s voices downstairs in the early morning. More data, he lamented. More rope for them to hang themselves? That last thought disturbed him. Were they involved in the conspiracy to do away with him? No. Jan dismissed the thought. He put it down to the ugly feeling that he got from Wyring’s green sky.
Jan performed his morning clean-up and dressed slowly. He descended the stairs and found Rollo and Royanne at the kitchen table enjoying the end of breakfast.
“We went ahead and fixed breakfast. Didn’t want to disturb you.” Rollo said. “Hope you had a good night’s sleep. Everything was comfortable, I trust?”
“Yes, thanks Rollo. Strange planets. Well, not strange, but new planets often keep me awake awhile, but that wonderful dinner and that nightcap took any edge off of my sleep. It was a blissful night, thank you.” Jan said as pleasantly as he could, ending his comments with a warm smile.
“I hate to impose and be a bad hostess, but Rollo and I always take a walk around the place in the morning after breakfast. Would you mind eating by yourself? We won’t be long. Then maybe we can have that demonstration?” Royanne asked anxiously.
“Sure. I’m very used to eating by myself. It will be a treat in such a well-equipped and interesting kitchen as this. I can’t believe how wonderful your house is, Rollo. This kitchen, your books. So rustic, yet it is all modern underneath.” Jan complimented his host.
“Retirement is a blessing, when you can finally spend the ill-gotten gains you have spent your life bleeding from your clients, har, har.” Rollo said jokingly.
A chill went through Jan he barely concealed as he tried to laugh along with Rollo.
“Just joking, lad.” Rollo apologized. “My life savings are in this house and we love it.”
Your life savings probably wouldn’t have bought that spacecraft, thought Jan as he waved to the pair when they left out the kitchen door to a back porch and on down a path. He reached down underneath the table and pulled off bug number two. He quickly went into the living room and retrieved the first sound device. Then he sat down and began to devour the breakfast Royanne had given him. All of this waiting had made Jan hungry. 
When he had finished, he put the plate in the disposer and went out to his ship. He noticed new footprints around the ship and shook his head. Then he unlocked the ship and went in. His first stop was to the autodoc for a check-up. He was relieved to find out the Freemen’s did not fill him with poison. 
The visual security showed that at first light Rollo and Royanne had made a visit to his ship to see if it was unlocked. Rollo even tried a universal key to use on the door. It didn’t work, of course. Jan began to have a pain in the pit of his stomach. It hurt to know these former family friends had betrayed him.
He instructed the computer to playback the conversations from bug one and listened in.
 
“What are we going to do, Rollo? I never liked getting into this mess with Jan.”




“Don’t give me that, Royanne. Look what we have here and out there. We can go anywhere, do anything. You know how much I love this place. Artis and Peggy have made this possible. I just wish Trimpnell had given us some instructions. He just said keep our eyes and ears open and don’t talk to him about the trust. I had to put a stop on his petition. But I didn’t have much choice about that. The registry pretty much killed that approach to get control of the assets, anyway.”




“The poor boy. He is obviously smitten with his country girl. I just wish he would have stayed there and married that Merinnia and not come back. Everybody would be better off.” Royanne lamented.




“I know. I nearly hate myself for what we’re doing, but the trust and Trimpnell have paid extremely well. I’ve got the trust so messed up, he’ll never know he owns more than a third of Smith Mercantile. As long as he stays away from Rexalt II and the bank there, he’ll never pick up the trail. I’ve got the trust set up to give him an annuity of 300,000 credits per year. It’s only a pittance of what the trust really earns, but he’ll never know that. I’ll bet the spaceship ate up the three million his mother left him in cash. We shouldn’t have to worry, he’s taken care of. And we’re taken care of and everybody’s happy.” Rollo yawned. “You know I really am tired. How about you and me going up stairs and calling it a day. I need a night’s rest before Jan’s demonstration tomorrow. I can’t believe he really has teleportation. Even Artis will pay dearly for that information. Come, my dear.” 




 
Jan heard the rustling of furniture. Surprisingly, a few loud kisses and a giggle from Royanne as the sounds faded to nothing. 
Bug number two began with kitchen noises. Then Rollo came down and asked how his wife was and what was for breakfast. Then more information…
 
“While you’ve been down here, I had a conversation with Trimpnell. That cocky pig commanded me to poison Jan right on the spot. Can you imagine that? It’s no mystery who tried to sabotage Jan’s boat. I can’t believe that family. All the mean genes must come from Josie. Not only are her children half as smart as Jan, and I know Artis can be mean, but he’s a saint compared to that bunch.”





“Biting the hand that feeds, Rollo?” Royanne’s voice sang.





“No, just getting the bad taste out of my mouth. It needs washing from time to time. I talked down Trimpnell’s murderous urges and promised a complete report on the teleportation device and continued obfuscation of the trust details. They seem to know something about what he’s doing and where his headquarters are.”





“Can you keep Jan in the dark? After all, this is why he came here.”





“Darling, you are married to a lawyer, and a damned good one. I will put a million credits into Jan’s account to keep him happy. That should keep you in my good graces at the same time.”





 
Jan heard laughter. Talk turned to the day’s fishing after Jan had arrived and Royanne’s next shopping expedition off planet within the next week.
Jan sat there shocked. The disappointment made his head spin. The duplicity! Well, he’d give the Freemen’s something to report about. He arose and took out a couple of mini-portals and exited the ship. 
He set the first one, burying it in the dirt just off of the landing pad and set the other and took it in the house. 
Rollo and his wife weren’t back yet. Jan was killing time looking at the book collection. The word “Grethia” caught his eye in a title. The title was “Grethia and Other Ancient Planets”. Taking the book down he opened it. The book was a history of ancient planets. Grethia was evidently a legend two thousand years ago when the book Jan was holding was printed. 
It was described as a mystery planet out of the mainstream of the empire. As Jan scanned the few pages on the Grethian legend, he realized that very little was known about Merinnia’s world. By Jan’s time, Grethia wasn’t even a legend. As he continued to flip the pages, Rollo came in the room.
“There you are Jan. Found an interesting book?”
“Actually, I have. This is a book about legendary worlds. I thought it might give me some background on my discovery.”
“Did you find anything?”
“Yes. Do you suppose I could borrow this for a while? Merinnia might find it interesting. She likes books. The Wankle’s had a few locally made ones that she read again and again. When I found her, she had been living without power for quite some time. She has been stuck to a viewer ever since I showed her how to use one. Maybe she would like to read this. I promise to return it.”
“Jan,” Rollo said putting a hand on Jan’s shoulder, “consider it a gift for old time’s sake.”
“I really appreciate that. Thanks, Mr. Freemen.”
“Rollo”
“Right, Rollo.” Jan said. With the money he probably skimmed off of the trust, Rollo’d probably be happy to give Jan the whole library.
“Jan, can we have our demonstration?” Royanne said breathlessly as she rushed into the room after changing out of her hiking clothes.
“Sure” Jan said amiably. “See this portal?” He picked the portal off of the seat of a chair. He laid it on the ground and placed the ancient book on it. “Now step aside. It either won’t work if you are too close or you will go with the book.”
Jan pressed a stud and stepped quickly away. The familiar buildup of energy nearly stood Jan’s hair up. He looked at the focused faces of his hosts as their eyebrows rose at the feeling in the room. Then the book vanished and the power dissipated as the portal resumed its standby status. He looked at Rollo and Royanne’s stunned faces. 
“Where did it go?” Rollo said. Royanne merely nodded with a stunned look on her face.
“Out here.” The two followed Jan out to the landing field where the book lay on the ground above the portal. “See?”
“I can’t believe it.” Royanne said, clapping her hands. “Can people use it?”
“Sure we all can. Step over here.” He enjoyed seeing the discomfort on their faces. 
“Not me,” Rollo walked away from the portal and towards the house.
“I’ll go.” Royanne said, giggling. “If you can put these in stores, I won’t have to take the aircar into town for expeditions.”
Jan told Rollo to go into the hallway in sight of both portals. Royanne shivered in anticipation. He leaned down and pressed the stud then held Royanne’s hand. The power build-up, then instantly standing in the living room, was a familiar feeling to Jan. 
“Now you can’t tell anyone about this.” Jan gave them a stern warning. “I’ve got engineers working on replicating these things, but the ancients put self-destruct mechanisms on them. We found a few of these on Gyron III. When we started to have our technicians reverse-engineer them one of them was destroyed and took the techs with it. They just sort of winked out of existence. I think we’ve just about got the workaround, so our plan is to introduce these within six months. Pretty amazing, huh?”
“Amazing doesn’t describe it.” Rollo said drily. Royanne was nearly jumping out of her skin in excitement.
“Now what about the trust?” redirected Jan.
“Well, the trust is a little complicated. Your mother used a number of lawyers, including me, to bury the trust so Artis wouldn’t fool with it. I don’t know where the annuity comes from, but it amounts to about a third of a million credits per year.”
“Three hundred thousand credits? That’s more than I thought!” Jan said overcoming the nauseous feeling the trusted friend’s lie created. “I had no idea the trust could generate that much more income!”
“Yes. You can see why someone would try to wrest it away from you. I had put a million credits into your account for purposes of funding the defense for the petition, but now you can use it to further your business, if you choose.”
While skimming my annuity while you receive further payment from Artis and Trimpnell, thought Jan. “That’s where the money came from. I wondered about how my account grew in just a year. I appreciate that. It made my re-entry into civilization much easier. I admit that I have used some of the funds since to fund my efforts.” Jan admitted. “How can I unravel the maze?” Jan asked, not eager to explain his actions.
“Leave it to me.” Rollo replied. “I can work on it between fishing trips.” He laughed. Jan forced a laugh in return. 
“Do you think you can put my next year’s advance in my accounts? I would like to use the money to complete the introduction of the portals. Now that I know what I can be expecting, I need to get back to Impollon IV and back to my labs. You mustn’t tell anyone about the portals.” 
They both agreed. Jan disappeared upstairs to retrieve his things and found the two talking on their porch.
Jan shook Rollo’s hand and hugged Royanne. He thought as they made their farewells, walking out to the landing pad, that even in their plotting against them, they hadn’t really tried to harm him. They had even expressed some concern for him, although he knew they were exhibiting much more concern for themselves.
He left in a depressed state, sad that her mother’s friends had deserted her and him.
~~~
 



 
Chapter 38
 


 
 
As Jan took off and went into orbit around Wyring, he thought about his next stop, Rexalt II. Which bank? As he finished asking the computer to take him to Rexalt, he picked up the ancient tome. 
Grethia, he mused. He began to read in more detail and laughed at the fanciful legend. How different from the way things really were. He got thirty pages into the book and faded away into a deep sleep.
The computer woke Jan up. “A call from Merinnia Wankle on the hypernet.” announced the disembodied voice. 
Jan woke up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Carefully, he closed the book and went to a viewscreen.This must be important, thought Jan. The screen fuzzed up then cleared to reveal a slightly disheveled Merinnia in his downstairs office. 
“Jan, someone broke into the offices just an hour ago. The alarms all went off. Four mini-portals are gone and the rest of the upstairs lab is half destroyed. They set off an explosive device.” Merinnia broke into sobs. “I’m sorry, it’s the middle of the night here. Riban woke me up and I don’t know what to do!”
“Is Riban there?” Jan asked calmly.
“No, he’s upstairs with emergency services and the police.”
“Was there any damage to our hidden level?”
“No, of course not.” she sniffed. Jan loved to see the sobs. He realized how much he missed being there with her.
“I’ve got my own bad news. It appears my mother’s lawyer is really in the employ of my father and his family, namely my step brother Trimpnell.”
“No! You told me he was a trusted family friend. How could he?” Tears were replaced with a look of concern on her shocked face.
“You should see their house and spaceship. They’ve been set up well for their retirement. However, I did get more information. I’ll be gone a little longer. I have a trail to follow. My mother left me a lot more than I realize. This might change our strategy, but I can’t say any more. Tell Riban to continue on all fronts. Make sure you say ‘all fronts’. You’re absolutely sure they didn’t penetrate our lower level?”
“No. I checked and double-checked all of our security. Everything was intact.”
“Good. Hopefully, their technicians will get their hands bitten when they begin to take apart the portals. I made sure they were warned about the self-destruct feature. I’ll see you soon. Take care of yourself and don’t worry. It’s not time to worry yet. I miss you.” Jan said as he signed off cutting the transmission. He was surprised the comment came out about missing Merinnia. He really did miss her. He remembered the comment Royanne said about being smitten. 
~
     “I miss you, too, Jan.” Merinnia said to the blank screen. Her already tear-filled eyes began to send more tears down her face. After a bit, she sat straight up and wiped her tears and collected herself while waiting for Riban’s report.
~
Rexalt II served for millennia as a central administration planet. Close to an old, dim sun, it sat at a point in space where a great deal of traffic crossed paths. The world, covered with buildings, had very little open space. Jan’s profile told him the sun would die out in fifty thousand years. He had visited Rexalt II once with his mother, probably as she set up her trust. He was only about ten at the time and remembered little except how big the sun looked in the sky when they first landed, yet how dim the light was.
On his way in, Jan checked with the computer to inquire how many banks there were on Rexalt II. Over seven thousand was the answer. Was this a needle in the proverbial haystack? He checked the decontamination procedure to find there was none required. How was he going to find the right bank? Jan discounted going back to Wyring and trying to get the information from Rollo Freemen. That would open up too many questions for the opposition. 
Opposition, thought Jan. There really was opposition to him. To him as an individual, but more to the point, a huge chunk of Smith Mercantile stock was his and others wanted it enough to murder. Artis and his mother must have split the stock when they divorced. No wonder his father’s second family showed such animosity towards him. 
He sat back and tried to remember his trip when he was ten. He remembered the sun. It was still huge. He remembered it rolled all the way around the horizon. That meant the bank was on a pole. What time of year was it? They left Impollon when it was cold and in the middle of winter. He remembered going from darkness to light. He called the computer up and had it compare the seasons on both planets when he was ten. He came up with a match. It must have been the south pole.
He then called up all of the banks that were located where the sun would barely show all day long. There were thirty-four banks in that radius. That was more manageable. He thought a bit and ran a search on the banks for cultural and planetary specialties. There were fourteen that specialized in Impollonian clients. Another search revealed eight of the banks were large enough to handle a large trust the size of his mother’s. From seven thousand banks to eight in about 10 minutes, thought Jan. Smiling to himself, he asked for instructions to land at the south pole spaceport. 
The south pole spaceport was a somber affair. The terminal was blown concrete that had been allowed to turn almost black with dirt. Like everything else on the planet, it had a nearly derelict look about it. The sky was a dim orange around the horizon. It was now the dark season where the sun never rose in the sky. On his walk to the terminal, Jan had to set the warmth on his clothing a little higher. Papers and debris clung to his clothes as a cold wind provided the only animation Jan could see. People moved so slowly, even in the frigid weather.
Upon entering the port, Jan went to the exchange desk. “I’d like a few thousand credits in the local exchange.”
“What will you be exchanging?” a young man asked flatly.
