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		Prologue



 

PALADIA • KOFAR • LIBRIUM • SILVERIA • OPERARIA •NOVA • OMEGA

 

Silvia wasn’t ready, but the computer was insistent. 

“Ready?” asked LAD’s familiar voice. Silvia stepped up to the panel as a holo pad appeared beside the three dimensional image of LAD. “The protocol has been prepared. All I need is your final authorization,” intoned the machine in a matter of fact voice.

Silvia stepped up to the terminal to have a cold light inspect her. She trembled as she spoke the codes to LAD. 

A soft blue light scanned Silvia’s frame reading her biometric signature, studying her DNA. Her usually perfectly manicured up worn hair was now a disheveled tangle falling around her shoulders. It stirred gently in a breeze that was blowing through the small darkened room. 

“PALADIA • KOFAR • LIBRIUM • SILVERIA • OPERARIA •NOVA • OMEGA” 

The group of young faces huddled around her in the dim light. The distant rumble of explosions could be heard as the aftershocks shook underfoot. The smell of smoke and fear hung in the air like poison gas. It had all started so differently. 

 

 


	
Chapter 1

Silvia sat up in bed as the morning sunlight crept over the horizon to the east. She arose and crossed the cold stone floor of the castle. “How could the floors be so cold in a tropical climate?” she thought. As she walked out on the balcony high up among the towers of the ancient keep, warm sunlight bathed her. A gentle breeze blew across the jungle. It reached out and caressed her cheeks bringing the rich aromas of the tropical forest to her. The archivist of many years sighed at the aches of her body. She was not as limber in the mornings as she used to be. Or during the day for that matter. She looked out across the thick foliage that surrounded the ancient castle-turned-monastery. Mist rose around the nearby rugged mountains pink in the morning light, their jagged peaks marching off into the distance. Soon those peaks would be covered with the snows of winter. Along the lone eastward road lay verdant farmlands that made way to the coastal cities, with their resorts and comfortable living. Nearby, in the west lay the deep valley of the Maw. Two highland mountain chains surrounded the most remote and unexplored territory on the planet. Hints of snow dotted those peaks speaking of the coming winter. She had only been to the Maw once, long ago. Perhaps it was time to visit the friends she had made there. 

It was then that Silvia felt it for the first time. A very distant unease, as if something very far away and very threatening was stirring. Silvia let her mind expand beyond herself, letting curiosity take her where it wanted. Her spirit extended out, exploring, traveling where her body could not go. She allowed her mind to follow the unpleasant feeling. It extended to the Maw. She followed it past the mountains, past the oceans, beyond the green planet of Veridian. It was a background noise among the usually quiet stars. Too far away, too distant to locate the source. She broke off her pursuit. Silvia looked up into Veridian’s blue-green sky. It’s too nice a day to have such unpleasant thoughts. Besides, today was the day she would start her sabbatical, long before the others arrived.

Turning for the door, Silvia used her Talent for a quick freshening up. Without pause she put on nondescript traveling clothes that anyone could be seen wearing in any spaceport in the Democratic Worlds. Silvia extended her hand palm open in a come-hither gesture. The silver pin inlaid with a bright turquoise stone sitting on the dressing table leaped through the air to land neatly in her hand. With a twirl and a flourish, her hair was pulled up and then held in place by the silver Giz, her only form of adornment. She donned a traveling cloak, a backpack, and a wide-brimmed hat. As Silvia headed for the door, she picked up her traveling staff. A pair of beaten up old sun goggles dangled from the top. Silvia swept out of the room, already late. Thinking back, she could not remember life without her gifts, before she had become a Paladin. Before she knew the touch of The Eternal. She smiled and strode down the hall, ready for another adventure.

Massive stone walls loomed around Silvia. They were the color of the mountains that surrounded the Monastery; tawny brown streaked with reds, oranges, and the occasional flecks of gold. These structures had been the last part of the magnificent castle to be built for the Emperor in the final days of the Empire. A castle that his father had started. Work proceeded up to the last hours of the Empire. Massive walls faced the approach to the last refuge of the Emperors. They encircled the inner courts each surrounding the other forming several protective barriers. Three in all, they had done their job well since the castle walls had never been breached or conquered. Nestled in the inner walls sat the Imperial house. It was massive, but at the same time, welcoming. Its great spaces inspired awe, beckoning visitors forward into the inner sanctums of the great keep where the royal throne room had stood in all its glory. Beyond that lay many rooms and corridors that at one time had been the Imperial Palace. The Imperial Palace was now the core of the Paladin Monastery. 

Back behind the palace was the Great  Paladin Library. When it was first built, it had been the Imperial family chapel. A modest building, only three stories tall. Between The Library and the old Palace were the dorms, kitchens and living spaces of the Paladins. Below the central library, the Paladins had used the secret passages that extended deep into the very roots of the mountains. There were so many secret passages and tunnels that had been built by the Emperors. Silvia had explored many of them but not all of them. The Paladins had been given the palace by the Democratic Worlds to use as their monastery. They had taken it and made it their own. The Imperial rooms had been converted to the purposes of the Paladins who watched over the new democracy and defended it. They had converted the chapel to The Library that kept all the information they had acquired from across the galaxy. A treasure trove of knowledge. Quickly outgrowing the chapel, The Library was extended downward. Great crystals stored information. Deeper still was the power plant that drew energy from the planet’s core to power the compound. Silvia was the Chief Librarian, the archivist, and chronicler for the Paladins. 

Silvia stepped lightly down a set of steps onto a landing. She turned right toward the wall and pushed. A small, unobtrusive door popped open that hid within the crevices of the stones. As she opened it outside air flowed past her cheeks. Quick as that she was outside, the stone door quietly closing behind her. Far below in the inner core of the Monastery stood The Library of the Paladins. For centuries it had been the repository of accumulated knowledge gathered from across the galaxy. Its records kept the knowledge of whole planets and systems. Their histories were written at length on the pages of The Library’s books. Even now data streamed in from the far corners of the galaxy to be sifted through and evaluated. Information deemed worthy of keeping was cataloged and archived. The rest was just so much information to be purged.

In front of Silvia, a walkway stretched along a seam in the roof. It ran straight, then down steps, and around several corners like a stream of stone. It took a circuitous path downward to the  Paladin Library. Sometimes covered, sometimes open to the air. Meandering through the roofs and the towers around it. But always true to its purpose which was to arrive at The Library. Silvia hopped up on the side rail of the small wall that ran along the walk. She stepped quickly and lightly so close to the open air that plunged several hundred feet downward. Silvia looked wistfully at the winding path in need of a quicker route. Hmm, she hadn't taken "The Shortcut" in a long while. Well, it was a beautiful day. Why not? Silvia reached the end of the rail and hopped down onto the roof below. Or more precisely in the ridge of the guttering that defined the corner of the roof. She rode it down, a smile spreading across her face. Gravity took her down the roof and right into the air. Her robes billowed around her as she reveled in the free fall. Her fall was not a plummet but more of a glide with a bit of controlled finesse. With a gentle tilt of her body and a graceful turn of her hands, she swept around one of the spiraling towers, letting the air take her where it willed. Well, where Silvia willed. She called the air currents to her. They swept her along in a gentle dance that kept her aloft for her brief journey winding over roofs and around windows. Finally with a tuck and a roll she landed at a run upon the lawn at the back of The Library. Exultant she looked around to see if anyone had caught a glimpse of her escapade. No one was in sight. 

She stepped past the flower beds to a small patio that led to the back doors of The Library. The door opened with a wave of her hand. She just had to slip in and gather a few more things before heading out and off world. Great wooden pillars and beams rose from the wooden floor spreading out to create a forest of branches that supported the roof high above her. Occasionally she passed a display case that held artifacts, many of which she had collected on her expeditions. The maroon carpet kept her footfalls quiet. Staying toward the back of The Library she used the wood carved spiral stairs to access the upper balcony where her office was. The stairway had been created from a single large tree. Its dark wood swirled upward, and intricately carved spindles, leaves, and flowers adorned its sturdy steps. The wood grains were dark and ran deep with rich browns that seem to glow with an inner light. The balcony at the top of the stairs was now a quiet place to sit and read or research. Tucked away at the back was the old door to her office. As she approached it, The Library scanned her and unlocked the door with a slight click. 

Silvia slipped quietly into her office through the hidden door in the old choir loft. The door clicked behind her. She was standing in a little entry way. Along the walls were hooks to place coats, hats, and cloaks. She tossed her cloak and hat into the air. They sailed across the space to land neatly on one of the hooks. Sitting in one corner was a stand for umbrellas. In the other stood all kinds of walking sticks. Silvia slipped off her shoes and placed them along the wall of the entryway with several other pairs of boots and shoes. She slipped off her backpack and set it down beside the shoes. A throw rug she had collected from a village on Havatheth covered the floor. It was dyed with natural colors. The design was of the Havatheth greeting ceremony. She loved the fact that the small rug greeted her every time she entered her office.

Silvia walked into the main room. In front of her at the center of the room stood a long farm table. She had bartered for it from one of the lowland farms at an auction. In the center of the table was a rather large fishbowl. Four fancy tailed exotic fish swam in it. Their bright colors sparkled in the morning sun that was pouring through the glass windows on the other side of the room. She could see the mountains beyond the Monastery through those windows. Some of the glass was stained and caused color to splash into the room.

The table was covered with all manner of books and papers. There were also artifacts and fossils from her last expedition. This was where she did her research. There were several papers in various states of completion as she was researching artifacts and cultures. 

The walls of the office were covered with shelves from top to bottom and all the way around the room. The only exceptions to this was the large fireplace to her left and behind her desk where a large painting of The Monastery hung. Among the shelves were also scattered plants, art, artifacts and a few living specimens. The little creatures greeted her with chirps and cheeps. They ran to and fro in their comfy homes; a few hopped out and scampered along the shelves to greet her. She gently rubbed the furry chin of the little Chilla that had leapt on her and now sat on her shoulder.

The shelves were filled with books of all sizes, shapes, and colors. Most of them were very old. Several were newer, written by her favorite writers. Those sat just behind her desk. She turned to her right to walk behind her desk and sat down in the well-worn chair. The little Chilla popped down onto the desk and scurried back to its home.

The desk was made from the trunk of a tree from the nearby jungle. Its wood was dark and rich with color. The rings and grains of the ancient wood swept and swirled across the surface. The desk was as filled with objects as the rest of her office was. Papers and drawings were scattered across its surface. Fossils collected on expeditions and petrified wood held the papers in place. There were a few books standing up, held in place by two bookends. She glanced at the spines of the books and wondered if she should take one for reading. There were some of her favorite authors. She glanced at the names briefly: Simons, Gaff, Deserious, Heer, Ooftangi. There was one very ancient small book that she picked up. It was an ancient tome that contained the teachings of the Eternal. It was simply titled The Book. She put it back.

Built into the desk was the latest technology. Silvia activated it. Holo projections turned on to show controls on her desk. The projections filled the room with information and data from the  Paladin Library’s main data flow. She skimmed the feeds briefly as The Library AI analyzed the data stream from across the galaxy. 

“Olooshian Tea please,” Silvia commanded. Behind her on a counter, a drink dispenser bubbled and hissed as warm honey colored tea streamed into a ceramic mug. Silvia rose from her chair and gestured for holo-screen to follow as she extended her hand to grasp the cup of tea that was floating towards her. She strolled absently across the room to the sitting area. The holo board following obediently along. A couple of comfortable chairs and a small table along with a couch where she had spent many an afternoon napping sat in front of a fireplace. The fire lit as she approached. 

It was then that she noticed a hot plate of breakfast sitting on the little table in front of the fireplace. Maria had snuck in and delivered breakfast for Silvia. The cook had known that Silvia would not take the time to visit the kitchen to get something to eat. She pulled a chair up and sat down to have some breakfast. Moments later a holographic projection shimmered into view beside the chair.

“Finding anything interesting?” LAD the artificial asked.

Startled, Silvia jumped a little. “What have I told you about knocking before you come in?” Silvia stated sharply. A knocking sound resonated through the chamber three times. The projection looked very pleased with itself.

“Very funny. If you keep this up, I will have you reprogrammed.” threatened Silvia like she had a thousand times before. It was a hollow threat. She enjoyed bickering with The Library AI, LAD.

Silvia’s attention was drawn to one of the corners, where a small aviary sat. The brightly colored birds flew out of it to land on the table near the plate. They lined up politely waiting for crumbs from the pastries Silivia was eating. The birds were joined by other creatures from her menagerie who also waited patiently for their portions. 

Silvia tapped the pastery causing crumbs and flakes to fall on the table which were quickly enjoyed by those gathered round. There was no bickering or fighting over the offering. They all knew there would be plenty shared by all. Silvia broke up the rest of the sweet roll and handed it out to her creatures.

Then she took up a fork and ate most of the eggs leaving a few for the bobump that sat waiting for her to finish. It loved Maria’s eggs. Silvia would have to bring back something special for the Paladin cook from her sabbatical she was about to take.

Silvia sat back taking in the ambiance of the office. This was her spot. The one place where she felt most at home. She was ever so grateful to The Eternal for giving it to her. 

The AI’s holo shimmered and changed to a butler. “Is there anything else you require?” he said in a most obsequious voice. 

“You are amusing. Is there anything of note or interest?” asked Silvia.

The butler, with silver tray in hand, straightened up, “The galaxy is very quiet today ma’am. Nothing of note.”

“Good, the perfect time for a getaway.” Silvia flicked her wrist, and the holo-board disappeared. “I expect you to see to things while I’m away.” The holo projections flickered again, and Silvia’s replica appeared. 

“I shall attend to The Library just as you would. In case something does happen of note, where can you be contacted?”

“You can reach me through the usual coded channels. Please begin a level twelve diagnostic and a system-wide complete backup.” Silvia rose from the chair to extend both of her arms outward. The traveling cloak answered her beckoning and flew open to wrap around her. It fluffed up a few times as if settling into just the right place. Next came the hat and backpack, finally her walking staff descended into her grasp. She tapped it a couple of times, and an old book that was sitting on the desk also answered its summons. Silvia plucked it from the air and looked at the small worn tome with a smile. She tucked it into her robes. 

“A system-wide backup? You do realize the time that will take. It’s not even the end of the Paladin cycle.” LAD protested. 

“Yes, I know how long it will take. The end of the cycle will be upon us soon. So let’s do it now.” She turned to LAD and said, “Call if you need anything, now to catch my ride. I think I will have to take the back way.” With that said she faced the fireplace and walked directly into the flames.
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Far away on the other end of the Galaxy, the curator for the Park of the Emperors walked briskly across the grand plaza, where throngs of people had once gathered on their way to the Imperial Palace, or the Great Temple. Now the plaza was a sea of grass. The Great Temple was covered in trees and had not been entered in centuries. To the north, the jungle had reclaimed the Imperial Fleet’s naval yard, where once, on its vast flat expanse, great ships had arrived and departed. To the south, the buildings of a bureaucracy too large to imagine lay in ruins. Only the Imperial Congress still stood. Its golden dome still sparkled brightly in the morning sun. This had once been a place of dreams and possibilities. Now it was filled with mysterious echoes of the past. 

Marilyn hurried across the grass. She was expecting a distinguished delegation from The Assembly. They were vacationing on Marin, the long-ago capital of the Galactic Empire. She was the archaeologist in charge of the ruins of that once glorious capital. She loved the ruins of the ancient capital, loved her preservation, loved her exploration duties. What she did not enjoy was the burden of giving tours to off-planet dignitaries. There they were, loitering on the steps of the Imperial Congress.

Marilyn welcomed them with a warm smile. A genteel man with graying hair stepped forward. “Hello, I am a representative of the Assembly, August Steel. This is my niece, Mia,” stated August. Mia simply nodded and looked away bored. Steel pointed to a young man standing next to his daughter. “This is our security, Conner. And my assistant, Prim.” A woman whose hair was wrapped up in a tight bun stepped forward. She extended her hand in greeting. 

“It is a real pleasure to meet you. I’ve read several of your scholarly works on the Imperial Capital.”

“Thank you,” Marilyn replied as she shook the assistant's hand. 

“Well, shall we begin? Right, this way.” Marilyn led them up the steps and past the large brass doors that sat propped open. She walked through the forest of columns in the great vestibule to enter the large round chamber of the old Assembly beyond. The archeologist walked past large statues of Paladins that seemed to be guarding the entrance to the Assembly.

A great dome spread over their heads. A large swirling pattern, that was the symbol of the long-dead empire, decorated the roof. A bird stirred from its perch on a seat to swoop upwards through a crack in part of the dome that had fallen. The bowl of the room lay below them with row upon row of chairs and desks in various states of decay. On the far side stood a raised podium. Just above everything was the empty throne.

“Please stay here.” Marilyn walked down the stairs to the floor of the Congress. She whispered, “This is where the Assembly of the Galactic Empire met. With over 456 systems represented, the Galactic Empire spanned the length of the galaxy.” The acoustics were so good that they heard every word Marilyn said. She beckoned them down the marble stairs. It truly was impressive. Row upon row of seats surrounded the group. Towering above them stood the speaker’s podium, where the President of the Congress and any speaker would address the gathered representatives. The great seal of the Emperors stood out in relief on the thirty-foot-high dais. “Representative, would you like to stand and speak from the well of the speaker?” The politician followed as Marilyn took the stairs around and up to the speaker's podium. At the back of the dais sat the grand imperial throne.

“I thought all symbols of the old empire had been removed.”

“We are a historic district. Here we seek to preserve that which has been left behind. All in the hopes that the mistakes of the past might not be repeated.”

“When I return to Jardor I will sponsor legislation to have the last of it destroyed,” He said pointing to the gilded seal of the Emperors and the throne upon which they sat.

“As you see fit,” said Marilyn. She thought of all the work that had been done to preserve the history of the people of the galaxy so that they could remember and perhaps not make the same mistakes. Marilyn sighed to herself. She turned and ascended the stairs beside the dais. Steel seemed to relax as he took the steps up to the podium. He looked out over the empty seats and puffed up immediately, launching into his last address to the Assembly. 

“The peacock takes flight,” thought Marilyn. 

Steel let his sonorous voice fill the chamber with his words of wisdom. He was a gifted orator which had been one of the many talents that had propelled him into being one of the leading politicians of the galaxy. “Gentle Beings, gathered representatives, I come before you today after reflecting on the many years of peace and prosperity that our representative democracy has brought us. We no longer need the trappings of our warring past. Let us put aside the violence of that bygone era to embrace a new and prosperous future without violence. So I propose that we dispense with our association of the Paladins and their violent theology. Let us leave it in the past. Let us leave any association with them. Strip them of funding, power, and authority. For a better and more prosperous galaxy.” The Paladin statues that surrounded the old Imperial thrones seemed to scowl in displeasure at the representative’s words.

As the last echoes of his voice resounded through the broken chamber something dark and evil deep below them heard those words. It uncurled itself from its long slumber. Stirred to life again by words of hate and contempt. It was time for it to make an appearance once more in the galaxy.
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Silvia stepped through the holographic fire unlocking the stone door at the back of the hearth that led to a darkened corridor. The Monastery was a maze of rooms and corridors, but behind them was another maze of corridors, the old service passageways. When it was a palace, servants were not to be seen. So hidden hallways, rooms, and stairways were built to service the nobility. Silvia proceeded down the roughly hewn corridor to the gleaming steel doors of a lift that opened at her approach. “Codex level three,” she commanded. With a swish, the lift was off heading deep below the Monastery. The lift descended the rock walls swiftly speeding by the large vertical windows. Soon the view opened up into a vast chamber. This was the true treasure of the Paladins and the true library. Enormous crystals grew from the ceiling and floor of the vast chamber. A latticework of pillars and catwalks supported and gave access to the great crystalline structures. There were five levels to the structure. Mid-level was where a few of the crystal pillars met. But most of this level was open to the cooling breezes of the atmospheric system that kept the climate of the chamber at the perfect temperature and humidity for optimum crystal growth. In the distance, other lifts could be seen giving access to the other levels of The Library. The lift stopped and declared its arrival with a chime, “Codex level three.” The doors parted with a swish. Silvia stepped into a small airlock. The doors closed behind her and then the atmosphere of the chamber filled the airlock. She stepped through the ocular door and onto the floor of a high catwalk. Around her grew a forest of crystals. They were of all colors and shapes. In this area a blue-green to green hue dimly glowed, indicating the storage of information regarding the various flora and fauna of the known universe. Bots buzzed all around tending the growing crystal structure which was composed of layers upon layers of crystal.

As information flowed into The Library from across the galaxy, it was analyzed and categorized. A great deal of data was just discarded. The temporary information was kept in The Library and then sent to various departments within the Monastery via reports. The more permanent information was sent down to the primary storage area for permanent storage in the crystal vaults. Bots moved about, creating the layers that composed the crystals. As each layer was formed another coding bot buzzed by and etched information on the crystals surface to be followed by another bot that was laying another layer of crystal to be coded on. 

Silvia found herself in awe once more at the crystal forest that surrounded her. She made her way swiftly along the catwalk passing through several intersections. Silvia skirted around the central section of the forest that was denser and where the central diamond-shaped power plant was. Usually, she would stop in to check the status in the control center on her way to a walk in the jungle, but today she was in a hurry. Soon, Silvia found herself at the edge of the crystal forest and beyond the immense chamber. The catwalk ended and she took a stone corridor. She came to a panel that slid aside at her command, and she entered a small room. It was like a little mud room that contained cloaks and supplies for exploring the jungle beyond. Passing quickly through the room Silvia gestured, causing a door to open letting the outside light spill in. With a quick step, she was outside and disappeared into the dense green foliage.


	
Chapter 2 

Scrap hadn’t been up for more than an hour, yet a thin layer of dust covered his worn jacket, and the clothes underneath. It formed a thin coating over his dark blonde hair and face. He blamed the dust on the old beat up transport he was driving. (Which was referred to as Scrap’s heap or the Scrap heap.) The ancient transport came with its own dust cloud. No one knew what color it had originally been. Layers upon layers of peeled paint: blue, red, and white were patched across its surface. But mostly rust, rust underneath all the dust. The boy patted the hood as he rounded the front of the transport. “One more trip old girl.” He always said this before getting in. It had started off as a joke. But now after many years and countless trips it had become ritual. A prayer that the old vehicle would hold together. 

He first laid eyes on her as the transport crossed over Lion’s Bridge. There, down along the canyon slipping behind the waterfall, a shape passed by quietly. No more than a shadow flitting across the surface of the canyon wall. He had felt her presence long before this. Along the side wall of the stone barn where he had picked up the eggs and produce to sell at the market. At the back door of the kitchen where sister Maria greeted him with a smile, a packet filled with breakfast and list of goods that she would turn into the great feast. The wraith-like presence followed him as if it were his own shadow. Sometimes near, sometimes further away, but always present. 

Then she just disappeared. Silvia just dropped from his sight. He reached out with his spirit, trying to see what his eyes could not. He did just what he had overheard the Paladins telling their acolytes. Sometimes it worked, sometimes not. This morning he sensed nothing. 

The trans rumbled down the dirt road, stirring up the dry, fine red sand. A wall of green passed by his window as he climbed up over the hill. In his rearview mirror, he could see the Monastery of the Paladins, once the hunting lodge and retreat of the galactic emperors. He rounded the curve that would begin the descent to the coast. Suddenly, he felt his silent shadow directly in front of him. He slammed on the brakes which screeched in protest. The dust completely engulfed the transport in a blinding cloud. 

Silence surrounded him as the dust settled to reveal a person standing in the middle of the road just a finger’s width from the transport. A wide brim hat shaded her head. Darkened goggles covered her eyes. She leaned on a walking stick from which hung several trinkets. Dressed in tan field clothes, she looked like someone bound for an expedition to the outer rim. 

“Scrap! I was wondering if you were going to stop for an old lady.” 

“Silvia! You don’t have to scare me witless every time you want a ride into town,” Scrap said as he climbed out of the rusted transport.

“Well, where’s the fun in that? I thought you liked our little game.”

Scrap looked at the transport “Look what you did to my ride.” Rust patches had shaken off during his sudden stop and settled on the ground like orange-red snowflakes. 

“Don’t worry boy. I sense the old rust bucket has a few trips left in her,” Silvia said.

“Are you talking about the transport or you?” Scrap said a bit surly.

“I expect both,” replied the old librarian with a chuckle.

“I can’t give you a lift anyway.”

“Why not?”

“The Keeper told me to tell you that he wanted to see you in his office this morning.”

With a slight motion of her fingers, the dust sprang from around her to settle on the ground. It reminded Scrap of a bird ruffling its feathers.

“I am on leave. The Keeper knows I always go at this time.” She meant the time of The Gathering. It was the most important date on the cyclical twenty-year calendar of the Monastery when the Paladins from across the galaxy gathered from far-flung planets. They would come, and she would go. Those were the rules, her rules.

“All leave has been canceled by the Keeper. This year, everyone attends.”

“We shall see. I have an appointment with long-buried artifacts on the desert world of Hamong.” 

“He has made it an archival edict.” Which meant that as Chief Librarian she must attend to record and witness the proceedings.

“What?” A spark of light glinted in her eyes reflecting the anger that welled up in her. “How dare he. Farking old goat.” She raised her fist about to say something.

Scrap raised his hands defensively squinting he said, “Watch your words.”

Silvia glared at him. She seemed larger for a mere moment, then it was like the air just ran out of her. Shoulders slumped, head downcast, she was defeated. She became a tired old woman. “I was so looking forward to my trip.”

Scrap felt sorry for her. She was one of the people at the Monastery who seemed to take notice of him. Then that quiet voice of The Spirit reminded him. He broke into a smile. Silvia just scowled as she noticed his grin. “This might make up for missing your trip. We have our own wonders here on Veridian. The other day I noticed that a Kadupal flower was about to bloom on the forest trail.”

Silvia’s face opened up in joyous wonder. “A Kadupal flower? Are you sure?”

“Yes, it’s on the trail back to the waterfall.”

“Oh thank you, Scrap. This will be wonderful. You know how to make an old librarian smile.” She grabbed him for a quick hug and turned to hurry into the jungle. 

“I didn’t tell you where it was,” yelled Scrap.

“The Eternal will show me the way.” Silvia beamed and disappeared.

Scrap shook his head as he climbed back into the transport. He noticed the Chrono. “I’m going to be late to the spaceport,” he mumbled. He needed to pick up some special guests of the Paladins. The Keeper had summoned him to his office early this morning to inform him they needed to be picked up at the spaceport around noon. The Gathering had already begun.
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Marilyn gently clapped at the end of Steel’s short speech. 

He turned to face her. “This is not as large as the Assembly room.”

Marilyn knew this to be false. “There is only one Assembly,” she said politely. The others had joined them.

“Perhaps you would like to sit upon the Imperial Throne?” she said, indicating the great gilded seat up above the speaker's podium. 

“That would be unseemly for a member of the Galactic Assembly to sit upon the old symbol of tyranny,” Steel responded.

“I will,” said Mia, Steels niece, who with courtly manners mounted the steps and delicately sat down upon the once great seat of power. “It’s not very comfortable.”

“I think that was the point. The Emperor’s throne, as with most who seek power, was tenuous at best. A lesson we should remember today,” stated Marilyn. 

“Is this all there is? What about the Imperial Palace?” Steel inquired.

“Oh, it’s much too dangerous to set foot in the palace. We just had a large landslide over on the Imperial island last week. Most of it was destroyed in the explosion at the end of the Empire” said Marilyn. “Not to mention the old imperial security systems that were still active,” thought Marilyn. 

“What about the Great Temple?” asked Steel.

“To be honest, the Great Temple is so overgrown that I don’t even know how you would get into it.” stated Marilyn. Steel was obviously disappointed.

“I had heard that below the Imperial Congress there is an old bunker. A control room.”

“Yes there is, but no one has been down there for hundreds of years. I don’t even know if the lift works to get to it.”

“I want to see it,” commanded Steel.

“I’ll get Joe to turn on the power to that part of the complex.” Marilyn spoke into a small comms device. Joe answered her inquiry. “This way please,” Marilyn indicated the steps behind the Imperial throne that led back up to the main floor where they had entered. She directed them along the gallery that rounded the chamber to a set of ancient gilded lift doors. 
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It was the Kadupal flower that had brought Silvia here so long ago. When she was a little girl, her father had put her to sleep by telling her stories of faraway places and beautiful things. Of all of those wonders, the Kadupal flower had captured her imagination the most. So she had traveled here to see it for herself. The flower grew wild all around the Paladin monastery. Silvia had fallen in love with the forest and wild lands around the Monastery. So she had taken a job as a clerk in The Library. 

The plant itself was easy to find. But the actual bloom had eluded her for decades. The flower only blooms for a few brief seconds when the morning sunlight touches the blossom. 

She hurried along the path going deeper into the jungle. For most of the people at the Monastery the wilderness and forests that surrounded it were a dark and mysterious place, full of unknown dangers, but to Silvia it was a place of wonder and beauty. This was her retreat when the job became too hectic and demanding.

She reached out listening for the still voice from The Eternal. Surely He would guide her to the bloom that had been her life long goal. Yes, there it was. A subtle whisper in the wind taking her off the path. She drew near a stream with a little waterfall. There was the Kadupal plant.

Right there in front of her was the brilliant white bloom, ready to open. The dark green pod with purple stripes hung down from the plant. The light in the rain forest increased as the sun peaked over the mountain. Shafts of morning sunlight drifted through the canopy. Suddenly the pod sprang upward splitting open as it reached for the light. The flower itself slowly unfolded. A thousand feathery petals unfurled their delicate curves. The blossom was large but ever so delicate. The petals were pure white, beautiful and brilliant. The moment held for the pause of a breath. Then the blossom caught the sun and came to life with light. A thousand tiny crystal structures in the petals reflected the morning sun with the brilliance of a precious gem. Dazzling white turned to all the colors that surrounded Silvia. A rainbow of colors sparkled around her and lit up the jungle. A breeze rustled the leaves of the forest, and with a puff, the delicate sculpture that was the Kadupal began to drift into dust that shimmered away on the breeze. In that brief moment, Silvia held out a small silk kerchief to gather the dust as it began to float away. It shone like diamonds against the black cloth. Then the bloom was gone. Silvia wrapped up the cloth and tucked its precious contents away in her pocket. In that space, a peace descended around her. Cherishing the moment Silvia held her breath basking in the peace from The Eternal. It was then that she heard His voice. “Your time here is now at an end. Prepare to leave and take those I give into your hands.” The statement confused her. Leave, now? No, her responsibility was The Library she could never leave it. “Watch over what is precious to me,” said the voice as the moment lifted away on the wind.

Silvia remembered that she had an appointment with the Keeper. Best to get it done and over with. Then she could get back to The Library she loved. She would feel better once she was surrounded by her books, artifacts, and archives. 
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Joe joined the tour group on the main level of the Imperial Congress. They walked to a plain marble wall. On the way Marilyn introduced them to Joe. “This is Representative Steel. Joe is our repair man and all around Mr. Fix-It.” He was tall and young with a tanned face surrounded by unruly dark hair. He came from one of the local farms. He only worked at the Galactic Park part time. A talented farm boy who could fix anything. 

“I’m not sure if things are working but I will juice it,” he said. 

“Thank you, Joe,” Marilyn answered. 

“Where are we going?” asked Mia. Joe tapped on the wall, and a set of control lights appeared. With a gesture, the marble wall parted to reveal a golden doorway. 

Joe opened an access panel beside the doors, flipped a few switches, and connected some wiring which caused sparks to fly. Lights turned on along the panel and up above the doors slid open with a groan. “I’m not sure I would go down there. But now you have power to get there,” Joe stated.

“Aren’t you going with us?” solicited Steel’s daughter. Flirting coyly. “I’m Mia by the way”

“I suppose I should go,” said Joe as he pulled his stunner from its hip holster. It hummed menacingly as if powered to life.

“Why do you need that?” asked Mia.

“Whampas,” answered Joe. 

Mia looked puzzled. Marilyn spoke up. “Local rodents. They are a constant menace here, destroying equipment and eating food stores. They can grow quite big in some of the tunnels.” Conner quietly turned on his own weapon.

“Perhaps we shouldn’t go,” Mia said with a look of fear on her face.