“Impollon credits on my card. What is the current rate?”
“About 1.53 Impollon credits per Rexalt dollar. However, I don’t have that much cash. You’ll have to go somewhere else.”
“Isn’t this an exchange booth? How can you run out of cash?” an exasperated Jan Smith asked.
“I don’t really care. It doesn’t make a difference to me.”
“I’ll take whatever you’ve got. I have business in town. I’ll get more cash later.” Jan said.
“If you say so,” the man said without emotion. “I can get you 350 dollars. Do you have the credit card?”
Jan handed it over and observed the lackadaisical way the man went about his business. Jan hurriedly walked over to the Traveler’s Bureau.
“I’d like to find a hotel that will take credits. I plan on being here a week,” he asked. 
“Just a moment,” an elderly lady dressed in a dreary dark brown dress. About five interminable minutes later after she slowly pecked her way on a keyboard in front of a holoscreen, “I have two you can choose from. Enjoy your stay.” she said unenthusiastically, gave him the printout and turned away from Jan to sit down and look in another direction.
What a place! These people were the most morose lot, he had ever seen. Everyone moved so slowly, as if every effort hurt. He walked out of the terminal and hired an automated taxi to take him to the first hotel on the list.
Jan looked up at the hotel. It was made out of stone that might have been pink at one point. Now it was a dark gray, colorless facade. The design would have been interesting if it was clean, but even the windows were filthy and dull. Jan shrugged at the sight. This must be typical for Rexalt, he now thought, as he entered the dreary lobby. He didn’t remember the slow pace of the populace as a child.
The woman at the check-in desk processed Jan’s room. Jan paid an advance with his most of his cash and signed in under the name Garst Bloodin. Two noble names, he thought. He smiled as he laid the dollars on the counter. 
“Thanks,” sighed the woman.
“Is anything wrong?” 
“Anything wrong? Only the planet is dying. What’s the use of being positive when the planet is dying.” 
“This planet won’t die for another fifty thousand years. You and all of your progeny won’t be around by then. Why all the gloom?” Jan asked barely suppressing a smile.
“We are all gloomy because the sun will implode and our dead bodies will be consumed.”
“Dry away your tears. You won’t have to worry.”
“What else is there to do?” she gave Jan an incomprehensible look of despair.
Jan shook his head and walked away. A young man slowly joined him while Jan held the door open. On the elevator, the man sighed.
“Does everybody sigh on this planet?” Jan said with a touch of irritation to his voice, his humor gone with the realization everyone on the planet felt this way.
“Well, with the sun imploding and all, yes.” said the young man.
“How do you get anything done if you are waiting for the event to occur fifty thousand years from now.”
“It’s fate. We must make our living so we and our children can make enough to fly off the planet.”
“And when do you plan on doing that? In forty thousand years or so you can give yourself plenty of time before the end?”
“Now you’re making fun of me.”
“You’re making fun of yourself” Jan said as got off the elevator.
The rooms were adequate, but like everything else on Rexalt, a little seedy. None of these people would be here when the sun died. Why didn’t they do something to make their lives a little better? He was sure this culture had been sighing for a long time and would for an even longer time to come. 
He powered up his phone and linked with his ship’s computer. At least the infonet operated at a decent speed. He called up the list of banks to investigate and sat back to figure out just what his approach would be. A little craftiness seemed in order.
The next day after two uninspired meals eaten in the hotel, Jan took his list and went out into the chill air of the southern winter. His perusal in the planet’s infonet revealed nothing about his accounts. However, the banks on his initial list grew by one in an afternoon and evening of searching. The banks opened during normal business hours.
Yasmic Defence, Limited was the first bank Jan entered. Jan’s first dour encounter of the day was with a secretary. The girl was young and would have been pretty if the sourness had been removed. She wore a medium gray dress with a touch of dark red color bordering her high neckline and cuffs. Her lipstick was also a dark red bordering on black. It did not match her fair hair and skin. Jan didn’t have a clue what was fashionable on Rexalt. This culture had nothing to do with normalcy, he concluded while he waited for fifteen minutes to get her to recognize him.
“Yes, I am looking for the bank that is the custodian of my trust. I remember coming to Rexalt’s south pole when I was little while my mother set up a trust for me. I want to find it to see what my principal is. Do you have records of trusts set up 15 to 20 years ago? 
“May I have your name and your mother’s name and the current trustee?” Jan wrote them down on the slip of paper that slowly made its way across the young woman’s desk. She took the paper away and went to a man sitting in a desk against the back of the wall behind a waist-high counter. They conferred in whispers for a while. The man gave Jan a disagreeable look, then addressed himself to a keyboard and screen. A few minutes later he came to Jan, who had by now gotten up from his seat by the secretary’s desk and was reviewing the promotional literature of the bank. Somber and boring.
“Mr. Smith?” the man touched Jan’s elbow. “I’m afraid I can’t help you. We have no such record of dealings with your mother or the trustee.”
“Can you point me to someone who could help me?” he responded.
“No, I’m sorry, we have enough trouble keeping track of our own accounts with the impending destruction and all.” the man said.
Jan could hardly keep a smile from forming on his face. He shook his head and offered his hand. Encountering an extremely weak grip, Jan thanked the man and left.
Strike one off the list, Jan said. He didn’t expect to get it on the first try, anyway. Five more banks during the day yielded depressingly uniform results. Jan reeled from the oppressive attitude of the inhabitants. If he didn’t find the right bank from his list, he’d have to expand it to a lot more banks.
He walked into the hotel, ready to call it a day. He remembered his cash shortage and walked to the counter. This time, he was met by a cheerful young desk clerk. 
“Hello sir. Can I do something to help you?” she said with a smile and a little life.
“Why, yes,” replied Jan taken aback by the relatively blazing light of life emanating from the clerk. “I need to get some additional Rexalt dollars. Do you know of a bank close by that can do that kind of exchange?”
“Of course. It’s in walking distance. If you turn left and go around the hotel and down the street two blocks, there is a small bank that does currency exchange. Its called Androvny Accounts, Limited. My uncle owns it. They used to be much larger, but when my grandfather died, my uncle took over and sort of let the bank go. He is exceptionally Rexaltian in his outlook and I’m afraid he has just about killed the bank except for a few large old accounts. But he’s about ready to retire. He has made enough money to leave Rexalt. I don’t think he’ll go, though.” The clerk paused for breath. “Oh please forgive me. I just love to talk to someone whose face won’t pinch up after a few words. So you’re from Impollon IV, huh? I hear it’s work, work, work there,” she asked brightly.
“I’ve found it’s really work, work, work everywhere, if you need to get things done. I wouldn’t be surprised if there isn’t quite a bit done here on Rexalt II, in its own due time, of course.” Jan said smiling. His spirits were lifted just seeing someone else smile. “How do you stand it here when you are the only one so cheerful?” 
“I guess I’m just a throwback. That’s what my parents called me. Randine, the throwback. I guess there was a time when people actually wanted to be happy. I don’t know what happened to make them so glum?” she said.
“Beats me.” Jan said. “I’ll go see your uncle. Thanks Randine.” He waved as he left the lobby and turned left. 
With the ever-present cold, Jan turned up the heat in his suit some more and continued down the street. The dinginess permeated everything. So little color. Does the sun ever make these people happier? Probably not, but then he did walk the streets in the middle of an arctic winter. No sun. But then it would only be a reminder to them of the Big Day. He came to Androvny Accounts and walked in. 
The place looked even more derelict than any of the other banks he had visited. There were no customers and only two employees. Jan went to the older man sitting at a desk amidst five empty ones. They looked like they hadn’t been touched for years. He wondered how far down his list Androvny Account would be. “Are you Randine’s uncle?” Jan said.
“Randine, do you say? That dratted girl. A throwback she is. That’s what we all call her. So cheerful. Makes me uncomfortable, she does.” He peered suspiciously in Jan’s face. “What does she want me to do for her now?”
“She doesn’t want you to do anything. She told me you could get me some Rexalt dollars. Can you? I need about a thousand dollars to see me through my stay here.”
“Yes. I can do that. The sooner I get Impollon credits out of my bank, the sooner I can leave. A thousand you say? I guess can deal with an increase that small. That will be 1500 Impollon credits.”
Jan handed a credit card over to the banker. “Smith, Jan Smith?” The man said as he read the name on the card. “What is your mother’s name?”
“Efrena Smith.” 
“What a coincidence. Why do you know you are my last customer? I have your trust in this bank. My father set up your trust a few years before he died. Let me see.” the man was getting agitated. There was an excitement building up in him. “Rollum Freemen? Know him?”
Jan could sense tension take over his body. It was only the slimmest of chances that he found his goal. “He should be the trustee for the account.”
“Yes, yes he is. Do you have any other identification?”
Jan showed him his pilot license and his Impollon IV citizen’s card.
“Quite in order. Good enough for now. Come with me. By the way, my name is Osker Androvny.” He held out his hand. 
Jan shook it. Limp handshakes must be the norm on Rexalt, Jan thought, but his visit seemed to put some life in the man. “Do you have the original trust papers?” he said as they went to a back room.
Osker went right to the only file drawer that looked as if it had been touched in the last decade. He pulled the drawer open and pulled out a data tab. “I update this every three days from the infonet and it contains all of the original paperwork.” he said pulling out a file. 
Osker put the datatab and the file on a table with a viewer. He placed the datatab in the slot, Jan walked around and stood behind Osker. “Get a chair! I want to show you the whole thing.” The man’s whole demeanor had perked up.
Jan pulled up a chair, glanced down at it, then dusted off the seat and sat down. 
“See, here it’s fifteen years ago. Your mother and Rollum Freemen set this trust up for you. The trust can be turned over when you are twenty-one. What are you now, twenty-five? You can dissolve the trust at any time. Why have you waited so long?”
“What was your procedure on notifying me that I could get to the trust? I was told it would come due when I was twenty-five.”
“It shows here,” Osker pointed to the screen, “that Mr. Freemen was notified sixty days before your twenty first birthday, then thirty days, then on the day itself. He elected each time to keep the trust active and has done so annually since that time. If you are who you say you are, you can take over the trust today or continue to let Mr. Freemen remain trustee as long as you wish.”
Freemen’s complicity in keeping me from my trust has been going on for at least as long Mother’s death five years ago. I can’t believe it, Jan thought. “What is the principal of the trust?”
“In managed accounts of Impollon credits, over seven billion, and in stock, 37% of Smith Mercantile. That is worth at least forty billion credits. You are a very, very, very rich man, Mr. Smith. Didn’t you know about this?”
“No. My mother never told me what was in the trust. She just said it was enough to make me comfortable. Rollo Freemen has kept all of this from me. I had thought the trust was situated on Impollon IV. I have a few other misconceptions. Where has the income gone?”
“Freemen’s latest instructions have been to re-invest 70% of the income in Smith Mercantile stock, send 15% of the income to an account on Trasket VII, 10% in various other  fixed investments and 5% of the income to an account on Wyring. The income, interest on the cash and Smith dividends, which are miniscule, amounts to about thirty million credits per month.”
“Can I share something with you? I want you to continue to do everything following Freemen’s instructions. However, I want to sign the papers transferring the trust over to me. We will remain in contact with one another since I’ll want to withdraw some of the funds, probably from the fixed investments for a project of mine. Mr. Freemen has been helping himself to a bit more of the trustee fees than he should. You have helped me so much, what can I do for you?”
“Do you know of a nice primitive planet that I can move to? I hate it here on Rexalt II.”
“Who doesn’t? Other than Randine, of course” Jan responded amiably. “You can move the trust administration to a bank on that planet and be my personal agent.
Osker actually smiled. “I need to get out of here, out of civilization. Your trust has been the only thing that has kept me here. As you can appreciate, the fees on such an account are all I need to be comfortable. Even my wife doesn’t know how profitable the bank has been. But I am bored sitting around all day waiting for the sun to implode. I’d rather be bored on a nice little farm far away from the gloom.”
“Osker, what if I personally set you up on a great little planet. I know of a little farm far away from it all. You can do as little or as much as you would like.”
“It’s a deal. I have all the money I need. I’d like to do something other than look at empty files all day long.”
Jan’s thoughts went to the Wankle farm in the outback on Gyron III. The Wankles could use a little tender loving care. “Sure, I know just the place.”
“Great. Let’s get the paperwork completed. I assume you will let me copy your identity cards.” 
“Of course. Here you go.” 
Androvny took a fistful of cards and placed each one in an authorization box. “Please look in the eyepiece and place your hand on the plate.” Jan felt the prick of the pin on his palm as the DNA sample was taken. When the green light went on, the Osker handed the ID card back and did the same on a few of the other identification cards.
“Now what about the petition?” Osker asked. “According to the copy I have, it is in force because you were just about to be declared dead. You’ve passed my ID tests, so I can ignore it. Rexalt II law has been satisfied. Petition or no, you have full rights to your trust now. But do you want me to file an update to the registry for you?”
“No.” replied Jan. “I’ve already verified that I’m alive and back.  If I can start tapping into my trust funds now, that’s good enough for me.”
“Good. Now what is this planet like?” Jan spent a very pleasant afternoon describing Gyron III to Mr. Androvny.
Jan’s next stop on his journey back up the trust trail was Trasket VII. He knew where the 15% went on Wyring. 
~
Compared to Rexalt, Trasket VII was the picture of normalcy. Jan carried authorization papers from Osker and didn’t have to find the bank this time. Freemen had chosen the Central Bank of Trasket for the first transmission point for this branch of income distribution. Trasket was a conventional planet, well within the active sphere of Impollon IV. 
When he arrived at the bank, upon presentation of his papers he was ushered into an opulent conference room. The room was paneled in a black stone. Depictions of ancient Trasket naval battles adorned the walls, inscribed into the stone. Active form fitting seats cradled Jan as he shifted nervously waiting for the manager to arrive.
“Can I help you?” the manager asked Jan.
“Yes, my name is Jan Smith. I’m afraid there has been some chicanery with my trust and I am conducting some discreet enquiries personally. Osker Androvny of Androvny Accounts, Rexalt II, has authorized my investigation.” Jan presented the data tab.
“This is a little extraordinary. Can you prove your identity?”
“Of course.” Jan handed over his ID card.
“Please wait while I get a viewer and an ID box. The manager left the office and quickly came back with a viewer and ID box under his arm.
After verifying Jan’s ID, the viewer was turned on. 
“Let’s see what we have here. Hmm. It appears the trust instructions are very complicated. The amounts are sent to seven different locations. I’m sure they go elsewhere. It seems that these instructions were set up by the trustee, Rollum Freemen. You see, all of these are transit points go elsewhere. Since Central Bank is merely a transit point, I can’t help you any more than that. Do you have any changes from Androvny or from Rollo Freemen?”
“Not at this time. I may get in touch with you later, though. Please be discreet and tell no one. Especially, don’t tell Mr. Freemen. As you can see from these papers, I am now in control of my trust. Any change in the instructions from Mr. Freemen are to be made only upon authorization from me. When I give you the word, cut off the flow of funds. I may authorize others to trace the funds and I’m sure you will cooperate with them. Can you do that?”
“Of course, Mr. Smith. I will follow your instructions exactly. Do you mind signing this?” The manager spoke into a small bulb that he pulled from his pocket. He showed Jan the viewer with the instructions now on the screen. Jan placed his hand on the ID box and pressed a stud on the viewer. Authorization was made.
Jan was relieved to get a firm hand from a banker after shaking hands on Rexalt II. Back to Impollon IV, for more strategy, Jan thought. He couldn’t risk moving forward too fast and setting off any alarms prematurely.
~~~
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“Merinnia! How are you?” Jan said as he walked into the basement offices.
“Jan!” She rose up when she saw him and ran to his arms. He hugged her as she started to sob. “I’m so glad you returned. Things have been so terrible here.” She looked up at his face. He looked down into her reddening eyes. 
“I’m sorry. I promised father not to do this.” She said wiping her eyes with her hands. “It’s not that he made me promise anything. He told me that we owed it to you for me to keep focus on what you are doing for Diltrant and Grethia. But it’s been so hard!” she started to sob again. “It’s been so hard since Gyron III to restrain my feelings. When I left you at dinner, I was so ashamed because I became mad at the whole situation, not at you. You have forgiven me, haven’t you?”
“Of course. I was frustrated too. I thought we could put our relationship on a little different footing that night. Maybe we weren’t ready then.”
A knock at the door made Merinnia go to her desk and began to wipe her face. Jan said, “Come in.”
“Jan you’re back. Great we have a lot to talk about.” Riban stopped and looked at Merinnia, then back to Jan. “Did I interrupt something?”
‘Maybe a little homecoming celebration,” Jan said.
“How was the trip?”
“Sit down and let me tell you,” Jan pointed to a chair for Riban, but remained standing and recounted his adventures.
“They’re all vicious people. Even the Freemen’s!” Riban hotly observed. His eyes flashed in anger. “They have no honor.”
“And I suppose you’d not do the same?” Merinnia said.
“I’d not do the same. Yes. I would never, I have never, betrayed my friends and family. For me it would be a tremendous weight to carry around. But Jan, does your fabulous wealth change the strategy?”
“Not really. I am sure the bankers won’t betray my confidence. You would have to go to Rexalt II to experience the meaning of dour and fatalistic.” Jan grinned. “I am still contemplating our approach, but we have now have more than enough resources at our disposal to fund a more expansive launch without waiting to build up our resources. I was a little concerned before, but not now. Even without our scheming, it is still important to re-introduce the portal. Merinnia, how is our development work going?”
“That part is back to normal. You know about the break-in. There have been two more. This time they are resorting to meanness, just destroying things. It’s so horrible.” The frustration started Merinnia’s tears to well up again. “I’m sorry, I just hate the wanton destruction and disregard. It reminds me of my uncle and his men when they took over Diltrant. Our offices might have burned down, except for Riban’s special security and fire prevention systems.” Merinnia smiled at Riban through her watery eyes. “They still haven’t a clue about our basement operations. Our basement people, still haven’t a clue about the upstairs operation. Riban and I think that the authorities are letting the damage happen.”
“Riban?” Jan said, looking at his associate.
“I’m certain someone, your father or a relative, is instructing the police to let the matters remain un-investigated. Artis hasn’t admitted to anything, by the way. Upstairs is a virtual mess after last night’s activity. I’ve got our remaining employees cleaning up.”
“I suppose that has helped your position with my father?”
“Maybe. I don’t understand. Why do the destruction now? It doesn’t make sense. But I can think of no one else.” Riban answered perplexed.
“I think the primary source is Trimpnell Smith, but I don’t know how involved my father is. It doesn’t matter who, since we’ll have to take appropriate measures and post guards. Did the intruders install monitoring devices when they destroyed the place?” Jan said.
“I didn’t think of that!” Riban responded. “I’ll have some men come in and check.”
“Didn’t you tell me the windows and walls are sonically shielded?”
“I understand your point. The latest break-ins might have been a ruse to get some bugs past the exterior shielding.” Riban observed nodding his head in agreement. “If you will excuse me, I will get the ball rolling. Let’s talk later.” Riban rose smiling and shook Jan’s hand. “It’s good to have you back. The curtain rises soon, eh?”
“As soon as everything is in place.” 
When the door closed. Jan looked at Merinnia. The reunion moment had passed. Both could sense it. It was time to return to work. 
“When will the portals be ready for introduction?” Jan asked.
“In two weeks we will have all the parts delivered for assembly and the new anti-tampering devices have already been designed by our downstairs engineering staff.”
“Riban will have the upstairs humming again quickly enough, I think.” Jan remarked. “OK. It’s time to plan for our press conference. Let’s schedule it for three weeks from today. I think we will let my relatives sit tight for a little while. I want to concentrate on creating portals, and then on creating a box for my relations. But first, a little gift for you from the Freemen’s.” Jan handed her the book on Grethia.
“Oh! You people do know about us!” exclaimed Merinnia.
“Look at the date of publication.” Jan asked.
“That’s a long time ago and we are still thought of as a legendary planet. I would never have believed it.” Merinnia leafed through the book. “At least someone knew about us.” She smiled and looked at Jan. “Thank you. And thank the Freemen’s.”
“Somehow, I feel I paid for that book a few thousand times over, Merinnia.” A grim look had replaced the smile Jan had at seeing Merinnia so excited about the book. “Now let’s review our scheduling.” The two began to focus on their enterprise.
~~~
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“Merinnia, it’s time to get to Marble Plaza and finish this product introduction.” Jan said anxiously. 
Merinnia couldn’t quiet down her nerves about the press conference. Her hands kept flying about as if they had a life of their own and her stomach continued to roll about.
Everything had been a game until the break-ins. But now the enterprise would expand to take on a life of its own. Merinnia had felt a certain amount of control and comfort in being one of the trio who had been running Grethia Industries. Once in production, the company would expand into an incredibly large organization in no time and that wonderful, focused effort of a few people would change and be part of the past. That made her a little sad, but she realized that opportunity would always create change and felt good about her participation. Riban and Jan convinced her that she could always learn enough to be equal to the task. She just didn’t know what the task would be once their enterprise took off.
The three checked each other’s appearance in Jan’s secret office and left for the long-awaited conference. On the way over, none of them talked about anything other than the event. 
~
 All 1,000 people at the rented auditorium knew was that they would be party to an announcement about a revolution in transportation. 
Riban walked to the podium. He held up his arms to quiet the crowd. “Welcome. Welcome to Grethia Industries’ monumental announcement. Our new product has the potential to change the very way you live, work, and move in and out of your world. We have here among us reporters, investment analysts, and technical experts and other interested parties.” Jan standing behind the curtain recognized one of his father’s senior executives sitting unobtrusively in the rear. “We have replaced the technology of the ubiquitous air car with its parallel anti-grav technology. We have replaced grav lifts. We have given the universe significantly more time to get things done!” Riban said as the curtains were drawn to reveal an empty stage.
“I would like to, at this juncture, introduce the driving force behind Grethia Industries, Mr. Jan Smith.” 
The crowd dutifully clapped. In the center of the stage, a faint shimmer in the air as what little dust was on the floor rose with the static electricity. Then instantly, Jan appeared before the audience. The audience was stunned. Jan walked to the podium and shook Riban’s hand. Then, Merinnia appeared and walked to the pair at the podium. The attendees went wild asking questions, exclaiming what they had seen to one another.
Jan rapped his knuckles on the podium, “Ladies and Gentlemen. Please. Please sit down and listen to our announcement.” Gradually the tumult diminished. Jan began, “We, at Grethia Industries, have found a technology that will revolutionize travel within a planet and, later, between planets. I have found a technology that enables the transfer of matter, instantaneously and intact, from place to place with a minimum of power. 
“Grethia Industries, named after a legendary lost planet, brings a new paradigm shift to all of our lives.” The crowd went wild again. Jan waited for the tumult to die down again, “Throughout the ages, transportation has met with advances that brought people closer together.” Behind Jan, the curtains parted to reveal a screen and a multimedia presentation commenced that matched Jan’s prepared speech. Splashes of color, sound and images both two-dimensional and holographic filled the air behind Jan as he spoke.
“People being able to be in the same room as another person is an element of communication that holographic projection and communicators have never been able to satisfactorily overcome. That’s how the human race is. As much as we would all like to think otherwise, those ancient survival senses of physical proximity, sight, smell, hearing, touch still require intimate presence to work when we communicate on a number of levels. This invention facilitates people to people contact.
“Man started out walking from one place to another. Then he used beasts to carry him. Man invented the wheel, so now he could carry himself and his goods where he wanted. Trade was born. And with it came the need for goods distribution, for numbers, for mediums of exchange. Men could discuss ideas with one another because now there was a need for a written language because people physically interacted more and more. Then in a rush of technological advance known as the Golden Century on Earth, man’s legendary home planet, our ancients developed automobiles, airplanes, crude spaceships, along with communication devices and the electronics to run them. Parallel plate anti-grav technology was another great leap forward enabling a more three dimensional approach to transportation. We are now looking at an even more fundamental breakthrough, the portal.” 
Jan left the podium and picked up the mini-portal on the floor of the stage. The background images stopped. A low tone persisted, then faint percussion building up to a climax. “This device is a personal portal. It is powered by this new, higher capacity power cell.” Jan removed the power cell and showed it to the crowd before replacing it. “I will demonstrate again.” 
The murmuring rose as Jan set the portal and placed on the floor by the podium. The same charge in the air feeling was felt and Jan disappeared accompanied this time with a flash and a bang. He spoke from the back of the auditorium. “As you can see I can move from place to place. It takes much less than a second.” Jan knelt down picked up the portal he transferred to. He took it with him to the podium walking through an amazed audience. “Now you can see the transfer, side by side.” Jan activated the portal. 
The room felt the static, and then instantly Jan went from one portal to the other. “No side effects, little disorientation.” he announced. “These portable portals are to be distributed through dealerships we will establish throughout our known universe. Technically, the circuitry accounts for all relative changes in the location of the portal. The volume transfer must be unequal. For technical reasons, some of the energy of the transfer is derived from the unequal mass being exchanged. There are safeguards built in to the portals that will not allow an unsafe transfer to be made. The volume is tested for stability. Sensors envelope the mass as an entity so that nothing is left behind. It will not function if any thing does not meet the programmed parameters on either side of the transfer.” Jan let the buzz go on for a bit longer before he continued.
“For example, a parameter for breathable atmosphere can be required so the transfer will not be a terminal event for the transferee. The circuitry is sealed and will self-destruct upon tampering for the safety of the operators. Two portals are required, one for sending and one for receiving and sensing the surrounding environment. The portals can be set for coordinates or for a specific portal location.” The audience had quieted down again. One could sense the thoughts and see in the faces of the audience that Grethian Industries would suddenly be one of the major corporations of the universe. 
Merinnia walked up to the podium. “The pricing of the portals will be released in approximately two weeks. We should have volume production up within six months, hopefully sooner. The price will be low enough for anyone of modest means to own a small personal portal, like the ones we used today.” She looked out at the audience and didn’t have to fake a smile. The response was heady stuff. She wished her father could be at her side.
“What about interplanetary movement?” asked a reporter.
“The range of the portal is roughly 5,000 kilometers. The circuitry will not operate reliably past that distance with a simple power cell. The power required to send farther distances, rises geometrically. Our tests have shown that the transfer might also lose some of its integrity. Remember, portals will not permit inaccurate transfers,” Merinnia said. “More questions?” 
The conference lasted another hour. A few hardy souls were called up from the audience to experience portal transfer. Grethia Industries had arrived with a splash.
~
“Now it’s time to set up my trap,” Jan said to Merinnia as he toyed with his empty glass at dinner. “I’m going to hire some detectives to trace the funds out from Trasket IV. With our launch activities, I don’t have the time to find out the details for myself, but I will make time to find out who tampered with my ship. Then all will be rectified. Somehow, I’m not looking forward to it.”
“That’s because in order to completely close the issue, you’ll have to go after your father and the Freemans,” Merinnia said.
“My father.” Jan raised his eyebrows. “Yes, he will always be there to torment me. No matter what happens. I’m afraid it’s a love-hate relationship. I can’t help but admire him for what he’s accomplished. He built up Smith Mercantile from nothing, with my mother’s initial vision, of course. But he was the driving force. I stand in awe of that power, that dynamism. Your father is the same way. Both of our fathers are men of extraordinary drive.” Jan fidgeted in his seat. What he was about to say made him extremely uncomfortable.
“I’m going to have to get used to the idea of destroying my father. There’s no way around it. I’ll have to make myself deal with it. When we’re done, he’ll be reduced to nothing. I feel guilty about it. I feel sad about it. I regret having to do it. It’s distasteful, but I will do it. I must. I am committed to it and it will happen.” He looked deeply into Merinnia’s eyes and took her hands in his. “I just hope it doesn’t destroy me.”
Merinnia looked back at Jan. “I can’t feel like you do. I love my father and he loves me. He shows it in odd ways, sometimes.” Merinnia smiled at her comment. “But he trusts me. He let me come out here with you. He trusts you with his daughter’s life. He wouldn’t do that if he thought you would destroy yourself.” She gave his hand a squeeze.
“Jan, whatever you think of yourself, know that I understand some of what you’ve been through. We’ve shared a bit of our lives together, and I know we can support each other, if you only give me a chance to be there when the worst happens, let me help you. But remember, I am a girl from a barbaric world.” Merinnia gave Jan a smile. “Crushing your father, although distasteful to you, seems to me an appropriate thing to do. Besides, your father may be more resilient than you think. You won’t necessarily destroy him. He’s probably too strong to remain crushed for long.”
Jan smiled ruefully. “Thanks, Merinnia. I will rely on you for that support. Just be prepared to let me work it through when the time comes.” Jan took a deep breath, disengaged his hands from Merinnia’s and rose from the table. “Let’s get out of here. Tomorrow, we start a new phase of our dastardly game.” He lifted a corner of his mouth in weak one-sided smile and the two left the restaurant.
~
“Within two months, we’ve sold production out for two years. We have 200,000 offers for partnerships on 5,000 planets. It looks like Grethia Industries will be taking in 20 billion credits just in up-front licensing fees.” Jan sat back in his chair in his new offices. “I’ve been gone for the last six months getting these major deals done and it feels like I’ve been gone for six years. How are our manufacturing sites doing, Riban?”
“We’ve had some difficulties getting materials locally. I can trace the difficulties to Smith Mercantile. It seems they have taken contracts for critical materials that they have not delivered. I can’t say it has affected our production, since your strategy of stockpiling critical materials before the introduction seems to have minimized the disruptions. 
“Merinnia has done a wonderful job getting those plants started and working with our Tewiston factors. When she and I went there, I let her do most of the work. I was able to let her negotiate on her own and she did a marvelous job. I can’t describe how invaluable Merinnia’s been to our plans. I had my doubts at the beginning, but no more,” Riban said. “She’s a wonderful person.”
“I know.” Jan agreed. “She is due back in the office any minute, now. “
“I’ll be glad to start licensing the technology and let others deal with the manufacturing problems,” Riban said with relief. “By the way, I have been summoned to an audience with your father, this afternoon.”
“Good. You know the next step.”
“I do. I’ll be back tomorrow morning and report.” Riban left the office with a wave.