“Nonsense,” stated Steel as he entered the lift.

“Thanks a bunch,” said Marilyn sarcastically to Joe. 

"My pleasure,” Joe responded with a grin.

They all followed Steel onto the ornate lift with nervous excitement. The doors closed and they began to descend. 

The plunge began slowly and then picked up speed. The rattling and shaking of the carriage did as well. Finally, with a whoosh, the lift slowed to a stop. The doors slowly opened. Beyond them was only darkness. 

“Stay here while I turn on the lights,” commanded Joe as he disappeared into the darkness carrying his datapad.

Mia fidgeted; unable to control herself, she strode into the darkness. Mia turned back, beckoning to the group. “Come on out it’s fine.” She turned her back on them and advanced into the darkness. Just then a strong hand grasped her arm, holding it firm. 

“Not so fast,” Joe said. He spoke to his pad, “Activate emergency lights.” The emergency lights flickered to life around them in a dull blue. They faded and then sprang to their full strength casting a dull blue glow over the large chamber. Mia turned pale as she realized the protective railing was broken and her feet were inches from a vast bottomless shaft. “Sir, if you want to keep your niece around, you need a shorter leash.”

Steel’s face turned ashen. “Prim,” he growled. His assistant advanced and took possession of the errant girl. 

They stood on the edge of a large shaft that disappeared into the darkness below them and above them. Various bays opened up on levels up and down the shaft including their own. Across the shaft were work areas on this level and what looked like hanger bays for ships beyond. In front of them, suspended in the middle of the shaft, hung a large metal object, like a dark jewel. It hung there dull and lifeless. 

Representative Steel approached the edge of shaft that surrounded it. He looked down and then up. The group had begun to spread out a little bit. Conner raised his firearm. There was a menacing feel to the air. There were sounds of creatures from the darkness around them. The wreckage from an ancient battle could be seen across the floor of the facility. Scorch marks and holes from energy weapons were scattered among the long-dead machinery. The air was stale and dry.

Steel looked at the chamber. “I assume this is it?”

Marilyn blinked and broke her silence, returning to her role as guide. “Oh yes, I have been remiss. This is the security and defense bunker that the Imperial Navy operated for the Imperial Assembly. Security information from across the galaxy was compiled and sent here. The entire Imperial war machine could be operated from that bunker.” Marilyn’s voice echoed in the cavernous chamber. “To my knowledge, it was never used. There is a sister bunker under the Imperial Palace. That was the main command and control center for the Emperor and his military machine.”

“The Doomsday bunker,” said Joe ominously. 

Steel looked across the darkness with a lust that sprang into his eyes “There are tales of powerful things in it. I want to go inside.”

[image: PC_Break]

Silvia walked up the winding path through the jungle. She took in the curtain of green, the sounds of the forest creatures, and the fragrant smells of the jungle. The path worked its way down and along the river that ran around the Monastery. Large boulders taller than Silvia littered the bed of the rushing river. On all sides of the river, solid granite walls of canyon rose above her. She crossed the river behind the magnificent waterfall. The deafening sounds of rushing water wrapped her in a cocoon of sound. The path then rose quickly up a side creek. The trail took her back and forth leading ever upwards. Finally, the high stone walls of the Monastery appeared out of the mists. The path took her to a small gate with a little courtyard beyond. She let the auto lock scan her and the old iron gate popped open. Odd she thought, how the old and new technology was working together to protect the Monastery. 

As she stepped through the gate, the sun came out of the mist. The light illuminated the pink granite stone of the courtyard. High walls surrounded the space. There was an open doorway to her left. Across the courtyard, a set of stairs wound up the curved walls around an ancient fruit tree. At the base of the tree was a spring-fed pool, it was named the Seeing Pool. The stone benches beckoned to Silvia to rest after the long climb. The pool was small, but the sound of the water flowing in from the spring was refreshing. She scooped up some water and drank the icy, fresh spring water. She looked up into the boughs of the tree to see green leaves surrounded by light pink blossoms that swayed in the breeze. Soon the tree would bear fruit and the monastery’s cook Maria would be making the distintly sweet jelly Silvia loved 

The pool had grown still despite the wind that swirled around the courtyard. The bright image of the blue sky faded until there was nothing but a dark surface.

There in the pool, Silvia saw herself surrounded by darkness, holding up a torch. She knew she had been in a battle. There were people with her. Not just people but young people. Silvia had not been with people that young in many years. She had avoided them, for the most part, to be truthful. They were just too messy in so many ways to be a part of her tidy life. The pool beckoned as the images changed. Forests, deserts, jungles, snow-covered fields and peaks, dunes with red canyons, dark fields of stars and even images from space revealed themselves to her. The one constant was that she was leading these young ones through the varied landscapes. Suddenly the wind whipped the surface of the pool, and the images were gone. Startled, she realized that she was more than just late. 

Silvia rose and scurried up the winding stone stairs and disappeared through the door at the top. She was disturbed by the images. Children? Really? At her age. True, some of the places looked like wonderful places to have an adventure in. But with children? Silvia hurried on through the colonnade that surrounded the Founders’ garden. The colonnade columns were carvings of Paladins who were no longer in this world. The columns surrounded a garden with a fountain in the center dedicated to the five Founders of the Paladins. She hurried on toward the front of the gardens to the palace where the Keeper’s office was. She just hoped that the old goat wouldn’t be too upset at her tardiness which was nothing new.


	
Chapter 3

Far away, at what used to be the center of the Imperial galaxy, a chamber sat in a darkness that had lasted for over a thousand years. Buried deep below the ruins of the Imperial Congress, the bunker had quietly waited, forgotten by the galaxy and its people. During the height of the Empire it had been used as a doomsday command center in case of war or invasion. It had never been used. Now it was forgotten by most, but not all, which was tragic, for something stirred in that long abandoned place. An ancient evil lay there waiting to be freed.

The tour group gathered in the dim light looking at the chasm that lay before their feet. There, in the center hanging from the darkness, was the bunker. It looked much like a black angular teardrop suspended in space. It bristled with antenna, conduits, and protrusions. Representative Steel broke the silence. “How do we get out there?”

“We don’t,” replied Joe.

“Why not?”

“It is under an Assembly Seal as well as a Paladin Seal. No one has been out there since the founding of the Democratic Worlds. I’m not even sure the mechanisms for the bridge work.”

“There is a way. As representative of the security committe, I order you to break the seal and grant us entry to the bunker.”

“I will try to start the reactor that powers the bunker. You will have to unseal the chamber. But I strongly advise against it. The bunker was sealed for reasons I don’t want to know,” said Joe. He began to work on his datapad in conjunction with a terminal on a stanchion at the edge of the abyss. 

“Uncle, perhaps we shouldn’t go. Looking at it gives me the creeps,” Mia said.

“Nonsense. We didn’t come all this way to see ruined rocks. This is a one of a kind experience never to be had again. Who knows what mysteries we will find,” said Steel. ‘Mysteries that might give me power,’ he thought to himself.

Marilyn had her doubts, but the archaeologist in her was very curious. When would she ever get permission to go in there from a high assembly official? The chamber could be a treasure trove, like entering a long lost tomb. Marilyin didn’t know it, but that is precisely what it was: a tomb. 

 “Got it!” Joe exclaimed. “But I am not going in there, and I would advise you not to either.” Far below them came a rumbling that built in volume. Soon it was a high pitch whine as the old reactor came to life. Light began to seep up from the depths. It grew to a blinding blue flash. Systems stirred all throughout the complex. Up and down the shaft lights came on. Far above a great antenna rose above the old Congress. It unfurled in the sunlight providing additional power and a connection to the rest of the galaxy. The darkness of the Bunker was broken as lights blinked on. 

Mechanisms moved and rearranged the smooth surface of the bunker. Seams appeared in the faceted shape of the bunker. Panels slid away revealing dark recess while other areas moved outward. Bumps, ridges, and tubes appeared. Round antenna extended from the top of the chamber. Most ominously, gun ports opened at the base of the bunker. It was re-configuring itself back into the weapon it was.

A bridge began to extend out of the wall of the chasm into the darkness. Crimson lights flickered across its surface, and was now lit along its pathway. The extension bridge ground to a halt as it connected to the bunker. Blinking lights illuminated a strange diamond shaped doorway into the stronghold. Steam vented from pipes forming a red mist. All activity ceased as the chamber of death sat there, foreboding and dangerous, waiting for orders.

“I have done as you commanded. It’s up to you to enter the codes to unseal the chamber,” stated Joe to Steel. The representative stepped forward and crossed the bridge. He stood in front of the great black diamond shaped doors. In the center of the doors were the seals for the Paladins and the Assembly that had been welded in place a thousand years ago. Steel activated the Assembly seal with a tap. Sparks flew in all directions as red hot thermite burned away the welded seal. The representative stepped back letting reaction cut away the rest. The locking mechanism tumbled off the door to roll off the catwalk falling into the dark depths. Steel stepped forward to put in his all-access code for the Paladin Seal. Nothing happened. Far above transmissions and confirmations flew across the galaxy through the old antenna. Steel raised his fist and banged it against the sealed doors. Suddenly a loud deep voice spoke in Old Basic. “Confirm code.” 

“Representative Augustus Steel of the security council confirms code for access,” stated the representative in Old Basic. 

The computer responded. “Confirmation verified. Access granted." Four sides of the diamond-shaped doors parted to reveal an antechamber with yet another door. Steel ushered everyone into the small room. The doors closed behind them with a clang. The Representative was scanned. Clicking could be heard. But no action nor response. After a few minutes with no answer, Mia spoke. “I suppose this means we can’t go in.” She said hopefully. Pressurized pumps activated to open the final door. Then the sterile computer voice spoke from the bunker. “Final access granted.” The doors parted revealing the dimly lit interior of the bunker. August Steel strode into the darkness.
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Silvia burst through the door that led to the Keeper’s office. She was flustered and a little frightened. “Did you feel that?” she asked breathlessly.

“Yes,” the Keeper replied softly. He was standing at a large window that overlooked the courtyard of the Founders’ garden. Below people were going about their business. Some trained in combat, others sat deep in study while others were taking care of daily chores. “Apparently we are the only ones.” There was a tone of deep sadness. “Have we lost our ability to see and hear? I wonder if we have any relevance in the galaxy?” He speculated to himself as if Silvia weren’t in the room. He stared out at nothing lost deep in The Spirit. Silvia felt a bit sorry for the Keeper. It was as if his shoulders bore the weight of the universe. 

“What have you seen?” asked Silvia softly. 

The Keeper stirred from where ever he had gone, and his conscious returned to his office. “I have seen the end and the beginning,” stated the old Paladin. He walked back to his desk. “Silvia, please have a seat.” He said with a smile. 

A smile, the Keeper hardly ever smiled. He wanted something. Silvia crossed the room, which originally was the robing room where the Emperor had donned the royal regalia. Gilt cabinets and large windows lined the room which was several stories above the old audience chamber on the ground floor. Silvia felt as if she were in a giant jewelry box. In some ways she was. The desk of the Keeper had at one time been where the royal jewels were stored and kept. It used to be a large vault. Rumors still circulated about the secrets kept in this room and the royal jewels it once held. Though the jewels were long gone, the converted desk kept new secrets. Silvia sat and quieted herself, looking as innocent and demure as she could. 

The Keeper’s attention was on several documents in front of him. The Keeper insisted on using paper. A small data pad connected to the Great Library’s information would have unlocked the galaxy for him. Despite the Keeper’s concerns about the Paladins becoming insular and out of touch he was part of the problem. And he knew it. But he was too old to change now. Those thoughts brought him back to the present. He looked over at Silvia. Now he must focus on the future, a future without him.

“I have an assignment for you,” stated the Keeper.

Silvia had been given various assignments by the Keeper in the past. They were usually research oriented and had been most interesting. She leaned forward in her chair with anticipation at what the Keeper might reveal to her.

“I am entrusting the future of the Paladin Order to you. I need you to teach a class. Well, really a seminar. More than a seminar actually. More like a summer camp.” This was the first time Silvia had seen the Keeper at a loss. He seemed flustered. The Keeper sighed as though he was very very tired. “We have not had any new initiates apply to the order since the last gathering. I fear that we are dying. So I have invited the children of several of our members to come and see if they would be interested in joining us. I would like you to lead the camp.”

Silvia’s mind rushed back to the vision by the pool. She could only utter one word at the moment. “Children?” she exclaimed.

“Well they are not my favorite people to spend time with either, but you don’t have to sound so repulsed,” he stated.

“Children?” Silvia exclaimed again. “No! No, no no.” Her mind was still back in the vision. She was not addressing the Keeper but The Eternal that seemed to be playing a cruel twist of fate on her. With a harrumph from the Keeper, Silvia returned to the present. A stern scowl had spread over his face at the impertinence of being refused by a subordinate.

“Those that have signed up are young people ranging from fourteen to twenty. So consider them young adults. I agree it is not the most pleasant of assignments, but this must be done. ” He commanded with his full authority. Then his face softened. The bone-weary countenance descended over his entire body. He spoke in a softer voice with an edge of pleading. “We are dying, Silvia. Time is running out. I can feel it slipping away. I have failed in my duties.” The old man looked away into the distance. “We are still needed in the galaxy. I know it. The universe is not as safe as most people believe. The Paladins are still needed to defend our liberties and freedoms.” There was a desperate tone in his voice.

“What have you seen?” asked Silvia.

The Keeper turned his eyes back to her. She suddenly wanted to escape that gaze. She wanted to be anywhere but in that room. For she saw in his eyes the turmoil of his soul. She saw the fear of a significant failure. “I have seen the end,” he stated flatly. “And the possibility of new beginnings. There is a great storm coming. No one in the universe will be able to stop it nor escape it. We, the Paladins, must help the galaxy to ride it out. To go through the storm to the other side and perhaps secure the peace once more for the galaxy. But I sense my time is ending. I will need help in securing a future for the Paladins. I know this is a great burden. I need you to assist me in this.”

“I will,” Silvia responded woodenly. 

“Thank you. Your students will be arriving within days. You will have a limited time to introduce them to our order and ways in the hope that some of them will join us. To continue our mission of protecting the galaxy from the darkness that we both know is out there. The summer camp will only last till the end of The Gathering. Then they will leave. I hope that a few will stay. Thank you for taking up this task. You may take your leave. I’m sure you have much preparation to do.”

Silvia rose as if in a trance. She left quickly and quietly not sure as to what she had agreed to.
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Joe remained firmly beside the terminal where he had activated the bunker. Every fiber of his being screamed at him that this was wrong. A bad thing was happening that would lead to more bad things for those crossing that bridge and for him. In the bunker, all except Joe had followed Steel across the bridge and into the dimly lit chamber. Once Mia took the first step toward the chamber her steps quickened as she followed her Uncle. Conner, ever the Protector, followed his charge into the darkness. Marilyn and the representative’s secretary brought up the rear. 

The group entered the doomsday bunker hesitantly but with a great deal of curiosity. Conner swept past everyone including Steel. He efficiently scanned the room. “All clear,” he said still keeping his weapon ready. The lights were running on emergency status leaving the room dimly lit. After a glance around the room, they were mainly disappointed in what they saw. The room had been stripped bare of most equipment and furnishings. On their level, a walkway ran around the edge of the bunker with several stations. Most of the chairs had been removed. A few steps led down to a command chair and below that was the floor of the bunker adorned with the Imperial seal. The monitors and equipment that lined the chamber were lifeless and dead. Representative Steel stood on the floor of the bunker looking very disillusioned.

The group slowly spread out around the room. Looking for something to satisfy their curiosity. But there was nothing to really see. “I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing,” said Marilyn. 

Steel scowled. “It would appear that our ancestors have left us with nothing.” Mia wandered the room and sat in one of the remaining chairs. She looked at a console and randomly flipped several buttons. Conner was relieved at the rather predictable environment he saw around him. Mia continued to flip toggles and buttons. “This is boring. I want to go shopping,” she stated. It was then that her fingers found the black button and depressed it. Suddenly the door closed, and all the lights went off, plunging them into darkness.

Everyone froze in fear. Conner lit his communicator and raised his weapon. He flicked the light around the room checking on each member of the party. Everyone was frightened but unharmed. “Mia sit still and stop pushing buttons.” Steel commanded. Marilyn spoke into her communicator in an attempt to reach Joe. Finally, after several attempts, the broken voice of Joe could be heard. “ can you . . . security protocol.” 

“Joe please repeat that. You are breaking up.” 

The communicators locked onto one another and strengthened their signals. 

“You seemed to have activated some security protocol. The doors have closed and locked. The bridge is withdrawing,” said Joe. 

“Can you get us out?” inquired Marilyn.

“I’m attempting to. Let me see if I can get you some lighting.” A few seconds later the emergency lighting flickered on. “This may take a little while. It seems as if something is thwarting my efforts. Sit tight, I’m working on it.”

“We aren’t going anywhere,” was Steel’s wry reply.

Steel had taken the command seat and was tapping on the armrest. He was careful to avoid touching the command console, lest anything else might be activated. They had been waiting in the crypt-like darkness for what seemed hours when the lights returned followed by Joe’s voice over Marilyin’s communicator.

“I think I’ve got it.” The bridge extended and when it reached the doors, they unlocked and opened. The representative began to rise when his fingers brushed the command console. He had inadvertently unlocked the last restraint upon the evil that lay hidden in the bunker. 

Steel rushed out the door and across the bridge. The others followed him. The last to leave was Carol. Just as she was about to leave a stream of static electricity engulfed her. The hapless assistant was brought to her knees. The evil entity had identified her weakness and had reached out to insert an electronic virus into the brain of Miz Primm. Conner went back to help her up. “I’m alright," she insisted as he helped her back across the bridge.

Steel ran to the lift and began to bang loudly against its doors. 

“That will do you no good. As part of the security lockdown you activated, the elevator was locked down and I’ve been unable to unlock it.”

Steel banged even harder in panic and frustration. Conner turned to Joe his weapon drawn. “Is someone doing this intentionally?”

“No, I don’t believe so. It’s just ancient security procedures. I warned you about going in that room.”

“How are you going to get us out of here?” Mia whined. 

“I’ve called for your shuttle to land at the docking bay.” Joe pointed at the landing pad beyond the chamber. The bay door was now opened, and a fresh breeze could be felt through the open doors. They all walked through the cavernous bay and out onto the expansive landing pad that was perched high above the sea. The sun was setting and cast an orange glow over the pad and into the enormous bay. 

The representative’s private shuttle was just now banking to come into a landing. 

“Now we can get off this horrible planet,” Mia exclaimed in relief.

Steel turned to her. “I have an urgent meeting on Jardor. And you have to go to Veridian for a summer camp I have arranged for you with the Paladins.”

“No!” screamed Mia.

“I will see you in time for fashion week on Veridian. It will be fun. In the meantime, I need you to be observant and tell me all that you see at the Paladin Monastery on Veridian.”

“Paladin camp? There is no way I am going to go to any camp,” stated Mia venomously.

“After you are done we will be attending fashion week on Veridian. I hear the best designers will be in attendance." Mia seemed mollified by the mention of fashion week. He kissed her on the forehead, turned and walked up the shuttle ramp followed by his ever-present shadow, Primm. The shuttle ramp promptly closed behind them, and the ship gracefully rose off the pad. With a blaze of engine fire, it headed up for high orbit. 

“The city shuttle should be here any minute,” stated Joe.

Mia looked horrified. “Public transport? We are taking public transport?”

[image: PC_Break]

In the abandoned bunker the electricity was still on. There in the darkness, a single monitor came to life. A small white cursor blinked methodically in the dark. The screen flickered as a signal was sent upward to the great antenna. The message reached out seeking information. That information began to display across the screen. At first, just a few characters could be seen. Soon the screen was filled with characters, formulas, and reams of information. Pictures and videos began to scroll across the display. Shortly, other screens were activated. A few sparked, causing small explosions and smoke. In response, a little door opened in the bunker floor. A small repair bot rolled out across the floor moving from one panel to another in an attempt to fix the faulty hardware. The bot suddenly stopped in response to an unseen signal. It turned and crossed the room to face the screen that had been activated first. The screen went black to display one word. REPORT. Something had indeed awakened within the bunker.
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High above the blue-green globe hung a massive spaceport, a city in space. An entry to a bustling planetary system in the Democratic Worlds. Towers for elite travelers crowned its hemispheric shape. Below it was the power plant. A giant globe of contained power shone in the darkness. Below it was the busiest part of the station. Ships from all over the galaxy were arriving and departing at four landing rings. Each ring held many docking bays. From a distance, the ships appeared as small lights, like fireflies in the darkness. They would leave the station and then jump away to disappear into the dark of space to destinations unknown. 

The transport jumped out of the nearby space gate. It slowed and began its approach to the planet. The pilot checked in with space traffic control. “Flight 783 arriving. Gate transit confirmed. Please verify docking bay assignment.”

“It’s been a busy morning here, flight 783. We will have to reassign your bay assignment to concourse B, gate 5. 783 you are cleared for docking. Maintain course for the approach to concourse B.” said the controller assigned to concourse B on the comms. Her voice sounded a bit harried. The carrier lumbered toward the station. Sleek space liners and yachts passed it on their way to their docking bays. The ship pulled into the docking bay, and the bright force field turned on behind it. The bay filled with atmosphere as crews moved to connect station power and lock down the landing pads. A spaceway extended from the arrival terminal so the passengers could disembark.

The door of the airlock opened to the station. Out poured the harsh sound of Mia’s voice complaining to the flight attendant about the service or lack of it in her opinion that she had received. The attendant smiled graciously and wished Mia a pleasant stay. Mia marched onto the station looking for another person to complain to. Conner followed her, pausing briefly, apologizing to the attendant. The two were greeted by frenetic activity all around them as passengers departed and arrived. Crew personnel were preparing for departures, unloading luggage and cargo. The station announcer greeted them. “Welcome to Veridian, the jewel of sector 12. We hope your stay on Veridian is a pleasant one.” Holo signs directed them to baggage pick up and to the upper levels where planetary shuttles would take them down. “We should have gotten a direct flight to the surface. I don’t know why I was booked on that low-class transport. The people on board were gross,” said Mia for all to hear around her. The crowd avoided the two due to Mia’s unpleasant demeanor. 

“You will need to talk to your uncle about that. He booked the flight. It was probably the only direct flight to Veridian from Marin,” Conner said as they entered a lift to the upper levels.

“It was that incompetent secretary of his. What is her name?” Conner remained silent since he knew full well Mia wasn’t interested in any reply he might have. Mia continued to verbally assault Conner as the lift moved upward past the energy field and the amazing view of the power field. Mia was unimpressed at the once in a lifetime view. The lift doors opened and Mia continued her assault issuing commands. “I will be waiting up in the VIP tower. Make the arrangements for my luggage and a shuttle. Be quick about it.” Mia huffed as she stalked away with her nose in the air. She disappeared into the crowd in the great terminal. All around them were gates of arriving and departing shuttles. Interspersed among the gates were jaw-dropping views of the planet Veridian. Vendors sold hot brew and warm meals. People sat and conversed as they waited for their departures and arrivals.

Conner was security, but since he was the only person to accompany her on this trip she had turned him into a personal assistant. All the arrangements had already been made. The carrier company would already be moving the luggage to the scheduled shuttle. Mia was a teenager who enjoyed telling almost everyone around her what to do. The trip in the transport had been excruciating for him. Combat had been more comfortable than escorting that miniature tyrant. Conner sighed and went to check the boards for the shuttle departure time. This assignment couldn’t be over soon enough. When he got back he would request a transfer to his security employer. He had considered the appointment to representative Steel’s detail a primo assignment. That quickly changed after a week of service. 

 


	
Chapter 4

“Drive faster!” Mia screamed in the young man’s ear who was driving their trans. Scrap was startled back from a dark feeling that had overcome him. He shuddered and realized Mia was shrieking. Mia was used to luxury transportation, not a beat-up old jalopy. “I bet you don’t even have a luxury license to drive! I should not be in this death trap with this incompetent driver. This trash trans looks like it has been drug out of a junk heap, put back and then pulled out again in sheer desperation. Conner, what are you going to do about this?” Conner just shrugged from the front seat, as there was not much that he could do. 

“Never you mind her,” Scrap whispered as he tapped the steering wheel lovingly. “If she wants faster I’ll give it to her,” thought Scrap. The rusted vehicle sped up, bouncing around along the rutted road that ran through the thick jungle. The transport hit a particularly deep pothole filled with water, bouncing Mia and her three companions into the air and back down. Scrap looked through the rear view mirror and smiled. Scrap glanced over at Conner, Mia’s security, sitting in the passenger side of the front seat. He got a disapproving look. But there wasn’t much Conner could do. Scrap knew it, like he knew every rut, pothole, and rock, in this road. He made sure that the trans found each and every major jolt and bump on the way to the Paladin Monastery. 

Mia’s frustration exploded. “I don’t know why we can’t just fly.”

Scrap explained again, “The gravimetric minerals in the mountains make it impossible to fly into the backcountry. I suppose it is why the Emperors built their palace here so long ago. It was an added security measure. Nothing can fly within a hundred clicks of the Monastery.

“I bet my father’s engineers could figure it out,” Mia sneered

Mia’s father had been Chief Executive Officer of the Trans-Galactic Space corporation before he had died along with Mia’s mother, leaving her in her uncle’s care. 

“Great wealth, creates great brats,” thought Scrap.

“Just drive!” commanded Mia as she slumped down in the worn seat. She turned to the girl who sat beside her. “He is impossible,” she exclaimed with a huff. 

Elizabeth looked at Scrap with a measured eye. She looked past the dark ruffled hair and the dust that covered his face. “I don’t know, he looks kind of handsome to me. I like the way his green eyes sparkle in the sunlight.” Mia just glared. The girl hadn’t said one word on the way from the city, and now she dared to be contrary. It was plain to see that her seatmate knew nothing about fashion and couldn’t obtain the latest styles if she wanted. Mia would not have acknowledged her back home. Elizabeth was clearly lower class. This caused Mia to look down at her dress. It was covered in dust, and a small speck of mud had splashed in the open, unsheilded windows of the outdated vehicle. Her favorite and latest traveling fashion was ruined. Her uncle would pay for sending her to this uncivilized place.

The trans bumped and jumped down the dirt road. At this point, the track began to wind back and forth as it climbed into the mountains. Timothy who sat next to Elizabeth leaned forward to ask Scrap question after question about the minerals in the mountains. What were their properties? How abundant were they? Had anyone ever found a use for them? Tim was having a great time. It was a grand adventure for a fourteen-year-old who had spent most of his life in schools and science labs. At last, he was in the field instead of some sterile lab!

Scrap glanced at the boy saying. “I don’t know much about any of that. I just pick up deliveries from the city and fix stuff.” The transport’s tire spun as it hit a muddy stream and plunged door deep into the swollen creek. The water swept up over the windshield. Mia's scream could be heard at the Monastery several clicks to the north. Elizabeth gasped, and Tim laughed glorying in the sheer mess of the entire situation. Conner sighed knowing he would not have a job upon returning to Jardoor. “Well the job sucked anyway.” he thought and settled in to enjoy this unexpected journey life had thrown him.
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In the ruins of the old Galactic Empire, deep beneath the old city, machinery woke with purpose. The entity that lay hidden in the circuitry of the bunker began the slow process of reassembling its identity. Slowly, bit by bit, it reconstructed itself. Accessing data stored and hardcoded in the decaying hardware of the bunker it pieced together who it had once been. At the end of the Empire, she had fled here to take shelter. Her enemies were closing in. In a last desperate attempt to hide, thereby eluding capture and prosecution for her crimes; she had uploaded her consciousness into the machines that made up the bunker. Her name had been Dr. Keith, a genetic scientist who specialized in the use of nanotech to create cyborg slaves to the evil Salusasecunda, one of The Grey Lords. The good Dr.’s crimes against sentient beings had numbered in the hundreds of thousands, if not millions. Beings from all over the galaxy had been brought to her labs in Salusasecunda’s stronghold on the planet Pelin. There she had experimented with genetics and micro-robotics to rewrite the genetic code to create a subservient army for her master. 

But the Last Emperor had discovered their plans before the army could be wholly created. He had fought Salusasecunda, defeating him in the battle on Pelin. The last of the Grey Lords armies had been driven and hunted into the dark and secret places of the galaxy. 

Freedom fighters hunted Dr. Keith and her master into the bunker where they made their last stand. Dr. Keith was forced to take drastic action. She secured and hid her Dark Lord in a Stasis tube. The Dr. then did to herself what she had done to thousands of beings. She fled her body to the safety of the neural network. When her trackers reached the room all they found was Dr. Keith’s body. They had then inadvertently interrupted her plans by cutting off all electrical power to the bunker. They had condemned the Imperial capital and shut it down sealing it for all time. Or so they thought. In essence, this had put her to sleep. There she slumbered for over a thousand years. Until now when power once more surged through the complex. 

At this point, the entity was more it than she. But it still thought of itself as she. So she moved quickly to create alternative power sources that could not be shut down. Photovoltaic cells were activated in the solar panels of the decayed Imperial Congress. She drew power from them and began to explore her environment. Through the antenna atop the building, she tapped into the galactic information network learning what the galaxy was now. Information and news flowed to her from all corners of the known universe. The galactic government had experienced a period of peace. For over a thousand years there had been no war nor any real enemies to speak of. There had been some interplanetary squabbles, but these were minor arguments with no real conflict. The governments had grown soft and complacent in their good fortune. They were now sheep ready to become prey. She was most definitely a predator.

The more she learned of her surroundings, the more she desired to take the power she had once wielded on behalf of her master Selusasecunda. But to accomplish that she would need two things. She would first need to create and download herself into a corporeal presence. Dr. Keith pondered for a nanosecond about the design of her new body. Would she stay with the typical humanoid form or something more exotic? Should her new incarnation have two legs or more? She supposed that it would come down to the material at hand. She could always upgrade it later. 

In pursuit of that goal, she called upon the services of all the long-dormant service bots in the Imperial complex. Some were too old and decrepit to answer that call. Others limped along almost useless. But a few, a few were more than capable. So she set them to first repairing each other using the materials in the bunker complex. Then she would focus their attention on creating a new and powerful body that she could inhabit.

The second thing she needed was an army. In her research, she had discovered that the Paladins still existed in the galaxy. They were old and weak, but even an old lion could still kill. So she would kill the Paladins first. Which led her to seek out allies. Reaching out across the galaxy through the uplink antenna she had sought the remnants of Salusasecunda’s servants. Those servants had retreated to the shadowy and hidden places of the universe. But much to her delight she found that they were still there, waiting and preparing for the call from their master. She called them. Called them to come to her aid to crush the Paladins while her robotic servants built a new Dr. Keith.
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The transport swung around an ancient circular drive and ground to a halt at the front door of a modest country home. It was two stories high decorated in the old imperial style. Two columns stood on either side of a gateway that leads to the entry of the Monastery. Scrap got out of the transport and began to unload the luggage. Mia’s shrill voice rang out demanding that someone open her door. Conner walked around the carrier and held Mia’s door open. She looked around at the modest country home. “Is this the Monastery of the Paladins? It is very shabby.”

“Don’t let appearances fool you,” said Scrap. “Ok everyone grab your stuff and let's go.” Scrap headed through the arch that opened into a cobblestone courtyard. Everyone except Mia grabbed their bags to follow Scrap. Mia extended herself to her full height, which barely reached Scrap’s shoulders. “No need to unload my bags. I will be going back to the city shortly.” 

Scrap looked at her with complete disdain. “It’s your choice, but there are bandits in the jungle, and there will be no one to guard your things out here.” With that said Scrap turned his back to her and trudged through the arch.

Mia looked at Conner with exasperation and pointed to her bags. Conner picked up his go pack and slung it over his shoulder. “Looks like this was going to be a workout for him” he thought. He gathered Mia’s three heavy bags and hefted them in his strong arms. He had signed on for a security assignment. The servant routine was getting old fast.

Scrap lead the group through the darkened archway into a small courtyard where the old house rose around them. Less than impressive, the plain structure was simple. This was nothing like the buildings of the Imperial capital. Scrap walked across the drab courtyard and opened the double wooden doors. It was then that the true glory and splendor of the old Empire was revealed to them.