Jan rose up and went to the window. His new office intentionally looked out across the plain towards the Smith Mercantile Complex. It seemed like he worked there generations ago. He gazed at the buildings barely visible in the distance wondering if his father gazed back at him. A tone interrupted his thoughts. He turned from the window and looked at the holoscreen hovering on his desk. “Yes?”
“Merinnia Wankle is here,” his secretary said.
“Please send her in.”
“Merinnia!” Jan walked to her when she entered the room. “It’s been months since I last saw you! How was your trip?”
“I was so scared when I left. I’ve never been to a different planet by myself! But I got through it, with Riban’s help. He’s been so instrumental to our cause. The work is going well on the Sindell sector. Our licensee will be able to produce a million portals a week within six months. They have their own supply sources, so they won’t have to worry about SM’s meddling. The Tewiston people treated me like a queen.” Merinnia laughed. “And me, just a princess, although they didn’t know it!” 
Jan laughed and looked at his assistant. Merinnia had developed into an able executive in his company.In our company, he corrected. 
“My report is up on the infonet. It has all of the projections, key supplier commitments and the expansion plans that I worked out with Tewiston. I am still amazed that with all this, we have barely touched the surface in satisfying the demand,” Merinnia said. 
Jan nodded and grinned. It felt good to see her again. “Barely touched it. We live in a vast universe. Riban just left and mentioned the same thing. I think we are ready for the next step. I’ve been waiting for your final report to plug in the numbers from Sindell’s production estimates to add to our licensing and royalty stream. Now we can do something useful with all of the credits that are rolling in. You’ve done a tremendous job, Merinnia. Your father will be very proud. I just wonder how he’ll take to having such a powerful, independent daughter.” 
Merinnia punched Jan in the arm. “That’s what I did to my brothers when they got out of line!” Merinnia claimed playfully.
Brothers, Jan thought.
~~~
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Artis Smith’s office looked out of his window towards Impollon. “Riban, you have not yet delivered the plans for the portals. It has been seven months to the day since the portals were introduced. What have you to say?” Artis Smith bellowed.
“Sir, your son has let me run the Impollon operations, but Jan keeps the circuitry operations to himself. I have delivered a number of circuit modules to you for examination and I am sure you have purchased portals yourself. As you know the circuitry is protected. I have not found a way to get around them. Jan has had the work done secretly. I told you when you trashed the manufacturing facility that you would only make him more secretive. It made matters worse when he found the spying devices installed by the burglars.”
“I’ve told you time and again, I had nothing to do with those break-ins!” Artis Smith angrily said. “And why would I install spy equipment when I pay handsomely for you to tell me everything that’s happening. Do I look that stupid?” 
“At any rate, I haven’t found out where they are made. X-rays, thermal and sonic imaging all trigger the destruction mechanism. You know all this.”
“What is the capital structure of the company? Can I buy him out?” Smith said.
“Jan has some extremely well-heeled backers. The company is completely private, no public ownership anywhere. Now that cash is rolling in, Jan has no need to sell shares in his company. Another secret, I can’t find. It has something to do with Merinnia. Maybe she isn’t quite what she seems. She is entirely too capable to have been some farm girl.”
Artis waved his hand dismissively. “She is merely a functionary. I had her checked out on Gyron III. Her story held up. Obviously, Jan found the original portal on her property and became infatuated with her. I even had my agents on the planet poke around where the pair claimed to have found the portals. The sites were really there. They were carefully excavated. I would expect nothing less from Jan. No other portals were found close by. Jan has covered his technology tracks well. What is Grethia’s cash flow like?”
“The company makes about 70% of the purchase price after distribution. With the flood of licensing fees and the demand for the portals, Jan can fund any growth level he desires just with his internal cash flow. He has quite a money machine. He has the portals priced to maximize volume even with a decent margin. Once licenses are in place, all he’ll be making is the protected circuitry in tiny sealed boxes. If you have taken apart one of the recent portals, he has even reduced the vital circuits down to a bare minimum. His plan is to end up with secret circuitry manufacture, an auditing department and an R&D department, all marketing, manufacture, distribution and sales will be done by licensees. When he perfects interplanetary portals, he’ll do it all over again.
“By the way, Jan is giving me a 1000% raise now that we are in production. Are our arrangements to continue?” Riban said, a reptilian smile graced his face.
“For the time being, yes!” Smith said disgustedly. “Leave me to my thoughts. I’ll summon you later.” Smith looked down at the display embedded in his desk and started to concentrate on other things, ignoring Riban standing there. Riban raised an eyebrow at this dismissal and snorted silently as he turned and left. Smith didn’t miss the gesture.
After Riban’s departure, Smith rose up and walked tothe window. His concentration back on the problem with his son.If only I could find something,he thought.And I’ll have a talk with Josie and Trimp about those break-ins to see if they learned anything Riban hasn’t told me. It must have been them.
~
“So you have traced all of the paths of the trust from Trasket?” Jan asked the three men sitting in a conference room adjacent to his office looking at three data tabs laid out in front of him. 
“My lead branched into three paths that led all around the galaxy only to come back here on Impollon IV. The benefactor is Trimpnell Smith.” the first man, a short, squat, dark, balding man said.
“So did one of mine. The other trace finally went to the planet Yvetter. That is one lovely pleasure planet.” another of the trio cooed. “The final destination was an account owned by your step-mother Josette Smith.
Jan pressed his lips together. “And yours?” he asked the last man. 
“One of mine went to accounts on Yvetter owned by Josette Smith’s children. The other went to Wyring in the favor of Royanne Freemen.”
“So my eldest stepbrother is running the trust for the benefit of his family. That also presents a clear motive for getting me out of the way.” Jan mused out loud. The three men looked at Jan expectantly.
Jan handed them each envelopes, “You will find yourselves handsomely rewarded for your efforts over and above the retainers already given to you. In these envelopes are vouchers for four portals each. As you know, they are hard to come by right now and all you have to do is use the vouchers to buy them directly from Grethia Industries.” Jan smiled, actually, more of a grimace, and rose and shook each man’s hand. Once they left, he sat down at a viewer he took over from a credenza and went through the tabs. As he looked at the labyrinth of trails, he shook his head in wonder at the skill each of the investigators possessed to get to the bottom of each transfer and at the skill of Rollo Freeman. He already knew from Osker where the money was diverted, now he knew where. That gave him the means to prosecute any and all of them for theft and embezzlement. And not one penny had gone to his father.
Trimpnell,he thought.Figures. He was the one pulling Rollo’s strings, not Artis. He probably sabotaged my ship. Now I will find out for sure. 
~
Trimpnell Smith looked just like his mother except bigger and meaner. His dark hair and sallow complexion looked much better on a younger Josette Graniell who had attracted Artis Smith on a trip to her native Yvetter. Josette’s exotic looks had closed the door on Artis’ already crumbling marriage with Jan’s mother.
Josette was an incredibly feminine presence. It was an almost animal essence that exuded from her as she worked to snare Artis Smith. Jan’s mother was intelligent, good looking, but did not have nor want the sexual effect Josie had on Artis. Trimpnell was an offspring from a very early former marriage of Josie’s to another Yvettrian. Trimpnell was five years older than Jan. As she grew older and bore three children to Artis, her feminine wiles faded and her animal essence became more predatory. She put on weight. Although she carried it well, she changed from alluring to formidable. 
Trimpnell inherited all of his mother’s predatory instincts. His intelligence level was good, but it was overshadowed by his passion to crush and domineer all who came within his reach. 
Artis recognized this in his eldest stepson and put that passion to good use in his marketing operations. He resisted Trimpnell’s constant requests to head up the company or become a general manager in one of the divisions. Artis wasn’t stupid. He knew his second wife and her son would someday want him to relinquish his post to Trimpnell. Artis was not about to let a bull crash around in the exquisite china shop he had created, but chose instead, to harness the energy of that bull and use it to get into places that force would open.
Artis walked into Trimpnell’s large office. He seated himself down on the couch in front of the ugly, overly-ornate desk Trimpnell used. “So, my boy, you must have been the one to break into the Grethia Industries offices months ago, eh? Did you learn anything you can pass on to your father?” Artis sarcastically said.
“What do you mean, Artis?” Trimpnell’s large face was getting florid.
“Cut out the innocence, Trimpnell. I know you did it. You paid off the police somehow and tried to install some bugs and effectively shut down the information flow to my man on the inside.” Artis said coldly, putting down the young man without raising his voice. “I haven’t said anything about it until now. It seems I can go no further due to your meddling.”
“Man on the inside? Who?” Trimpnell said in disbelief.
“That, my son, is none of your business. What else have you been doing?”
“Nothing. After we tried to get our surveillance devices installed, Jan found them and raised his level of security so we couldn’t do any more intelligence gathering.”
“You call wanton destruction intelligence gathering? All you did was put their guard up. You’re dealing with Jan Smith. He inherited his intelligence from two incredibly competent people. Never underestimate him. Why were you doing this on your own?”
“I wasn’t doing it on my own. Mother knows all about it. We don’t trust Jan Smith. He’s too smart for his own good.”
“He’s evidently shown that he’s a lot smarter than you. Stay away from him. If you don’t, he’ll make you pay for it.” Artis warned. He rose up without another word and stalked out of the office.
~
Trimpnell immediately called his mother on his secure communicator. “Artis knows.” he told her in a flat tone.
“Knows what, Trimpy?” the strong-featured woman demanded from the screen.
“About the break-in at Grethia Industries and about our law enforcement payoffs.” Trimpnell responded. He hated it when his mother called him ‘Trimpy’.
“Good. He must have suspected that for some time. See that that is all he knows about. When was the last time you talked to Rollo?”
“Last week. Nothing has happened to the Trust. I’ve checked our accounts. If Jan had found out anything, we’d know about it by now. I’ve had Rollo talk to Androvny and to the Trasket bankers. Funds continue to flow from the trust, but now it looks like Jan doesn’t need it.”
“It’s about time we do something more permanent than have some incompetent technician fiddle with his spaceship. Look where that got us. Jan came back more of a danger to us than when he left,” she said.
“With Jan out of the way and with us in control of the trust, we could nearly displace Artis,” Trimpnell stated the obvious to his mother. “Then I could run Smith Mercantile without having to wait until the old man dies. The only problem is that Jan is incredibly cautious. I’ve had my men casing him for quite a while. I haven’t been able to come up with a way to get his guard down. He’s been that way ever since he returned with Merinnia Wankle.”
“Who is this Merinnia Wankle?” Josie asked.
“Jan’s assistant. Evidently she has been doing quite a bit of work for the corporation. Is seems that she is much more than a silent partner. Word also is out that she has a romantic entanglement with management.”
“Good. Kidnap her. Get Jan to follow instructions to tell no one and follow him. Then arrange an accident for both of them together. I’ll leave it up to you. Don’t fail me this time!” Josie turned her viewer off.
Trimpnell, sweating, rose from his chair and sat down on his desk, looking at a blank wall.Why did Mother have to insist to get rid of Jan? We could just skim the trust forever. But I’d still have to wait to take over the company, that’s why.
~~~
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Jan listened to the conversation between Trimpnell and Josette again. Riban rubbed his chin. Merinnia sat stone-faced. 
“Trimpnell is going to make a move, finally.” Jan said. “Unfortunately, he will include Merinnia in his plans.” Jan looked at her impassive face.
“I can have you guarded around the clock,” Riban contributed gallantly.
“No need.” Jan said. “I have anticipated such a move for quite some time and have constantly taken steps to avoid it. As you heard, I’ve succeeded. I’ve had Trimpnell’s office bugged ever since he tried to bug our offices, so every move could be anticipated, but never has he and his mother been so blatant. Artis seems to have pushed the panic button. It’s now time to get this episode over. 
“This is the first time they’ve come out and made mention of the spaceship tampering. But it turned out that we didn’t need the bug.” Jan held up a data tab. “I’ve got the tampering evidence right here. Trimpnell had one of the techs in his support and service group make the modifications. I recently deduced who it was and secured a confession on record. We also have this tab to back his statement up.”
“Why did you never tell me?” Merinnia said. “You don’ trust me?”
“It isn’t that. I have told you all along that I am working on it haven’t I?” Jan weakly smiled.
“Yes, but you’ve got your proof now. You can go the authorities.”
“Ah. Merinnia, timing is everything. We have quite a bit to do before we are ready to draw in the net. Just consider the resources of the fish to be snared.” Jan said enigmatically. “He has law enforcement in his pocket. There is no telling how far up his purchased influence goes, especially on Impollon IV. We’ll have to be ready for anything.”
~
Merinnia stepped into the elevator down to ground level, walking towards her apartment building when a surface car came up beside her. Two large men emerged and pushed her into the car. It sped off into the night.
Up above, a vehicle noticed the abduction and made a call. Soon Jan and Riban followed from a few hundred meters in the air. Jan looked at Riban, “The final run starts.” 
~
Out of the city and into the dark country, the car sped on surface roads. It drove on for two hours until it came to a forested area. As it disappeared into the woods, the car slowed as it came to a dirt road leading to a cabin. Three men got out and led an exhausted young woman inside. 
“You’ll never get away with this!” Merinnia continued to curse the men as she increased her resistance when they forced her to sit down. “My employer will track you down!” The fire in Merinnia’s eyes shone. The men, stopped by the power of her voice, looked at her with trepidation. Then Trimpnell stomped into the room as he shut the door. 
“Tie her up! “ Trimpnell said as he turned to Merinnia. “Let’s talk. First of all, do you know who I am?”
“Trimpnell, stepson of Artis Smith.” Merinnia answered regally. “Jan has told me all about you.”
“He has?” Trimpnell’s ears perked up at the revelation of Jan talking about him. He ego couldn’t resist asking, “What does Jan have to say about me?”
“He knows you tried to kill him in his spaceship. He knows who your accomplice was and he knows you and your mother are behind it.” Merinnia looked defiantly into Trimpnell’s face. She quickly shut her eyes as Trimpnell, eyes bulging in rage, slapped her in the face. She felt the pain and then the heat of blood rushing to the wound.
“Knows does he? Well, it doesn’t matter now. Jan is going to be eliminated, and you with him. In the morning, Jan will be notified that you’ve been kidnapped and lured to this cabin.” He flashed her a leering grin. “The energy pack used to power this cabin, or what’s left of it, will be found to have a serious defect. Its explosion will make a nice tidy death for both of you. They won’t be able to pick up the pieces.” 
The three men in the room looked impassively on. “Make sure she is secure. We have a few things to do before morning.” Trimpnell said as he left. “See me at Ben’s Bar in three hours.” 
The men secured Merinnia’s bonds and checked the bolts that held her chair to the floor. They looked around and turned off the lights to the cabin before locking the door and leaving in their car.
Twenty minutes later, the door opened. Jan walked in with Riban. It took a bit longer to get here. We spotted Trimpnell’s air car and had to keep moving on.” Jan removed Merinnia’s bonds, noticing the red marks marring her otherwise smooth complexion. “I’m sorry that they hit you. How does your face feel?”
“It hurts!” Merinnia tenderly touched her reddened cheek. “It ought to bruise nicely. What do we do now?”
“Riban and I discussed the situation and it looks like we will only have to make a few modifications to our plan. You must stay the night here. I will have to go back after we prepare a few things.” 
“Right, let’s get to work. I have to get back to the city and then return to lock you up before Trimpnell’s men arrive. It will be a long night.” Riban said as Jan and he started their preparations. He looked around. “So this is your cabin, eh? Such a pity.”
Once Jan had finished with his preparations, Merinnia kissed both Jan and Riban good night and settled in for an uncomfortable evening.
~
The morning was as bright as the night was dark. Jan went to his office where he was confronted by a box on his desk, put there by the receptionist. He opened the box and found a cheap handheld communicator.
“Mr. Smith. We have kidnapped your associate, Merinnia Wankle. She is being held for ransom. Do not notify the authorities. If you do, she will be killed. We want one billion credits worth of Thyrellian alloy. The major stockpile is on Impollon at the Smith Mercantile Complex. Come back to your office after you have secured the alloy and you will receive your next instruction.” The communicator began to smoke once the audio recording had ended. 
Jan waved his hand to keep the smoke away. He pushed the intercom button, Riban came in with a box. The device was placed within the box and sealed. Inert gas turned to gel inside.
“One billion in Thyrellian alloy. I guess you will have to go to Artis for it?”
“No, I think I’m intended to go to Trimpnell for it. It’s his division that sells it. I would imagine that he is going to overcharge. Want to bet?”
“Not me.” Riban pressed his lips together. “I’ll see you back here.”
~
To Jan, malevolence filled Trimpnell’s office. “So you want a billion credits worth of our Thyrellian alloy?” Trimpnell said. He couldn’t keep a smirk of satisfaction off of his face. “It’s the biggest asset we keep. Why should I sell it to you?”
“I really need it. You are the only person on Impollon IV who has the amount I need.  I can make it worth your while.”
“I’ll sell it you for two billion.”
“Don’t give me that Trimpnell. I can get Thyrellian alloy on Thyra for a lot less than that.”
“What do you need it for?”
“It’s for my portal business. We’ve discovered that the alloy can be used to increase the range of the portal.” Jan obviously lied. “I need it now so I can get it out in the marketplace. Every minute production is delayed, I lose millions.
“OK, I’ll sell it to you for one and a half billion. That is my one and final move on the price. And I want a confirmed transfer of credits. And I want you to take it now.” Trimpnell said smugly.
“Very well, here is my Grethia Industries card.” The two men left Trimpnell’s office and went to a counter a few floors down. 
“Run this card through for one point five billion credits,” Trimpnell said to the woman behind the counter. He turned to Jan and said, “I doubt you have the funds, but we’ll try, shall we?” Trimpnell gloated when he said the ‘point five’. The card was run through. Trimpnell blinked when he saw the 1.5 billion-credit charge went through. 
Thyrellian alloy was a finely made metal that could be drawn to a fifty-atom thickness without breaking. It was also incredibly strong. The Thyrellian alloy Jan bought was in two boxes weighing about one hundred pounds each. Twenty ingots of the alloy were in each box.
Jan returned to his office. He made a few phone calls, and then waited. An hour later, he received an anonymous phone call from the kidnappers.
“Come by yourself to the ground floor and you will be met by a man wearing an orange coat. Go with him.” The communicator went dead. Jan shrugged and looked at himself in the mirror. He smiled, showing his teeth and opened wide and thought, now I’m ready for you, Trimpnell. He put on body armor and left his office.
Jan took a portal to the ground floor. He noticed the man in the orange coat standing by the elevators. He came from behind the man and tapped him on the shoulder. The man visibly jumped. Jan smiled and said, “Aren’t portals a wonderful technology? Here I am. I’ve come to retrieve Ms. Wankle. Where is she?” He pointed to a cart carrying the two boxes.
The man in the orange coat was breathing heavily from the shock and gave Jan a dirty look and led the way to a waiting vehicle. The aircar went through an underground tunnel. It stopped and Jan was transferred to a different vehicle. Two men transferred the alloy to different carrying cases while another scanned Jan for weapons. Satisfied that he was clean, another kidnapper took Jan back out of the tunnel and out into the open. They changed pre-positioned air-cars six times before they cleared the outskirts of the city and worked their way around the perimeter of the city and then headed straight for the cabin.
The men yanked Jan from the aircar and roughly pushed him inside the cabin. Merinnia now sat, still bound, on a couch with a large purple bruise on the side of her face. Another two men guarded her. “Did you bring what they wanted?”
Jan nodded. Then from a back room, Trimpnell emerged. Jan started. “Trimpnell ,what is this?  You’ve got my one point five billion credits and your alloy. Now release Merinnia and let me go.”
“Release Merinnia? I don’t think so.” Trimpnell said with his mouth set in a grin. The bull was lowering his horns.
The two men advanced on Jan. There was a struggle and Jan ended up being bound hand and foot and tied to the chair Merinnia previously occupied.  Trimpnell was holding Jan’s body armor. Trimpnell slapped Jan hard across the mouth. “There! That’s for all the trouble you and your mother have caused me and my mother.” 
Jan tasted blood and checked his teeth with his tongue. “Why me? What have I done? I never was high enough on the Smith Mercantile hierarchy to be a threat to you, even if Father would have permitted it. Let me go. You’ve got a billion and a half credits worth of my money. That should be enough. I can keep quiet.”
“I don’t think so. You and Merinnia are going to be blown to bits in  your own cabin. It’s too bad that it has a defective energy pack. It’s going to explode and destroy everything, including you two. Such a thing doesn’t happen often, but it does happen often enough so that Impollon law enforcement will conclude that you and your girlfriend are the victims of an unfortunate accident.”
“Don’t!” cried Merinnia. “I’ll tell you everything. Let Jan go!”
“Tell me everything? What is there to tell? When you and Jan are dead, I am sure the secret of the portals will be revealed. My father has a highly placed inside man in his hip pocket. We’ll find out.”
“You have Riban on your payroll?” Jan said.
“Ah, so it’s Riban mal Dantano. That makes sense. Artis would only have the number two man in his employ.”
“I can tell you more, just release Jan,” pleaded Merinnia.
Trimpnell took Merinnia’s chin and lifted it up so she looked directly into his face. “What can you tell me?”
“We didn’t get the technology from Gyron III. I’m really from a planet called Grethia. The technology was found there. Grethia is a lost planet. Jan found it when his ship became disabled. My father, the king, befriended Jan. Jan found that our ancestors had discovered the portal. I even went with him to the forbidden continent where we found warehouses full of portals. There is a lot more technology to be evaluated!”
“What class is your planet?”
“Class? I don’t know what you mean?” Merinnia said.
“Do you have space travel?” Trimpnell towered over her.
“Only Jan and his ship.” Merinnia looked at him confused.
“Do you have much industry?”
“Only what my father and his father before him have started.”
“Is this true, Jan?” Trimpnell sneered.
“Yes. I’ll give you the planet’s coordinates if you let us go. There are more technologies to exploit. Grethia is the ultimate Space Quest bonanza. Smith Mercantile can easily get a writ for the planet and assume ownership. Just let us go.”
“What are the coordinates?” 
“They’re in my ship’s computer. Now untie me.”
“Where are your keys?” 
“In my pocket, where else would they be?” Jan said.
Trimpnell fished around and pulled out Jan’s keys. He identified the fob, which operated the ship. “Come on boys. Let’s blown them up. Artis will make me managing director for sure.” 
He stood in front of Jan. “Enjoy thinking about what dying will feel like.” He showed Jan the timer for 30 minutes and left the cabin followed by his minions, and then Trimpnell came back. He looked Jan right in the face. “I didn’t get you the first time when I had your ship tampered with, but I’ve got you now. I hate you and hate everything you stand for.” He punched Jan in the nose. Blood ran down Jan’s face as he lost consciousness.
~
“Jan wake up! Wake up!” Merinnia called. “There’s not much time left!”
Jan shook his head. Merinnia was kneeling at his feet and Riban stood at her side. “I guess we should get out of here as soon as we can.” They helped Jan to a portal. Suddenly there was a charge in the air and the three of them materialized in the forest a mile away. 
Riban quickly untied them. “Jan, you are a mess. What did they do?” 
“No time for that, get those two bodies transferred now!”
Riban took two cadavers from the back of a utility van. Jan and Merinnia and laid them on the portal. Jan accompanied the cadavers to the building. Jan dressed the cadavers in the same clothing that he and Merinnia had worn and were bound to the chairs and tied with the same cords as before. Jan looked at the timer, he had only a few minutes. 
He ran as far as he dared, sunk the portal down in the soft earth and set the return to Riban. Just as he stepped off the portal, the blast from the cabin rocked the forest. Merinnia shuddered at the closeness of the timing. Jan transported back and retrieved the portal that he left after the blast had finished depositing debris on the landscape. The pain in his nose nearly made him faint as he struggled to the road holding the portal. Riban arrived and Jan entered the waiting utility van. They took off directly north, away from the city. With Jan setting the controls, Riban looked after the bruises on Merinnia and then the two hugged each other. 
“I do believe we did it.” Jan said, looking at them in the rear view mirror. “Now off to our new spaceship and back to Grethia. The autodoc will finish with your bruised face and my broken nose. It really hurts.” Jan began to wipe his still bleeding nose, again. 
~~~
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“Father!” Merinnia said as she ran to Obsomil’s arms. The scene was a clearing close to the lodge. “It’s so wonderful to see you after all of this time.”
There was a slight chill in the air, which only made the air clearer and more fresh. Jan introduced Riban to the king, who then reached for his daughter again, smothering her with a ferocious hug.
“Jan,” when Obsomil had finished with greeting his daughter, “you have changed my daughter. Look at her clothes. Her bearing is different. It is no longer Grethian! Look at the way she paints her face. No woman of Diltrant has ever looked so! But the smile... the smile of my daughter is still there and as bright as ever. Come into the lodge and let’s discuss our progress here and your progress out there.”
The four walked into the lodge followed by the rest of the welcoming group.
Once Jan introduced Riban, he looked at the men in the room. A smile came to his lips. “Gentlemen, our enterprise is a resounding success. Portal sales have, of course, been incredibly successful. Our work will lead us to be one of the leading companies of our universe. Grethia will be one of the richest planets. We haven’t yet begun to tap the other unique designs of the equipment your ancestors left you. The legacy of the portal will ensure your future alone. What to do next? We still agree that we cannot thrust your people into the mainstream?”
“Maybe we can sooner than you think. I feel we’ve made real strides since you left, Jan. But we have all discussed it and we still agree that we still need a lot more time.” Fosan said.”
“How about medical and technological information through the Grethian Priesthood?”
“Again, we have greatly increased the availability of information. Even our “friends” the Murgrontians have come to us for instruction and are now with our program after some ‘adjustment’ to their political structure, initiated by the Murgrontian people, I might add. The institute is helping us change the world.” Fosan continued.
“What about the enemy, the competition?” Obsomil queried.
“Taking inspiration from your boat engine, I changed the portal circuitry so it was protected by a self-destruction device. We now have the company in place and our sales continue to soar. We’ve released the portal technology through licensing. The market is far too big for one company, so instead of us going after all of the business, we sell the small protected circuit and have others do most of the manufacturing.  We are making many people wealthy and increasing the distribution of the product. Everyone will benefit, but Grethia most of all.” Jan answered. He was glad to have been so successful and wanted to minimize the amount of money that he had made.
Obsomil looked significantly at Jan. “The timing of your visit is due to desired circumstances? Is it not?”
“Yes we decided it was time to return when, ah, certain information came to my attention and certain events transpired. I’ll be surprised if we don’t hear something shortly. I took the necessary actions to ensure our success before we left.” Jan said. The others in the room looked somewhat perplexed except for Merinnia who looked at Jan with a very concerned face.
~
“Sir, wake up. A ship from space has landed at Port Alchant.” A messenger shook Jan awake.
“Good. Please arrange for King Obsomil, Lord Bloodin, Lord Fosan, Lord Garst, my business associate and the Princess Merinnia to be at my ship.” Jan groggily replied. He had a hypernet message to send before he dressed.
“They are already awaiting your arrival, sir. Permit me.” The servant brought a portal with him and set it. 
Jan quickly got ready and transferred to his ship. The others were talking inside his craft. Jan entered, looking a little sheepish. “I guess I’ll be well rested for our meeting today.” The others laughed. Jan went to the controls. ‘I’m surprised it took them two months to make their move.”
Jan piloted his new spaceship to Port Alchant to the same place he had landed just before the Grethians destroyed their own temple. Jan, Obsomil and the rest of the group rushed to the plaza. The rubble from the temple had been cleared away. In its place Grethian Institute buildings were under construction. Another space ship three times as big as Jan’s took up a large part of the plaza. 
Jan looked at the insignia as they entered the square. “This is one of my father’s ships. That symbol is the logo of his firm.” 
“His trading company, eh?” Obsomil said with his eyes gleaming with anticipation. As usual, Obsomil radiated energy. His smile was fierce. “You’ve waited a long time for this, Jan? I can hardly wait to witness what transpires today.” He rubbed his hands with glee.
“How do I even know if my father is on the ship?” Jan didn’t relish this day like Obsomil, but it wasn’t fear that he felt, but anxious anticipation and dread.
Crowds had filled up every open space in the square. Jan, Merinnia and Riban slipped in and hid among the people as the occupants of the larger craft began to emerge. Guards came out first. The pressing crowds stopped their advance when confronted by these strange men. 
The two parties, less Jan, Riban and Merinnia, walked towards one another. The spacemen were led by Artis, himself. Erect and with his typical self-confidence, Jan’s father advanced and stopped short of Obsomil’s group. Just behind Artis towered Trimpnell. 
Obsomil led the other party accompanied by Bloodin, Garst and Fosan. The three founders of Grethia Industries looked out from the crowd. Six guards stood behind the king. They were armed with large blasters like Smith’s party. The appearance of Obsomil’s guards with blasters raised some eyebrows on the visitor’s faces.
“Greetings to Grethia. I understand you are sire to Jan Smith?” Obsomil waved his hand to quiet the crowd. He struggled to modify his speech to a more conventional version of Galactic Standard. “Why are you here? Where is Jan?” Obsomil made a show of searching Smith’s entourage with his eyes. “I am anxious to see him and my daughter. They haven’t communicated with me for some time.” King Obsomil said with a concerned tone.
“I have come to take possession of my planet. You see, I can license planets and my company,” he turned and pointed to the logo, “has licensed this one. Since it has been unregistered, I may do this with the full force of the Galactic Federation.” Smith said sharply. His words were forceful, his chin jutted forward, but beneath the words Jan could detect some strain
“How is it you can do such a thing? I am King here.” Obsomil looked crestfallen. “Even I don’t own the planet. I just rule most of the inhabited areas.” Obsomil’s visage began to darken as he knit his eyebrows together. “You will have to fight the people for it. Where is Jan? Where is Merinnia?” He threatened Artis’ group by nodding to the Grethian guards. 
Smith’s guards shifted. Hands went to blasters. Tension filled the air. A confrontation seemed imminent.
“Jan isn’t coming. In fact, you might say he has been permanently detained.” Trimpnell said, just as Jan’s father was about to speak. Artis gave Trimpnell a sharp look of warning. 