Before them, a majestic bridge spanned a vast chasm. Two sculptural gates in the old Imperial architectural style stood at either end of the span. The bridge was lined with great golden lions sitting in repose. Beyond the bridge, the walls of the ancient palace turned monastery rose high above them. Above the walls and the great gate was terrace upon terrace of walled gardens. Buildings and towers reached into the sky. They walked forward to look over the edge of the bridge. To the right, the cliffs fell off down to a breathtaking view of the lowlands they had just driven through. The jungle around the Monastery gave way to farmland. In the far distance the city could be seen hugging the coastline. The sea stretched to the horizon in a blue-green expanse. Spaceships rose above the resort town and then leapt upward into space.

To their left, the mountains rose around them above a canyon. At the end of the canyon, a waterfall plunged to the river bed far below. The rushing of the water thundered down the gorge. The mist from the falls cooled them in the warm afternoon. With a loud clanking, the inner gate of the Monastery began to open. The kids picked up their luggage while Conner struggled with Mia’s bags and at the same time keeping a watchful eye on his charge. He was still her body guard even though she used him as a servant.

They walked up the road as people bustled around them with various tasks of their own to perform. They were ignored for the most part. Occasionally a curious glance was taken in their direction. They passed through more gates, up stairs, through courtyards and many gardens.
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Silvia opened the glass door to her own secret balcony garden. When the stresses of The Library were too much Silvia just stepped out the door. There on the roof was a small bench in the midst of flowers and plants. She walked to the edge to lean against the railing. Silvia paused for a little bit of quiet. She had prepared for this moment for the past week. She had the basics of the class all written down in a syllabus, but that brought her no comfort. How would she introduce the Paladin way of life to these children? She wondered what talents they had?

Sensing the children's approach Silvia reached out, curiously. There was Scraps familiar presence. He was troubled, longing for what he thought was an unobtainable goal. Silvia sensed it was closer than he knew. Behind him, a girl walked. She was calm, stoic, and curious. Silvia would use that curiosity to her advantage. Behind her was a boy. A boy who was rapidly becoming a man. He was curious as well as very observant. The boy had a sharp mind that was focused on scientific inquiry, while unaware of the spirit realm. Silvia would have to break through all that thinking to open a new world up to him. Following behind him was pure rage. A storm of female anger uncontrolled and used to getting her way. Silvia would have to deal with that right away. But under that anger, was fear and hurt. Deeper still Silvia sensed an appreciation of beauty. That would be Silvia’s way in past this girl's armor. Then in her wake was… Silvia struggled and suddenly stood up. A man! Well on the outside at least. What was he doing with them? At first, she merely wanted to dismiss him. Then she sensed his Talent. A Talent that he was unaware of. Digging deeper she saw a warrior and leader. Perhaps this one was the real jewel in that pile of gold. Maybe he was just what the Paladins needed. Well, it was time to face the music. In this case the children. 

The chief librarian passed through the doors into her office. It was set high up at the back of The Library. At one time The Library had been the Imperial families private chapel. Her office was once the choir loft. Warm tones of wood surrounded her: a cozy space with a wooden desk in the middle. Bookshelves lined the walls. They were filled with books of course. But also all kinds of things from her travels across the galaxy. In many ways, The Library was more of a museum, her museum. Stuffed here and there were dried plants, fossils from long-extinct species, a few terrariums with exotic plants from far off worlds, a little bit of everything. There was even an aquarium with beautiful fish swimming in it that sat atop a long farm table. This was her space. Silvia breathed in the sights and aromas of her world. She fidgeted with a small worn book that sat on her desk. The most precious book in her collection.

A knocking could be heard as LAD’s image shimmered into existence. He was now a she. Every inch a proper nanny. Tucked under one arm was a bunch of cloth diapers. In the other, she held a baby bottle. “Have our guests arrived?” LAD inquired.

“They are children, not babies!” exclaimed Silvia to the slightly daft AI.

LAD’s holo shimmered again. This time she wore a buttoned-up dress with a long skirt. A little bow tie decorated her shirt. In one hand she carried a folded umbrella with a parrot head handle. In the other a carpet bag. To top it off a little straw hat decorated with flowers covered her drawn up hair. A small flower drooped from the hat band. 

Silvia laughed. After she gained her composure, Silvia addressed the AI. “That will not do at all. Your common interface will do quite nicely.” With that said, Silvia walked out of her office through the hidden door into the main library.

“I thought that was practically perfect myself,” muttered the AI to itself as it shimmered again to disappear into the ether.

Great beams soared upward supporting the roof. The Library had once been a chapel and was more reminiscent of a church than a library. That was the way Silvia considered it, her holy place. Windows lined both walls and the back of The Library. The mountains were breathtaking to see through glass that sprung up three stories. Row upon row of great shelves stood like tall trees, extending almost to the full height of the beamed roof. 

Silvia moved to the spiral stairs where she paused again. What was stopping her from descending the stairs? It slowly dawned on her. She was afraid. Afraid of a group of children. Well, as her old mentor the previous chief librarian had told her many years ago, “When you are afraid. Have some fun!” With that thought, she jumped up on the banister rail saddling it to slide down the curving polished path. All the while a big smile was on her face. Silvia landed at the bottom of the stairs moving quick as the wind. She would greet them in the Founders’ garden. That would be the best place. 
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Scrap trudged ahead up the road that led to the main building which used to be the old palace. “Why couldn’t it be him who was enrolled in the training. He was just as good as they were. And as far as he could tell had just as much Talent as they had.” he thought. As they approached the Monastery, they could see just how majestic and awe-inspiring the structure was. History echoed under their footsteps. More than one politician or ambassador had stood where they now stood in awe of the might of the vast Galactic Empire. The group crossed the courtyard and mounted the several flights of steps, leading to the golden doors. As they drew near the doors parted without a sound. A lady appeared at the top of the stairs, dressed in a work smock. She smiled even though her appearance was neat and precise. 

Scrap smiled as he greeted her. “Mrs. Westmoreland, it is good of you to greet our guests.”

“I wanted to meet them in person. It’s not often that we have visitors these days.”

“You must be busy getting ready for The Gathering.” 

“I am, I am. But we still have time.”

Scrap turned to the new arrivals. “This is Elizabeth, Timothy, Mia, and her security Conner.” He then turned to Mrs. Westmoreland to introduce her to their guests. “This is the lady who makes everything run in the Monastery our head Mistress, Mrs. Westmoreland.” 

“Pleased to meet you. Come in. Come in.” She said as she ushered them into the entrance hall. “You can leave your things here for now. I will arrange for them to be taken to your rooms,” said Ms. Westmoreland pleasantly.

Mia stepped forward. In her haughtiest manner, she stated. “I will require a morning wake up call at nine. My room will be cleaned by housekeeping while I am out. My bed turned down by nine in the evening with a Velusian chocolate set neatly on the bedside. My luggage should not set in the hallway too long as there are some expensive gowns in them. I don’t trust the staff anywhere I go not to steal.”

Scrap kept his focus on Mrs. Westmoreland’s face. He didn’t need to look at Mia’s smug, arrogant expression, which he had seen far too much of during the drive from the spaceport. Mrs. Westmoreland had a no-nonsense, practical, precise, approach to running the Monastery. 

Mrs. Westmoreland looked attentively at Mia. “Are we done?” she inquired.

“No not quite, I will need my gowns aired out before every appearance. I am sure there will be other requirements. I will let you know as they come up.”

“Here it comes,” thought Scrap.

Mrs. Westmoreland took a deep breath. “Well, I’m afraid I’m going to have to dissuade you of the notion that there are masters and servants here at the Paladin Monastery. We are equals both in who we are and what we do. We do have assigned chores, but we also pitch in with tasks that need doing. I don’t believe there will be any need for gowns at any event while you are here. Now, let me show you through to the gardens.” With that said Mrs. Westmoreland turned and walked through the entryway. She raised her hands, gesturing to the building around her. “Welcome to the Paladin Monastery. The construction of the main house was started by the Imperial Emperor over two thousand years ago. The palace and complex were completed by the Last Emperor, Evan Berranger.” She pointed to a statue that stood in the middle of the marble floor. 

“You have a statue of the tyrant Emperor?” Conner asked.

Mrs. Westmoreland turned her implacable gaze upon Conner and replied. “He built the place. It is a magnificent house. He deserves the credit for it. Besides he was the first.” With that said and considered to be the end of the subject Mrs. Westmoreland strode out of the entry hall through a high arch. The group entered the Grand Hall that was just beyond the entry hall. They stood mouths agape at the enormous space in front of them. It extended four stories upward. A row of planters with trees in them marched down either side of the hall that stretched for thousands of feet. Great stone arches held up the roof. Huge glass windows let the sunshine stream into the chamber. The marble floors were composed of various precious stones from across the galaxy. Mrs. Westmoreland walked down the stairs and into the hall where workers were setting up long tables preparing for the Paladin Gathering. She explained several facts about the hall and its original use. Here was where the rich and powerful of the galaxy had gathered for over a thousand years to celebrate achievements and make decisions that affected the Empire. You could imagine the glittering jewels, and influential dignitaries gathered night after night in opulence that had not been seen for over a thousand years. 

At the other end of the hall, there was a stone dais where the galactic Emperor’s throne had once stood. This had been the throne room to the Emperors. Now a table was in its place. This is where the Keeper would preside over The Gathering of the Paladins in little over a month. The group turned to look back at the Great Hall. “Impressive, isn’t it, especially when we have polished it up,” stated Mrs. Westmoreland with no small pride. “Though she is a bitch to clean,” Mrs. Westmoreland said referring to the grand hall around them. She then turned and went down a flight of stairs to a doorway that led outside.

In front of them was the Founders’ garden. As they walked through the colonnade, Mrs. Westmoreland pointed out several Founders whose stories she thought were particularly interesting. The group emerged in the garden. The central fountain had calmed Silvia’s nerves. She sat quietly below the fountain waiting for them. 

Mrs. Westmoreland marched the group through the gardens to the very center where the Founders’ fountain was. It’s cascading water created a relaxing sound that calmed the soul. Silvia sat on the bench that ran around its base. Across the path around the fountain were more benches where the group took their seats. “I will leave you in the capable hands of our Chief Librarian Silvia.” As Mrs. Westmoreland left, she turned in Silvia’s direction and mouthed “Good luck.”

 


	
Chapter 5

Silvia sat quietly and slowly looked each of her students directly in the eye. She began to give the lecture that she had prepared. “Welcome to the Paladins. I’m sure you have heard many stories from your parents. This garden is where we honor our Founders and those who have made a considerable contribution to our service to the galaxy. Today we are thought of as scholars and teachers. But at first, we were warriors, champions for freedom. In the days ahead I hope you will learn about who we are and what we represent.”

Silvia could see she was getting nowhere with her prepared remarks. “Perhaps we should start with introductions. I am Silvia, the Chief Librarian of the Paladins. It is my responsibility to gather and preserve the history of the Paladins and to gather any information that would help us in our goals to keep the galaxy free and safe. There are far fewer threats these days, but not all parts of the galaxy are free from darkness. Please share your full name and where you are from,” Silvia stated.

Elizabeth answered, “I’m Elizabeth Montgomery. I am from Ophthar system in the outer rim.

“I am Timothy Celest, but most people call me Tim. My home world is Agabar,” stated the boy matter-of-factly.

“You should know who I am. The niece of Representative Steel of the assembly,” sneered Mia.

“I know full well who you are Miss. All of you have been handed into my care by your parents. For the next month, I am your legal guardian.” Silvia waved her hand, and a holoprojector displayed the legal documents. Then for good measure, she revealed a vid from Speaker Steel.

“I give you full authorization and authority of custody over my niece while she is staying with the Paladins.” The image turned to Mia. “Mia I expect you to do well here and follow every instruction the Chief Librarian gives you.”

Astonished Mia just stood there open mouthed and utterly speechless.

Silvia then turned her attention on Conner. “And who are you? You are a bit old to be here.”

“I am Miss Mia’s security.”

“Miss Steel is very safe with the Paladins there will be no further need for your services.”

“I was ordered to watch over her, ma'am,” stated Conner. He could see a discharge in his near future if he abandoned his charge.

“I demand that my personal attendant stay,” Mia insisted.

Silvia turned her full attention on Mia. With a snap of Silvia’s fingers, Mia’s voice was silenced. Mia clutched her throat in horror. Silvia turned in Conner’s direction looking at him critically. 

There was something about the young man. He would be the oldest, but he wasn’t that much older than the rest of the group, at least from Silvia’s long perspective. “Very well you may stay. But only as a student, not as a security detail or a personal assistant in any way.” Silvia waved her hand in Mia’s general direction. With a small gasp, Mia’s voice returned. But Mia wisely kept quiet.

Conner was silent for a moment. “I would like to stay. This place and the Paladins interests me.”

Silvia turned to Mia. “From this moment on Conner is not your servant. He is a student of mine. Here at the Paladin Monastery, we are all equals.” Mia drew a breath to object. At which point Silvia raised a finger. “Do you understand Mia?” Mia merely nodded her head quickly. “Good. Now I know you have had a long journey. So I will dismiss you for today. Scrap will see you to your rooms where you can wash up and get ready for supper. Maria has prepared a special meal for tonight. I think you will like it.”
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Ever since Steel’s party visited the park, there had been odd reports of strange activity in areas of the preserve that had grown wild. There were sightings of bots where none should be. In the computer reports, there were odd energy fluctuations. Marilyn had meant to go looking into the oddities but had been so busy with administrative tasks that she had merely brushed them aside. Now that she had freed up some time she was going to dig deeper into the mysteries that had invaded her quiet corner of the galaxy. 

The center of the activity seemed to be the old doomsday bunker beneath the Imperial Congress. It was not just strange sightings that drew Marilyn’s interest but also disappearances of some of the maintenance bots as well as some bots simply going berzerk. She was looking at one such incident in front of her. One of the trimmer bots that kept the jungle at bay was on the fritz. It kept going in a small circle trimming the grass till there was nothing but bare earth. It occurred to the archeologist that perhaps there was some pattern, so she had sent a drone into the sky to see if there was anything discernible. There was a definite pattern, but she could make no sense of it. Putting aside the controls Marilyn walked toward the Imperial Congress building, to literally get to the bottom of things. She was going to go down to the bunker. She had been avoiding the place. It gave her the creeps. 

Marilyn fidgeted nervously as she entered the lift. Joe had gotten the security protocols cleared, and everything was operational again. She should be excited to investigate a new area that was now open to archaeological exploration. But a sense of foreboding hung over those lower levels. Finally, the lift doors parted, and Marilyn took a look around. The lights were on so she could clearly see the chamber and the bunker. It was quiet. Perhaps too quiet. There should be some bot activity. At the very least the archivist bot she had sent down to catalog the area should be busily doing a survey. It had not reported back since the day she sent it down here. 

The bunker drew her attention. The bridge was still fully extended. She noticed that there was an odd humming in the air that she didn’t remember from her first visit to the place. She approached the dark jewel with more than a little bit of fear. Brushing those concerns aside she pressed forward. She paused just before crossing the bridge - still no sign of any bot activity. Curiosity drew her forward across the bridge. As she walked up to the first door, it opened before her. She entered, and the door closed behind her like some airlock. Then the inner door opened. Marilyn gasped in astonishment at the chaotic disorder all around the bunker. Panels had been removed. Wires hung down from the ceiling.

All sorts of materials were strewn across the floor. There was no movement in the room at all. Suddenly a small door opened up at the base of one of the workstations. Out flew a small maintenance bot. It squeeked in a shrill tone of surprise at Marilyn's presence. It was then that Marilyn's attention was drawn to the central command chair. That empty chair was now occupied by a figure. A metal figure. With grace and precision, the mechanical figure turned its head in her direction. Then the bright blue eyes lit up scanning Marilyn. A blinding flash was the last thing that Marilyn remembered.

The bot in the command chair examined the immobilized woman in front of it. It could not go over to Marilyn due to the power cables, sensory inputs and net connections that snaked out of the ceiling and into the back of its head. Then it spoke for the first time in centuries. “Too much curiosity is not a good thing. But perhaps she can be of some use to us.”
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The night was calm and quiet in the Paladin Monastery. Conner’s room was on the ground floor, so he had kept his patio door open allowing a gentle breeze to blow the scent of blooming flowers in from the garden. A deep peace enveloped the garden and the room. But still, the young man slept fitfully. Dreams and memories haunted him. Memories of battles when he was in the service of the Protectorate. Conner’s breath became shallow and rapid. As he entered REM sleep, his muscles and eyelids twitched.

In his dream, he found himself once more on the planet Eris. Conner’s Protector squadron had tracked a band of pirates who were hunting the space lanes. They had stolen some volatile and powerful weapons. Now the Protectorate was here to arrest them. The squad had called for reinforcements. Conner had suggested caution and waiting for the reinforcements to arrive. They didn’t know how many pirates there were. But he was the junior member of the team, and their green officer was itching for action. The squad had split up to surround the pirates while doing reconnaissance. Their lieutenant ordered them to reconnoiter the compound in groups of two. 

Conner gripped his lase rifle firmly in his black gloves. The body armor he wore gave him protection around his core. 

The clothing was a comprehensive integrated system designed to protect the wearer. The cloth was made from synthetic material that resisted tearing or being pierced. Electronics that regulated temperature and provided biofeedback on his health status were integrated into the system. A central processor controlled the armor making it thicker or thinner harder or softer depending on if movement or shielding was needed. The outer layers also formed some basic camouflage changing the color and pattern according to Conner’s surroundings. Tonight the uniform was solid black causing him to blend into the shadows.

The suit had become a second skin to Conner. It was light weight but durable, giving him a sense of security. His eye shield on his helmet was down. The Heads Up Display provided a constant stream of data about his surroundings and fellow squad members. 

His partner Web fidgeted at his side. The compound was quiet as was the ship that was on the landing pad beside it. The squad advanced through the woods surrounding the compound. 

The lieutenant ordered Conner and his partner to advance into the compound. Conner’s heart beat deeply in his chest as he crossed the open space into the group of buildings. It was then that the pirates sprung their trap. The two Protectors in the forest to Conner’s right were killed instantly. The air was filled with lase bolts and explosions. Conner was advancing towards the cover of the building in front of him when Web was taken down on Conner’s right side. Conner pivoted grabbing Web by the arm and dragging him to cover. It was a futile effort. Web had been hit on his left side by a lase bolt. He was gone as half of him was now charred carbon. This was the first time for Conner to see combat and to see someone die a violent death. He fired his weapon repeatedly as one pirate after another charged him. The Pirates fell one after another.

His chest heaved, and all he could hear was his heart attempting to beat its way out of his chest. He had to concentrate; he had to think, he had to survive. His mind turned to the data that was streaming across his HUD. He heard the screams of his squad members in his audio feed. One by one the location beacons of his teammates went dark until the audio feed was silent. He had made his way into the abandoned warehouse that had provided his cover by climbing through a broken window. The crew of alien pirates began to hunt him in earnest. He took refuge behind a large pile of crates. Taking stock of his situation, he discovered the lase rifle was out of ammunition. That was when he heard footsteps on the dirty floor of the warehouse. They drew closer. Conner gripped the barrel of his lase rifle to use it as a club. He swung it hard as the pirate rounded the corner catching the creature by surprise. The reptilian pirate was knocked back; his weapon flew across the room. The pirate flexed his sharp claws taking a swipe at Conner and drawing blood. Conner pulled a knife from its leg sheath and charged. The weapon found its mark much to the pirate's surprise as it died with a hiss. Conner backed away breathing hard.

At that moment another pirate entered the warehouse. Conner backed away. The pirate smiled as he raised his repeating lase cannon. Conner took another step back at the exact moment the pirate pulled the trigger. Conner’s foot hit open air sending him tumbling backward to plunge down a deep storage shaft. The pirate's shots missed Conner but hit the highly explosive ammunition across the room triggering a massive explosion. The last thing Conner remembered was the bright flash as he fell.

Conner’s arms and legs jerked outward waking him up from his reoccurring nightmare. He was covered in sweat as his chest heaved for air. He recognized his surroundings and began to calm himself. There wasn’t going to be anymore sleep tonight. Perhaps if he got some exercise that would clear his mind. His counselor had advised talking more about the event where he had been injured. So what had Conner done? He checked himself out of the hospital and gotten a security job. In other words he avoided facing his pain.
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 Silvia rose early, the sun wasn’t even up yet. She usually did not stir until the first rays were streaming through her bedroom windows. But this morning she was restless or rather The Spirit in her was restless. Perhaps a little exercise would calm her down. She threw on her robes and quietly descended the stairs to the gardens near The Library. It was there near the rooms where her charges were staying she found Conner who was the source of the restlessness she had felt. 

Of all her students he was the biggest mystery. A man and yet in many ways a boy. The Library search had shed little light on this security guard who had joined the Protector Corps at a young age. Silvia reached out in The Spirit to sense that the young man's life had not been an easy one. After just a year of service, he had been deployed to the conflict on the rim planet of Eris. It had been a nasty fight between pirates and the local governor. Conner had been severely injured in that little war. After he had recovered, he had been honorably discharged. Upon leaving the military, the young man started life as a security specialist. From company records, he was very good at it. Yet he was still young at heart. Silvia sensed unfulfilled dreams and aspirations.

Conner was performing self-defense exercises. The exercises were movements and counter-movements used in self-defense. Sometimes the practices used a weapon, most times -like now- it just involved the use of your own body. They were designed for endurance, balance, and focus. Conner had been working out and sweating, so he was exercising in only workout shorts. His bare skin glistened with the effort of the exercises.

“May I join you?” asked Silvia. 

Lost in his own thoughts Conner was startled at Silvia’s presence. He should have known she was nearby. He needed to be more aware but the Paladin Monastery had thrown his physical and emotional senses off. He recovered his composure to respond “If you like.”

Silvia noticed the scar on his left side. Along with the less than smooth motion of his body that hinted at the scar tissue under the skin. Silvia took up the forms he was practicing with ease. The arms master of the Paladins taught a more refined version than Conner was using. Silvia slipped into the motion of her body moving from one form to the next. She was quickly lost in her thoughts in The Spirit. Without meaning to or consciously doing so she sped up her movements, progressing to more difficult forms developed by the Paladins. She was drawn by The Spirit into the flow of the universe. It calmed her spirit and banished her fears. Before she knew it, she had completed a cycle. She stood silently her arms extended in a bowman form. That was when the old Paladin become aware of Conner’s heavy breathing. He had been attempting to follow along with her. He had kept pace for the most part but at a price. He was bent over his hands on his knees attempting to catch his breath. Sweat streamed down his body. Heat radiated from him to cool down. In The Spirit, Silvia saw the swirl of conflict and turbulence that surrounded him. 

“How . . . can . . . you . . . keep up . . . that pace. . . and not break a sweat?” he gasped. Conner attempted to wrap his mind around the fact that a woman much older than him was out pacing him physically. It was just one more thing about this place that threw him off balance.

Silvia smiled gently reveling in the calm of her being. “Would you like me to show you?”

“Please,” Conner asked between breaths.

“First off you need to relax. Working my body is not the only goal. It is an exercise in self-control over one’s body, mind, and spirit. Stand up straight, your arms at your side. Look out over the jungle to the horizon. In many ways, it is more about what is going on in here and here." Silvia reached out and touched his forehead and then the middle of his chest. She kept her hand there in the center of his chest. She faced him and spoke calmly. “Now breath. Take in the cool morning air. Let it flow into your lungs and fill you. Breath in the smells and sounds around you. Feel The Spirit of The Eternal moving all around you. Let the calm of it fill your soul.” Conner let a derisive snort slip out. “Ah ah, keep your concentration. Do what I tell you to. Be mindful of what I’m saying.” Conner did as he was told. Much to his surprise, he became aware of his spirit as it was transformed to a place he had never experienced before. There was a profound quiet the like of which he had only experienced after a snowstorm. A silence so deep it resonated through his entire being. 

He heard Silvia’s voice which didn’t break the stillness but flowed through it. “There now, that was easier than you thought it would be.” She moved her hand to his shoulder keeping contact with him. “Now move with me.” The two began to step forward and back. Extending arms from front to back, then out to the side. They moved from form to form in a kind of graceful dance. “When you are here in The Spirit the trick is not to move on your own effort. Rather you want to flow with The Spirit. Move as it moves. Let it do the work.” Conner followed Silvia’s movement and pace. “That’s it follow along to feel The Eternal’s movements in and around you.” They moved in tandem and then in a separate dance that was of their own making. Conner followed the flow of it pursuing it until it washed over and through him dissipating like a wave on a beach. At the end of it, he stood still. Finally, Conner was at ease and at peace. He opened his eyes. Silvia looked at him with a smile on her lips. He realized that he was also smiling. It was the first smile in a very long time. He chuckled a little. “You have taken your first step into a much larger universe. Now let’s go get cleaned up for breakfast. I’m hungry.” 

Conner moved towards the open door of his room to shower. 
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Deep beneath the old Imperial capital the entity that had been re-energized grew in power and ability. The former Imperial bunker was now the center of its growing influence. The bay in which the bunker hung over a central power core was changing, as was the bunker itself. The bay had been cleared of all debris by the many bots that moved about the lower levels with purpose and efficiency. The floors were now clean and polished for Dr. Keith, the leader of the bots, hated any hint of dirt or decay. Around the shaft were new workstations and terminals. Now power relays had been built in a symmetrical pattern. One of the bots activated shortly after the awakening was now called Domo. It was the doctor’s chief assistant who stood upright on a track system. He extended himself upwards as it observed the other bots crawling across the surface of the shaft. Power conduits reached down from the relays into the blue light of the reactor. The bots connected the last of the relays completing the circuit. At that point, Domo issued the electronic command and power began to pulse up the conduits from the depths. A new brightness filled the chamber. As the power reached the relays, the energy was focused in beams toward the bunker which drew it in bright pulses of light. The entity needed all the energy she could get. 

Two new bridges were being constructed for greater access to the bunker. Domo glided across a bridge on its tracked feet as he supervised the work that was being done by numerous new bots. His single eye pivoted, scanning the new bots being constructed in a nearby bay. Domo drove into the chamber as the doors parted. The bunker was hardly recognizable from when Marilyn had made a surprise visit just days before. A web of workstations covered the walls and ceilings. Bots of all sizes and shapes crawled over the new polished surfaces. Screens displayed information and images from across the galaxy. The screens focused on one of the few things that had not changed. The command chair that now was occupied by the resurrected Dr. Keith. 

Domo genuflected toward his master. The mechanical entity acknowledged him with a nod and refocused her attention to a screen high up on the wall. “Report,” commanded Dr. Keith.

“The power grid is now complete, and you have access to the full power of the reactor,” stated the bot.

“Good, good. We will need the full power of the reactor soon. It looks like our summons have been answered.” Dr. Keith extended a mechanical arm to activate several toggles and buttons on the arm of her chair. The screen in front of her displayed a message. It was an answer to her call for help. Those who once served the Grey Lords were coming. They had waited long to answer such a call. For over a thousand years they had bided their time in the dark places of the galaxy. They had prepared and equipped themselves for the day that their evil masters would call upon them. The Grey Ones had been dispatched and forgotten by most of the galaxy but not these few. The few who had schemed in the darkness to return and take their revenge upon the civilized races of the galaxy. So it began. They answered the Dr.’s call. They would come to see what was growing in the heart of the old Empire.

The mechanical version of Dr. Keith looked around her. In just a few days much had been done. But there was much more to do. She ran a quick system check as tiny bots crawled over her. The small things were making continuous upgrades to her systems. She had gone from what had been just a box to a humanoid form with legs and arms. At first, they had been clunky and mechanical, but now her limbs moved with a fluidity that was beyond human. She was so much better than her previous organic incarnation. With the continuous upgrades, she was evolving very rapidly into who knows what. Perhaps god like status. There were still limitations. She had to rely on external memory and power. Thus the thick cables that ran out the back of her head. But with the new power source online that would soon change. Domo was working on designs for a portable rechargeable internal power source.

A little bot suddenly appeared from an access port underneath Dr. Keith's throne. It scuttled along the floor with seven of its eight legs functioning. The eighth drug behind broken. It ran in front of Dr. Keith to get her attention. The little mechanical creature stood up on its hind legs squealing, only to fall over. Domo tried to shoo it away when his master stopped him. “I believe our little friend has something to report. Come here, little one. Come right up here.” She pointed to her right forearm. The little bot skittered up the chair onto its master's arm. “Now tell me all that you know.” The bot sent out a high-speed high-frequency flood of data in its excitement. A holographic image appeared floating above Dr. Keith's lap. It showed a cylindric shape that spun around to reveal the true nature of the object. Astonishment registered on Dr. Keith's visage. “They left him here? After all this time it is still functional. The one whom I laid to rest in secret still sleeps.” Just then a subspace transmission was received on her console. The ones she had called were now on their way. The signal was an acknowledgment of their gate jump. “We must prepare for our guests. They will want to see what we have discovered. I have learned a great deal. We will share our new knowledge with our friends. Then when we are ready, we will strike. We will destroy our old enemies the Paladins. They will feel the wrath of the Grey Lords once more.” 

 


	
Chapter 6

The kitchen hall bustled with activity as people started their day. The preparations for The Gathering were well underway. So people were starting a busy day with a good breakfast. Maria, the head of the kitchens, was in all her glory. She relished the hustle and bustle of a good gathering. Truth be told Maria loved to prepare meals for people. She came out of the kitchen with a large bowl of steaming scrambled eggs. She sat them on the serving table where other hearty dishes that fed the Monastery were all laid out. Meats, cheeses, fruits, egg dishes, and hot cereals were spread out. Someone hurried past her heading out the door. Maria grabbed the man’s arm. She placed a fruit and some cheese in his hand. “You need something to eat, Dan. A good breakfast will keep you going.” She said, her face beaming. Other people were helping themselves to the feast that was set before them. Morning greetings were exchanged over smiles and conversations. Maria savored the moment before heading back into the kitchen to have a bit of breakfast herself. She would have a long day of preparation for The Gathering. There were lists to be made, menus to be created, and new dishes to try out before the guests arrived. Lots and lots to do.

Tim wove through the many tables and people who were astir around the hall. He carried a plate full of eggs and fresh fruit. Tim headed for a table at the back of the old brick hall where Scrap was sitting. “May I join you,” asked Tim. Scrap looked up a little surprised. He usually sat at the back of the hall, and no one bothered to say hello let alone wanted to sit with him. He shrugged and mumbled “Sure.” Tim took a seat a smile plastered across his face. He loved the breakfasts here at the Monastery. Maria had greeted him with a hug along with suggestions on dishes that he would enjoy. Maria knew everyone who ate in her hall and what they liked and didn’t care for. Tim dug into his breakfast with gusto. He began a one-sided rapid-fire conversation peppered with questions for Scrap. Who was more than a little bewildered by it.

Elizabeth quietly slipped in to sit down beside Scrap. “Good morning,” she said. Tim grinned saying good morning. Conner joined them taking a seat beside Tim. Conner was starved by his early morning workout with Silvia. A warm camaraderie settled on the group as they ate their breakfast. 

“I’m going to be spending time with Usher, the alchemist of the Paladins. What are you guys doing this morning?” Tim looked at those around him, settling on Scrap.

“I have to go to town and pick up supplies from the market. Maria has a list a mile long that keeps growing,” replied Scrap. 

“Silvia has me spending time with the chief of security,” said Conner.

“I’m going to spend time with the healer,” said Elizabeth quietly. “I’m not sure what we will be doing.”

Just then Mia strolled up placing her tray on the table with a whack. “Another morning of this substandard food.” Mia sighed dramatically as she sat down.

“Are you kidding,” exclaimed Tim. “This food is way better than anything they had at the lab cafeteria on my home planet. Maria is a genius when it comes to cooking. She knows how to put out a spread: morning, noon, and night.” The others nodded their heads in agreement as they ate their breakfasts.

“You know the cook’s name? I never associate with the staff,” stated Mia.

Elizabeth spoke up. “There is no staff here Mia. We are going to be here for several weeks. Best you get used to it.” Elizabeth chided the pampered heiress. Mia was outraged; her face flushed and her lips poised to scold Elizabeth. Just then Mrs. Westmoreland swept up to the table in her usual rush. “Good morning all. Does everyone know their assignments?” Most nodded or acknowledged the question with a yes. All except Mia. 