“A confrontation would be an unwise action on your part.” Trimpnell blurted. “Surely you know the power of our modern world. SM ships have the power to make this continent a ruin like the other one. Jan Smith is dead. He died ten weeks ago on Impollon IV with his companion, Merinnia Wankle. Ms. Wankle was from Grethia, I do believe. Your daughter? How fitting.” Trimpnell stood with fists clenched as he spoke. “Smith Mercantile is now the owner of Grethia and there is nothing you can do about it!” Trimpnell Smith sneered as he drew up to his full height.
King Obsomil turned bright red. All could see the anger emanate from his body. Through clenched teeth he replied, “That may be true, but your investment really would be worthless if the world was in ruins, wouldn’t it? Did you know Merinnia was my only daughter?” 
A red flush worked its way up Artis Smith’s neck. “Don’t forget, I have the power to instruct Trimpnell to make this continent the twin of the other. Under Galactic Law, I can do what I want with this planet. If I can prove resistance, I can kill in self-defense. Power rests with the trading companies. Mine is one of the most powerful.
“Is that so? You are as wrong as you are arrogant. As for your stupid son behind you, he will never be lord over anything.” Obsomil said quietly between clenched teeth. His words even sent a chill down Jan’s back.
Jan walked forward through the crowd followed by Merinnia. “Is it the portal technology you seek, father?” 
The SM contingent became agitated. Trimpnell’s eyes bulged, his tongue tied as he looked on in horror. 
“You’re alive!” Trimpnell gagged. “You were dead! I saw your remains.”
“Any dismembered arm looks pretty much the same, Trimpnell,” Jan said as he beckoned for Merinnia to join him. 
“It doesn’t matter if you are alive or dead, Jan. Grethia is still the property of Smith Mercantile.” Artis had regained his composure at the sight of Jan and continued with a smile that surprisingly reminded Jan of Wilton, the late High Lord of Murgrontia. “Your friends here are so naive. You didn’t know Riban regularly communicated with me. I have known your every move and your every strategy. When Trimpnell finally discovered the true source of your mysterious portal technology, not the trail you expected us to follow to Gyron III, we knew we could just license the planet and take over the source. In the end, it’s been so simple.” Jan’s father said without a tinge of regret. 
“My father,” Jan said in quiet despair, shaking his head. “It is regretful that you feel this way. Let me say that even your miniscule regard for me has been appreciated. When I worked at SM it was excellent training for what I have done with the portal technology. There were obviously those who felt I was overstepping myself.” He looked Trimpnell in the eyes, observing the burning hatred reflected in them. 
“I’ve been able to work freely on this project without too much of their ‘help.’” Jan continued. “What ‘help’ you may ask?  My stepmother and her children? Possibly you, yourself? I have just gathered proof that nearly three years ago, when I left the company, my ship was sabotaged. Those hired to kill me, failed. I did finally find out the identity of the culprits. Expert investigation led to your wife and her oldest son. Trimpnell and Josette Smith sought my death through sabotage.” 
~
Artis looked blankly at Jan.What is going on?he thought.What is all this about Josie and Trimp? Trying to kill Jan? Artis could feel his control over this confrontation slipping away.
“The timing was interesting,” Jan continued. 
Artis could feel the confidence in Jan’s voice. This wasn’t a person trying to talk him out of taking over the planet. It dawned on him that Jan knew more about the situation than he did.
“My trust fund was to be passed on to me when I was twenty-one. But Rollo lied and told me it would be mine at twenty-five. I still don’t know the reason for that. I had never known what was in the trust fund. I knew mother had a good-sized chunk of stock as part of it. I received trust fund checks to augment my initial legacy, but Rollo sent me only a miniscule portion of the trust income. Freemen was in Trimpnell’s employ and skimmed a certain amount for himself. The rest of the income was spread to your wife and children through various means. However, as chance would have it, I discovered the fraud and recently regained control of my trust. Grethia Industries has been buying up SM stock since it started. Billions and billions. You might be interested to know that I have more stock than you do, father. In fact, through my various corporations, coupled with the stock in SM that King Obsomil owns, I now control a majority interest in Smith Mercantile.” 
Jan looked at his father squarely in the eye. Smith shrank a little at the words. “I have filed documents with the proper authorities to apprehend and charge your ‘other family’ for fraud and attempted murder. That includes the episode with my spaceship and the explosion at the cabin where I supposedly died. I recorded that particular episode and sent it along to some interested parties. Trimpnell makes a convincing murderer, I might add. I am sure you’ll agree. I certainly hope they don’t implicate you. And now, the conclusion to our meeting.” Jan spoke into his phone and looked up.
Artis followed his gaze and couldn’t believe his eyes. A Federation Police Force ship descended onto the square while Obsomil’s guards cleared spaced enough for it to land. Eight officers disembarked and walked over to Jan. 
“You already have the filings. There is Trimpnell Smith. He has attempted to personally kill me twice. He has diverted my trust funds, which by Federation law I now claim back as well as the interest I’m entitled to. He has bribed the local police on Impollon IV and freely broke that planet’s law by hiring thugs to break and enter into the premises of Grethia Industries for the purposes of stealing private property, obstructing commerce and planting illegal spying devices on the premises. He also was responsible for desecrating the cadavers that I placed in my cabin in an the act of attempted murder.” 
Jan pulled a data tab from his pocket. Looking directly at Trimpnell, He held out the tab to his father and said, “Here is your own copy of the complaints that I have sworn against him and his mother. All of the evidence has been submitted to the FPF judicial system. It also contains copies of the warrants for the arrest of Trimpnell, Josette Smith, Rollo and Royanne Freemen for grand theft.”
Now Jan looked directly at his father. “They will certainly be convicted. Both your wife and stepson conspired to kill me. You know what the penalty for that is?” Artis paled and clutched his throat. How could he have so utterly underestimated his son?
~
“Now, I have even worse news for you.” Jan breathed in deeply. “You are no longer the chairman of the company. I have appointed King Obsomil as chairman. These actions took place an hour ago. You may check with the company secretary via hypernet, if you don’t believe me. The planet Grethia is now essentially owned by itself and will deal with itself as it chooses. All of the documents relating to my control are on the same tab you hold in your hand.
“As for Riban.” At the mention of his name Riban walked into the midst of the tableau. “He gave you truthful information, yes. But he did not give you the full picture. He was never out of my employ. I also listened to some of your conversations with him. I don’t approve of your methods any more than my mother did. Obsomil and I agree that your services are no longer needed at Smith Mercantile. You may enter your ship to confirm what I have said and then return to Impollon IV and clean out your office. I will have guards standing by. The law will determine if you will face further criminal charges. I have not bothered to personally press any against you. Consider it an act of filial love. I have no evidence that you acted along with your family to steal from me or attempt to kill me.” With those words Artis began to redden and become agitated.
Jan turned and walked off. He exhaled heavily. His clothes felt sticky with sweat. 
“I won’t take this lying down!” Smith yelled at Jan’s back. “You can’t keep me off of my planet. I’ll issue more stock! I’ll dilute the hell out of your position! We have ways for taking care of you. You are just like your mother, may she rot in hell. You need to be ruthless to succeed!”
Jan turned around, his face ravaged by emotion, “No, father, you don’t need to be ruthless. Tough, yes, because perfect solutions are rarely available and you have to make dispassionate decisions that affect many people. You took compassion out of your life and out of decision-making altogether. That’s your problem. When that happened, you lost your humanity, and you lost your first family. I always tried to look for it in you, to impute that you had it. But it isn’t really there, is it? For that I pity you. As for trying to wrest control from me, think again. My wealth and ability to generate wealth can fund a planet-full of lawyers forever. You just don’t have it. Don’t even try.” Jan said coldly. All eyes watched him as he turned and walked away until the crowd swallowed him up. 
~
Artis Smith, creator of Smith Mercantile, former owner of a hundred planets, gazed at the crowds, but he saw nothing but his own demise. With sagging shoulders, he saw Trimpnell taken away into the FPF ship. He turned and walked listlessly back to the SM ship and verified that that Jan spoken the truth, the very painful truth. With his family in tatters, perhaps retirement might be preferable to a fight that he knew he couldn’t win.
~
At Obsomil’s palace a few days later, the major players in Grethia’s transformation met again sitting around the long black table. Jan looked out the window and turned around when the king walked into the room. He didn’t feel the thrill of victory like Obsomil. He’d destroyed his father. He couldn’t help but feel guilty about ruining the man. Trimpnell and Rollo certainly would reap the reward that came to thieves, but where did that leave him?
“We will now be parting company with our friends for awhile.” The king began. “Jan, words do not adequately convey the gratitude we have for you. Your actions have liberated a world and transformed humankind in the known universe. Our undying appreciation goes with you as you return to Impollon IV. And now I have an important announcement to make…” 
Obsomil grinned at Merinnia and Riban. They both rose. This development took Jan completely by surprise. “My daughter and one of her two tutors have decided to marry. Riban is to marry Merinnia!” The hall erupted into applause and wishes of good will to the couple. 
Jan was taken aback. He didn’t even realize that Merinnia and Riban were more than good friends. They hadn’t talked to him about any of this. A sinking feeling grabbed Jan.My patience with Merinnia and my time off-planet getting Grethian Industries started and my hesitancy had thrown her right into Riban’s arms. 
“Jan has appointed Riban to run Smith Mercantile as soon as it is arranged to merge with Grethia Industries. Merinnia, who has been smitten by the worlds outside will accompany him to Impollon IV as his wife and act as our official liaison.” There was more applause and Jan reluctantly joined in.
Jan walked up to the couple and held their hands. Astonishment still clouded his thoughts, but he had to say something. “I didn’t even know about this. I had assumed that…” he left his thoughts drift, unsaid and struggled to remain smiling. 
Merinnia punched him in the arm. “You have been the best brother a girl could ever hope for. Riban and I can’t express our gratitude for all you’ve done,” Merinnia said with a radiant smile and eyes full of heartfelt tears, and then she kissed him on the cheek. He had to keep from flinching. 
Jan had thought that Merinnia and he would let their relationship mature. And now, he didn’t know what he would do. “I… I wish you the best. I really do,” hugging both of them and hoping that his smile didn’t look too much like a grimace.
His personal space ship had crashed on a bleak planet. He’d gone through all of this for what?  Jan’s thought of a few moments that rushed back to him. What would he do?  He couldn’t remove Riban for taking away Merinnia. She was never Jan’s in the first place. He couldn’t face a career at SM with Riban at the helm. 
He left the hall as soon as he could in a daze. He’d have to rebuild his life, but into what?
~~~
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The ship touched down at a remote spot on Gyron III. Well-maintained fields spoke of a successful farm carved out of the surrounding wilderness. Jan Smith walked out of the ship. He was greeted by a smiling elderly man and his wife.
“Mr. Smith. I am so glad you have come to visit.”
“I’m glad I have finally been able to come, Osker. Is everything all right?” Jan said.
“Yes, sir. You were right about this valley. It is a wonderful farm for us. Randine has come with us to Gyron III, but she lives in the city and comes for visits. The Androvny’s are very happy, thanks to you.”
“I’m glad. Do you mind if I walk around by myself for a little bit?” The couple smiled indulgently at him. 
Jan walked around the farmhouse and buildings and strolled to the spot where the Wankles had been buried by Merinnia and Jan when they first ventured out from Grethia. 
Tears welled up in Jan’s eyes as he looked at the white picket fence surrounding the gravesites. The new markers that he had ordered look very nice. At the front of the little park, stood a statue in bronze that represented the Wankle family. He never did find out what they looked like. His emotions were full. Not just for the Wankle tragedy, but for all that had occurred in the last three years.
He spoke out loud, “Here I am, rich beyond belief. What have I accomplished?  I’ve saved a planet from itself. I’ve transformed the known universe. I have avenged the wrongs of Artis and his family. I’ve even helped Osker escape from Rexalt’s doom and gloom. I should feel great… but I don’t. I don’t want to rule Grethia. I don’t want to run SM, not now. Luckily, they are both in great hands. I don’t need to be the richest person in the universe, although I’m probably close, as it is. I am, again, the free agent I was when I set out on the Space Quest, so many months ago. If I don’t want to be a king or a tycoon, what do I want to be?  I guess I’m smart enough to figure something out. Thank you for listening, Wankles.” He sighed and turned back towards the farm.
The sun was setting as Jan waved goodbye to the couple as he walked over to his old ship controlled by the same 202X computer that saved his life. A few minutes later, Jan lifted off back into space. 
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Chapter One
 
 
One couldn’t tell where the mist ended and the low clouds began as the day turned to night. Anoria Norgan walked quickly through the slick, wet streets of Partenkirchen, a picturesque village snuggled in the midst of the Bavarian Alps. The mist quickly turned into a cold drizzle mixed with snow just as she took refuge in a little restaurant. The gaslight lanterns inside barely lit up the street, but that didn’t matter to her. Anoria could see quite well in the dark.
 She shivered from the cold, even now that she stood, bathed in the heat of the room, and shook the moisture from her fur coat as she looked around.
“Over here.” Lorian, her centuries-long partner, raised his beefy hand, and then beckoned her over to a table. She always thrilled at the sight of his magnificent face. Much taller than an average human, he also possessed the bulk to match. A little man sat at his side, hunched over a beer stein, held tightly with both hands. 
She hung her coat along a row of half-filled coat hooks and straightened out the front of her dress. She looked around at the other women. None were dressed as stylishly as she, but then it was 1905 and they were in an alpine village. A number of the patrons were dressed in the local alpine costume. Let them, she thought. These were humans having their fun. 
She took a deep breath and let Lorian pull out a chair for her. Anoria smiled and crinkled her eyes at Lorian. Some human customs developed in the last century or so were rather nice. A waiter walked by, a starched white apron covered his striped trousers. He bowed to her.
“The other gentlemen have ordered.” He presented her with a menu.
“Do you have anything other than pork?” Anoria said while she scanned the menu. She had had enough pork during her recent stay in nearby Munich.
“This is a veal dish,” he pointed to a menu item that didn’t describe the meat. 
“I’ll have that, then, and some white wine.” She smiled and returned the menu. 
The two men sat silently, each in their own thoughts, until she had ordered. “Anoria, this is my helper, Hans Dietrich.” Lorian spoke flawless German, of course. During their four hundred years together, they had both learned all of the major European languages and those of the Levant. Lorian’s commanded all of the many dialects they had learned, while she struggled with only a few in each language. “He’s here to deliver his last report.”
Anoria had spent the last two weeks in Munich, researching the records and sending out many telegrams to Lorian verifying the movements of their targets. From what she could tell, all of them had traveled to Partenkirchen for the night’s festivities.
A server put a mug of something steaming in front of her. Chocolate?  If so, that was Lorian’s doing. She took a deep sniff above the mug and smiled at him again, and then at Dietrich, who leaned towards them, looking around as if they were watched. Good for Dietrich, she thought. They might well be and it didn’t pay to let up on one’s guard. 
She took a sip and let the hot, sweet liquid trickle down her throat. The taste would likely spoil the enjoyment of her dinner, but Anoria didn’t care. The warmth and the taste were comforting on such a bitter night. 
“The meeting is still on at the Schachen King’s House,” Dietrich said. “Carriages have delivered a number of your…” he cleared his throat, “friends. They have all brought servants with them, as you predicted, Herr Brodon. There are only a few carriages from Partenkirchen still on the track that takes them to the remote castle.”
Anoria looked at Lorian with near-breathlessness. “All of them, you think?” he asked.
She nodded and presented him with a grim smile. “From what I can tell, they are all meeting at the King’s House,” she said. 
He gave her that little half smile that she could never tire of. “Yes, every five years at the first new moon of January, they gather to review their plans for the domination Germany  and the rest of Central Europe, and then they gorge themselves to insensibility. Our quest is nearly over in Europe, my dear. Then it’s on to America for the very last of the Ostreyan covens.”
“Austrian?” Dietrich said. “They are all German, with most from Bavaria.” He furrowed his brow, and then took a wrinkled sheaf of papers from his coat. “This is my list. You can compare it with yours to check if they all accounted for.” The little man slid the list over to Anoria.
“Ostreyan. Different spelling and slightly different pronunciation. They are, as you know, a… a secret society that have been preying on all of Europe and beyond since the middle ages.” He turned to her. “Drink up, Anoria. It will be a long night,” Lorian said as he slid a thick envelope over to Dietrich. “Here is your remuneration. The last train out of here leaves in…” he looked at his timepiece. “Twenty minutes. You ticket is on the top. Make sure you are on it, for your own good.”
Dietrich nodded and gave a curt nod to Anoria. The little man retrieved his coat, and then scuttled out into the now-snowy night. Anoria looked at him pass by the window, glad that he was out of the way.
“I don’t like him,” she said, taking Lorian’s hand in both of hers. She screwed up her face to show her distaste. “Can he be trusted?” Tonight’s stakes were the highest they had ever faced and she worried about their success.
Lorian shrugged with the supreme confidence he always, always exhibited. She’d never seen a reason to doubt it. “As much as anyone I’ve known for only three weeks. Drink up your chocolate.” He flashed her one of those smiles that made her wilt. “After dinner, we’ll go back to the hotel and change into our Recovery suits. He doesn’t know that you are my active partner, my dear. If he thinks of betraying me to them, we will give the Ostreyans a surprise. Two Valirians instead of one. It’s going to be a chilly ride to get to the King’s House just as the vampiric Ostreyans have used up all of their servants.”
Anoria blinked. Her food arrived and she began to eat. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast and was finished before Lorian. “Are we all set, then?” she said.
“That’s right. Our horses are waiting for us. I procured the best the stable had.” Lorian rubbed her hand and then kissed it. “Time to go,” he whispered. His eyes were alight with anticipation. Anoria always felt nervous before a confrontation with Ostreyans, and for good reason. Each confrontation had taken months or years to prepare for. As before, either one of them or both could be killed.
They left the little restaurant arm in arm. Even though they had been partners and lovers for centuries, Anoria cherished every moment she had spent with Lorian. Now, after so many years, their goal of eradicating the final few Ostreyans neared. After seeking out and destroying nearly four thousand of them, they were so close. 
The cost had been high. Out of their team of forty Recovery Specialists from the planet of Valir, only three remained. Soon, the Ostreyan vermin would cease to exist and their goal would be reached. What then? She held Lorian’s hand and looked at the determination on his face. What would Lorian do? He lived for these confrontations and now they were about over. He had steadfastly refused to talk about their future after they destroyed the Ostreyan menace. 
Anoria let the snow melt on her face as they strolled through the town to their hotel. After tonight, she would confront him. She couldn’t go on, not having some kind of goal, some kind of purpose to her life.
They would share the room, now that she had returned. Neither of them talked while they prepared. She didn’t feel like it, but she grinned at Lorian as they both put on the black recovery suits that they had used since their crash landing on Earth. Anoria knew he would like her to show the fearlessness that he, alone, felt.
“Shouldn’t we dial these white?” Lorian said, his face and hair turning black. She loved his impish expressions.
Anoria laughed and made a checkerboard out of her face and then turned it back to black. “You’re the one who told me that black was always better at night. There are shadows in every room when the sun goes down.”
He grabbed her hand. “You really are the smart one,” he said as he wrapped his arms around her. “I promise I will spend some time thinking of what we’ll do after all of this. Perhaps we can go somewhere warm and live out our lives in peace.”
“It’s been four hundred years since we have really taken time off, Lorian, but I’m more than ready.” She kissed him on his cheek. “Tonight, after our victory. I look forward to planning out our future.” She didn’t just look forward to it; she desperately needed to know what her future held.
“Close, so close.” Lorian held up his hand and made a fist. “We’ll visit Tubal, after our little rest, and then it’s on to America to destroy the last remnants.”
Anoria missed Tubal Proctor. He had changed his name long ago, when he withdrew from the Recovery Team. Some of them said he had lost his nerve. Anoria never pushed him for a reason, but he had always kept in touch with Lorian and her. Now he wasn’t only their last friend, Tubal was the last Valirian besides both of them. Anoria pressed her lips together and blinked her eyes. She rubbed a bit of wetness from them. This was no time to get emotional. After they had destroyed the coven, she could smile or cry and do whatever she wanted.
The hideous Ostreyans, he said? She wondered if the Ostreyans thought of them as hideous Valirians? She knew that humans would, if they knew their true nature. His words had sobered her mood. There were aspects to living on Earth that she hated. “If we could only return to Valir and live the way we were meant to.”
“Tubal still thinks there are escapees from other planets here, you know. Perhaps one of them actually kept their ship intact when they landed—”
“Unlike the incompetent Valirian Recovery Team and the escaped Ostreyans, you mean?” Anoria showed half a smile. She still remembered the harrowing descent into Mediterranean Sea four hundred years ago. Earth’s protective magnetic belts had scrambled their control systems, just as it had the Ostreyans’ purloined vessels.
Lorian shrugged. He had such a magnificent shrug. She could never stay angry or depressed around him for long  “We will find a way. We are Valirians,” Lorian said, smiling. “We are incredibly rich, by human standards, and can do whatever we want. That’s all I want to say about it. Let’s concentrate on tonight’s mission. Tomorrow is another day and we will talk then, okay?” he said. He pulled her close. “A good luck kiss.”
~
They tied their horses to the back of a parked carriage. No one stood watching guard on a night like tonight. If there were no clouds there would have been no moon showing. In the hour they traveled, one foot of snow had fallen. Their uniforms protected them from the cold, but Anoria blew on her frozen hands while Lorian did the same. 
No drivers or guards roamed around the ranks of carriages. The billowing breaths of blanketed horses cluttered up the air. It seemed like the Ostreyans had lit up every room in the King’s House. She could imagine all of the rooms cluttered with human bodies. She’d seen the aftermath of their blood orgies before.
Snow spotted their black uniforms and their black hair and faces. Anoria could barely see Lorian with her normal eyes, but his light violet aura blazed, lighting the way to the back of lonely two-story mansion.
“Dampen your aura, the Ostreyans will easily see you in the dark, Lorian,” she said as she adjusted a control on her uniform. “See? Now I’m part of the shadow and you’re not.”
Anoria wondered whatever possessed King Ludwig II of Austria to build a house so far away from anything? The smallest of his castles, it boasted one huge room on the second floor. She could easily see the Ostreyans killing the Bavarian king just to maintain a place to meet. Lorian had suspected the Ostreyans of a close relationship with the monarch, but they had never bothered to investigate Ludwig’s untimely death.
Lorian chuckled. “You always save me from being defeated by details.” His aura turned into a dim lavenderish haze. His uniform’s controls had weakened in the last century. “That’s going to have to be enough. Let’s go.” He checked the gun at his hip and then slid out the extensions of his fingernails from the middle and ring finger of his hands and examined his needlelike appendages. “Not frozen solid.” His face had turned grim.
Anoria did the same. She’d take care of her share of Ostreyans tonight. “I’m ready.”
“Here,” Lorian said, as he jiggled a window open with a knife. He opened it and slipped inside. Anoria followed. 
They exited the room and stepped over the random bodies in the hallway. The Ostreyans had finished their meeting and had commenced to feed on their servants. She had thought their enemy’s chronic impatience might have been culled from the existing survivors of their race, but evidently not. They turned a corner.
An Ostreyan hunched over a woman’s body. He turned around and hissed. His own fingernails extended, dripping with blood. Ostreyans used their nails to siphon blood out of their victims, whereas Valirians only needed a touch to feed on a victim’s life-force.
Lorian grabbed the Ostreyan as he tried to climb over the woman and scamper up the stairs, but Lorian’s iron grip held him fast with one hand and covered his mouth with the other. Anoria quickly put her hand to the Ostreyan’s neck and pumped a touch of her life-force into him. It never took much. Valirian life-force was a deadly poison to the vampiric Ostreyans. Death took the Ostreyan in a second. He slumped over his victim. 
Lorian checked the woman. “She’s about gone.” He shrugged and put his fingernails to the back of her neck and drank in the remainder of her life. He shivered. “I know you don’t like me doing that, but we’ll need as much as we can get tonight. Promise me you’ll do the same.”
Anoria reluctantly agreed and followed him up the wide stairway. She had taken enough life-force in her time on Earth, but she had always dreaded stealing life. Lorian once felt as she did, but he had long since cast off any reluctance in extracting the life-force from humans. He disappointed her in so few things, but that was one of them.
They could now hear the muffled sounds of reveling in the upper room. They reached the top of the wide stairway and stopped. Dietrich’s body had been nailed to one set of double doors. She looked at Lorian. 
“Betrayed?” she said.
Lorian shook his head with seeming sadness, “I told him to leave Partenkirchen. If he would have only listened. Even if he didn’t willingly betray us, I don’t think he would have withheld very much information after that.” Lorian looked at the body and pursed his lips.
“They know we’re here,” she said the obvious. “Do we proceed?”
He flashed her one of his half smiles and nodded. “We’ll just have to be more deadly than they are.” Lorian took her by the hand and led her to a set of doors leading outside. “We’ll go outside and then invade the room in dramatic fashion from the front balcony. Even though they know we are here, we will do the unexpected.”
Anoria nodded. Lorian had flash and style in everything he did. No lurking or stalking. He approached every problem straight on. Sometimes she wondered how he had endured so long while their companions fell to the Ostreyans. Perhaps she had something to do with that. They were such a magnificent team. Tubal had even said so.
The Turkish Room, as the late Ludwig II had named it, had two huge doors, facing one of the largest mountains in the Alps. He led her outside, and then along the full length of the house, creeping along the slick roof that extended from the ground floor. They reached the wide balcony and climbed over. No one had challenged them as they slid along the wall.
They couldn’t see into the room. The Ostreyans had drawn the drapes shut, although there were no dwellings about. She doubted they did it out of modesty, just out of their damned furtiveness. What an evil race!
“Through the glass,” Lorian said, shattering her train of thought.
Anoria took a deep breath and followed Lorian as he slammed through the window, spraying shards of glass into the room. She shook off the clinging curtains and took in the shambles of the room.
Dead humans littered the floor. Of the forty expected Ostreyans, only a few still fed, but most sat, satiated on chairs and sofas littered about. By the angry looks on their faces, they hadn’t surprised their prey. For the barest moment, she took in the garish decorations in the style of the Levant that cluttered up the room. The large space lived up to its name. It looked like a sultan’s palace. Anoria would know, she’d been in a few over the years.
Lorian wasted no time and began to empty out his gun. Anoria followed. Ostreyans were no less long-lived as the Valirians, but gunshot wounds would slow them up and could even kill. 
Both of them closed with their mortal enemies. It took a second, no more, to infuse an Ostreyan with poisoning life-force. Ostreyan bodies began to join the humans as Anoria and Lorian fought without pity. 
Anoria felt a foot in her back, as two Ostreyans on either side grabbed her hands and tried to pull out her arms. She merely flexed her fingers letting her fingernails find the wrists of her victims. Anoria couldn’t fathom why the Ostreyans hadn’t brought firearms to the party. The enemy began to dwindle. Eventually, the Ostreyans began to use furniture and lamps to halt Lorian and Anoria’s murderous advances. One of the lamps broke, splashing lamp oil on Lorian and he burst into flames. 
Fools, thought Anoria. Their uniforms were flameproof and their skin was tough enough to protect them for a brief time from fire. That defensive talent came along with the natural camouflage that their ancestors had used to get close to animal prey on Valir. He retreated towards Anoria, who threw a vase of water over him, dousing the flames.
Anoria and Lorian didn’t say a word while they split again and both sides fought on. The Ostreyans asked for no quarter, for they knew none would be given.
Anoria now fought at the doors leading out to the stairway. An opponent backed her up against a door and she felt a few of the nails they had used on Dietrich gouge into her suit. The thought of the flayed informant only made her begin to fight with greater purpose. Speed was their ally in fighting Ostreyans that had just filled up on the blood of their victims. 
She turned to fight one of the few Ostreyans remaining. This one had wrapped herself up with leather. A smart woman. It meant she would live a few moments longer. Both of them performed a dance of death into a dark corner of the room.
Her opponent pulled out a large knife and plunged it towards her arm. Her uniform turned the blade, but Anoria could feel a bone break. She screamed and then pulled the knife out of the woman’s hand. Ostreyans never appreciated how much stronger Valirians were. She used the knife to slice a long cut through the thick leather sleeve and slipped her fingers into the cut to administer her poisonous life force. The opponent dropped dead to the floor. 
One of the sets of doors burst open, revealing three Ostreyans holding double barrel shot guns. Lorian stood in front of them, his chest heaving from exertion.
“Lorian Brodon, I presume? Dietrich told us you would visit tonight.” The Ostreyan’s aura showed a brilliant blue overshadowing his two companions. This man had to be their leader, Count Gruber. “You had me waiting downstairs. I hadn’t counted on your taking an alternate entrance.” Gruber looked about the room, surprise on his face. Anoria clung to the darkness behind them, unnoticed. “You’ve killed them all? I refused to believe the reports.” Anoria could hear fear creep into his voice, but he took a breath which seemed to pump up Gruber’s bravado. “Three against one.” Sinister intentions colored his laughter while he cast an evil grin at Lorian.
Her partner casually brushed off his uniform as Anoria silently moved along the wall. Despite Lorian’s nonchalance, she noticed the sheen of perspiration on his black face. All three of the men had their guns aimed at Lorian. He grinned at them. “It comes to this?  See here, this is hardly fair odds.”
Gruber nodded. “What do I care about odds? You have killed most of my brothers and sisters, all by yourself, but I get the satisfaction of killing the last of your race. We know you are the last.” The count looked at the devastation. “Now you have forced me to join my brothers in America. Your dead body will accompany all of these into the cesspit, tonight.” Gruber waved his hand at the destruction. 
Anoria still clung to the wall, changing her suit and coloring to match its color. She slid closer to the men. They didn’t detect her movements from where they stood, pointing guns at her Lorian and concentrating on him. Her heart beat in her throat. Lorian had never been so exposed before and she worried for the both of them. 
“It is too bad you won’t be able to join them,” Lorian said. He made no move towards the trio and kept his eyes from Anoria as she moved closer to the Ostreyans. She finally had slid along the wall far enough to reach them. She extended her hand towards one of the men and gave him an unrequested release from his long life on Earth. The man crumpled into Gruber.