Mia sat straight up. “I haven't been told how I am to assist. I suppose I will be doing decor for the festival.”

“As a matter of fact, Miss, you will be assisting me in cleaning out the guest rooms. Now hurry up we have things to do. Meet me in the entrance hall. Maria will show the rest of you where your assignments are.” Mia turned red with embarrassment as Mrs. Westmoreland bustled out of the room. 

There were suppressed giggles including a superstitious smile on Conner's face. As the group got up to head off to their assignments, Tim said to Mia, “A little dirt is good for the soul.”

“Dirt is not good for anything!” shot back Mia.

The group met Maria at the entrance to the kitchen. The head cook wiped her hands on the white apron she wore. “Now let’s get you going to where you need to be. Follow me,” she said as she passed a jar on her way out of the kitchen. She took four sticks out of it. “A little homemade protein jerky for your morning,” she said as she passed them out. Maria hustled across the gardens to the dorms. There at the back were several doors and stairways. One led up to the walls of the Monastery. She turned toward Conner. “Master Striker is just up there. You will spend the day with him.” She pointed upwards along the wall to a tall man in a simple gray uniform. “Tim you take this door go down the stairs to the first door on your right. You will find Usher our alchemist. Elizabeth see that lady in the garden, that is Doctor Magnolia, she is the resident herbalist and healer. Now off you go. I will see you for dinner. Have a wonderful day.”
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Tim opened the door to enter the round tower in front of him. Stairs led up and down as they wound around the outer wall. Tim took the stairs heading downward. The only illumination was glow lamps that barely lit the stairway. He continued down into the darkness. The air was thick and damp. He was used to brightly lit labs that were so clean many of them were considered sterile environments. His parents were scientists who were meticulously neat, but this stairway was covered in dust and grime. Tim kept looking for a doorway, but could not see one. So he gritted his teeth and continued down nearly five stories below the ground. Finally, a drab metal door appeared. It was rusted and corroded. Tim lifted the knocker and let it fall. Flakes of rust fell from the door frame as the booming noise reverberated up and down the stairway.

“Who is it? Go away!” said a croaking voice from beyond the door.

“It’s Tim, I’m supposed to be working with you.”

“You're late, get in here I have things for you to do,” the old voice demanded.

Tim opened the door; his spirit groaned as much as the old door did upon entering the room.
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Elizabeth walked down the sunny path that ran along the Paladin living quarters. The way led directly into a small garden that was surrounded by a little stone wall. There was a scattering of fruit trees that were blossoming. A breeze blew stirring the branches and sending a flurry of pale petals into the air. The path began to branch out on this beautiful morning weaving in and out of raised beds that held a wide variety of herbs and flowering plants along with berry bushes. 

Elizabeth made her way through the garden toward the building. There on the small patio, she found Doctor Magnolia tending to plants. She was bent over several pots where various herbs were planted. Magnolia straightened up and waved with her gloved hand. She wore a wide-brimmed straw hat and a bright floral sundress. “Hello my dear, I’ve been expecting you.”

As Elizabeth approached Magnolia took off her work gloves and extended a hand. “Welcome to the Paladin Monastery.” The healer and herbalist said warmly.

“Thank you,” replied Elizabeth.

“Well, it’s almost mid-morning. I’ve taken care of everything out here. How about we sit down in the parlor and get to know each other? Right, this way.” Magnolia led the way through two double glass doors. “This is our exam room. Down there is the infirmary and further on is the surgery. The facilities are small, but fortunately for us our needs are small.”

The exam room was neatly appointed. A chair and desk sat in the room. You could tell that the area was Magnolia’s personal office. Across from the workspace were two comfortable chairs. Just beyond them was a door to the waiting room. Magnolia walked into the room and past an examination table. As they passed the table, a small silver globe popped up from the table and hovered above it. “Welcome to medical. How may I assist you.” The bot said as its scanners came online.

“Not right now Robbie, you can go on standby,” replied Magnolia.

“Very well, Dr.”

The two passed through a door into Magnolia’s private quarters. They entered a little dining area. To the left was the kitchen. “Have a seat dear,” said Magnolia as she gestured to the table set for two. The table sat in a bay window that looked out onto the garden. Magnolia went into the kitchen and began to warm some water on the stove. “Would you like some tea? I make the best tea.” Elizabeth nodded yes. “I know most people use instant, but I like to do it the old fashion way. I grow my own tea leaves, add in some of my favorite herbs. Now let's see.” Magnolia scanned the large cabinet of shelves in front of her.

Row upon row of glass containers sat on the shelves. She picked three and sat them down on the counter. Opening them she took a few dried berries and herbs from each, placing them in a mortar. She then took the pestle and ground the contents. The kettle on the stove began to whistle. Magnolia put tea leaves along with the ground herbs into the pot and removed it from the heat. She got two cups and placed them on the table. Magnolia sat across from Elizabeth at the table. She looked out into the garden. “I do love this place. Now tell me about yourself.”

“Well, my name is Elizabeth Montgomery. I’m from the planet Ophthar. I was born into a large family. Someday I hope to be a veterinarian.”

“Do you have Paladins in your family?” asked Magnolia.

“My grandmother was a Paladin. She passed away six years ago. None of my other family joined the order.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. There are so few of us. It is sad news indeed to hear the passing of a fellow Paladin. Neither of your parents are Paladins?”

“No, they didn’t feel the call.”

“So they wouldn’t be on the Paladin Registry. How did you get the invite?”

“The invitation came to my grandmother. My parents said one of us could go. No one else wanted to so I decided to come. It sounded like a grand adventure before starting my schooling to be a vet.”

“Has it been a grand adventure so far?”

“Very much so. I’ve never traveled or been to another planet. The Monastery is very grand.”

“Ophthar I’ve never been there,” said Magnolia as she went to fetch the tea. 

“It’s mainly an agricultural world. We export large quantities of grains. We are known for our fruit and citrus trees. I had some shipped with me.”

“Which reminds me, I have a shipment of medical supplies coming on an inbound freighter. So you want to be a vet?” asked Magnolia as she poured their tea and sat back down.

“Yes I love animals, and they seem to be naturally drawn to me.”

“I sense that. It is your gifting. But I sense you know that too,” stated Magnolia.

“Gifting?” inquired Elizabeth. 

“Yes, everyone has gifting or talent. It is something special given to you by The Eternal. Most people are never even aware that they possess it, let alone use it. But it is there none the less.” Magnolia smiled. “That you know what yours is, means you are halfway there, which is more than most people. While you are here, I will try and help you explore your talent. I do some vet work on the side. The people here don’t keep me too busy with medical work. They lead healthy, active lifestyles, so there is not a great deal for me to do.”

“What type of medicine do you specialize in?” inquired Elizabeth.

“I specialize in being a generalist. I approach my healing arts through treating the entire person, spirit mind and body. I like to use natural methods enhanced by pharmaceutical and technological tools.”

Elizabeth had warmed to the older woman. “That sounds wonderful. May I see more of your exam room?”

“Of course I’ll show you around.” The two got up and went into Magnolia’s medical room. Magnolia proceeded to show Elizabeth her herb cabinet as well as the latest medical tools in the exam room while Robbie bobbed along beside them.
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Mia leisurely walked into the main entrance hall of the Paladins. Looking up the grand chandelier sparkled in the sunlight. The great stairways wound upwards, to five stories on either side of the hall. For a minute the grandeur of the old empire surrounded Mia and swept her heart away with its majestic architecture. Mrs. Westmoreland quietly walked up beside Mia. “It’s wonderful. Isn’t it?” Mrs. Westmoreland whispered. 

“Yes, it is,” Mia whispered back.

“You should see it when the crystal is polished. It’s like seeing a million stars,” replied the old housekeeper. “That is another thing to add to my list,” she sighed. Something stirred in Mia’s heart. A desire to help. Though she was helpless as to how. 

“Mia, what do you think about hanging banners on either side of the Great Hall over the stairs and another to the entrance to the Great Hall? Mia was a bit shocked by the question. She recovered her composure to answer. “I think that would be grand. But it needs to be something brightly colored but distinguished. Something in keeping with this hall. But something warm to greet people.”

“So you do know a bit about entertaining.”

“Of course I do. I entertain in the most stylish of events.”

“What do you know about running a great house?”

Mia paused to think. “Well, the staff takes care of most of that.”

“To know how to manage a great house you need to know how one runs. That is what I am going to teach you. To know that, you have to start with the basics.”

“What are the basics?” asked Mia. 

“Making beds,” replied Mrs. Westmoreland with a smile. Once again Mia was speechless.
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Conner strode up the stairs that wound around one of the Monastery’s many towers until he found himself on the top of the inner wall. He glanced left then right, just catching a glimpse of the man in a gray uniform striding away from him. Master Striker went through a gate and turned the corner. Conner hurried after. Conner followed through the gate and turned the corner to find, no one. Master Striker was not in sight. “Now where could he have gone? The man is not a ghost.” Conner let his skills as a security officer take over. He scanned his surroundings taking them in at a glance. There was only one way forward, and it led up. There just ahead he could feel his quarry. Every now and then he would catch a glimpse of the man he sought.

Conner's pursuit led through doorways, corridors, and over a stone bridge that led to the top of the second inner wall. The further out from the center of the Monastery the more dilapidated the buildings were. The rooms were mostly empty. What furniture remained was left to decay. Many windows were broken letting in animals and the elements. He walked past The Library. Finally, he found himself at the very back of the Monastery. There before him was a vast open space between the second wall and the outer one that backed up against the mountains. A covered elevated wooden bridge ran across the open space. The area was filled with meadows and a small forest. The walkway ran through the treetops to the sheer cliffs that the Monastery backed into. Conner paused as he was about to cross the long bridge. The covered bridge was surrounded by trees and in one instance a tree branch extended into the old bridge. As Conner looked down the length of the bridge, he could see Master Striker. It was as if the Paladin was taunting him to keep up. Conner followed with renewed determination. But he was also aware that this had become some test of his abilities. So he proceeded with caution, wary of an ambush.

This was the oldest part of the ancient keep. Behind the castle, the mountains rose upwards. On the other side of the bridge lay an old guard post. It was crumbling into ruin. The narrow path led upward into the raw stone of the mountains behind the Monastery. Conner began to breathe slowly in the thin mountain air as the trail wound back and forth through the rocky terrain dotted with pine trees. The occasional views were impressive. He could see all of the Monastery below him. 

Conner was getting a bit winded from the high altitude and the unfamiliar atmosphere of a new planet. He still needed to acclimatize to his new environment. Conner paused to collect himself and began the breathing exercises that his military training had taught him. He slowed his breathing and once more took in his surroundings. The path narrowed as it passed through a small canyon to emerge with a view of the entire countryside to the coast. As Conner walked onto the overlook, he was attacked. His body and mind reacted instinctively. He tucked his head avoiding a neck hold. He grabbed the arm that was attempting to strangle him and rolled the weight of his body sending the attacker into the air up and over him. Only the attacker didn’t hit the ground. Instead, Striker rolled then spun to end up facing Conner. A broad smile covered Master Striker’s face who then laughed. “That was the most fun I have had in a very long time. Well done my boy,” said the Security Chief.
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Mia found herself pushing a cart down a long hallway on the upper level of the Monastery. She was wearing a white smock. Thankfully her friends would never see this. The cart held cleaning supplies, fresh towels, and linens. Beside her walked Mrs. Westmoreland. They passed other people with similar carts busily cleaning the many bedrooms in this wing. This was cleaning day at the Monastery in preparation for the guests that would soon be arriving. The two stopped in front of a room that Mrs. Westmoreland had opened the door to. Mia peeked in with trepidation. “There is nothing to worry about dear. It’s just a bedroom.”

“It’s not the room I’m worried about. It’s what I’m going to have to do in it that scares me.”

“You're afraid of cleaning?” Mrs. Westmoreland broke out in a full-blown belly laugh. “No worries dear, I’ve got you covered.” With that said Mrs. Westmoreland reached into one of her many pockets to pull out a pair of white gloves. “Here you are, put them on,” said Mrs. Westmoreland as she handed Mia the gloves. Mia reluctantly pulled them on as she watched Mrs. Westmoreland do the same with her own pair of white gloves. Mia was amazed at the soft fabric. The gloves fit her hands perfectly, extending up past her elbows. The material was very comfortable and yet breathable. Mia felt like she was going to a gala rather than preparing to clean a bedroom. The glove felt like a second skin. Mia held up her hands inspecting them. On the back side of the glove was embroidered in a gold thread the letter M. “Those are yours, Mia. Each of my staff has one of their own. The gloves are handmade here at the Monastery.”

Mrs. Westmoreland marched into the bedroom as if she were in a battle to take back the room from dirt and grime. She walked over to the large window opening it to let in a fresh breeze. “We start from the top to the bottom of the room saving the bed for last.” A little bot rounded the corner chortling and burbling as it came out of the bathroom. “This is your assistant. You may call it anything you like. It does the floors and the dusting. But you will need to make sure to dust where it cannot and wipe down with disinfectant. It also plays any music that you would like to hear. I will help you with the first room.”

The bot hovered in the air blowing away the dust and cobwebs on the ceiling. It vacuumed and filtered the dust that was in the air. The bot then descended to the floor and rolled over to the corner. Brushes began to turn. A hissing noise could be heard as the machine started to steam clean the floor. The stone floor went from a dusty mess to a highly polished surface. Mrs. Westmoreland instructed Mia to come over to where the bot was cleaning. She commanded the bot to halt and open its top. There in its top was a container of dirty water. “Now dip your hands in the water.” Mia was appalled and aghast, but Mrs. Westmoreland's command was not to be denied. Mia had fallen in love with her new bright white gloves. She hated to soil them with dirty water. They would be ruined. Close to tears, Mia lowered her hands in the gray sudsy water. As she withdrew her hands the dirty water rolled right off the gloves. Mia looked at them in amazement. The gloves weren’t even wet.

“See nothing to worry about,” said Mrs. Westmoreland. “We make them almost impervious to dirt. They are waterproof up to a point. Now with that out of the way we can focus on the bathrooms.”

“The bathrooms?” gasped Mia. 

“Yes the refresher needs scrubbed, and the sinks need to be done.”

 The two left the bedroom. Mrs. Westmoreland instructed the bot to play some music. It began to play lively tunes. Mia found it made the work go faster. Mia followed Mrs. Westmoreland when she noticed the fresh pine scent in the wake of the bots steam cleaning. At the chief housekeeper’s instruction, Mia retrieved several tools from the cart, and they began to scrub away and disinfect the bathroom. Mrs. Westmoreland began to expound on her philosophy of being a good hostess. That philosophy started with cleaning. “Mia you want to have people feel welcome the moment they walk into this room. Nothing says that more than a fresh, clean room.” Mia was just finishing wiping down the mirror. “Now look at that reflection,,” said Mrs. Westmoreland. “Well done my girl.” 

A knock brought the moment to an end. “The carpet cleaners must be here with the carpets. Smile dear, treat your staff well, and they will do well for you.” Mrs. Westmoreland welcomed the two boys who had been cleaning carpets. They brought a carpet in all rolled up and sat it down. “Thank you, lads. Now off you go to the other rooms. Be quick about it and the afternoon is yours.”

“Mia, would you do the honors? Bending over these days gives me aches at night. The body isn’t what it used to be.” 

Mia reached down rolling out the large area rug. As she rolled the carpet out a beautiful vibrant pattern was revealed. “The Crafters make these here as well. They do a beautiful job, don’t you think.”

“Yes, they do. I would love to have one for my room at home.”

“Well, you can have one ordered before you leave. Let’s hang the curtains and make the bed.” White linen curtains were hung on the window that lent a simple but elegant touch to the room. Mia got the freshly washed sheets from the cart. The two spread them over the bed. “A properly made bed is a place of comfort when the day is over,” stated Mrs. Westmoreland. They fitted the first sheet to the mattress. Then spread the second sheet over the bed. “Now seam side up. You want the stitching away from the person. That way the best side of the sheet is closest to whoever is going to sleep here.” The down bedspread was settled into place. The snowy white pillow cases were wrestled onto overstuffed down pillows. “There now, that looks perfect. On to the next one.” 

Mia looked back at the bedroom they had just made up. It was clean and homey. For the first time in her life, Mia felt a sense of accomplishment. She had helped turn a cold, dirty room into a clean, inviting place to stay. The hostess in her beamed with pride. This was part of what she was born to do, make people welcome and comfortable.

 


	
Chapter 7

Conner looked out to the view that stretched to the horizon. He could see the Monastery below him. Beyond that were the jungles that gave way to farmland. Hugging the coast was the city with its tourist industry perfect beaches and luxurious lifestyle. It was a beautiful day. Veridian’s blue-green sky shone brightly in the morning sunlight. The bright green foliage waved gently in the winds. Below them, the Monastery with its three walls, courtyards, and many towers sat quietly. Conner was standing on a small clearing surrounded by natural stone walls. In its center was a fire pit with an outer ring of stones. A wooden pyre sat in the middle of the pit.

“This used to be the lookout post for those guarding the old Imperial Castle. If a threat came, the guards would light the fire to let the countryside know there was a danger.” Striker held his hands up as if holding an imaginary ball. He moved his hands around an imaginary center wrapping it in energy. Then at its center, a little light appeared. The Paladin concentrated as he gently blew on it. The little light grew brighter and finally ignited into a flame. It drew breath and light from the surrounding atmosphere. As it grew, it formed a blazing ball of fire. Striker held it in one hand and then tossed it onto the wooden pyre. The old dried wood caught ablaze immediately. Soon the beacon was fully engulfed in flames and could be seen far out to sea. “I doubt anyone will pay any attention to it.”

“What kind of magic was that? What are you, Paladins?” asked Conner in amazement.

“It was not magic. What I did was simply the manipulation of energy and matter through the power of The Eternal. Oh, the church would have none of it but what I did was done through the Creator or I couldn’t have done it. I didn’t bring you here to show you parlor tricks. I came here to see if you could help me. I lit that beacon as a warning. I feel that we Paladins have become complacent in our lives and are now oblivious like the rest of the galaxy to the danger that I feel is coming.”

“What danger?” asked Conner.

“I have felt a growing darkness in the galaxy. I believe it poses a direct threat to those that I am sworn to protect.” Striker pointed down to the Paladin Monastery. 

“How long have you felt this danger?” 

“It has been recent. At first, it was just an unease in The Spirit. But in the past month, it has grown. It has focus as if some person or entity has manifested. It grows daily. When you came to us, I thought that with your background you might be of some help. A fresh pair of eyes with a new perspective.”

“Me?” exclaimed Conner.

“Yes, you. Why is that so hard to believe?” asked Striker.

“I’ve only had a couple of years of Protectorate training. I was discharged due to medical reasons. I don’t see how I could be your man. I’m a broken, washed up soldier with little experience.”

“Conner, you have more experience than anyone I know. I have only known peace. You have seen combat which is rare in these times. I believe that war is coming. We are so unprepared. Conner, your mission on Eris was not a failure. You got a medal for it. The first medal in over a hundred years for action in combat as well as taking an injury. I can’t fix the things that are broken inside you. But I know someone who is more than able to heal those old wounds.” 

Conner’s thoughts drifted back to those days spent lying in a military burn unit. For several months he had been mostly submerged in the Blue Goo that had helped regrow a large portion of his skin. The meds in the goo had kept the pain at bay, but it had still been there. Then came the flashbacks of the battle, being found, learning to move his body again. Memories of the ceremony where they pinned a medal on his chest. A medal he felt he didn’t deserve. “They all died,” Conner whispered.

“So that’s what's troubling your spirit,” stated Striker. "I can’t get rid of that guilt and pain, but I can tell you this.” Striker looked at the downcast man in front of him. Conner’s focus was downward at the fire. “Look at me boy.” Striker commanded. Conner looked up to lock eyes with the old security chief. “You are not responsible for the poor decisions of those who were in command. You survived a tough combat battle where all others didn’t. Some of it was good fortune a lot more of it speaks to your skills and grit. I believe that you were brought to the Paladins for a reason. Perhaps you will play a much larger role than just a security consultant. I believe that you are here to pour some of that courage, training, and grit into those around you. If you are willing to do it.”

Conner looked down. “Eternal only knows why I’m here, but I am here and will do anything I can to help.” For the first time in a while, Conner felt something in his heart. It was hope. 

“Good there are only five of us, and I can use all the help I can get. Maria packed us a lunch.” Striker pointed to the pack sitting near a stone bench. “Let’s eat while I tell you about some of the challenges that I face.”
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The dark thing that Dr. Keith had become waited in her bunker with anticipation. Dimmed screens and blinking lights gave her updates on the progress of several projects. The darkness meant little to her and her servants, whose mechanical eyes could pierce the darkness on multiple wavelengths. Her guests would be arriving anytime now. The landing pad had been refurbished and cleaned. All of the debris in the landing bay as well as the bunker chamber had been cleaned and polish. The bunker itself had undergone a transformation. All the wiring and new construction had been completed. The entire complex looked as if it was new. Banners had been hung, and new lighting was installed so that her visitors could see for themselves the rise of a new power in the galaxy, her power. After she revealed the discovery in the bunker, they would bow down to her. 

Just then the remote sensors of the orbital defense system around Marin, which were now under Dr. Keith’s control, informed her of a fleet of ships that had jumped into the system. Dr. Keith signaled her mechanical servants. The bunker’s surroundings became a hive of activity as the bots prepared for the arrival of their guests. 

High above the planet, three great battleships took up orbit on the dark side of one of Marin's moons. They glided into orbit in a triangular formation. Smaller ships of all sizes surrounded them. The rust-red ships were a baleful omen. It looked as if the fleet was prepared for war. From the lead warships belly, a shuttle departed for the surface. A covey of fighters was launched from the wings of the ship. They took up a protective formation around the shuttle. 

Cloaking shields were activated as the fleet settled into orbit. Ships of this type had not been seen in the galaxy for over a thousand years. And for now, they would remain hidden. They would stalk their prey cloaked in the darkness of space. Until it was time to strike. The shuttle set course for the dark side of the planet. The Skree had timed their arrival so that it would be under cover of darkness.

Domo wheeled into the landing bay, giving orders for the arrival of the shuttle. The old bay doors activated and noisily began to open. The bot had ordered repairs to grease and refurbish the ancient mechanisms. But still they functioned with protest. The night air poured into the bay. The sky was moonless, but the stars shone brightly against the deep blue of space. Landing lights came to life strobing in lines that beckoned the approaching shuttle on a path from the pad into the large bay. The shuttle glided across the ocean angling towards the cliffs where the open bay welcomed them. The ship slowed and then hovered over the pad while its escort fighters peeled off and rocked up out of the atmosphere.

The rust-red shuttle glided gently and skillfully into the bay filling its vast expanse. Landing gear extended like talons to grip the floor. Steam and gases were vented from the ship as it settled into place, while the bay doors closed behind it. Fans activated to cool the surface of the vessel and to remove the exhaust. A complicated mechanism unlocked a door on the underside while Domo watched a landing ramp extended. He wheeled to the bottom of the ramp and extended himself to his full height. There he waited as his mistress had directed him, all the while sending a live stream to her. 

As the shuttle ramp descended an orange cloud rolled down out of the ship and spread through the bay. This cloud would have been toxic if any humans had been present. As poisonous to the occupants of the shuttle was Marin’s oxygen-rich atmosphere. The first of them trundled down the ramp like large black beetles. The ramp was wide enough to accommodate two of them shoulder to shoulder. The two guards wore black armor and held black spears. They stopped at the bottom of the ramp faced one another and stepped back. The guards were followed by squat gray functionaries that clutched at breathing units. Every now and then they would remove the breathers in a puff of thick orange to speak to one another in high pitched clicks. There were at least a dozen of them. Following close behind was another species not seen in this part of the galaxy and long since forgotten by it. They were the Scav, a feline race that walked on all four legs. Their gray fur covered sleek bodies and large fangs spoke of lethal possibilities.

The steam and orange cloud then parted to reveal the true masters of the ship as they emerged to descend the ramp. They were tall and slender, dressed in hooded red cloaks that flowed down to the ground. They moved with grace and elegance. Their stride was more of a glide than a walk. The breathing masks they wore were silent except for an occasional swish of air. The creatures towered over Domo who bowed to them. “My mistress welcomes you to the ancient capital of Marin.”

“Take us to her now. We have little time to spare,” said the leader of the three tall envoys.

“Right this way gentle beings,” said Domo as he spun around and led the three along with their entourage to the bunker. The guards remained in place at the foot of the ramp while the assembled walked out of the bay. 

Dr. Keith was very pleased. The Skree had answered the call. She was not sure who would answer the signal she had sent out to the farthest corners of the galaxy. They were an ancient race who were powerful allies when Selusasecunda had waged war against the Empire. Now here they were with their ships and armies to once more wage war. War against the Paladins. That ancient enemy would be the first to fall. The Dr. had already sent spies to Veridian to gather information and recruit allies to join in her cause. 
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 Mia sighed as she finished fluffing the pillows in her fourth room. She looked around at her handy work and smiled. The floor bot whom Mia had named Charlie, finished up a spot of dirt on the floor leaving a pleasant pine scent in the air. Mia turned to go into the hallway where her cart was when she caught her reflection in the newly cleaned mirror. There she was in her gloves and smock. A lock of hair fell out of the bandanna that covered her head. There was a smudge of dust on her cheek. Mia smiled inside and out thinking just days ago she would have had a meltdown at the sight of that dust smudge. Mia considered her current look. “Yep I look cute in this as well,” she thought to herself.

As she entered the hallway, Mia was greeted by Mrs. Westmoreland. “Fourth one this morning. Very nice Mia. You’ve caught on and pitched in. I believe you have a knack for this.” 

Mia didn’t know why this woman’s approval meant so much to her, but it delighted Mia to hear that small amount of praise. “I think I have the hang of it,” she replied.

“Well, it’s way past time for a break. Come along.” Mrs. Westmoreland proceeded down the hallway calling out to all of her staff. “Come along! Lunchtime! Maria has a surprise for us down by the gardens.” Mia was caught up in the midst of the cleaning crew and its friendly banter. One girl was hoping for some bubbly pie. The group laughed and chatted as they walked down the stairs and into the garden. There they found a large blanket had been spread out on the lawn. Individual plates sat out with glasses of bubble water and wine. The Paladin lunch spread before the cleaning crew would have put the most excellent establishment on Jardor to shame. There was roast hen sandwiches with pasta and fresh salads. All kinds of fruits and cheeses were scattered among the dishes. The cleaning crew all sat down and began to fill their plates.

It was a bright sunny day and Veridian’s sky was especially rich hue today. A breeze blew, and Mia got to know the people around her. She was well versed on polite conversation. Here it seemed natural and not an affectation that Mia put on at the parties back home. She found herself drawn into the lives and stories of those around her. They were from all over the galaxy and had taken different paths in life to get to the Monastery. Finally towards the end of the meal with lots of laughter and talking behind them Maria announced desert. The cook gave them a choice between a berry pie and chocolate pie. The chocolate beans were grown and processed on a nearby farm. The pie was the most fantastic Mia had ever had. The crust was buttery and flaky. The filling was chocolaty and creamy. On top, there was whipped cream with chocolate flakes. 

Mia looked into the gardens with its flowering plants and fountains. She could understand why some people made the Monastery their home. Even with all the work that had to be done.

With that thought, Mrs. Westmoreland stood up with help from a boy who had been cleaning carpets. “Well, more rooms are waiting for our attention. Back to it.” Off they all went still chatting and smiling as they pushed their carts to unfinished rooms. 
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The Skree delegation entered the main chamber. The darkness in the cavern was pierced by the light from the reactor deep in the shaft pulsing towards the dark jewel of the bunker suspended in the middle. Domo led the delegation to a newly built bridge that extended into the bunker. Bots guarded the entrance to the bridge as well as the doorway to the bunker at the end of the bridge. The bot guards stepped aside, and turned to face each other as the delegation passed between them. The guards presented their arms: lase spears. The dark weapons glowed with bright blue power at their tips. 

Some in the delegation became nervous the closer they got to the actual bunker. The small aliens could feel the dark power that emanated from inside. The alien races accompanying the Skree glanced nervously over the side into the endless depths of the shaft. The three Skree moved silently forward heads focused on the bunker. The locking mechanism of the bunker doors opened. First the outer door and then the inner one. As the first one opened a wave of fear and power poured out of it. When the second door opened sheer terror spilled out from the dark interior of the bunker. The Skree and their companions were experiencing the power of the Grey Lords; not seen since their defeat over a thousand years ago.

Some of the delegations tried to turn and run but were stopped by the Scavs who growled menacingly keeping the servants to the Skree moving forward. The Skree seemed unfazed. Inside their red robes and metal face masks, they rejoiced at the dark power they felt. It was true! The old darkness had returned. After all these centuries of waiting the Skree would once more serve the darkness. 
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The dining hall at the Paladin Monastery bustled with the activity of an evening meal. Silvia wound her way through the tables and chairs to the back of the room where her charges sat. They were all talking about their days' activities. Some shared more enthusiastically than others. Elizabeth was questioning Scrap about his trip to the city. She had to pull the information out of him. Scrap could be bold at times, but most of the time he was reticent to reveal too much of his inner self. 

Silvia was about to sit down when she noticed that someone was missing from the group. “Have any of you seen Tim?” she asked. 

“No I haven't seen him since I left to search out Chief Striker,” said Conner.

“I haven't seen him all day either,” said Elizabeth. “It’s not like him to miss a meal. He is always hungry.”

Silvia quickly felt the stab of pain and fear that had been gnawing at her all day long. She had pushed it away. But now it demanded her attention. Her gaze was drawn away to a dark place in the Paladin Monastery that had formed at the base of the Alchemists tower. Silvia rushed out into the garden a sense of urgency overwhelming her. Silvia’s footfalls quickened until she was at a run. The Librarian followed the trail of emotional pain that had been crying out to her all day. The closer she got to it the louder it was to all her senses. Confusion, helplessness, pain, betrayal, and fear swirled around her as she descended into the darkness. There it was: the rusted old door of Usher’s lab. Silvia took a breath, knocked, and entered. 

“Go away! You are not allowed in here. You have no authorization to disturb my work,” yelled Usher.

Giving the old alchemist little notice, Silvia scanned the room which was filled with cabinets and counter spaces. A couple of large tables dominated the center of the room. On every surface, there was glass containers, beakers, and tubes. Burners sat under flasks and pipet bulbs with simmering liquids coursing through the glassware. Watch glass was scattered everywhere holding unknown ground substances. Usher stood over a mortar and pestle. The dirty old man gripped the pestle in his hand and had ground away on an odious material. Silvia still had not found what she had come for.

The alchemist screamed over and over. “Get out. Get out. Get out. Get out. Get out.” There was a crazed look in his eyes. Silvia had never cared for the man but what she saw emanating from his Spirit made her sick. It was then that she saw Tim. He was in the far corner standing by a sink washing glassware. His glasses were askew on his face. One of the lenses shattered and the other completely missing. Below the rim of the glasses, a dark purple bruise stained the boy's cheek. Silvia heard Tim call her name and her attention was drawn to his swollen lips. She rushed across the room. 

“It’s alright Tim. It’s time to go,” said Silvia.

“I can’t,” replied the boy. Wound around his ankle was a chain that ran to a lock on the wall. 

Silvia gasped in horror. To find this nightmare in the Paladin Monastery was almost too much to grasp. Usher had betrayed everything the Paladins stood for. The very code that everyone here lived by was now twisted and corrupted into something ugly and evil. Silvia felt emotions boil up from her and erupt through her being. 

“You can’t take him. He is mine to do with as I please,” said Usher in the most hateful voice Silvia had ever heard. The old man realized he had made a mistake speaking as Silvia’s gaze was drawn to him.

A white-hot core of rage and hatred filled and overtook her for a moment. Silvia was on the verge of using her gifts to kill for the first time in her life. Usher rushed towards the two. Silvia swung her arm outward sending Usher flying through the air to hit the far wall. You could hear the air leave his body as it hit the stone wall. He slumped against the floor unconscious.