“Move, Lorian!” she said as Gruber and the other man instantly pulled the triggers on the shotguns trained on her lover. 
The blasts jerked Lorian backwards and the recoil threw the two men backwards into her. She took care of Gruber first and, while the wide-eyed Ostreyan fumbled with his weapon trying to reload, she had no qualms about ending his miserable life.
“Your time is up,” she said as her fingernails pressed into the man’s hand. She didn’t know if the man even heard her. She ran to Lorian.
 Blood covered Lorian’s head. Gruber must have known the Recovery suit would absorb much of the force of the shotguns, because the two Ostreyans aimed their four barrels at Lorian’s head. She gasped as she realized that Lorian’s face just didn’t exist anymore. 
The silence in the room deafened her as she knelt at Lorian’s side. She looked away from the mess the shotguns had made and grabbed his lifeless hand. The fingernails had remained extended, a sign of death. A Valirian could recover easily and quickly from a single gunshot, but Lorian’s life had ended with massive trauma. 
Anoria collapsed to the floor, not able to see through the tears that flooded her eyes. She wailed among the carnage and pounded her fists on the floor again and again. She clutched Lorian’s lifeless figure, willing her life-force into his body, but his dead flesh wouldn’t accept it. 
She sobbed, not even thinking, until her mind returned to the present. Her tears seemed to be an unstoppable stream. She took deep, shuddering breaths to regain her sanity. She finally wiped her eyes and face and rose to her feet. She couldn’t stop sobbing as she checked every single body. A few humans retained shreds of their life-force, not fully succumbed. She slurped that up to heal her broken arm. Her normal reticence was forgotten in her intense grief. She emptied flowers from a vase and washed her hair and body of blood, most of it Lorian’s.
Her gaze kept returning to his body. When she had made a round of the room, she collapsed next to his side, once more. His hair and skin had returned to the paleness that came natural to a Valirian. She didn’t want to look at his ruined face and put a bloody tablecloth over his head and torso.
She remembered his words, ‘Tomorrow is another day and we will talk then.’ Tomorrow would not be another day. Never again would they talk to each other, or laugh. They would never make love, continuing their centuries-long partnership. She cried for what she had just lost. Now her future looked like a bleak eternity without Lorian.
Not knowing what else to do, she walked outside and found the cesspit Gruber had mentioned and put every body, Ostreyan and human into the foul hole. How many humans had the Ostreyans dumped into that hellhole over the years the House had been built? She shivered in the cold air, not because she was cold, but because of the innate cruelty that had caused the incarceration of all Ostreyans in the first place. 
She had a last, grisly task. Anoria picked up Lorian’s body in her arms and walked downstairs. She pulled a blanket from a bed on the bottom floor and wrapped up his body,  after having taken off his Recovery suit, and then rode back to Partenkirchen in the dark. The snow had stopped and the stars illuminated the ground enough for her to make her way down to Partenkirchen with her sharp Valirian eyes. The clouds rolled back in and, by the time she saw the lights of Partenkirchen, fresh snow had covered her tracks. She buried Lorian’s body in a corner of a churchyard cemetery. No cesspit for her Lorian. The ground wasn’t frozen solid, but it was hard enough so that she didn’t finish until the sky had begun to lighten up. She scattered snow on his grave.
She dropped the horses off at the deserted stable. Anoria felt so heavy and so burdened when she sneaked up to their room. She washed her face and changed back into the outfit she had worn the previous evening. Anoria altered her face and hair before she left the room and only took one satchel that contained their ready money, their uniforms and a few personal items. She would buy whatever she needed elsewhere.
They had been betrayed. That had happened so many times over the centuries. The Ostreyans were good at manipulating humans. The legacy of their evil actions would be felt for generations to come.
Her eyes were caught by the scenery that appeared as the sky lightened. She made her way to the picturesque train station. The last train into Partenkirchen had stayed to become the first train back to Munich in the morning. The train rattled, twisted and turned through the mountains on its descent. The Alps that surrounded the tracks brought back the horrid thoughts of the King’s House and the windows glowing in the dark. Her mind returned to recall every move she had made in the Turkish Room and the awful moment when Lorian died. Her life had seemed to end at that moment, but she still breathed. She didn’t regret burying Lorian back in Partenkirche but that couldn’t lighten up her thoughts. They seemed so heavy, so full of grief. How could they not?  She had lost her life’s partner. She didn’t care about the few Ostreyan covens in America. Ostreyans couldn’t reproduce on Earth any more than Valirians. Time would take care of them both. Just like it had for her dear, dear Lorian and the rest of the Recovery Team.
Anoria broke into another of the endless pulses of grief that brought with it heaving sobs and tears that never seemed to end. She would immediately head for London and hoped Tubal would give her the comfort she so desperately sought.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
~
 
Many years ago, the writing bug bit me. I didn’t know what to do. I had a very busy day job, so I took a pad of paper with me to church and while the speakers spoke, I wrote. I wrote and wrote and wrote for weeks on end and produced the first draft of a space opera novel—written entirely in my crabbed, illegible handwriting.
 
What you are currently perusing is a version of that august and hoary work. I published an early version on the Internet (in the late eighties), but this one has been worked over a number of times since. I hope I retained the old flavor with some updated writing.
 
In re-reading my ancient work, I realized that a few popular novels heavily influenced me at the time. The section that takes place on the planet of Rexalt II is more of a homage to Jack Vance than anything else. I can’t approach Vance’s drollness, so my version is merely an echo of his greatness.
 
So enjoy my version of a space opera,The Hand of Grethia.
 
      — Guy Antibes   
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BIT ABOUT GUY
 
With a lifelong passion for speculative fiction, Guy Antibes found that he rather enjoyed writing fantasy as well as reading it. So a career was born and Guy anxiously engaged in adding his own flavor of writing to the world. Guy lives in the western part of the United States and is happily married with enough children to meet or exceed the human replacement rate. 
 
You can contact Guy at his website:  www.guyantibes.com. Get on his email list and learn about his new releases!
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ANORIA OF VALIR SERIES
 
In the late 1300s, a fugitive race of aliens fled to Earth. These aliens possessed the ability to extract blood from their victims, giving rise to the legends of vampires. A Recovery Team, members of a different race, the Valirians, pursued them to Earth. By the time they arrived the vampires had dispersed. Four hundred years later, the last of the vampire covens have been located and the Valirian Recovery Team has dwindled  down to just a few members. SCIENCE FICTION - HISTORICAL PARANORMAL FANTASY THIRLLER
 
Book One:The Vampiric Menace
The year is 1905, and it’s up to Anoria Norgan to track the remaining vampire covens and destroy them. Amidst the troubles and turmoil of the turn of the 20th Century, Anoria must fight the vampires, battling with her own inner demons, while she seeks to finally end her centuries-long  mission on Earth.
 
 
THE WARSTONE QUARTET
 
An ancient emperor creates four magical gems to take over and rule the entire world. The ancient empire crumbles and over millennia. Three stones are lost and one remains as an inert symbol for a single kingdom among many. The force that created the Warstones, now awakened, seeks to unite them all, bringing in a new reign of world domination—a rule of terror. 
 
Four Warstones, four stories. The Warstone Quartet tells of heroism, magic, romance and war as the world must rise to fight the dark force that would enslave them all. 
FANTASY - SWORD & SORCERY/EPIC
 
Book One:Moonstone | Magic That Binds
A jewel, found in the muck of a small village pond, transforms Lotto, the village fool, into an eager young man who is now linked to a princess through the Moonstone. The princess fights against the link while Lotto seeks to learn more about what happened to him. He finds a legacy and she finds the home in her father’s army that she has so desperately sought. As Lotto finds aptitude in magical and physical power, a dark force has risen from another land to sow the seeds of rebellion. It’s up to Lotto to save the princess and the kingdom amidst stunning betrayal fomented by the foreign enemy.
 
Book Two: Sunstone | Dishonor’s Bane
Shiro, a simple farmer, is discovered to possess stunning magical power and is involuntarily drafted into the Ropponi Sorcerer’s Guild. He attracts more enemies than friends and escapes with his life only to end up on a remote prison island. He flees with an enchanted sword containing the lost Sunstone. Trying to create a simple refuge for an outlawed band of women sorcerers, he is betrayed by the very women he has worked to save and exiled to a foreign land. There, he must battle for his freedom as he and his band become embroiled in a continent-wide conflict.
 
Book Three:Bloodstone | Power of Youth
When usurpers invade Foxhome Castle, Unca, the aging Court Wizard of the Red Kingdom, flees with the murdered king’s only daughter, taking the Bloodstone, an ancient amulet that is the symbol of Red Kingdom rule. Unca uses the Bloodstone to escape capture by an enemy and is transformed into a young man, but loses all of his wizardly powers. Unca must reinvent himself in order to return the princess to her throne. Along the way he falls in love with the young woman and must deal with the conflict between his duty and his heart, while keeping a terrible secret. 
 
Book Four:Darkstone | An Evil Reborn
As the 22nd son of the Emperor of Dakkor, Vishan Daryaku grows from boy to man, learning that he must use his unique powers and prodigious knowledge to survive. He succeeds until his body is taken over by an evil power locked inside of the Darkstone. Now Emperor of Dakkor, Vishan is trapped inside, as the ancient force that rules his body devastates his homeland while attempting to recover all of the Warstones.
 
As the amulets are all exposed, the holders of the Moonstone, Sunstone, and Bloodstone combine to fight the Emperor’s relentless drive to reunite the Warstones and gain power over the entire world. The armies of Dakkor and the forces of those allied with the three other stones collide on a dead continent in the stunning conclusion of the Warstone Quartet.
 
 
Quest of the Wizardess
Quest of the Wizardess chronicles the travels and travails of young Bellia. After her wizard family is assassinated when she is fourteen, Bellia seeks anonymity as a blacksmith’s helper. When that doesn’t work out as expected, she flees to the army.
 
Her extraordinary physical and magical skills bring unwanted attention and she must escape again. After finding a too-placid refuge, she takes the opportunity to seek out her family’s killers. Revenge becomes her quest that takes her to a lost temple, unexpected alliances and a harrowing confrontation with her enemies.
FANTASY - EPIC/NEW ADULT-COLLEGE/COMING OF AGE
 
 
The Power Bearer
How Norra obtained the power and the extraordinary lengths she went through to rid herself of it.
 
What’s a girl to do when all of the wizards in her world are after her?  She runs. But this girl runs towards the source of her power, not away from it. Along the way she picks up, among others, a wizard, a ghost, a highwaywoman and a sentient cloud. Through thick and thin, they help Norra towards her goal of finding a solution in a far off land that no one in her world has even heard of. 
YOUNG ADULT EPIC FANTASY
 
 
Panix: Magician Spy
Panix has life by the tail. A new wife, a new job in a new land that has few magicians and none of his caliber. His ideal life takes some unexpected downturns and Panix finds himself employed as a spy. He has no training, but must make things up as he goes if he is to survive the politics, betrayal, war and, at the end, his own behavior. 
FANTASY - ADVENTURE
 
 
THE WORLD OF THE SWORD OF SPELLS
 
Warrior Mage
The gods gave Brull a Sword of Spells and proclaimed him as the world’s only Warrior Mage. One big problem, there aren’t any wars. What’s a guy to do?  Brull becomes a magician bounty hunter until the big day when he learns he not only has to fight a war with the magicians of his world, but fight the god that the magicians are all working to bring into being. He finds out if he has what it takes in Warrior Mage. 
 EPIC FANTASY
 
Sword of Spells
Read about Brull’s beginnings and earlier adventures as a bounty hunter of magicians in the Sword of Spells anthology. 
EPIC FANTASY
 
 
THE SARA FEATHERWOOD ADVENTURES
 
Set in Shattuk Downs, a reclusive land in the kingdom of Parthy. Sara Featherwood could be a Jane Austen heroine with a sword in her hand. There are no magicians, wizards, dragons, elves or dwarves in Shattuk Downs, but there is intrigue, nobility, hidden secrets, plenty of adventure and romance with a bit of magic. 
FANTASY ~ YOUNG ADULT/COLLEGE  
FICTION ~ WOMEN’S ADVENTURE
 
Knife & Flame
When Sara Featherwood’s mother dies, her sixteen-year-old life is thrown into turmoil at Brightlings Manor in a remote district of Shattuk Downs. Life becomes worse when her father, the Squire, sets his roving eye on her best friend. Dreading her new life, Sara escapes to the Obridge Women’s School. Seeking solace in education doesn’t work as her world becomes embroiled with spies, revolution, and to top it all off, her best friend becomes her worst enemy. 
 
Sword & Flame 
If you were a young woman who had just saved the family’s estate from ruin, you’d think your father would be proud, wouldn’t you?  Sara Featherwood is thrown out of her childhood home and now faces life on her own terms at age seventeen. She returns to the Tarrey Abbey Women’s School and is drafted to help with the establishment of the first Women’s College in the kingdom of Parthy. Now in the King’s capital of Parth, life confronts Sara as she learns about family secrets, which threaten to disrupt her life and about resurgent political turmoil back home that turns her scholarly pursuits upside down as she must take action and use her magic to save her family and her beloved Shattuk Downs.
 
Guns & Flame
At nineteen, Sara Featherwood has done all she can to help establish the first Women’s College in the kingdom of Parthy. That includes a pact with the kingdom’s Interior Minister, to go on a student exchange program as payment for eliminating opposition to the college. Little does Sara know that her trip to a rival country is not what it seems and as the secrets of the true purpose of her trip unravel, she utilizes her magic to escape through hostile territory with vital secrets, but as she does, she finds herself drawn back to Shattuk Downs and must confront awful truths about those close to her.
 
 
THE GUY ANTIBES 2014 ANTHOLOGIES
 
The Alien Hand
An ancient artifact changes a young woman’s life forever. A glutton gladiator is marooned in a hostile desert. An investigator searches for magic on a ravaged world and finds something quite unexpected. A boy yearns for a special toy. A recent graduate has invented a unique tool for espionage. A member of a survey team must work with his ex-girlfriend in extremely dangerous circumstances. A doctor is exiled among the worst creatures he can imagine. 
SCIENCE FICTION
 
The Purple Flames
A reject from a Magical Academy finds purpose. A detective works on a reservation in New Mexico, except the reservation is for ghouls, demons, ghosts, zombies, and the paranormal. A succubus hunts out the last known nest of vampires on earth. The grisly story about the origins of Tonsil Tommy. In a post-apocalyptic world, two mutants find out about themselves when their lives are in imminent peril. 
STEAMPUNK & PARANORMAL FANTASY with a tinge of HORROR
 
Angel in Bronze
A statue comes to life and must come to terms with her sudden humanity. A wizard attempts to destroy a seven-hundred-year-old curse. A boy is appalled by the truth of his parents’ midnight disappearances. A captain’s coat is much more than it seems. A healer must decide if the maxim that he has held to his entire career is still valid. A fisherman must deal with the aftermath of the destruction of his village. 
FANTASY
~~~
 
Guy Antibes books are available at book retailers in print and e-book formats.
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