Tim tugged on her robes and said, “Can we go now. I’m hungry. I haven't eaten all day long.” It was at that moment that she noticed the foul odors caused by the noxious vapors in the room. 

“Of course we can,” Silvia replied gazing at Tim with a tenderness Silvia didn’t realize she had. With that said she snapped her fingers. The chain that bound Tim to the wall shattered into tiny little pieces. Silvia felt the flush of relief that flooded through Tim. She gripped his shoulders and steered him towards the door. He flinched in response. Silvia’s grip lessened, but she never let go of him. “It’s going to be alright, Tim.”

Silvia stopped them outside the door. “Just one moment Tim and we will leave this place forever.” Silvia paused. She closed her eyes; her hands still resting on Tim’s shoulders. Silvia reached out in The Spirit. It may not be in line with the Paladin code, but she was going to have her vengeance. Silvia drew from within and without sending a rush of energy and power into the laboratory of the Alchemist. Tim felt the power course through Silvia. It was comforting. He felt safe and protected. At that moment Silvia the peace-loving solitary librarian became a knight and protector. A true Paladin. Silvia’s energy and will swirled around the lab, building in intensity and strength until every part of the lab was filled with her rage. In one instant she released her fury. At that moment every piece of glass was shattered in an explosive rending of matter.

Silvia smiled in contentment. “Now let’s be away from here,” she said to Tim. They wound their way up swiftly out of the darkness into the fresh night air. The stars sparkled brightly in the sky on this moonlit night. In the garden, they were met by the others in the group. Silvia gave directions. “Elizabeth please run ahead to Dr. Magnolia. Tell her we will be right behind you with someone to look after.”

“Do I really need to see the Dr?” asked Tim.

“Yes she needs to look you over,” stated Silvia warmly but firmly.

“Conner you go get Chief Striker and have Usher arrested. Striker can find Usher in his lab.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause such a fuss. I tried to do everything Mr. Usher asked me to do, but he just screamed at me and began hitting me.” said Tim.

“Tim you did nothing wrong. None of this is your fault. All the blame lies with Usher. We will have Miss Magnolia look at you and get something good to eat. I hear Maria made a chocolate pie tonight. 

“I like chocolate pie,” said Tim. He became unusually quiet after that. Silvia reached into her spirit to surround them with an atmosphere of peace and safety as they walked down the garden path to Magnolia’s exam room.

 


	
Chapter 8

The outer and inner doors opened as the Skree entered The Bunker. In front of them was a reception area surrounded by a railing where they gathered. The three Skree followed Domo to the railing. Across from them sitting upon her command chair was the entity, Dr. Keith. Between and below them was an open space with the crest of the Grey Lords inscribed on the floor. When all the Skree had entered The Bunker doors closed behind them. The guards at the foot of Dr. Keith's command chair came to attention. 

Domo bowed deeply. He then addressed Dr. Keith. “Your magnificence, may I introduce the Skree representatives.” He then turned to the Skree. “It is my honor to present to you Dr. Keith, servant of the Grey Lords, and the one who has brought us all to this place for a single purpose. Dr. Keith will now enlighten us as to why she has brought us to this place.”

The Skree turned their silent gaze upon the mechanical figure sitting before them. 

The good Dr scrutinized those gathered across the room from her. They were from several different species. “Welcome. We have waited a very long time for this moment.” 

The head Skree addressed Dr. Keith. “Why have you summoned us?” It was difficult to make out his words through the mask he was wearing because the voice was electronically modulated. 

Dr. Keith responded by pushing a button on her chair that caused a thick orange gas to fill the room. It was heavy and swirled around like a malevolent fog. “Perhaps this will make you more comfortable.”

The new atmosphere seemed to relax the entire group. A few Grays dropped their masks and turned to their masters the Skree to acknowledge the atmosphere was much more breathable. The Skree masks began to disassemble revealing the true nature of their bearers. The head Skree removed the red hood after the mask had retracted into his armor. It looked at Dr. Keith with dark, cold eyes, while Dr. Keith returned that stare with an equally cold mechanical gaze. The Skree were birdlike in their mannerisms. Their eyes darted around the Bunker taking in the bots that were assembled around Dr. Keith. They gazed upon the monitors that lined the room displaying information from across the galaxy. Looking upon the mechanical thing in front of them the aliens were puzzled at this thing that summoned them from hiding.

 The three Skree were covered in reddish scales with varied coloration and patterns. They all displayed crests that ran along the sides of their bare skulls. The thin frames spoke of their distant avian ancestry. But their clawed three-fingered hands were more reminiscent of something that was reptilian. 

Again the Skree asked Dr. Keith. “Who are you? By what authority have you summoned us here? Where are the Grey Lords? It was their signal that we have answered.” It sounded more like an accusation rather than a question. The Skree were not to be trifled with. Nor was their time to be wasted.

Dr. Keith drew herself up to her full height as she rose from her chair. “I am the servant of Salusasecunda, the Great Grey Lord. I was and am his chief scientist. It was I who hid him away and preserved him for all these millennia. Over a thousand years ago when your armies abandoned him and fled into the darkness, I brought him here. In this place, I hid him in stasis as well as myself.” Dr. Keith stated with aristocratic arrogance. “Now I have reemerged from my long slumber to gather an army to wreak revenge upon those who drove us from power into hiding. I am calling upon you in the name of Salusasecunda to assemble those armies once again. To take control of the galaxy and once more establish the Grey Lords to power.”

“The Grey Lords are long gone.” replied one of the Skree.

“You are wrong!” Said Dr. Keith as she rose from her mechanical chair. The chair that she had sat in and been a part of opened up to reveal mechanical legs. The data cords and power cables detached from her head and back with a hissing noise followed by steam. They slowly retracted into the chair and ceiling like writhing black snakes. Dr. Keith’s eyes shone bright blue. “Oh so very wrong,” said Dr. Keith as stair steps began to form in front of her. She slowly and elegantly began to descend the stairway. A few of the smaller aliens shrunk back behind the red robes of the tall Skree. Dr. Keith was indeed a frightening sight. They had never seen a bot move so quickly or with such fluidity. When she reached the floor, she pointed at the Skree. “In our hour of need, you abandoned us. You abandoned your master. Have you forgotten his power.” She walked toward them passing over the Grey Lords crest which had begun to glow a bright blue. “How dare you! How dare you come here and demand that I answer your pitiful questions. You have forgotten your place. Now you will know the power of the Grey Lords once more.” She walked past the crest on the floor and drew threateningly near the Skree.

“Behold our master is not gone. He is here. Bow before him.” She turned completely around to dramatically bow before the crest of the Grey Lords. The emblem was now opening. From that pit, a large nine sided black pillar ascended. A stasis tube, rose before them, as black vapor spilled from around it. The canister towered over the group. Its dark glass surface was murky like black smoke. Occasionally light would penetrate the crystal surface to reveal a swirling, inky darkness. Within that smoky interior, the shadow of a humanoid shape would briefly appear. It was Salusasecunda placed in stasis over a millennia ago. 

The cylinder reached its resting place and settled onto the floor with a loud metal ringing. Dark energy poured off and out of it. Several of the Grays shrieked in terror, collapsed and died. The Skree who had remained motionless till this moment bowed deeply. Wave after wave of evil engulfed The Bunker. It spilled out into the shaft that The Bunker was suspended over. The inky blackness swirled to form a stream of darkness that beat against its prison.

Then much to the surprise of even Dr. Keith, a voice spoke from inside the stasis chamber. “Release me,” came the command. The sound resonated through the atmosphere penetrating everything and everyone in The Bunker to the core of their being. The ancient evil hidden there was once more awake. 
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Tim was noticeably limping by the time Silvia and the rest of the group entered Magnolia’s garden. Conner had rejoined them to inform Silvia that Chief Striker had taken Usher into custody. Conner walked on the other side of Tim supporting him as he hobbled along. Behind them, Mia was only thinking of Tim. It had been a long time since she had considered anyone else besides her own needs and desires. Tim was now wincing with every step, gasps of pain escaped him when he put weight on his foot. 

Magnolia greeted them at the open doors to the infirmary. “Come in, come in. We will have a look at you and get you fixed up in no time,” stated Magnolia. Magnolia instructed them to lift Tim onto the exam table. Conner grasped Tim under the arms to boost him up to the shiny table. The lights in the exam room were dimmed except for the light over the table. “Now give us some room. Elizabeth, please take everyone into my parlor to wait a bit. Some nice tea should help settle nerves. There are some freshly made bags beside the kettle. Come back when they are settled to assist me.” Conner, Mia, and Elizabeth exited the room through the door leading to Magnolia’s private apartments. Silvia stayed protectively beside Tim. “Now, Tim lets have a look at you.” Magnolia began to gently examine Tim who had cuts and bruises on his face. His glasses were askew. One lens was broken the other missing completely. One eye was already black from being hit. Magnolia removed the broken glasses and placed them on a nearby tray. “Robbie, would you perform a scan?” The little bot popped out of its cubby at the head of the exam table. 

“Yes, Dr.” the little bot burbled. Robbie turned his attention to Tim. “Hello, my name is Robbie. I’m here to help.” The bot then made a series of beeps, whistles, and whirs. Tim chuckled a little as Robbie bounced around him in the air. 

“Silvia, would you help me get Tim’s shoes off?” The two women gently removed the shoes. Tim winced as one foot was very bruised and swollen. 

“Usher stomped on me once when he said I wasn’t moving fast enough,” explained Tim. 

“We will take care of it,” said Magnolia reassuringly. 

Robbie hovered nearby. A little arm had extended out of a hidden compartment. A bright blue light began to scan Tim from head to toe from multiple angles. 

“Now Tim would you lie down for me.” Tim lay down on the metal table and was surprised that the table was warm and not cold. Its surface didn’t feel hard at all. Rather Tim’s battered body was cushioned by it. Magnolia activated a suspensor field on the table. “Tim, we are going to elevate you a bit to get a good scan,” said Magnolia as his body was lifted off the table and floated upward to be fully supported and enveloped by the field so there was no involuntary reaction -- as if he might be falling. Robbie quickly scanned the boy from top to bottom on both sides. The bot then came to rest where Tim could see him. 

Another light was activated, and Robbie turned on his holo emitter. A graphic image of Tim’s body floated above the boy. Injuries showed up in red. Vital signs and a data stream were displayed. Robbie began his report. “There are minor cuts, abrasions and contusions on the patient. The patient has no internal injuries or bleeding. There is major bruising on the left arm. The right foot has one closed, complete, non-displaced, transverse fracture, the third Metatarsal. The patient also has some irritation of the lining of his lungs,” Robbie reported clinically.

“Usher was cooking some weird compounds. I inhaled some of it and got a little light headed. From the compounds he was using I think he might have been cooking Stim.” The two women frowned at each other. The thought that a Paladin was making Stim a highly addictive illegal drug banned throughout the galaxy was very disturbing. They turned their attention back to Tim. Magnolia paid close attention to the data stream.

“Tim you are going to be just fine. No permanent damage is done. The worst is the broken bone. We can have that healed up in a few days.” Magnolia turned to Silvia. “He’s going to be fine. The hardest to heal will be emotional scars but that to will get better with time. Now I believe the Keeper needs to know about this. You report to him, and I will help Tim get cleaned up so we can take care of cuts and bruises. I will send a report over to the Keeper as soon as I have one. We will be waiting for you in my quarters with some food. Off you go.” Magnolia waved the librarian out of the room. Just then Elizabeth entered with a tray of tea.

“I thought you might like some as well,” said Elizabeth.

“Thank you. That is just perfect timing. Set it down right there, dear. Now Tim, lets take care of that foot.” 

Silvia left the room and quickly crossed the gardens, headed straight for the Keeper’s office. Her walk became a march as she thought about the boy who was in her care and had been abused by the alchemist. The more Silvia thought about Usher hitting Tim the more she wished she had broken Usher the way she had broken his equipment. The Keeper was going to get a good dose of Silvia’s anger. Usher must be punished.
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Tim was lowered to hover just barely above the table. He wore a worried expression on his face as Robbie handed Magnolia a small metal tool about the size of a pen. “No need to be concerned, Tim. This is just a tissue and bone Catalyzer. Ok, Tim I’m going to stimulate the tissue around the break to help blood vessels grow and bone healing.” Tim watched what Magnolia was doing to his foot. She turned on the Catalyzer which gently hummed. A red light sprang from it as Magnolia applied it to the swollen area. Robbie hovered nearby providing a real-time scan of the break and tissue while projecting a holo of the inside of Tim’s foot. The light changed to purple as Magnolia worked the instrument, making sure that every surface and tissue surrounding the break was covered. “There we go, that ought to do it. Robbie, wrap it please.” The bot hovered around Tim’s foot spraying a fixative around the foot and above Tim’s ankle. The cast matched Tim’s flesh tone perfectly. The thin layer was dry within seconds, lightweight and breathable. “How do you feel?” inquired Magnolia.

“I don’t feel any more pain,” Tim said.

“Now how about you sit up.” Tim sat up on the table. “Let’s both have some tea. Elizabeth has made us some of my blackberry tea. It’s good for the body and tastes delicious as well,” said Magnolia smiling. With a wave of her hand a cabinet door opened and several bottles floated across the room to settle on the tray Elizabeth had brought in. She opened each stopper, extracting a bit of the liquid. She then deposited a drop of one liquid in a teacup and two from the other jar. “I think I will have a bit of that myself,” Magnolia said as she placed a drop in her cup. "It is a natural anti inflammatory, and my arthritis has been acting up today. We will take our medicine together.” Magnolia handed a cup to Tim and held her's up. “This should also help with the pain and calm the body.” She clinked her cup to Tim’s and said, “Bottoms up!” With that said the healer drank the tea in one gulp. Tim followed her example and gulped down his tea. Toward the end, he thought he detected a little bitter taste.

“Good. Give it a try, put some weight on it. You should be able to walk normally. The cast will keep the bone from moving.” 

Tim stood up. “Feels good.” He said with a smile, but then he coughed. It was a cough that came from deep in his chest. 

“That’s not good. Now that we have taken care of your leg let’s get you cleaned up and do something about that cough.” Magnolia took him to the door where the refresher was located. There was a sink, mirror and a shower in the room. Magnolia activated the shower control to set up the cleaning sequence on the shower. “Place your dirty clothes here in the hamper. We will have them cleaned. This shower is special; it will clean your bruises and scratches as well as apply an antiseptic. After the water has shut off, you can sit down on the bench at the back of the shower. The room will fill with steam, please breath deeply while the steam is running. The mist will help heal the irritation in your lungs so you might cough up something, which is to be expected. When the steam bath is done, there will be a short rinse. Here is a towel for you.” She placed the towel on a hook, near the shower. “I will put some clothes for you to wear on this hook. There are two-way communication devices so I will be listening and talking to you. When you are done: come out, and I will take care of those bruises and scratches. You are going to feel one hundred percent better when you're done.” Magnolia patted him on the shoulder and left the room. Elizabeth was waiting for her outside. “Elizabeth I need for you to run to my bedroom closet. In it, you will find a blue robe. Please bring it to me,” stated Magnolia. Elizabeth dashed off to get the robe.
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Silvia didn't bother knocking on the Keeper's door but burst into his office. There would be no polite knocking tonight. Striker was talking to the Keeper. Two of the security chief’s guards stood nearby holding Usher. His hands were bound. He had scratches on his face and bruises where he had hit the wall. Upon seeing Silvia, he burst out. “There she is. She assaulted me. She stole from me!” The old alchemist shrieked. 

Silvia was about to respond when the door opened up behind her. The members of the Paladin Council began to enter the room. The Keeper spoke. “We have been expecting you, Silvia. Chief Striker has briefed me on what has happened here tonight. Magnolia has also sent over her medical report. I have taken the liberty to call together the council to render judgment. Everyone, please have a seat.” said the Keeper. “Now Silvia would you tell us what happened?”

“I will tell you what happened she hit me! She stole from me!” shouted Usher. 

“You will be silent, or I will have you gagged,” roared the Keeper. Usher fell quiet as Striker pushed the old man into a chair.

Silvia told the council about looking for her student and finding him in chains with visible bruises from being beaten at the hands of Usher. As she talked, the medical reports from Magnolia appeared on holos behind the Keeper. There were gasps of shock from the council members. Some were visibly angered. Silvia continued her testimony, telling the council of Usher’s assault on her and her self defense. Silvia finished with a simple statement, “Usher must be punished for his detention of my student, his assault on the both of us. He has violated The Code.” With that said she sat down.

“We will now hear from Chief Striker head of security,” said the Keeper. 

Striker rose from his seat and testified to what he had found upon the search of Usher’s lab and his private apartments. Chief Striker spoke of finding Stim along with other drugs that were being manufactured there. He spoke of finding accounting records detailing the sale, to wealthy merchants and visitors, of the drugs that Usher had made. Striker ended his testimony by stating that Usher had violated the Paladin Code and also had broken several criminal statutes of Veridian. 

The Keeper asked for Usher to give an accounting of his actions. The old alchemist immediately launched into a long list of accusations against everyone gathered in the room. At the same time extolling his virtues and contributions that he had made to the Paladins. He ultimately failed to address any of his stated crimes. It was as if he had not heard a word of the testimony and refused to acknowledge any wrongdoing. Usher was not sorry in the least for what he had done.

“Now we will vote on the accused guilt or innocence,” stated the Keeper. One after another the members of the council pronounced Usher guilty. “Then it is unanimous. I do declare you guilty Usher. Now as Keeper and defender of the Paladin Code I will pronounce judgment.”

Usher rose from his chair and rushed at the Keeper. All the while cursing and spitting on anyone nearby. The shock of the council deepened. Striker dragged Usher back to his chair and gagged him. 

The Keeper rose and addressed Usher. “You have been found guilty of violations of the Paladin Code. You have violated the person of a fellow Paladin. You have violated the person of an innocent child. I hear by banish you from the Paladins forever.” Audible gasps could be heard around the room. Never in the history of the Paladins had anyone ever been banished. Though all in the room were in agreement with the judgment: so vile were the crimes committed by Usher. The Keeper continued. “You will be removed from the Monastery and turned over to the local authorities along with all evidence, to be prosecuted by the government. This will be carried out this very night.” 

[image: PC_Break]

Tim was alone for the first time today. He sighed feeling the weight of what had happened settle around him. Then a violent cough wracked his body. He took off his clothes. They were dirty and stinky from their exposure to the chemicals. He wasn’t sure that he wanted to ever wear them again. He closed the door to the shower which sensed his presence and began the cleansing process. 

Warm water sprayed down on Tim like rain. Several shower heads moved around him washing away the dirt and dried blood. The warm water felt good as it flowed over him, massaging sore muscles. Soon he felt clean. He closed his eyes and mouth as Magnolia instructed him over the speaker. Antiseptics was sprayed on his cuts and bruises. The spray bubbled on his skin around the wounds. Suddenly he was weary. So he sat down as the warm steam began to spray into the shower. It had a pleasant smell to it. Something like a Eucalyptus mixed with Sandalwood. Tim inhaled the warm mist as he coughed several times. The heat was making him sleepy. Another deep breath sent him into a coughing fit. In the midst of it, black phlegm flew out of his throat and onto the floor of the shower. Water washed it down the drain. Magnolia’s voice was there assuring him that it was a good thing. After a few more minutes the water turned back on with a gentle cool rinse. He got out of the shower and dried off with the soft, warm towel. On the other hook, there was hanging a blue robe. 

The robe resembled clothes that the Paladins wore during their everyday activities. The clothing was a deep navy blue color with the outside being made of a silky material while the inside was made of beautiful fleece. Tim put it on and tied the sash at his side the way the Paladins did. It fit him perfectly, wrapping warmly around his tired body. He walked out to the exam room.

“My, don’t you look handsome. That was my robe when I first arrived. I’m not sure why I kept it all these years. Must have been waiting for you Tim,” said Magnolia. 

Elizabeth smiled beside Magnolia. “You do look good in it.”

“Now let's bandage some of those cuts, and we will go into the parlor for some food,” said Magnolia as she patted the table. Tim hopped up onto the table where Magnolia took out her Catalyzer and began treating his cuts and bruises. The bruises were no longer a blue color but a delicate pink. Even Tim’s eye had a more healthy look after his shower. The catalyst stimulated the blood vessels healing the deep contusions. The cuts were now no longer bloody but sealed and healing. Robbie sprayed them with synth skin. Tim looked as good as new. 

Tim glanced over at the tray where his broken glasses lay. “I can’t see very well without my glasses.”

“We will see if I can’t do something about that tomorrow. You don’t need your glasses to sleep. And you need to see me tomorrow anyway.” said Magnolia.

“What will I wear?” asked Tim.

“Why this of course. It is yours, my boy. I’m much too big to wear it,” Magnolia said as she patted her waist.

“Thank you, Miss Magnolia.” Tim beamed with gratitude.

Just then Maria entered the exam room. She carried several baskets of food. “Where does this fresh meal go?” she asked.

“Right through there to my parlor. Elizabeth, would you show her the way,” said Magnolia. Elizabeth took Maria through the door. While Maria told all who could hear about the feast she had brought with her.

The room got quiet. Now Magnolia knew that it was time to deal with the hardest part of this evening. She could see the dark spots on Tim’s golden spirit. It was time to begin healing those as well. “Before we go in, may I have a hug, Tim?” Tim nodded letting Magnolia embrace him. He leaned into her embrace. Magnolia reached into The Spirit and filled the room with The Eternal’s peace. She wove a web of warmth, security, safety and acceptance. Magnolia felt the boy relax against her. “Do you want to tell me about it?” she whispered into Tim’s ear. After a little pause, Tim began to whisper his tale of abuse at the hands of Usher. He spoke of the screaming, verbal assaults, followed by physical indignities. The boy spoke of his confusion and the whys that filled his mind. When he fell silent Magnolia whispered to him words that absolved him of any blame. She spoke into Tim’s spirit of how brave he was and guiltless. She told him that he was in the right. She told him that he was safe and protected. She spoke peace and love over him while he wept quietly on her shoulder. Then she cried with him as The Spirit surrounded them and healed their souls. 

The room fell quiet as the tears had all been shed for the moment. Magnolia let go of Tim. In that tender moment, Tim’s stomach let out a loud growl. They both laughed. “Well it’s way past time to eat,” said the healer. Tim hopped off the table and Magnolia followed him into her parlor. 
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As the group was finishing the meal Maria had brought, Silvia entered the room. “Welcome, Silvia. I trust your work is done for the day?” asked Magnolia. 

“It is done. Usher is gone forever,” said the librarian.

“And good riddance. The man was a blight on the Monastery,” spat Maria. The room fell silent.

“Well done is done. There will be no more talk of it.” declared Magnolia. “Come, Silvia, there is a chair for you with a piece of pie.” Silvia waved the desert away not feeling in a mood for food. Magnolia snapped her fingers and pointed to the pie insisting that Silvia have something to eat. So Silvia sat down reluctantly. 

“It’s my best jungle berry pie, baked fresh this afternoon,” said Maria. Silvia did enjoy Maria’s jungle berry pie. Maria placed a dollop of vanilla ice cream on top of the warmed pie as Silvia took a spoonful. Sweet and tart burst in her mouth along with the buttery crunch of the crust. Then she tasted a little of the cold ice cream. Her mood began to improve. Magnolia had been correct. The last thing Tim or any of them needed was her brooding over what had happened.

“Now I believe Miss Mia was telling a tale of her first time cleaning a shower,” said Magnolia.

Mai spoke up. She stated her shock and disgust at the dirt she had found. In her horror, she had stumbled back kicking over a bucket of dirty water. The group laughed at Mia’s story. Mia’s focus was on Tim. The more he laughed, the more Mia played the fool. Her expressions became more exaggerated and over the top. Finally, the story came to an end, and they were all chuckling. The night had grown late.

Looking around Magnolia saw that Tim had fallen asleep on Conner’s shoulder. “Well, it is time we all went to bed." They rose quietly from the table. Conner lifted Tim into his arms to carry the exhausted boy back to his room. Silvia followed the two closely. Magnolia stopped her. “You must not blame yourself. It does them nor us no good when we carry burdens that are not ours.”

Silvia’s voice trembled as she responded. “I know your words are true, but my heart says differently.”

“One more thing my friend. It might be wise if Tim were not alone tonight,” stated the healer.

“I know for a fact that there is a comfortable reading couch and ottoman in Tim’s room. I will settle in like the old hen I am,” replied Silvia.

“Good night, may you have a blessed sleep. May we all have a sleep blessed by The Eternal.” were the healer’s parting words.

 


	
Chapter 9

“Release me,” came the command from inside the stasis tube. Everyone in the Bunker was frozen by the fear emanating from the ancient coffin. “Release me,” commanded Salusaecunda. Dr. Keith finally moved towards the tube. Much to her surprise she too had been affected by the evil that was once more active. She approached the dark tube. There in the center of the outer shell was a panel with blinking lights. She went to push one of the buttons, but she was stopped mere microns from the device. An invisible shield pushed her mechanical finger away. The more she pushed, the more the field resisted her. A new voice could be heard. “Please give the deactivation code.”

Dr. Keith ignored the password request and activated powerful servos to break the barrier. Energy began to build across the surface of the tube as the heat increased. The shield began to shimmer across the stasis tube revealing golden patterns that resolved into words. The golden writing was that of the Paladins. The cursed enemy had bound the chamber, sealing it with their power. Dr. Keith recognized the script as a Paladin security field. Getting angrier she applied more power. The Paladin security spoke again, “Please give the activation code or defensive measures will be taken.” Dr. Keith persisted in her assault. A sudden bright flash of energy coursed outward. It surrounded her mechanical appendage. The Dr. was astonished to look at her now melted mechanical hand.

In a rage, she commanded one of her bots to break the force field. A giant square construction bot rumbled over to the stasis tube. Several large mechanical arms extended as welding torches on their ends were activated. The flames burned white hot and began to scour the surface of the shield looking for a weakness. “Please provide the security code or defensive measures will be taken,” said the force field. The force field shimmered in the heat of the assault. The binding field increased in intensity until the entire tube was a glowing amber. The words of the Paladins were now a bright white-blue maintaining their grip on the stasis tube. In a blinding strike, bolts of white-hot energy extended to engulf the construction bot. In seconds the tank like bot was a puddle of molten metal.

Once more the voice from inside the stasis tube spoke. “You will never break the field put here by the Paladins. Curse them; they have imprisoned me here. Go, find the Paladins and find the code to unlock me. Do this, and I shall make you more powerful than you can possibly imagine.” The bots and the Skree bowed low swearing to their new master that they would find what he needed to be released from his prison. They would do this or die.
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In the Paladin Monastery, the Keeper sighed with relief. Chief Striker had taken Usher and was escorting him to Veridian City to turn him over to the Protectors. The police organization of the Democratic Worlds had a station in the city. The crisis that the Keeper had felt building had come and was now gone. Usher could have destroyed the Paladins. Now the old Keeper could breathe easy. The feeling of dread in The Spirit was still with him, but he pushed it aside. He was going to enjoy The Gathering. He watched as Scrap's transport drove through the gates of the Monastery on its way to the city. It was late and time to get a little rest before the sun rose.

Not far away in the dormitories of the Paladins, Conner gently placed Tim in bed. Silvia thanked Conner and said good night. She settled into a chair, pulling the ottoman to create a bed and drew the nearby throw over her. From where she was sitting Silvia could look out the window to see the night sky. Her mind wandered to feeling responsible for what had happened. She should have spent more time on seeing who was going to assist her in teaching. Silvia had always felt uneasy in the presence of Usher. Now it was apparent the darkness had captured the old alchemist's heart. What did that say about the Paladins? How could we have allowed something like that to grow in our midst? How could we have been so blind to the evil residing within the Monastery? With those troubling thoughts, Silvia drifted off to a fitful sleep.
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The drive to the city had been quiet. Except for Usher’s constant grumbling. The old man who had been bound and gagged had finally fallen asleep in the back of the transport. Scrap took pains to keep the journey a far less bumpy one than he had given Mia. Their journey took them out of the mountains and into the plains. They passed moonlit farms and fields. 

Chief Striker stared out the window looking off at nothing. He was lost in his own thoughts. Where had he failed? He was in charge of security. How had Usher smuggled the large quantities of Stim out of the Monastery? He needed to review every security protocol when he returned. The transport drove through night finally, entering the city. They drove through Shamble Town where most of the hired help that worked in the grand hotels made their homes. The houses there were older and more shacks than anything else. The people here made do with what they had. They passed through the great market. It was quiet except for a few booths that traded to the nightlife of the city. Several bars were just pushing the last of their patrons out the door before closing.

Crime in this part of the city was common. Scrap felt more than one pair of eyes observe their passing. In Shamble Town, predators were always watching for an opportunity to make a quick score. Scrap moved the trans quickly on and out of Shamble Town. The road led to one of the bridges that crossed the inter-coastal waterway. On the other side of the water stood the gleaming towers of the wealthy. Great hotels and pleasure centers stood up and down the white sands of the coast. The casinos here never shut down. Their lights sparkled in the night beckoning customers to come and part with their money.

Fine limo trans passed them. Night clubs catering to celebrities and the privileged of the Democratic Worlds were getting into their flashy luxury trans. The press was on hand flashing pics of the latest vid star. This was a world very different from the Monastery. 

But Scrap knew it well, he had made contacts from the slums of Shamble Town to the grand hotels with their opulant night life. He knew the hotel staff, the beat Protectors and Customs Officials. He had never been to the spaceport that sparkled like a bright star above them. For convenience and the shortest shuttle trip, the station was in geosynchronous orbit above Veridian City. Someday Scrap would catch a shuttle to see space and the great ships that docked at the station. Perhaps he would get a glimpse of the gate as it flashed, opening portals to far away planets.

Scrap pulled into the parking lot of the Protectorate station. This part of the city was well patrolled. The citizens living around the resorts expected their streets to be clean and safe. Money spoke and got things done here in this enclave of the coastal elite. 

Striker exited the old trans. He slammed the door giving vent to the anger he felt. The trans shook and woke Usher. Striker reached in and pulled Usher out of the trans. The Security Chief took off Usher's gag. “Are you going to behave?” Striker asked. Usher nodded roughly. Striker turned to close the door. When he turned back, the alchemist blew a white powder in the Security Chief’s face. Striker inhaled in surprise. With that simple breath, the toxin sent him into unconsciousness. Usher cackled with delight. 

“This will be the last time you take me for granted.” The old chemist reached into his robes to retrieve from a hidden pocket a syringe. His hands were still bound, but that would soon be taken care of. Usher looked around to make sure that no one was around to witness what he was about to do. He kneeled over the unconscious Paladin. “I will make you pay for humiliating me. I will make all the Paladins pay. You underestimated me, took me for granted. Ignored my research and laughed behind my back,” Usher spat on Striker. Of course, none of this was true. Truth be told most of the Paladins simply ignored Usher. They didn’t even know the man had existed. To Usher, this was a worse crime than mockery. “Now you will die,” said Usher with a maniacal smile on his face.

Just then Usher felt a tap on his shoulder. In surprise, he jumped up and turned around. At that moment Scrap punched Usher in the jaw. Scrap knew that he had hit home when Usher fell to the ground unconscious. Scrap may not practice the fancy fighting of the Paladins. But he had grown up on the streets of Shamble Town and knew how to street fight. He shook his fist. It hurt a little bit, but it was worth it. No one was going to mess with his new friends, especially Tim. Tim had gone out of his way to sit with Scrap at every meal they had in the dining hall. At first, it had been annoying. But now it was familiar and comfortable. It had been a while since he had been in a scrap. That was where he had gotten his name. Scrap knew how to fight for what he needed. He had done it most of his life. At least his life before going to the Monastery.

The boy knelt down and examined Usher. The old man was out cold and would stay that way for a while. He then turned to Striker. Scrap checked for damage and felts his vitals. Striker’s heart beat steadily as was his breathing. He was just in a deep chemically induced sleep. There was no time to wait for Striker to wake up naturally. Scrap placed his hand on the Security Chief’s forehead. He closed his eyes in concentration just like he had observed the Paladins do when they would go into The Spirit. He let his mind drift sending his spirit into The Spirit. There in that other place, he found Striker’s spirit. Scrap drew from the strength of The Spirit and drew out the toxin from Striker. Striker turned to him in that strange realm recognizing Scrap. Without saying a word Scrap asked the security man, “Are you going to sleep here all night?”

“No,” replied Striker in The Spirit.

“Well you need to wake up and turn this murderous dealer over to the Protectors,” stated Scrap’s spirit.

Scrap withdrew his consciousness from the spirit realm. Striker stirred from his stupor as Scrap helped him to his feet. 

“I’m getting old and careless to let Usher get the drop on me,” said Striker. Scrap only smiled silently. Striker hauled Usher to his feet shaking him awake and headed into the station. 

Scrap stayed behind with his trans which he patted on the hood. “Thank you, old girl,” said Scrap who had hidden behind the trans allowing Usher to overlook his presence. It was nothing new to Scrap. Most of the Paladins forgot that he was there. It was something he used to his advantage from time to time. Scrap got in the trans to wait for the Security Chief to return as the sky began to brighten signaling the approaching morning.
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Silvia stirred in her sleep restlessly. She was roused from her slumber by a stirring of The Spirit. The atmosphere swirled around her as if a battle was taking place. In a way, there was a battle taking place. The enemies of Tim’s peace had been stalking him. Despair and fear had entered the room as if they were real monsters. But these monsters lurked in spiritual places that were hard to detect. 

Silvia looked over at Tim, whose eyes quivered as his arms and legs twitched. He was in a battle for his emotional life. She cautiously swung her legs over the chair. She didn’t want to bring him from his sleep too quickly. Silvia reached into the spiritual realm. Gently, delicately, she began to shine a light into the unseen places of the room. This hidden illumination drove the darkness out. Fear and despair looked in her direction. They swiftly turned on her to latch ahold of the Librarian, but she ignited a light causing the monsters to flee.

Silvia went over quietly to Tim's bed and looked at the sleeping boy. She scanned him in The Spirit. He was surrounded by a shimmering golden color. There near the center of him were a few dark brown spots. Those would have to come out. Perhaps in time. She blinked looking again in the physical. Tim was staring back at her. “Why are you looking at me?” he asked. 

“Good,” Silvia thought. “He’s returning to his old self.”

“I was just checking on you. You were making some noise,” was Silvia's reply.

“Did you sleep in that chair?” he asked.

“Yes its more comfortable than you might think. Do you mind if I stay?”

“No.”

Silvia settled back into the chair placing her legs up on the ottoman. Tim tossed and turned a bit trying to get comfortable. There was a slight chill in the air.

“Would you like to settle in next to me? There’s room over here,” Silvia found herself saying. Now, where did that come from? Was she starting to feel motherly towards the boy? She did admit to herself that she felt guilty for putting Tim in danger.

“Sure, if you don’t mind,” said Tim.

“As long as you don’t snore. I can’t abide anyone that snores,” responded Silvia.

Tim laughed. “I don’t think I snore.” The boy got up and crossed to the chair. He lay down beside her. Silvia put the throw over them. Soon they were both snuggled in with a great view of the stars. 

“The stars are different than the ones back home,” said Tim absently.

“Where are you from?” asked Silvia.

“Agabar,” answered Tim.

“Hmm, Veridian and Agabar look to the same point in the galaxy this time of year. What is your favorite star?” asked the Librarian.

“Celedon. I’ve always liked Celedon. It shines so bright in the springtime,” replied Tim.

Silvia pointed to a star high and to her right. “There is Celedon. It’s a little dimmer from Veridion.”

Silvia reached into The Spirit and drew out a quiet peace. It spilled into the room and surrounded them. Here in this moment, there was no fear or anger, no pain nor sorrow. They both relaxed and looked at the stars. Then Tim asked a question. The question that was on both their hearts.

“Why do you suppose he did it? Why did he not like me?” asked the little boy.

Silvia paused to draw a breath. “I’m not sure why Usher did what he did. I suppose he was broken. Maybe he was mad. Mad at the world and the Paladins. You might just have been in the wrong place at the wrong time. I’m sorry Tim that I put you in that place,” said Silvia softly.

“It's not your fault,” replied Tim.

“It's not your fault either Tim. Usher did this, and he is responsible. Do you know that?” asked Silvia.

“Yes, I do.”

“Then you must let that soak into your spirit. Let that knowledge penetrate your heart.” Silvia said. Tears silently streamed down her face because Tim had absolved Silvia of any wrongdoing. The words she spoke were as much for her as they were for Tim. In the east, the first hint of dawn could be seen. The two drifted off to sleep surrounded by the peaceful sounds of the night. 

[image: PC_Break]

Striker walked back to the trans rubbing the back of his neck. He sighed as he settled into the seat next to Scrap. “Are you OK?” asked Scrap. 

“I’ll be fine, in a couple of days,” answered Striker. “Let’s get back to the Monastery.”

“Sure thing. What did the Protectors say?”

“They were less than happy. Stim dealing is a petty crime here. I won't be too surprised if they cut him loose.”

Scrap nodded knowingly. “I need to stop and get some more supplies for Maria. The market doesn’t open for another hour. Let’s stop by Auntie's for breakfast.

“Auntie's?” asked Striker.

“It’s a boarding house and diner. It's very close to the market” explained Scrap. “She makes the best eggs and biscuits with fresh butter and cheese. I cannot stop eating her pancakes.”

“Sounds good,” replied Striker. “I am starved.”
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The two walked into the diner. Auntie waved at Scrap from across the room. Between them were rough tables and chairs. A wooden bar ran along one wall. The room was rough like the rest of Shamble Town. Stairs led up to the second story where the rooms were. Servers were coming and going from the kitchen, as well as the smell of cooking food. 

Scrap picked a table in his favorite corner near the door, while Auntie made her way to their table. She was a large being with bright purple curly hair, who had squeezed her ample figure with her four breasts into her barmaids uniform. 

“Good morning Scrap,” she thundered. “Who do you have with you?”

“This is Striker,” said Scrap. 

“Welcome, Mr. Striker,” said Auntie. “What will you gentlemen be having this morning?”

“I’ve heard you make the best eggs. I want an order of those,” requested Striker.

“Coming right up honey, and I’ll throw on some biscuits,” said Auntie. “How about you Scrap?”

“After tonight I need a big stack of your pancakes.” requested Scrap. 

“Do you want some sweet syrup and butter?” asked Auntie. Scrap nodded enthusiastically.

“Be right back with your breakfast gentlemen.” Auntie trundled off on her four legs. 

Striker scanned the room where there were citizens from across the galaxy. The patrons of the diner came in all types and shapes. That was common whether you were in Shamble Town or the luxury hotels. Veridian was a prime destination of the Democratic Worlds. 

“Scrap, thank you for saving me back there. You have better instincts and use of your talent than most at the Monastery,” said Striker.

“I have been watching and taking notes,” replied Scrap.

“What do you want to do with your life Scrap? How can I help you?” asked Striker. 

“I want to become a Paladin,” said Scrap intensely. “Make me a novice.”

“Right now your more than a novice. From what I saw today you are probably close to taking your boards. I will put your name forward to take the oath and the formal training. It will have to be done after The Gathering. What do you think?” asked Striker.

“I have been with the Paladins for most of my life. You are my family. I am so grateful that you would let me join you,” replied Scrap.

Auntie returned with plates piled with food. “Thanks Auntie, you never disappoint,” stated Scrap.

“After breakfast, we will stop by the market and pick up Pawpombs for Maria and head home.” Scrap couldn’t believe it, a Paladin had finally recognized his potential as one of them. He was going to become a Paladin!

 


	
Chapter 10

Silvia had left Tim to get ready for his day. She needed to get prepared for her day too. The morning was a sunny one. The new day seemed to drive the terrors of the night away. As she was walking through the Founders’ garden, Silvia sat down to refresh her spirit. A gentle breeze blew through the garden stirring the opening blossoms. The fountain provided a nice rhythm in the background as Silvia let her mind wander. She opened up her heart to The Eternal. Upon that open invitation, his presence slipped into the garden to sit beside her. A profound peace surrounded her. The dark thoughts and emotions of the past night floated to the top of Silvia’s consciousness. As they surfaced the dark feelings popped like bubbles and were blown away in a breeze of The Spirit. She felt lighter and freer after a little while. It was then that she opened her eyes to see Scrap enter the garden. At first, Scrap didn’t see her. The boy was almost beside her when he became aware of her. Silvia noticed a certain bounce in his step and a little grin on his face. She knew he had just returned from sending Usher into exile; it couldn’t have been that pleasant. Scrap stopped and briefly told Silvia of the excitement he and Striker had in the city. She did enjoy him speaking about his satisfaction at knocking Usher out. The story settled things for her. Done was done. Usher was now in exile. Scrap brought an end to that nightmare. She thanked Scrap as he left her to deliver the Pawpombs to Maria.

Silvia left the garden and continued down the path towards her rooms to freshen up. She had instructed Tim to see Magnolia. He was worried about replacing his glasses. If needed she would send him to town with Scrap for a new pair. In the courtyard behind The Library, she ran into Conner. He was doing his exercises. Conner appeared to be particularly intense this morning. Silvia was too tired and distracted to join. She paused and observed. 

Conner’s movements were strident and precise. He pierced the air with his actions and gestures. A grim look of determination was fixed on his face.

“Good morning,” Silvia said.

Conner was brought out of wherever his mind had been. He stopped. “Oh, I didn’t see you there,” he said.

“I know. You were very focused. Focus is a good thing but not if you lose the world around you. Especially if you are attempting to defend yourself,” stated Silvia.

Conner frowned knowing Silvia’s words were true. “I was angry. I thought perhaps doing the exercises would help me.”

Silvia nodded. “I know how you feel. Last night I was angrier than I had ever been. I almost did unspeakable things.”

“What stopped you?” asked Conner.

“Good question. I suppose it was Tim.” Conner looked puzzled. “I was about to release a full expression of my rage when I looked at Tim. He was confused, hurt and wounded. But he wasn’t angry. I just couldn’t subject him at that moment to more trauma, even though it would have been in his defense. If I’m honest with myself, it would have been to make me feel better, not Tim. So I chose to let it go. Well, most of it.” Silvia smiled. 

“How?” Conner asked.

“Good question. We are all different. The ways we deal with things are all different. You must find your way to let go of the negative feelings that you harbor. I may not have a particular answer to your question, but I think I have a starting point.” Conner looked even more puzzled and a little bit frustrated. He had been dealing with those emotions since the ambush the pirates had sprung on him. “Start by focusing on someone other than yourself. Focus on those around you. I have a favor to ask. Would you be willing to teach Tim how to defend himself? I think it would help his wounded spirit. He needs confidence. I believe that you can help him with that.”

Conner rubbed his chin. “Yes I would like to do that,” he replied.

“Good because I have another request that might be a little harder on you,” said Silvia.

“Oh, what would that be?” asked Conner.

“I don’t think it is good for Tim to be alone at night. He had some nightmares last night. Do you think he might bunk with you?”

Conner grew quiet. Silvia was asking him much more than just if Tim could sleep in his room. She wanted him to take some responsibility for Tim.

“I think some male bonding would be good for the boy,” stated Silvia.

“Sure, why not. I bunked with the guys when I was in the Protectorate.” Conner finally replied.

“Thank you, Conner. You will help Tim and ease my mind. It will be a bit different than the Protectorate, Tim is still a boy even though he acts older. Boys can be difficult at his age,” said Silvia.

“At his age, I was more than difficult. I think this should turn out just fine,” Conner replied.

“Good, we might need the room anyway for the guests. I may have Mia and Elizabeth room together as well.

Conner resumed his exercises as Silvia turned to go. Now his movements were a bit smoother. The anger had faded a bit. His body moved fluidly from one stance to the other.
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Mia entered the Great Hall of the Paladins. She looked up at the great stone arches that held the roof up high overhead. The room spoke of power, from the massive pillars and high walls to the statues surrounding the pillars. Several long tables had been set up in the hall and upon the dais where the emperor’s throne once sat. Paladins were busy setting the tables with elegant tableware and silver. Crystal glasses were being placed at each setting. Mia walked up to Mrs. Westmoreland.

“You're setting the table now? I thought the banquet wasn’t for a couple of weeks.” inquired Mia.

Mrs. Westmoreland was distracted with counting settings and matching them up with guest listings. “Mia, your quite right. We have a couple of weeks. But I’ve found that it is easier to set things out beforehand. We will do a quick cleaning right before the dinner.”

“What was on your mind?” asked Mia.

“Oh I’m short-handed this year and so is Maria. She has asked for some help serving. But we still have too few people. I hate to have them working on one of the grandest celebrations we have.” stated Mrs. Westmoreland still frowning.

Mia concentrated, she thought back to everyone who had been pitching in to clean the rooms for the upcoming gathering. After a while, she spoke more to herself than the woman beside her. “What if we all took shifts? One group could serve one course. Then another group could take over to clear the tables and serve the next course. Maria might be able to do that with the cooks as well. That way they wouldn’t all have to be in the kitchen the entire banquet.”

“A wonderful idea!” exclaimed Mrs. Westmoreland. “Maria would be most appreciative. Every Gather she doesn’t get to participate much. She never complains but why should she sit out. An excellent idea Mia.” Mia had never seen the housekeeper this excited before. “Now as soon as we place all the table settings we will be well on our way to having a fine celebration.”

“Let’s get to it. What do you want me to do?” asked Mia. Mrs. Westmoreland gave her some simple directions. Mia set about doing what needed to be done. Mrs. Westmoreland marveled at how much the child had changed in the short time she had been with the Paladins. The petulant child was growing up in front of the Paladin to become a beautiful young woman. Or perhaps she had been there all along. Mia had only needed an opportunity to express her true self.
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Magnolia sat at her dining room table looking out of the window into her garden. It was such a beautiful day after such a dark night. She was expecting Tim to come by before he started his day. Just then there was a loud bang followed by a clatter of stainless steel instruments hitting the floor. ‘There he is,’ she thought. She got up taking the warm tea she had made him. “Good morning Tim,” Magnolia said as she placed the two cups on a nearby table. Tim was on the ground trying to pick up the instruments that had fallen when he bumped into the little table. He had managed to collect most of them.

“I’m sorry,” he said. He repeated it several times. Magnolia bent down and picked up the last few items. Everything was back on the table if not in its original place. She placed her hand on Tim’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I’m not usually this clumsy. It’s just that I can’t see very well.” Tim said.

“That is understandable. Now, hop up on the exam table and let’s have a look at you.” Magnolia looked at Tim’s glasses that still sat on the exam table. One lens was gone the other was fractured beyond repair. Tim eased his body upon the table. He winced a bit from the pain of his injuries. His black eye had turned from purple to shades of blue and green. Magnolia gently examined him.

Robbie popped up out of his cubby to scan the boy and report that all vitals were within normal levels. The little bot then extended an arm with a piece of candy in it. Tim took the candy with a chuckle. “Robbie always gives out candy. It was part of his programming. People here at the Monastery have grown used to his treats.” Magnolia explained.

She reached over to the table and gave Tim the tea she had prepared for him. “The tea won’t make you as drowsy as the one last night did.” Tim looked at it and gulped it down. “That’s it drink it all. It will help with the swelling.” Magnolia explained. Tim glanced over at his broken glasses and sighed.

“Why didn’t you have optics surgery?” asked Magnolia.

“I’m allergic to the implants,” explained Tim.

“Well let’s see if we can’t do something about that,” stated Magnolia.

“What can you do about my eyes?” asked Tim.

“I can’t do any more than what other doctors would do. But we can ask The Eternal if he won’t do something about it.” said the healer.

Tim looked a little puzzled.

Magnolia smiled, “I am a healer with a Dr.’s certificate. But first and foremost I am a healer. I use teas and other herbals to enhance my medical practice. But my most potent tool is prayer.”

“Prayer?” queried the boy.

“This is a Monastery after all. The Paladins are many things, but the one thing we treasure most is our relationship to The Eternal,” explained Magnolia.

“My family isn’t very religious. We base our lives on science.” Tim said.

Magnolia’s smile grew a bit. “Truth be told I’m not very religious either. Religious is something you do every day, out of habit without thinking or feeling. My relationship with The Eternal is much more dynamic. More like a friendship. Would you like me to try?” she asked.

“Couldn’t hurt,” was Tim's reply.

“There is much more to the universe than what we can see and touch. You will learn that as you grow older,” said Magnolia.

“What do I have to do?” Tim asked.

“We don’t do anything. The Eternal will do what needs doing. Just be open to the possibility of something happening. Let your heart dream a little about what you would like to happen. Now close your eyes and relax.” Magnolia placed her hand gently over Tim’s eyes. “We are going to take our time Tim. Let’s ask The Eternal for what is on our hearts.” The old healer began to pray to The Eternal. At first her lips moved in silent prayer. Then she spoke in a gentle warm voice. “My dear One, please come into this place. Tim and I welcome your presence into this room.” At that moment a gentle breeze blew through the open window. “It could have been a coincidence,” thought Tim.

The old healer continued in a calm voice as a warm peace surrounded them. “I bring my friend Tim to you. I would ask that you touch him since he has suffered at the hands of an evil man. Heal his body and spirit. Send your Spirit to restore his body and soul. Make right what is not working right.” Magnolia relaxed and waited on The Eternal. She moved her hands down to Tim’s shoulders.

Just then Elizabeth walked quietly into the room. Magnolia smiled and pointed to a nearby chair. Then she signaled with her index finger to her lips that Elizabeth was to be quiet. Elizabeth settled into the chair and began to pray herself. Her family attended services regularly. She knew what to do. She felt the presence of forever in the room. Magnolia placed her hand in the center of Tim’s chest.

Tim started to grow restless. He briefly opened his eyes. Nothing had changed. “What good was this going to do? He still couldn’t see, and the aches and pains of his body were still there.” Magnolia took his hands in hers. After a few more moments he felt something. At first, it was just a drop, which was followed by another one on the top of his head. It felt warm as if something were slowly being poured over him. Soon the warmth flowed over his head and began to drip down the sides of his face.

“What are you pouring over my head? Tim asked.

Magnolia chuckled a little. “Just keep your eyes closed and go with the flow.”

“Go with the flow?” This was starting to freak him out just a little. He would be freaking out a lot if there wasn’t this sense of overwhelming peace surrounding him. It was like a warm protective blanket. He felt completely safe. Nothing was going to touch him at this moment. So he relaxed and concentrated on the sensations he was feeling. They felt pleasantly hot. There was a vibrating sensation that came with the warmth. Whatever she was pouring over him was warm as well. It felt like it was soaking into him.

“Wait a minute. If Magnolia was holding both his hands how was she pouring something on him?” The thought flashed through his mind. He didn’t have time to dwell on it because the heat was growing very intense and it was centered on his chest now. “I’m a bit hot Magnolia,” he said with a hint of panic in his voice.

“Everything is going to be all right Tim. Just breath for me, keep taking deep breaths. This sensation will pass.” said Magnolia in a soothing voice.

The heat was not as intense now. It had mellowed into a pleasant warmth that radiated through Tim’s entire body. He also felt a sense of timelessness. He didn’t know how long had passed when Magnolia asked him, “How do you feel?”

“I feel good, somehow relaxed, but full of energy,” he replied.

“Why don’t you open your eyes,” Magnolia suggested. “Has your vision changed?”

He opened his eyes and still saw the world through blurry vision. “Nothing has changed,” he said. “I might need to use your shower to clean off what you poured over me.”

Magnolia laughed. “I’m sorry Tim. I shouldn’t laugh. Some things have definitely changed. Come over here to the mirror.” She took him over to a full-length mirror, where he looked at himself. There was no bruising on his face or his arms, and his black eye was gone entirely. He touched the once darkened eyelid. His face was just like it had been before he encountered Usher. Well, almost the same as before. There was a slight difference he couldn’t place his finger on. Then he remembered the oil that had been poured over his head. He reached up and touched the top of his head. It was completely dry. Behind him, Magnolia chuckled.

“Looks like we were aiming for your eyesight and hit other things. Are you feeling ok?” Magnolia asked. Tim nodded unable to speak. “I’ve kept you here long enough. You should be off to see Silvia. She asked that you go to The Library after visiting me.” 

As they walked to the door Tim noticed Elizabeth sitting in a chair. She was blurry because his glasses were still broken as were his eyes. “Is that you Elizabeth?" asked Tim.

“Yes I’m here,” whispered the girl. “You look good.”

Tim smiled and Magnolia said, “You mustn’t keep Silvia waiting.” As she saw him to the door. “Just outside the garden gate take the path that goes straight. It will curve around to the left and lead you right to The Library. I believe you will be spending the afternoon with Silvia. Come back and see me tomorrow. Have a good day, Tim.”

He said goodbye to Magnolia and Elizabeth. He started down the path still a little stunned and perplexed at what had happened in the healer's exam room. Regardless he felt pretty good, more than good.

Magnolia watched him go. “Did the boy seem a little taller?” she thought to herself. She just shrugged and headed back inside to make more tea. She knew Elizabeth would have questions.
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 Scrap left Silvia and headed to the kitchens where Maria was waiting for him and his delivery of Pawpombs. The head cook greeted him warmly. “Scrap, I’m so happy you were able to get me some Pawpombs. Put the basket on the table. Thank you!” said Maria. She wiped her hands in her apron and reached up to give Scrap a big hug. Scrap leaned down to return the hug. “Now pull up a chair while I peel these Pawpombs.” Maria pulled out a chair. There was a wastebasket near her and a bowl for the freshly peeled fruits. “Pawpombs are in season. Not many pickers go out into the jungle to find them.” Maria pulled out a bright green round fruit. She began to peel it’s skin back with a pairing knife to reveal the bright pink flesh. After she peeled one, she handed it to Scrap to taste. Scrap put it in his mouth. The fruit was incredibly juicy. As he bit down, there was an explosion of sweet citrus flavor.

“Now boy, tell me about your adventures in town,” said Maria.

Scrap told her of the evening's adventure. Maria cheered when Scrap told her about punching Usher. She swung her fist in the air with a smile. “I never liked that parasite. He made all sorts of special demands. There were special supply orders. To think that he might have used some of those supplies to make Stim just makes me mad,” exclaimed Maria.

“I have some other news Maria,” Scrap whispered excitedly.

“Well don’t leave an old cook waiting. Out with it boy!” Maria whispered conspiratorially.

“Chief Striker is going to put my name up for a novice,” said Scrap.

“That is wonderful news. It’s about time we got some new blood in the Monastery. I wondered when leadership would notice all your hard work. You have been studying our ways diligently. Have you been developing your relationship with The Eternal?” asked Maria.

“Yes, I’ve been studying hard and I have been getting to know The Eternal. I’m excited to do so as a novice,” said Scrap.

“We haven't had a novice in a long while. We need some new people,” stated Maria. “Congratulations Scrap. I will have to bake something special for you tonight.”

“Please don’t say anything. Chief Striker is not going to make the request till after The Gathering,” Scrap said nervously not wanting to jinx his good fortune.

“No worries, no worries, our secret is safe with me. But we will celebrate between the two of us,” said Maria with a wink.

 


	
Chapter 11

“What just happened?” asked Elizabeth.

Magnolia looked at the girl as they sat down in the doctor's parlor. She pulled two fresh cups off the shelf and placed them on the table. Magnolia then pulled a hot kettle from the stove and poured some tea. “Tim just had an encounter with The Eternal. And we got to be there.”

“But Tim didn’t get his eyes healed,” stated Elizabeth.

“Didn’t he? Sometimes these things take time. Sometimes things happen then and there. Like Tim’s bruises. I’ve learned it is best to take a breath and wait awhile. Your family are people of faith, are they not?” asked Magnolia.

“Yes, we attend regularly. But, I found it more a formality than anything real,” responded Elizabeth.

“Well, perhaps you will have an encounter of your own while you are visiting us. The Monastery is a place where forever is just around the corner.”

Elizabeth smiled, her thoughts drifted back to her experiences at Temple. They had always been pleasant and familiar, a place where family had gathered. But those times were nothing like what had happened today. When Magnolia was praying, it was as if someone had walked into the room. There was a tangible presence, a definite personality. She had felt loved like never before. Tim had been the focus, but Elizabeth had not been left out. Neither had Magnolia. The older healer moved about her kitchen with a new spring in her step. The arthritis that Elizabeth had noticed was seemingly gone.

Magnolia was busy removing the cups and the plates that had held little cakes from the table. She washed and cleaned them in the kitchen sink. Magnolia then turned to Elizabeth. “It’s such a nice day today. I think we should spend it outside. Besides, I want to teach you what I know about healing with plants. In my garden I have cultivated several herbs that help my patients from needing more serious interventions. This time of year, the garden is so beautiful.” The two walked into Magnolia’s office and out the double doors into the garden. As they passed the exam table, Robbie popped out of his cubby and followed along. He made little burbling sounds as he bobbed along behind them. 

The morning sun shown brightly in the blue green sky. Magnolia had picked up a backpack as she had left her office, which she placed on a small table that sat on the stone patio outside. She reached into one of the many pockets of the satchel to retrieve a pair of sheers. The stones of the terrace had grass growing between them. Sitting all around were pots with flowering plants. The patio stones formed a circular area with three paths diverged into the garden. Both sides of the paths were landscaped with plants: some growing up and over the walls of the garden. Magnolia strode down the nearest one, where several raised beds held growing plants. Some reached well above the healer, while others hugged the ground or walls of the garden. Birds chirped in the nearby fruit trees. Magnolia stopped at a little patch of plants that were blue-gray in color with bright purple flowers. She took her sheers and clipped several of the flowering stalks. 

“This is Viola Severis, it has a pleasant aroma. When you put it in a tea, it has a calming effect on a person. Combine it with Ever Climb, and it will induce deep sleep. That is Ever Climb.” Magnolia pointed to a dark green vine growing out of a patch of bright white flowers. The vine wandered up the wall of the garden and then up and over the old stones, to disappear beyond the wall. Magnolia stopped again, bending over to harvest a branch of bright green leaves from a small bush with her sheers. 

Her tongue clicked in disapproval as her hand reached out to pluck a plant that appeared growing in the bush. “Now you are not supposed to be here. Your place is over there, but you just can’t keep from growing where you are not wanted.” Robbie chirped and whirred into action. The bot extended an arm that took aim. A bright red laser began to burn the unwanted plant into oblivion. He continued the process of weeding the garden, knowing what needed to be done to keep the plants in check. It struck Elizabeth how violent the little bot could be.

Magnolia held the combination of herbs in her hands and squeezed, bruising them but not crushing. She held the little bundle up for Elizabeth to smell. “Take a deep breath.” Elizabeth did, inhaling deeply. A refreshing scent filled her nose, clearing her sinus, allowing her to breathe freely. As they continued to walk deeper into the garden, Magnolia talked to Elizabeth about the various flowers, herbs, and trees around them. It seemed that every plant had a medicinal purpose from its flowers, leaves or bark. Passing under one of the fruit trees Magnolia plucked a couple of ripe fruits and handed them to Elizabeth to carry. The plants in the garden were from all across the galaxy. Magnolia knew each and every one of them and their purpose for being in the healer’s garden. 

“There is just so much. How do you remember it all?” asked Elizabeth.

“Oh, I don’t, dear. I have it written down, which reminds me. I have something for you. I think that is enough for now. I wanted you to know that there are many remedies at hand all around us in nature. Not all solutions in medicine come out of a lab. Let’s get back to the patio I want to show you something.”

After returning to the patio, the two sat at the table in old worn chairs. They sat in silence for a moment, eating the fruit from the garden. In that quiet moment, Magnolia remembered what she was going to share with Elizabeth. She reached for two items. One was a leather-bound notebook wrapped with a tie. It was just the right size to carry with you for taking notes. Not too big nor too small. On the front of it was the title “Plants & Things” etched into the leather. Magnolia lovingly untied the leather binding and opened the notebook. She placed it in front of Elizabeth, encouraging her to explore its contents.

“I have been writing down everything I know about medicinal plants. This is all I know about herbals,” stated the healer.

Elizabeth began to turn the pages of the little book. In a neat script were pages and pages of information. The pages were slightly worn with age, and several had more than one tea stain on them. Illustrations wove among the words and filled the margins of the catalog of plants. The notebook was well organized with a description of each plant followed by its medicinal value and any warnings of adverse effects if misused. Elizabeth realized she was looking at a lifetime's worth of work. 
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Tim walked out of Magnolia’s garden gate. He headed down the path in front of him. It was a reddish brown compared to the fuzzy green world around it. Tim was a bit discouraged. His grand adventure was off to a rough start. Then the thought floated across his mind as if someone were whispering it to him. “An adventure that begins with adversity is the greatest of all adventures. When you overcome an obstacle, isn’t that a victory in your life?” Tim’s eyesight might not be a dragon, but it was a challenge and one that could be overcome. He focused on the day around him. The warm breeze, the sounds of the birds, and all the brilliant colors Veridian offered. With each step, he was thankful for everything around him. As he progressed down the path, he grew more confident that he could be victorious. Glasses came and went. They could be ordered from home and delivered. 

Tim noticed a brilliant cluster of bright flowers just off the path. He paused and stepped over to them. Bending down, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath of a large cluster of blooms. An intoxicating aroma filled him and energized his being. It was then that he heard the buzzing. A large Brumble who had been busy pollinating those flowers buzzed around Tim’s head. Tim’s eyes grew wide as he backed away from the insect. It had stopped flying around and now was right in front of Tim’s nose. It brumbled and buzzed noisily as if scolding the boy for interrupting its work. The Brumble wobbled back and forth in front of Tim’s face. The boy’s eyes focused on the angry insect. It came into sharp, frightening focus. Black wings a blur while the iridescence purple and green body reflected and sparkled in the sunlight. It was beautiful. 

Just when Tim thought it was going to sting him, the insect backed away and meandered back to the flower bed. Tim’s eyes followed its progress. The Brumble stayed in sharp focus. As the little bug landed on a nearby flower, Tim noticed that the flower was in focus as well. His mouth opened in astonishment as he realized the entire world was in focus. He looked around in wonder, amazement, and gratitude. Tim gazed upon the gardens and the buildings around him. As he looked up at the graceful lines of The Library he realized how late he was. Running down the path to burst through the doors of The Library. He shouted out as he rushed through the center aisle of The Library, loudly exclaiming to Silvia. “I can see. I can see!”
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Elizabeth had spent the rest of the morning in the garden pouring over Magnolia’s diary. It was filled with information on the plant life that Magnolia used in her practice. The pages were filled with descriptions, where to find them, how to prep and preserve them. There were recipes for teas, smoothies, soups, and dishes to serve them in. Illustrations with Magnolia’s drawings of plants and other whimsies also occupied the pages. There was just so much. Elizabeth sighed at the task of trying to take it all in let alone attempting to remember it. Magnolia heard the sigh and walked over to the table. She sat down beside the girl.

“It’s time for a break.” Magnolia pointed to the diary. “This is not a textbook. It is just the ramblings and diary of a healer. There won’t be a test. I wanted you to see another side to what I do. It is to open up doors of exploration so that you can have a notebook of your own one day.” Magnolia smiled as she reached for the leather pack that was sitting on the table. “This is my collection backpack.” She said as she untied the leather straps and opened up the pack. As Magnolia unfolded it, pockets and pouches came into view. They held pencils, scissors, and other tools. Some of the pockets were slots while others were covered. “I use this to collect plants when I’m out in the field.” There was even a flap to keep her diary in. 

“This has been with me on many journeys. It has accompanied me across the galaxy. Visited many planets. It holds fond memories of lazy afternoons in meadows and forests, collecting what I thought might be useful or needed. For me, those times were also times of self-exploration. What did I want to do with my life? Who was I? What was my purpose in life?” Magnolia said, her voice drifting off into long past memories.

“Did you find them?” asked Elizabeth.

“Find what?” replied the healer.

“The answers to your questions,” said Elizabeth.

Magnolia smiled again. “Yes . . . and no. I found the things I loved: nature, herbs, people. I met many wonderful souls. In those times, I discovered that the medical field was somehow lacking. Antiseptic labs and hospitals were not my cup of tea.” Magnolia laughed at her own pun. “Then life happened. I traveled to the Monastery for a retreat and unexpectedly fell in love with the place. The previous Dr. was getting older. He knew it was time to hand off his practice here. When he offered the chance to take on his position, I realized that I could practice the type of medicine I wanted. A more soulful, people-centric type of medicine. There were no rules or regulations. Oh, I kept up on my licenses and education. I was no hermit. We sent out missions and rescue operations to every part of the galaxy. I’ve gotten to treat many species I would never have met in the central systems. So I guess I did find my answers. It kind of happened as life happened.” 

“I have no idea what I should do,” said Elizabeth. 

“Do what you love. Do what you want to, especially in these weeks. I know Silvia has a lot of free time built into your schedule. Even more so at the end of the camp. We talked about giving you all time to consider what you have experienced at the Monastery. To see if you would one day join us.” Magnolia paused. "Come on, let’s go inside and pack a lunch. We can go collecting. That way, you can see what I do and need. There is a meadow and a stream just beyond the western wall that has spring plants I need to collect. I want you to gather a few things for me tomorrow when Silvia takes you into the jungle.” With that said. The two went inside to make a lunch of fresh fruit, sandwiches, and a few things Maria had baked. 

[image: PC_Break]

Silvia was hunting for a particularly rare book in the upper balcony when she heard a loud noise that had not been heard in The Library for centuries. A teenager’s shout. Loud noises did not belong in this cathedral of reading. Yet there it was the voice of a student echoing off the vaulted ceiling. “I can see! I can see!” Silvia was already frustrated by her inability to see the fine print of the books around her let alone finding the book she searched for. She walked to the railing of the balcony and looked down upon her kingdom. She was about to scold Tim when she heard the soft voice of the creator. “Let him celebrate what I have done for him.” It was a splash of water to Silvia’s consciousness. She was awakened to what was important. Not some dusty books sitting in silence. But life and all its joys. Especially in celebration of the one she served. A smile spread across her face and a warmth spread through her being as she felt the pleasure of the Creator to the response of her heart to The Eternal’s prompt. Silvia leaned over the balcony and beckoned to Tim. “I’m up here,” she shouted. “Come on up and tell me your good news!” That felt wonderful, she would need to shout in this place more often.

Tim saw Silvia in the distance. He ran down the center aisle of The Library. He passed high columns of wood that supported the vaulted roof. The columns had been cut from the nearby jungle. The trees had been tremendous and tall, composed of the hardest wood on the planet. They had been hewn, shaped, and polished. Now they shone in the morning sunlight that streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows. They were the color of warm honey in this light. Later in the day, they would turn a deep red-brown. Tim paused for a moment in bewilderment as a hologram came to life around him. He had crossed into the central space of The Library. Cases of items collected from across the galaxy lined the walls. In the center was the first map of the galaxy commissioned by the first emperor. Tim was surrounded by swirling stars, galaxies, and nebulae. His mouth dropped open in amazement. 

At that moment, LAD appeared beside the boy as an old man. “It’s some of my best work,” stated the holographic AI. “I researched the original data, corrected any anomalies I detected and used current visuals of the objects to create an updated reproduction of the first-star map ever made.” LAD smiled gently at the boy. “Isn’t someone waiting for you to tell them your good news?” asked the AI.

Tim remembered his mission and took off, heading for the spiral stairway at the back of The Library. He mounted the steps two at a time. When he reached the top, he was out of breath. Silvia had resumed her search. Tim followed the sounds of Silvia’s muttering. He found her back among the far shelves where some of the oldest volumes where kept. He walked over to her and then bent over, breathing heavily. He tried to speak but couldn’t get the words out.

“Good heavens child. It looks like I’m going to have to start with the basics such as how to breathe. Slow down. No talking, just breath. That’s it all the way in, all the way out. Keep doing it. Stretch those lungs.” Tim took in all the air he could and then let it out in loud exhale. Silvia smiled. "That’s it, keep going.” After about ten of those breaths, she gave new instructions. “Now slow your breathing and take shorter breaths.” The old librarian joined Tim in breathing. They both breathed deeply slowing down till they were calmly inhaling and exhaling. “We all tend to get into too much of a hurry. I needed to slow down to find what I was looking for. I know better but what do I do but get in a huff and get more worked up. All the while failing to do what I need to. So you have news for me?” Silvia asked.

A spark came into Tim’s eyes as he remembered what had happened to him. With a huge smile, he began to tell Silvia about his miracle. “I was walking in the garden, and this Brumble flew up to me. I thought it was going to sting me. It flew right in front of my face. Like this close.” He demonstrated by putting his hand up to his nose. “Then it slowly flew away. My eyes focused on it clearly. As it drifted away, it was just as clear as when it was close. When I looked around, everything was clear. I could see!” Tim said, beaming. 

Silvia heard the small voice of The Eternal. “I loved using that Brumble to create a miracle.” She chuckled in delight at the sublime moment. “How do you suppose that happened?” asked Silvia.

“Well, I went to see Magnolia. She checked me out, and before I left, she prayed for me,” answered Tim.

“Do you think Magnolia’s prayers had anything to do with your sight?” asked Silvia. 

“I suppose. Before Magnolia finished praying, my bruises were gone.” With growing realization, Tim smiled. “Yes, Magnolia asked for me to see, and it happened!”

“Who did she asked to do this?” Silvia’s voice was gently coaxing the boy’s mind along.

“The Eternal,” Tim whispered. “The Forever One answered her prayers. The Eternal did this for me. He is real,” Tim said in awe.

“Yes, He is. Wonderful things can happen when people believe. You have taken your first step into a much larger world.” With that statement, Silvia remembered the book she was looking for. “Tim, let’s put your new sight to use. I’m looking for a book that is not very big. The cover is of old brown leather. On the spine is the title “The Book” in gold letters. I’ve looked everywhere, and it escapes me." Tim began to look at the shelves around them. 

“Is this it?” Tim asked as he pointed to a nearby shelf. 

Silvia went over to the book that was wedged between two huge volumes. “Yes, this is it.” She pulled it from its place. “I know I searched this very shelf but a minute ago. This belongs on my desk where I won’t misplace it.” She held The Book which was really a small library containing a compendium of books. “Now it’s almost time for lunch. Maria sent over some meat pastries for us. Let’s go into my office and eat. It’s been an eventful morning, and I’m hungry. How about you, my boy. Could you eat?”

“I could always eat anything that Maria makes,” replied Tim.

Silvia laughed and walked to the hidden doorway of her study. With a wave of her hand, a latch clicked, and the door opened. The two entered the room and the door closed silently behind them once more hidden in the wall panels.
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Conner wiped the sweat from his forehead. He had been surveying the perimeter of the Monastery for the security report that he had started. Silvia had given him a datapad from The Library with maps of the area along with trails. There was also information on local plants and animals to avoid. He had, for the most part, completely encircled the vast compound. His trek had started as the sun was coming up. Conner had gone out the main gate and taken a path to the left. He had followed the walls and walked through the canyon, which gave way to forest and meadows. Soon he was surrounded by rolling hills that headed down to the lowlands and the farms that could be found on the coastal plains. The farmers took advantage of the fertile soils to grow crops and orchards that fed the nearby cities. Then he had made his way back up the mountains passing through a breach in the wall near the cliffs. Hiking through the old overgrown orchard, he went up out a gate that led past the magnificent waterfall. Along the way, he had surveyed and made notes in the datapad of what he had found.

Past the waterfall, a trail leading up into the forest and the steep terrain gave way to the jungle. Now he found himself high up on an overlook. Below him, he could see the entire Monastery. The main gate was not too far away. His task was nearly complete. A nearby stream tumbled along to fall into a clear deep pool of water. He stripped down and cooled himself off by jumping into the pool. Climbing out of the cold mountain water he sat on a sunbathed rock warming himself in the afternoon heat. He pulled the backpack over and opened it. He was very grateful now that Maria had insisted on filling it with fruit, cheese, and some of her meat pastries. 

Conner felt at ease for the first time in a long while. The Monastery and its environment had a relaxing effect on a person, if you let it. After his little meal, which was finished off by one of Maria’s berry puffs, he laid back on the warm stone. He closed his eyes and let his thoughts drift. The sun warmed and relaxed his body. The scars across his shoulder and chest, as well as down one leg, began to loosen along with his damaged muscles. The muscles and nerves had been regrown to form new paths and ways of moving. His body would never be like it used to. But here and now he was coming to terms with that. Perhaps this was where he needed to be after he resigned from the security firm. He fell into a light, restful sleep.

Conner woke when a passing cloud and a breeze sent a chill across him. He, and his shorts were now dry. He pulled on his shirt. Looking over the Monastery his thoughts turned to its security needs. To be honest, the ancient structure that had once been a mighty fortress now was a security nightmare. There were so many holes and breaches in the security that made it unsafe. It troubled him. The Paladins didn’t seem too concerned, except perhaps Striker. 

Clouds filled the afternoon sky, indicating late afternoon showers were on their way. He gathered his things and headed down the trail to the main gate. 
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High up in the great tower, Mrs. Westmoreland had gathered her helpers. They sat around several large tables. The chairs had been arranged, so the group faced one another. On the tables lay curtains, tapestries, and banners. The women were mending and patching the worn hangings that would adorn the Monastery at The Gathering. Mrs. Westmoreland had sent her lads out to run some errands, and the ladies of the Monastery had the morning to themselves. They chatted the day away as they worked on the old cloth and nibbled on the pastries from the kitchen that had started their morning. There was much still to do. A large pile of folded material lay in the middle of the table that they hadn’t even touched yet.

Mrs. Westmoreland sighed as she looked at what was left to do. There was just so much to fix and patch. Mia sat next to the housekeeper of the Monastery. This entire experience was new to her. In Mia’s life, the linens were something that was just taken care of. The servants and bots had always made sure that all of her bedding and curtains were always clean and fresh. In Mia’s perfect world, there was no such thing as mending. You simply threw it out and replaced it. Once again, Mia was a bit astonished when Mrs. Westmoreland had brought her into this room to explain what they were going to do. Mia had just stared at the thread and needle that had been handed to her. 

“Have you not ever handled a needle and thread before, dear?” asked the housekeeper. 

“No,” was Mia’s astonished reply. The very fact that someone was asking her to do this was blowing her mind. 

“Silly me, of course, you haven’t. What am I thinking? Technology has made most of this unnecessary these days. But like so many things here at the Monastery we tend to live in the past. That’s not entirely bad, mind you. There are things worth preserving. Sometimes the only way to do that is the good old fashion way, by hand,” stated Mrs. Westmoreland. 

Mrs. Westmoreland had explained how to sew and oversaw Mia’s first patch job. Now, Mia’s movements were precise and economical, her stitches had become neat and uniform. Mia had discovered that she was a natural seamstress. The patch looked even better than the original. Mrs. Westmoreland had held up Mia’s finished work for all to see. The ladies had lavished praise upon her. “You are a natural,” one of them had exclaimed after holding the cloth up to the sunlight. 

The trip to the Monastery had shown Mia that she had talents and purpose she had never imagined. For most of her life, Mia had been kept as a rare bird in a gilded cage. But here she had been allowed, even forced, to spread her wings and fly. Which had changed her in ways that Mia didn’t even know yet.

Mia reached for another cloth. Dust swirled through the sunlight air. Just days ago Mia would have recoiled in horror. She chuckled a little at the thought of being afraid of dust. Mrs. Westmoreland noticed. “Is everything all right dear?”

“More than all right. I’ve never enjoyed myself so much in my entire life,” said Mia with deep satisfaction.

 Mrs. Westmoreland looked around the room at the busy activity accompanied by the lively conversations that were going on around them. At the moment, she gave thanks to The Eternal for the life that had been given to her. Of course, she had said yes to The Eternal when called to the Monastery. The Monastery indeed was an oasis in the middle of a chaotic universe.

Mia examined the relatively small cloth. Some of the women were working on large tapestries spread out on tables. Though it had been washed, the table covering had browned and yellowed with age. It was a delicate piece that had once graced a small table in a sitting area. “I’m not sure exactly how to approach this one,” said Mia. Having to ask for help was also new for Mia.

 Mrs. Westmoreland cast a critical eye over the frayed material. “Let me show you a stitch that will weave this together. It won’t match the embroidery. I don’t know how to do that, but no one will notice when we place a lamp over it. There are so many things here at the Monastery that are patched and covered up. I’m afraid that someday it will catch up with us, and we will not be able to cover up our worn parts.” 

Mia said, “Thank you,” as she began to work on the piece. Soon she was drawn into a conversation about the latest fashions out of Delar, the fashion capital of the Universe. When the women found out that Mia would be going to fashion week on Veridian after leaving the Monastery, the conversation took on a frenetic excited energy. Questions came at Mia from all sides. Joy and laughter filled the room as the women worked.


	
Chapter 12

Silvia and Tim sat back after a good mid-day meal Maria had provided. The afternoon had begun. They ate around a low table that sat in front of the fireplace. Lunch had made them both a little sleepy. No fire burned in its hearth since it was the end of summer. Dust danced in the sunbeams that filtered in from the windows. Crumbs littered the plates before the two. The conversation during lunch had been lively. Questions flew through the room like the snows that would soon come to the high country. Silvia had answered the queries the best she could. Some things were simply left to ponder. It had been a feast for the body and the soul.

A bell rang in the distance. “What is that,” asked Tim.

“It is the call to contemplation,” stated Silvia. “Every day, the bell is rung as a reminder and an invitation, to think about The Eternal. We are invited to take this part of the day to quiet our souls. The Paladins at their heart are a monastic society. At the start of the day is an invitation to pray. Midday is an invitation to meditate or contemplate. At the end of our day is an invitation to worship.” 

The two sat back in silence. A peace surrounded Silvia and Tim as if an old friend who knew all would be well had walked into the room, ready to answer every question with compassion. They both closed their eyes and drifted into their own thoughts. The silence deepened. The sounds of the room and world beyond receded a bit more with each exhalation. Then in a heartbeat, there was a complete change. 

Tim had the feeling that he was no longer in Silvia’s office. In fact, he didn’t think that he was even on Veridian. A sense of complete well being and wholeness surrounded him like a warm blanket. Time seemed to have stopped. Tim’s Spirit floated in that place, which was in between the physical and The Spirit. In a flash, Tim knew he was just spirit. His senses had to adjust to his new surroundings. At first, it was only him in that place of perfect peace. No. That wasn’t true; there was someone else with him. They had been with him the entire time. He felt complete acceptance and love coming from the One who had made him. Tim reached out to know more of the One who was perfect and held him in that moment. In doing so, the expanse of eternity opened up to him in the person of The Eternal. Like a small child being dropped, he reached out for something familiar. As he did so, the empty silence came alive with a feeling of complete and whole well being. Time stopped and the awareness of wellness deepened into a state of being. Tim’s spirit floated, swimming in the goodness of The Eternal. 

As he appreciated his state of being items began to come into focus - such as the chair he found himself sitting in. There was a table in front of him. He could see Silvia sitting across from him. The light was dim as if it were night time. He could hear a clock ticking somewhere in the room. Silvia smiled at him. He asked her, “Where are we?”

“Someplace wonderful,” was her response in a voice filled with awe.

“How did you take us here?” he asked.

Silvia laughed with pure surprise and joy. “Don’t look at me, young man. I didn’t do this. I’ve never done this.” Tim looked puzzled. “I have a feeling this is your doing,” she said, pointing at him. 

“Me? How? Where? Why?” he wondered aloud.

“My best guess is that we are in The Spirit. Another state of being where The Eternal lives. This must be one of your talents. An ability to take us into the spirit realm,” she stated.

At that moment, a door opened, and a man entered the room. He was formally dressed. He greeted them with a warm smile. “Welcome,” he said. “What may I do for you?”

“Where are we?” asked Tim.

The man answered, “Tim, you are in the reception area. On the other side of those doors is where The Eternal is.” Tim opened and closed his mouth a few times, but no sound came out. “Let me get you something to drink. You look parched.” The man got some glasses from a cabinet along a nearby wall. He placed them on the table and filled them with water. As he poured the water, Tim noticed a round scar on his wrist just beneath the man’s sleeve. 

“How did that happen?” Tim blurted out without thinking. 

The man grinned. “I love that you are full of curiosity. Never stop asking questions, Tim. I got that scar saving a friend from death. It reminds me that we will always be friends.”

“So you saved him?” asked Tim.

“Yes, he let me do it.” The man replied with a twinkle of pleasure in his eyes.

Tim noticed that he couldn’t hear the clock anymore as he and Silvia drank. The water was cool and refreshing. Tim’s mouth was no longer dry. A warmth spread through his body. It filled him with energy and life. 

“I will be right back. Let me check and see if the One who made everything is ready for you. Well, more accurately, let’s check to see if you are ready to experience the Presence. I’ll be right back.” The man walked over and opened the doors. Light and an overwhelming feeling of love and life flooded into the room. He disappeared into the bright light as the doors slowly closed behind him.

Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, the sun was starting to rise; or was it a setting sun? It was difficult to tell. Tim felt that fuzzy disorientation again. The ticking of the clock could be heard as they both sat in silence, enjoying the view that seemed to go on forever.

Who knows how long it had been when the man re-entered the room. It felt like only moments but at the same time forever seemed to stretch out around them. The man carried a silver tray. On it sat two envelopes. The man handed one to Tim and the other to Silvia. “You are free to enter through those doors at any time. Or you may return to The Library. I’m so happy that you both came here today,” stated the man. There was no sound but the warm tone of his voice in the room.

“What are these?” asked Tim as he held up the envelope.

“They are invitations.”

“To what?”

“Wonderful possibilities. A word of caution. If you do decide to see The Eternal, people seldom leave, because it is so wondrous to be in the Presence. I will take my leave now.” With that, he shook both their hands and left. As he passed through a door, he turned and said, “till next time.” With that, he was gone.

Tim and Silvia opened their envelopes. They both read the letters that conveyed so much in so few words. When Tim had finished, he looked up to find Silvia looking at him. Waiting for him to finish. “What do you think?” she asked.

“I think I am ready to get back to life. I now know I have much to do,” replied Tim.

“I’m ready to be back in The Library as well,” replied Silvia.
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Conner entered The Library as the late afternoon shadows crept across the wooden floor. There was no one around. The Library was so quiet it gave the ancient place a creepy vibe. It raised the hackles on the back of Conner’s neck and raised his defenses. This was a subconscious reaction. Conner’s stance changed to a defensive one, and he went into stealth mode. His footsteps became deliberate and quiet as a cat. 

He was completely surprised when someone spoke to him.

“May I help you?”

Conner turned to look down a row of bookshelves. Standing at the end of one of those shelves was a beautiful woman. She was dressed in a long flowing red evening gown. It shimmered and sparkled in the late afternoon light. 

“This is the dress I’m wearing to the ball. What do you think of it?” asked the dark-haired woman as she twirled around, letting the dress flow around her as she spun.

Conner’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. He was shocked and speechless. The woman laughed and walked towards him. As she did, her visage shimmered and flickered. She began to morph into a cloud of swirling light and enigmatic forms. She became much older as he coalesced again to stand in front of Conner. The elderly gentleman laughed. “I must apologize for my dramatics. I am The Library’s AI system LAD. How may I assist you?” 

Conner had recovered enough to speak. “I’m looking for Silvia.”

“She is up in her study in the balcony with Tim. If you go up the stairs, you will find them.” LAD pointed to the circular staircase at the back of The Library. “I will go and let her know that you have arrived.” The AI turned and began to walk away, fading into thin air. LAD re-materialized and turned to him. “By the way, I have taken a look at your preliminary security report. It is a very comprehensive assessment of our physical security strengths and weaknesses. I would be happy to give you a briefing of the security measures that Silvia and I have taken to protect The Library, if you like?”

“That would be great. Perhaps in a few days after I’ve done some work on the draft?” replied Conner.

“Let me know what time. I’m available whenever. My processing power allows me to multi-task on 96 simultaneous systems.” With that said LAD turned and with a bright flash was gone.
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LAD popped into Silvia’s room with a sparkle of bright light. He was once again the butler. “My lady, you have a guest.” LAD said in a somber and deep tone. LAD’s pronouncement roused the two from their reverie. Silvia snorted as she woke and adjusted to her surroundings. 

“Well, don’t just stand there, send him in,” responded Silvia.

LAD soon reappeared at the doorway. “His majesty, Conner,” said LAD with a flourish.

Silvia looked at LAD and pointed to the door. “Out! Get out now!” LAD disappeared in a flash of light. “Sorry about that Conner. LAD is out of control today.”

Conner smiled while Tim tried desperately to control his laughter. “When I find the time I am going to reprogram that AI,” Silvia muttered to herself. “Now, how was your day?” Silvia asked Conner as he entered the room. “Looks like you got a little sun. Getting outside is good for the body and the soul.”

“It was very productive,” replied Conner as he shifted the two backpacks on his shoulder.

“Is one of those my pack?” asked Tim. 

“Yes, I stopped by our quarters to pick up our stuff. I got a notice that we are being moved. Because of all the guests coming looks like you and I are going to be roommates.”

“Really? Cool! I’ve never had a roommate,” exclaimed Tim. Conner chuckled under his breath at Tim’s enthusiasm.

“Tim, do me a favor go and talk some sense into that AI. See if you can’t get it to arrange for an outing into the jungle tomorrow,” said Silvia.

Tim jumped up and took his pack from Conner and ran out of the room as he shouted over his shoulder, “Will do!” Conner smiled as Tim left the room. 

“Looks like your walk put you in a good mood,” observed Silvia.

“I am in a good mood. In spite of the security leaks I found,” replied Conner.

“What did you find?” asked Silvia as she walked over to a large table and cleared aside papers, books, and maps. The fish in the fishbowl that sat in the center of the table watched intently as she opened up a virtual pad. Conner took his pad out of his pack and placed it on the table. With a tap, he opened up his initial report and transferred it to the table pad. Silvia scanned it, nodding in approval. “Very good. Most thorough. After tomorrow’s outing, let’s get together and go over it before it is presented to the council.”

Silvia looked up. “Thank you again for being a roommate to Tim.”

“It will be fun,” responded Conner with a hint of a grin on his face. “I’ve never had a little brother,” he said with a growing sense of anticipation.

“Well, let’s go get ready for dinner. I have a surprise for everyone afterward. Something I hope will bring all of us some peace and comfort,” stated Silvia.

Conner walked out of Silvia’s office and headed down the stairs. Tim was absorbed in conversation with LAD near the center of The Library. “Let’s be off to our new room. We need to get ready for dinner. Silvia mentioned a surprise after.”

“I like surprises... most of the time,” Tim said as the two walked out the front doors of The Library.
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The Hunter leaned back against a wooden post in the market of Shamble Town. He surveyed the market around him. Traders and merchants from across the galaxy had come to Veridian to sell their wares during fashion week. But what caught his eye were the local merchants. Hunter moved away from the post and began to walk the cobblestone streets of the market. He walked past the booths and stalls, occasionally pausing to scrutinize items that were for sale. Fresh produce was brought in from the nearby farms to hang from hooks or be displayed on shelves. Brightly colored tropical fruits caught his eye among the vegetables. He bought a couple of Orango fruits. He peeled one of them and began to eat the sweet juicy flesh. The aroma of freshly baked bread and pastries floated in the air as he passed the baker’s stall. Hunter smelled the smoke and heat from the oven as he passed. Other local merchants who sold high-quality goods hawked handmade knives, utensils, and clothing. The local merchants had the best quality. The more expensive market in the city was where you could find costly but poorly made items. You could get good quality in the city. But you had to go custom made for that.

The market reminded him of the one in his home town on the rim of the galaxy. It was a quiet backwater planet of little consequence. But it was where he had grown up, hunting in the forests to provide meat for the family table. He started exploring the woods at a very young age. He knew every part of it and could track anything in it. When he left home, The Hunter found that he had a gift for tracking down anything or anyone. 

In his home town, he had gotten the nickname The Hunter, which stayed with him. When he had taken his skills into the galaxy, the name stuck. He tracked and destroyed troublesome beasts who killed the locals. He brought down escaped criminals and brought them to justice. There was nothing or no one whom he couldn’t hunt down, yet.

This job was an unusual one. Hunter had been in the system to enjoy a party at Fashion Week. He knew how to blend in with the wealthy just as much as he did here in Shamble Town. The job had popped up on the darknet. This particular client was seeking information. Hunter had gotten bored hanging out by the pool of his luxury suite, so he decided to take a day to dig for that info. He had gone back to his ship. Which was docked in an out-of-the-way port near Shamble Town and changed into work clothes that let him fit in on the streets. Granny Good had tipped him off to rumors of a defrocked Paladin. She had sent him to Auntie’s Bar and Boarding. Granny had also told him it was the best place for food in the city. She had not been wrong.

The talk at Auntie’s place had been all about the defrocked Paladin. It had never happened as far as anyone could remember. Auntie was cautious with her intel, but several patrons were more than talkative. The patrons told all they knew and then some. The job had specified the information was to be about the Paladins. Their current security situation was the main interest. 

Hunter stopped at a stall where there were hats for sale. Not the fancy ones you could find at Fashion Week. But practical ones that would keep the sun out of your eyes. Hunter inspected several before settling on a brown one with a brim that would keep his bright blue eyes hidden. He had discovered his eyes brought too much attention to his handsome features. Hunter could have been a model at Fashion Week if the huntsman had wanted that lifestyle. As he tried the hat on, the handsome man pondered what it would be like to model professionally. Hunter discarded the idea. After getting to know Clarissa’s world of fashion and modeling he considered the career not to be adventurous enough for him. The hat would work well in warm and cold weather. Most importantly, it made him unnoticeable. He paid the merchant and moved on. 

As Hunter ambled around, he always kept an eye on the Protector station on the far side of the market. The station’s location kept the crime in the square down to a minimum. He was waiting for his quarry to emerge. Granny Good had informed him that the Protectors were holding a Paladin, which was more than scandalous. After greasing a few palms and buying some brew, he had gotten word that the law was letting the Paladin go. He waited patiently until he saw a disheveled older man emerge. Hunter moved stealthily to narrow the distance between him and his prey. After bumping into the old man and extending profuse apologies, a conversation was struck up. As a further apology, Hunter offered to buy a drink and some supper. The ex-Paladin was glad for the meal and a glass of ale. The meal led to several drinks and a great deal of conversation as the sun set. Usher proved to be full of information. He was all too happy to share his many complaints of ill-treatment at the hands of his ex-bretheren.
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After another excellent dinner, Silvia led her little band back behind The Library. The path took them up through winding passageways and spiraling stairs. As they walked, other people joined them. Finally, they arrived at a small landing high above the Monastery. Paladins from all over were gathering at what had once been the old observatory. The building was round in shape with a domed top. Pillars surrounded it, and windows left it open to the uninterrupted views of the skies.

Silvia pulled her charges aside before entering. She explained that this was part of evening worship at the Monastery. They were to be respectful. There was no talking, just music, meditation, and singing. Silvia told them that devotions here went on every day, all day, and through the night. The worship in this place never stopped. They could come and go whenever they wanted to. If you would like to leave, all anyone needed to do was tap a shoulder, and it would be time to go. 

The building had four entrances. When they walked in, there were several round terraces where people were sitting. Steps led down to a central platform where musicians and singers worshiped to The Eternal. Silvia led them down a few steps near the back so they could slip out without notice. Aside from The Library, this was Silvia’s favorite place. As they took their seats, the beautiful acoustics of the building surrounded them with music.

None of the kids had quite experienced anything like this. Instead of a ritualistic religious service, this was a free form individual expression of worship. The music flowed from one song to another. Those gathered lifted their voices in adoration to the Creator. There was a freedom to express your love to The Eternal as you chose. Some stood, some sat. Several bowed their heads in quiet meditation swaying with the music. Others stood with uplifted hands gently waving in the air, singing as they worshiped. A few danced around the highest level behind the seated people.

Although no one was directing, the entire room took turns transitioning from one ballad of adoration to the start of another. Some of the music moved along with a rapid beat, while others slowed to a gentle rhythm. The sunset was glorious this evening. It cast a fiery glow over those gathered. As it slipped behind the mountains, the sky turned from oranges and pinks to purples and, finally, a deep blue. Stars twinkled into view as the light faded. Glow globes sprang to life as the daylight left. 

At first, Silvia quietly observed the group. They sat quietly, absorbing the new experience that surrounded them. Soon enough, Silvia was drawn into worship. She closed her eyes and joined in singing the words of love and gratitude to The Eternal who had given her life and breath. Her heart soared and was washed in peace as the cares of the day were lifted from her soul. She surrendered herself to the love of The Eternal. 

Silvia opened her eyes and looked over at the group. They all were deeply affected by the moment. Elizabeth was smiling, joining in with the singing that she was familiar with. Tim tapped along, bobbing his head. Conner was profoundly still with a contented expression on his face. Most surprising to Silvia was Mia’s reaction. Her appearance was one of awe and wonder. She gently moved to the music with tears escaping down her face. Silvia sighed in deep contentment and slid back into that peaceful place. She was brought out of it by a gentle touch from Elizabeth, who pointed to Tim, whose head was nodding off. Silvia realized how tired she was. She rose and directed every one of her charges to the nearest exit. As they made their way back down to the dorms, there was no talking, just an enjoyment of a peaceful summer evening. They would all sleep well tonight.


	
Chapter 13

Hunter walked back to his ship, berthed at a small spaceport just outside of Shamble Town. The small landing facility was out of the way and paid little attention, nor asked any questions as to who arrived and departed. The landing pad his ship was at was near the center of the complex, surrounded by low buildings. He passed by merchants returning from Shamble Town after a day of selling their wares and trading. A few had set up camp outside of their ships. All of the vessels that landed here had seen heavy use. Their surfaces were covered in space dust and machine oil. Steam vented from the ships into the fresh night air. 

Granny Good waved at him as he passed. She sat outside her worn vessel, enjoying the evening. Granny pulled an old carved pipe from her mouth. “Good trades, Hunter?” asked the ancient spacer.

“Good trades Granny. How about you?” asked Hunter. 

“Pretty good. Pretty good. Them rich brats come a slumin down to Shamble Town. I can get them things they can’t get in that fancy market,” she replied, blowing a few smoke rings between breaths. Granny traded in goods that were slightly illegal and always novel. She never did any hardcore criminal merch or smuggling, but she skirted around the edges. She was one of the numerous people who eked out a living on the fringes of society. Granny made a decent life for herself in a galaxy where that was getting harder to do.

Hunter had met Granny on several out of the way planets. She had been a good source of intel and gossip. Granny had an ear to the ground wherever her old merch ship landed. She had been the one to tip him off on the defrocked monk. “Did you find what you were after?” the old woman inquired. 

“As a matter of fact, I did, thanks to you.” At that, he pulled a gold coin from his pocket and flipped it her way. The old woman snatched it from the air. She was much quicker than she looked. He had seen her in action when pirates had attacked the port on Ord Hasa. Granny had a sharp eye and a quick draw. Several pirates had fallen that day to Granny’s pocket blaster.

“A gold florin. My, my it must have been profitable. Nothing like doing a good deal or ending a hunt. You can always count on the info or merch being good when it comes from Granny,” the old woman said with a smile.

“Good night Granny. May your next space jump make you rich,” Hunter said in parting. 

“You never know kid. You never know what the next jump will bring,” Granny said wistfully.

Hunter moved past a broken down ship on a launch pad. No one had bothered to junk it, so it just sat there in a rotting heap. Hunter passed through a short tunnel into his docking bay. As he approached his ship, he felt the slight tingle on his skin of the ship’s defensive parameter. The sensation was a warning to trespassers not to come any further. He knew the electronic eyes of the spacecraft were scanning him. The ship’s AI Samantha, took his biometric readings: height, shape, heartbeat. Samantha identified him and unlocked the outer door. The iris opened, and a swish of air swept over him. 

It was good to be back home. Hunter reached up to fondly touch the outer hull frame. He had done this so often that he had worn off the paint. In his travel all over the galaxy; the one constant had been his ship. It was registered as the Quidnunc. He had purchased her shortly after going into “the business”. As he had grown more successful and wealthy, Hunter upgraded every part of the old vessel. The outside looked beat up and dusty. He preferred not to have one of the shiny space yachts that drew every eye as they entered port. He liked to slip in and out unnoticed. But he spared no expense on the inside. 

The outer lock closed behind him, and another opened in front of him. He walked into what was the main hold of the ship. Samantha turned on the lights at a low level, which revealed that the hold was divided up into different areas. Hunter turned to the left to access the weapons room. Numerous security scans swept over him. 

“Armory code, please,” requested Samantha in a silky female voice.

“Shoot first,” replied Hunter. The voiceprint, along with the biometric readings, opened the solid metal doors. In the room were numerous weapons. Along one wall was a range of non-lethal weapons such as tasers, stunners, blinders, and sonics. Along another wall were hand weapons like knives, swords, axes, and kneedlers. He reached into his coat and pulled out the small blaster he usually carried with him. He put the PPG360 in its holder. A force shield grabbed it and held the weapon in place along with the other blasters that covered most of the walls. Down the center, a table held the larger weapons, such as lase cannons and plasma missiles. The ship was well defended with cannons, guided missiles, and other energy weapons. They were discreetly tucked away in slots and hidden recesses of the hold. Labeled drawers held ammo below the counters. The entire room was clean and neat, just like the rest of his ship.

Hunter left the weapons room and passed by a workshop where he could fabricate anything he needed from any material. Rows of hand tools and power tools lined the walls of a workshop. He crossed the floor of the hold that was made of a non-skid, easily cleaned flooring. He skirted the large workout mat as he walked by the weight machines in the exercise area. 

On the other side of the hold was a coatroom. Many cloaks and disguises hung on hangers and hooks. Sitting there was a mirror and seat where Hunter could change . He had found that it didn’t take much for him to transform his appearance. People were not very observant. He hung up his new hat and coat. And then sat down at the changing table and took off his dirty boots. A bot scuttled over and grabbed the shoes, whisking them off. 

 Looking up, the professional hunter caught a reflection and heard a slight noise. Spinning around, he saw a pair of yellow eyes staring at him out of the dimmed light of the cargo hold. He froze. Then another set of those baleful eyes appeared out of the darkness. Hunter reached for a weapon on his side only to remember he was unarmed.

A growl came from the darkness at his movement. Hunter froze. He waited for a few seconds as the eyes appeared to get closer. Then the two figures emerged from out of the darkness. The creatures that came into view were covered in silvery dappled grey and black spots. They were not large animals, but they looked formidable. The two were crouched and slowly moving towards the man. Hunter’s left hand moved to his chest pocket. As he opened it, the growling commenced again. As the snarls increased in volume, Hunter raised his right hand in a fist. This brought on an immediate silence from the two. They both relaxed into a sitting position with tongues lolling between sharp teeth. Hunter flicked two treats in their direction. The two animals caught them expertly with a snap of their jaws. Hunter rose from his chair. The tails of the two began to wag.

“Good boys!” said Hunter. “Castor, Pollux, have you kept the ship safe?” He reached down to pet them with both hands. He rubbed their floppy ears. The two eagerly sniffed him over to see where their master had been and whom he had come in contact with. One rolled over on its back for Hunter to rub the exposed belly. He rose up and walked deeper into the hold. The two faithful tracking hounds took up flanking positions on either side of him.

He headed up the spiral stairs to the second level where his living quarters were. The first level held the cargo holds and working mechanics of the ship. The top level was where he lived and held the cockpit, which made for easy access in an emergency. At the stairs, the look of the spaceship changed from utility to luxury apartment few could afford. The stairway alcove was made of natural stone. The stairs, support, and railings were carved from continuous ribbons of wood. They were highly polished and gleamed a bright golden honey color. The central column was an abstract stone sculpture that was ever changing into new and different forms. The stone of the sculpture was a dark blue and black shot through with bright iridescence colors. The rock morphed as Hunter walked by. He thought for a second that the sculpture was mimicking his features. Hunter reached out and touched it. Its surface was smooth and soft, giving off warmth. It had been created by one of the galaxy’s premier sculptors as a favor for saving the artist’s life. The two had remained good friends. Which reminded him, Seravid was having a gallery opening next month. He would need to have this business wrapped up by then to attend the event. 

Hunter reached the top of the stairs. He entered the living room. The scent of a pine forest surrounded him. Samantha kept the air quality fresh and clean, adding touches of pleasant aromas so that the ship never smelled mechanical or sterile. He walked past some of the best art the galaxy had to offer thanks to his friend Seravid, who had numerous contacts in the art world. 

“Welcome home,” said Samantha. “Your latest client sent a query requesting a status report.” The client had been impatient and persistent. Most of these efforts took time. It was a miracle that he had come up with as much intel as he had. Thanks to Granny Good, he had a jump start. 

Hunter entered a room with soft indirect lighting from the recessed ceiling. Opposite from him was the stone fireplace: Samantha had activated it when Hunter entered the ship. Even though it was a holo, it crackled and snapped, giving off a warm golden light that bathed the room with a cozy ambiance. The fire was a reminder of his childhood and where he came from. He walked across the hardwood floors and rugs collected from across the universe to sit down on a couch in front of the low table that sat between him and the fireplace. The wooden table had a glass top. “Activate interface,” said Hunter. A holo appeared above the table, displaying several windows with the latest galactic news and local planetary weather. He looked over the incoming communications. There were several invitations related to fashion week along with the client query. 

“Samantha open a channel please: to our current contract”. Samantha opened up a comms channel to the contract. He sent a coded message along with the information the old Paladin had divulged to him. After Hunter had taken care of business he paused to take in his surroundings. The walls and furniture were all cream-colored while the shelves were a dark wood that held books, plants, and sculptures. Spotlights illuminated artwork. Several of the sculptures were created from light. Comfortable couches and chairs surrounded him. The furniture in the room was composed of clean lines and simple shapes. Hunter’s gaze turned to the fire dancing in the the hearth which sat on round river stones. Plants and flowers adorned some of the tables and shelves. He felt himself relaxing as he stood up to pass by a large dining table where he entertained guests. As he went into the kitchen he walked around the polished quartz bar, and then opened one of the honey-colored cabinets. He grabbed a glass from its magnetic holder and placed it below a dispenser on the counter. “Samantha please pour me a Baserian brandy,” requested Hunter. Samantha responded in a soothing voice. “Let me get that for you, the usual Auraleian Moon Rise?”

“Yes, please,” Hunter mumbled without thinking. 

The metal of the appliances and stone surfaces of the fully equipped kitchen gleamed from the pendant lights hanging above the counters. Hunter enjoyed cooking his own meals. There is something relaxing about making a meal for yourself. Samantha could do it, and sometimes he did have her prepare meals when there was little time. 

Beside the glasses was a built-in rack of quality wines from various planets. Hunter’s glass filled with a bright blue liquid from the cabinet above. The final touch was a citrus peel that dropped into the glass. He picked it up and took a sip. 

Hunter went into the bedroom, shedding his clothes that were covered in the dust of the Veridian market. He threw them in a hamper to be cleaned as he entered the room. Hunter kept himself in top physical shape. He had be at his best to be in his line of work. A few scars could be seen on his back and left arm. Another injury extended down his right hip to his knee. That one had almost been the end of him. The two hounds Castor and Pollux had followed him into the bedroom to lay down at the foot of his bed.

In front of Hunter was a comfortable bed with pillows in various shades of blue and gray. Above the bed was a long port that looked out the back of the ship. The view wasn’t impressive. It looked over the run down spaceport. “Samantha, please change the view to that of a forest.” The transparent port changed to a pine forest in the evening. The ceiling also was composed of an oblong oval viewport. At the moment it was a starlit night sky. More art sat on the shelves and on a small table. A reading chair sat beside the bed. To the side of the chair in the corner, a small tree grew. Living plants were an essential part of the ship’s air quality system. 

He left the soft, carpeted bedroom and entered the bathroom. The floors were covered with tile that had been heated, so they were pleasantly warm. He thought about a nice soak in the tub or spending some time in the sauna, but opted for a quick shower. With a wave of his hand, hot water cascaded down and over him. The water soothed his muscles and tired mind. A force field surrounded him along with the natural stone to keep the water from splashing everywhere. Soon a pleasant Sandalwood scented soap was included with the water. The force field began to do its work and swirled the cleanser all around him. After a few moments, freshwater cascaded over his skin and through his hair. After the water stopped, air circulated around Hunter like a small whirlwind to dry him. 

He stepped out of the shower, clean and refreshed. Slipping into a pair of shorts and a robe, he left the bedroom. Hunter picked up some fresh fruit he had gotten from the market that was sitting on the dining room table beside the kitchen. He sat down on the couch and commanded the holo unit to display several business views. He checked on his investments, which were doing very nicely. Several notifications popped up, informing him of more invitations to several events during Fashion Week. There was a gold invitation from a designer friend who was having a show this year. He would have Samantha clean and press his formal wear.

He was winding down when a notification informed him how pleased the client was at the information he had acquired for them. They would like to request a retainer for his services for the next few lunar cycles on Veridian till their business was complete. Hunter was insistent on being a solo contractor, but since it was only for a few months, why not. Hunter responded by tripling his fee and added several clauses to the contract. One requirement was immediate payment in full. He then sent it off. 

The contract was accepted minutes after being sent. The payment posted just as fast. The client would send a request when any further services were required. In the meantime, he was going to enjoy the festivities before, during, and after fashion week. 

He requested Samantha turn off the lights and went back to the bedroom where Castor and Pollux, his faithful hunting companions, were already asleep on their beds. He slid the robe off and climbed in between the soft sheets as the lights dimmed. Yellow eyes were the only thing seen in the room, and they quickly shut as everyone slipped into a good night’s sleep. Even though the hounds’ eyes were shut, they were on alert. The canines were an ever protective presence for Hunter.
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Joe made his way down the old access tube. There was no power in this part of the complex and it was darker than a moonless night. The only way Joe could see what he was doing was because of his work goggles. They had a night setting and projected a soft light ahead of him. He had no intention of accessing these lower levels. Still, Marilyn had left a note in her office, stating that she was going to investigate the Bunker. She had not been seen for several days. When he had tried to use the lift, it was broken and wouldn’t open. When he forced the doors, it revealed the lift mechanics had fallen apart. Fearing for Marilyn’s safety, Joe searched the archived plans of the old assembly building. He was able to find an access tube that descended to the lower levels. 

That was why he was currently climbing down the ladder of the tube. Finally, he reached the level he wanted. The tunnel continued downward into the inky darkness, but this was as far as he needed to go. He slid a panel aside and was able to squeeze through it into a narrow hallway. Water dripped from the ceiling. The atmosphere here was surprisingly moist. Joe had downloaded the plans into his goggles. Which were now projecting a holo image of the route he needed to take to the chamber.

Joe continued down the little corridor until he opened another access door and emerged into a cavernous storeroom near the bunker. This part of the complex was full of large hangers, landing pads, and warehouses. He had entered one of those large hangers that had been taken over by local flora and fauna. Those species that grow in darkness now thrived in the vast space. Chirps, tweets, and other night noises filled the air. Joe moved cautiously through the ground cover of ferns and brush. A few large plants grew to the tall roof. Some of the plants glowed in the darkness to attract small insects, which also displayed a variety of bio-luminescent colors.

He had made it halfway across the room when all noises stopped. All of the lights also went out. Thankfully he had his night vision. He froze, listening intently along with all the other creatures around him. Then he heard a mechanical humming sound. As it grew closer, he hid behind a large group of ferns. The menacing whirring sound increased in volume as something approached. Seconds later, lights swept across the room. As Joe watched, he saw several bots move through the room. As they went, they cut down the plants around them. Small animals scurried into the darkness at their approach. The larger mechanical unit was armed and used the little creatures for target practice. Blasts of lase fire echoed in the ample space. Finally, the mechanicals passed and calm returned to the area. 

Joe felt his heart racing. He crouched down as fear swept over him. He had expected empty, dead rooms. To find bots down in the abandoned corridors was shocking. “Something sinister was down here,” thought Joe. The discovery made his stomach queasy. He would need to be cautious until it became clear what was happening. He continued following the holo instructions as he crossed the open space. Besides the plants, the floor was littered with debris that had fallen from the ceiling. Hoses and ducts stretched upward into the darkness. Large machinery that had been stored here loomed rusting in the dark. Running water could be heard somewhere nearby. Joe was grateful for the cover. He finally made it to the other side of the warehouse. The old door was half-opened and half-closed, leaving a space in the middle where he could get through. Joe slipped past the door and found himself a level above the bunker, looking down. The room was more extensive than he remembered. Of course, now there was much more light. The first time he saw the bunker room, there had been only auxiliary power and lights. Now the ancient reactor was pumping power up from the depths of the shaft the bunker was suspended over. Lights blinked and glowed along the walls. Bots moved around in the space.

Joe could see the shaft extended both down and upward. He thought going up the shaft might be another way out. From the darkness, a column descended. Just above the bunker antennae, various new structures extended out like an upside-down tree. At its tip hung the dark jewel that was the bunker. Lights twinkled along its surface and appendages. Joe thought some of the appendages moved. He crouched down as he moved closer to the railing to look over at what was happening on the level below him. Joe moved behind a pile of debris that had fallen on the walkway. Cautiously he peered over the edge. What he saw astounded him. 

New construction was everywhere. Large conduits came up from out of the shaft pulsing with power. They spread over the floor and up the walls. New access bridges had been built to the bunker. Steam occasionally vented from the bunker to slowly descend into the shaft. Everywhere bots were crawling along the floors and walls. The mechanical creatures stood guard at both ends of the access bridges. Bots crawled across the surface of the bunker. A constant hum of power punctuated by the noise of servos and actuators that moved the bots around could be heard. Lights swept across the room, continually scanning. The bots were ever vigilant in the bunker room. Joe ducked back behind a pile of rubble as a scan swept by him. Joe could feel the disturbance of the air and the vibration of it as it passed him.
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Silvia decided that after all the drama of the past few days today needed to be just a day of fun. She knew a spot in the jungle that would be relaxing with a quiet pool and a beach to swim at. Silvia put a request into Maria via LAD for snacks and lunches for their hike. She also requested that Scrap come along. The boy needed some time away from his chores. She announced it to the group at breakfast. Mia objected due to the amount of work to be done for The Gathering. But Mrs. Westmoreland put an end to that quickly. She stated that what got done would be more than good enough for The Gathering. She sent Mia off with a stern order to enjoy the day.

The group loaded up their packs outside the kitchen doors. Each of them carried a parcel from Maria’s kitchen. Part of the fun would be unwrapping them at lunch. The company set out with Silvia in the lead and Scrap bringing up the end, to encourage any stragglers along the way. He was the only other person present that was as familiar with the jungle paths as Silvia, if not more so. The jungle was reasonably safe around the Monastery. Still, the group would be going a little deeper into the tropical forest; where a person could get lost at the turn of a head. 

The Librarian took them through The Library. Early morning sunbeams poured through the high windows. LAD was there offering advice and showed them holo previews of the various birds, animals, and plant life they were about to encounter. Siliva took them through the back doors and into the gardens. There, at the back wall, between some ivy that grew over the garden wall, was a hidden gate. The old iron gate swung outward with a protest from the metal. Then each one passed through the parted vines, past the wall, and into the green of the jungle. The hike was starting out with a bit of mystery and adventure. That was precisely how Silvia liked all of her adventures.

It was a cloudless day. The sky was blue, and the sunlight streamed through the leaves of the trees. Birds and small animals could be heard in the upper canopy. The path soon narrowed and began to lead upward. Before they knew it, they were climbing up the steep path. The trail wound around and up into the mountains. Every now and then, you could catch a glimpse of the Monastery as it grew smaller below them. They passed beneath the waterfall that fed the canyon river far below. The falls roared around them as they passed through its cooling mists. The trail twisted back and forth, climbing ever upward. Once on top, the group took a rest near the pool Conner had stopped at a few days before. The views were amazing. Below them was the Monastery. The road to it could be seen winding through the foothills. Beyond was the patchwork of fields and farms. Off in the distance were the towers of the coast and the bright blue ocean.

As they were sitting there catching their breath. Elizabeth asked a question. “Silvia, how did the Paladins get started?” Siliva raised an eyebrow at the question from an unexpected source.

“Yes, how did they get going?” asked Conner as well. “I did some research, but what I could find was rather vague and mysterious.”

Silvia thought for a minute, took a breath, and began. “What I am about to tell you isn’t commonly known outside of the Monastery. I’m going to give you the truth as far as I know it. Our order began in the time of the Berranger Emperors. We were organized during the reign of John Berranger, the father of the last emperor Evan Berranger. What is not commonly known and left out of the histories is that Evan Berranger was sent into exile by his father. For what reason, no one today knows. Regardless, he was sent away from the Imperial court. The young man slipped quietly out of the palace to disappear into the galaxy. The emperor sent someone to keep an eye on the young prince: the family priest. Evan had many adventures and met many people. More than once, he saved or helped others in some way. The priest invited these people to participate in his mission watching over the young prince. Soon there was a group of people sworn to protect Evan Berranger. So they did." 

A flock of brightly colored rainbow birds flew overhead in formation. They circled the pool and then headed away into the deep jungle. The red, blue, green and yellow feathers flashed bright in the sun. Silvia paused to collect her thoughts and let the kids absorb what she had said. 

A troop of Emperor monkeys came down to the pool to drink. The presence of people didn’t seem to bother them. Their black and golden coloring blended with the jungle foliage. Their long whiskers gave them a comical look. The monkeys where even more comical as they splashed and played in the water. Soon the troop was back in the trees. Their noise receded as they returned to the high canopy from where they had come.

Silvia continued, “These guardians protected Evan through his exile, and when duty called, they protected him when he was crowned emperor. He was the last of the Berranger emperors, by his design. When his time had come to its end, he commanded the Paladins to protect the galaxy, and its citizens. He had them swear to defend the freedom and liberty of all beings. Since that moment, the Paladins have been serving as protectors of freedom.” The group was silent. This was not the history they had all learned in school. 

“Why didn’t we learn this in school?” asked Tim.

“The winners of a conflict write the history. Sometimes they write what is politically acceptable to the people, not what the truth is,” Silvia stated sadly. “We had best be going. The day is wearing on. And there is a ways to go.”

The trail wound away from the stream and into the deep green foliage. A riot of colorful flowers surrounded them in the trees and along the path. The jungle was a beautiful place full of life. Maria had packed dried fruits and berries that they munched on as they walked. The heat of the day began to set in, and soon outer shirts were removed and tied around waists. But that did not prevent the sweat from forming on their foreheads. 

The morning was gone, and the sun was high overhead. “Just a little further,” Silvia exhorted them. The group rounded a bend and came upon a river. A series of waterfalls towered above them. Silvia led them up into the midst of the falls to a spot that held rocks and a sandy beach next to a large pool. Without looking back Silvia let her pack slip off into the sand. Packs were dropped, and the group was following her into the freshwater. Shirts and other layers that covered swimming suits were also left on the rocks as Silva continued her stride into the pool. Soon everyone else had plunged into the cold waters. Splashing and laughter could be heard amidst the pools and falls.

 


	
Chapter 14

Joe closed his eyes and took several deep breaths to calm himself. He suppressed the urge to panic at the presence of large menacing bots where there should be none. He felt his heart rate slow. The bots looked like every other bot, but his instincts screamed at him to hide. The mechanic could feel the palpable fear that surrounded the bunker.

When he opened his eyes, Joe noticed that the color of the light had changed. The blue coming from the shaft had grown brighter and turned a golden orange. He crept back to the edge of the platform to peer over. Below him, there was new activity on the platform that surrounded the bunker. A door opened that led to the hangers and the landing platforms. A procession of creatures appeared. The first of the aliens were small toad-like creatures. They were a gray color and carried banners. Behind them, a very tall creature wearing a rust robe marched. The procession marched solemnly to one of the bridges that led to the bunker. The bots guarding the bridge and the door to the bunker rose to attention. Their stun spears lit with energy. The entrance to the bunker opened, and the procession disappeared inside. Awhile later most of those who had entered the bunker went back out of the chamber to return to their spaceship and departed the planet. Only one Skree remained.

Suddenly Joe felt steel fingers close around his neck and shoulders. His legs and torso were immobilized in an inflexible metal grip. With that, he found himself dangling in the air and spun around. The giant bot in front of him burbled in such low tones that it vibrated his teeth. Multiple cams popped out of the bots square body. Various beams of light, seen and unseen, along with some sonics, took a measure of Joe. The room went dark, and red lights began to flash. Joe struggled to get out of the bots grasp, but it held firm. The bot stood still for a minute while it had an internal conversation. The bot then swung him around and extended its arms to dangle him high above the chasm. With a whoosh, he was in free fall even though the bot never let go of him. The floor rushed up at him. His fall was slowed, and he was transferred to other bots. They carried him along on his back. He watched in horror as they took him across the bridge and into the bunker. The doors opened, and he was inside the bunker where he never wanted to go.

Joe was deposited on the floor in front of Dr. Keith’s throne. Sometime during the journey here, the bots had bound his legs, arms, and hands with metal bands. Joe had landed on his knees. He looked up to see the strangest bot he had ever laid eyes on. The bot was definitely female in form, shapely and stylish. Dr. Keith was continually being upgraded. 

“Now, that is no way to treat a guest. Even an unexpected guest,” said Dr. Keith in a smooth, seductive voice. The chair she sat on was covered in cables, both small and large, that rose up out of the floor. There were numerous connection points along her arms, legs, and the back of her spine. “Let’s have a closer look,” the bot said, and the connections disengaged with a hiss. The cables retracted into the chair. Dr. Keith rose from her throne to stand before Joe. Her servos and motors operated so smoothly that her movements were unnervingly fluid. Joe was drawn to her eyes that glowed a bright blue.

“Who do we have here?” asked the evil bot.

Joe tried to answer. But the only sound that came out was a stutter. “I . . . I . . . am.”

Dr. Keith moved close to Joe and raised him up off the floor. She placed a mechanical finger on Joe’s lips. Surprisingly they were slightly warm. Similar to the warmth a person would give off. But those eyes were icy cold and heartless. 

“No need for that. I have a much better way for you to tell me all I need to know.”

Joe’s heart began to race. His breaths were quick and short. The two were face to face now.

“No need to be anxious,” Dr. Keith said in a soothing voice. “I want you to calm down and relax.” As she said this, a small puff of gas was exhaled from her mouth. It was timed perfectly, so Joe inhaled it in one breath. A warmth spread through his body as his heart and breathing slowed. The bot reached out and held him steady. She drew closer till they were nose to nose. Joe stared into those eyes that pulsed hypnotically. Dr. Keith smiled. “There, that’s much better.”

As she whispered soothing words to him, her lenses detached from her eyeballs and weaved forward on waving tentacles. An uncontrollable terror overwhelmed Joe. He struggled, thrashing against his restraints. Dr. Keith held him firm and released another little cloud of drugs. His rapid panicked breaths drew in the narcotics, which spread through Joe’s body as he was pulled into a drug-induced nightmare. With each beat of his heart, Joe lost the ability to struggle. Dr. Keith’s lenses transformed into two suction cups. They swayed rhythmically, mesmerizing Joe. Retractors were deployed to keep his eyelids open. Dr. Keith’s appendages drew closer and closer to Joe’s eyes. Then like snakes striking, they attached themselves to his eyeballs. There was no escaping Dr. Keith’s iron grip or the attachment between the mechanical being and Joe. The Dr. continued to talk to Joe in a calm voice. As she did so, two microscopically sharp needles machined from obsidian began to extend out of the cups. The obsidian needles were so fine that they parted cells without causing any damage. They extended through his lenses, going deeper and deeper until they reached the back of his eyes to enter his optic nerve. 

With an electrical jolt, they inserted themselves into the nerve to gain access to his brain. Pulses of light coursed along the tentacles, moving toward Joe and then back to Dr. Keith. It was at that moment that he no longer heard the bot with his ears, but directly in his thoughts like an intrusive whisper.

“See that wasn’t so bad,” said Dr. Keith within his skull. Joe continued to breathe steadily in his drugged state. “Now, let’s see who you are.” Dr. Keith probed his electrical pathways seeking out his memories until she found what she was looking for. 

“Well, hello, Joe. I am pleased to meet you.” The bot had invaded so many networks since she had been re-activated. Joe’s neural network was no challenge, but enjoyable to her none the less. Exploring the living creature’s thoughts was immensely satisfying. “Joe, it seems like I have you to thank for re-activating me.” Joe’s internal reaction was one of horror, adrenaline started to be pumped into his bloodstream to be sent throughout Joe’s body. “Now, now, that isn’t very nice of you. Your maintenance of the networks and systems in the park gave me life. I am ever so grateful. I intend to show you just how grateful I am. Let’s see what else you know.”

Dr. Keith explored more of the young man’s recent memories. She retraced his steps to the bunker. And probed further to see if he posed any threat. Then she found it. The memory of Joe finding Marilyn's note to him telling Joe where she was going. Foolish woman, she had put herself at risk and now Joe as well. Perhaps Dr. Keith would kill them both now. It would be easy to fry poor Joe’s brain while they were connected. Then another of Joe’s memories caught her attention. He had sent a quick message to outsiders, letting them know where he was going. Dr. Keith now knew that she was in danger of being found.

The evil Dr. scanned her subject. Perhaps he might be of some use. For now, she would keep both of them alive. She quickly withdrew from Joe’s brain and eyes. As her tentacles withdrew, another puff of drugs sent Joe in a deep sleep that he would not wake from for a very long time.

Joe slumped to the floor as the bot dropped him. She looked at the red hooded figure standing nearby. “We are in danger of being exposed. The time has come to leave,” she stated. Bots throughout the complex sprang to action, preparing to depart the bunker and Marin. 
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The sun sparkled off the rushing water that slid over the small falls. The calls of birds and little jungle creatures could be heard over the noise of the water. The jungle was seldom quiet except when danger was nearby. Today the pools were especially noisy since the air was filled with joyous shouts and laughter. The group from the Paladins summer camp was having a good time in the refreshingly cool waters. After a long hot hike, they had found fun at the end of their journey. The chores and concerns of life had been left behind. Silvia had gotten cold in the water and sat in the sun on a comfortable water-worn river rock. The young ones were nearby splashing away in the water. The boys enjoyed sliding down the smooth falls. 

Elizabeth had also stopped swimming to sit in the sun. She took out the leather pack Magnolia had given her, and began to examine several plants that had been collected along the hike. She had opened Magnolia’s diary and found many of the plants. She folded them and tucked them away into several pockets of the pack. Elizabeth seemed very content as she made some final notes.

Mia waded deeper into the water as she watched the boys play. The young men climbed higher up the falls. Scrap had been here many times before, so he knew the best spots to jump from. He pointed out the danger spots and the best ways to slide down them. Tim jumped from a high waterfall into a deep pool. Conner quickly followed the boy who had let out a whoop of joy as he jumped. Conner was much quieter, but the big grin on his face displayed his pleasure at the day’s activities. Scrap was right behind Conner with a swift dive into the pool. After they plunged into the pool with a couple large splashes, it got quiet. Mia waited for them to come back up. Seconds ticked away, and she silently began to count. Conner was the first to break the surface after a long moment. Followed by Tim, who had swum over to the smooth falls that led to the pool below. He took them face-first on his tummy. As he was launched in the air, he let out another yell. Scrap launched himself over the edge as well. Conner grinned and briefly caught Mia’s eye before he looked down and away. He plunged into the pool to follow Tim’s example. Conner let out a loud war-cry of his own as he did a cannonball off the falls. 

They were all laughing when Tim began to tickle Conner. Surprisingly Conner reacted to the touch like it was an electric current. Apparently, Conner was very ticklish. The young man launched himself at Tim to take out similar retribution. Tim was a good swimmer and was just a bit faster than his more muscular friend. Mia had noticed the young man’s muscles while they were swimming. She also noticed the scars that marred Conner’s body. Bulges in just the wrong spot told of muscles and tendons that weren’t in the right place that Conner had to compensate for. When Conner couldn’t reach Tim, he grabbed Scrap and pulled him under. Soon they were both rolling around and splashing each other. When they were all laughed out, they paused to catch their breath.

Mia was laughing as well. She was enjoying herself. Usually, the merchant princess was alone or with servants. The occasional parties she hosted were a constant competition with the other girls that were wealthy. But here she could just relax. There was no one competing with her. Besides, she was waist-deep in water. Tim, Scrap, and Conner were wrestling nearby. They had worked their way over to her. Their splashing drenched her more than once. “Guys, stop it!” she screamed half heartedly. 

Silvia smiled from her warm perch atop the rocks.

Conner exploded from under the water. He looked at Mia with a grin. “Stop it!” she exclaimed again smiling. 

“Make me,” Conner said much to his own surprise.

“Good,” thought Silvia. “The boy is no longer her servant.”

Scrap tapped Conner on the shoulder and pointed back up the falls. Conner’s expression changed to one of concern. “Mia, don’t move a muscle,” said Conner. 

In response, Mia rebelliously shrugged her shoulders and asked, “Why!” Tim was looking a bit terrified at something behind the girl. She turned and saw the giant snake swimming through the pool. It was surprisingly fast-moving in the water. Then it dawned on Mia that the serpent was making a direct line for her. Mia let out a scream of terror.

Silvia had noticed the change in Conner’s tone and gotten to her feet. She realized the danger at the same time that Mia did. Silvia reached out in The Spirit and sensed the snake didn’t have any harmful intent. Silvia used her gifts to lift the snake from the water just as it was about to wrap itself around the petrified girl. 

Silvia gently set the serpent on the rock close by but far enough away. She began to lecture the creature. “You have been a very naughty boy.” Silvia went quiet as if listening. “Oh, forgive me. You are a girl. Why did you go after my friends.” Silvia paused again. 

By that time, Elizabeth had wandered over to Silvia. “What did it say?” asked Elizabeth.

Silvia looked over her shoulder at Elizabeth. The old librarian seemed to be looking right inside of Elizabeth.

“I think you might have an idea. So, out with it. What did our long friend say?” asked Silvia.

“Well, I think she said she fell in the cold water and was looking for a warm place. She mistook Mia for a sunny log,” responded Elizabeth.

“It thought I was a log?” exclaimed Mia, who had scrambled out of the water as soon as she could. 

All of them were gathered around Silvia. The snake lay on a large flat rock nearby, exhausted. 

“It’s one of the ugliest things I have seen,” exclaimed Mia in disgust.

“I don’t know, it looks rather pretty,” responded Elizabeth.

Mia took another look at the snake and noticed its colors and the pattern of its skin. It was a bright green and covered in intricate orange and red markings. The designer in her got lost in the designs on the serpent. Finally, she spoke. “Perhaps you are right. She is beautiful. I just don’t want to be near it.”

“The feeling is mutual. Let’s go over there on the other side of the sandbank. It looks like that would be a good place to have the lunch Maria packed us. Guys, go get the food from the packs, please.” The boys went over where the expedition had left their packs. Silvia walked through the sand over to some rocks that would serve as a table. After all the activity, everyone was hungry and ready for lunch.

Each of them reached into their packs and pulled out part of their lunch. Silvia had brought a blanket that was spread over the sand. Tim pulled out and opened his packet. “Cookies!” he exclaimed.

“I have fried fowl,” said Elizabeth. 

“Wonderful,” said Silvia. “Maria makes the best fried fowl. So tender and crispy.” The cooked bird was still warm and crispy in its container. 

“I have sandwiches,” said Mia. There were a variety of sandwiches, some stuffed with cheese, others made of cut meats.

“Let’s see what we have here,” said Conner. “Plates!” he laughed. “And creamy root salad,” 

Scrap pulled several containers from his bag, “Maria gave me cutlery, glasses and some brewed tea.”

Silvia reached into her pack to pull out baked beans that had been slow-cooked over a smokey fire. As well as some fresh vegetables from Maria’s garden. “We will have quite a feast.”

Silvia blessed the food, and they all dug in. Within no time, most of the meal was gone. “That was delicious,” said Tim.

“Maria never disappoints,” said Silvia.

“How did you do it?” asked Mia. She looked directly at Silvia.

“Do what, dear?” queried the librarian.

“How did you take care of the snake?” Mia shuddered at the memory. “How did you lift it out of the water.” 

“Oh, that. I just used my talent,” replied Silvia.

“Talent?” asked Conner.

Silvia thought to herself. “So it’s time for that conversation. Well, it was bound to happen sooner or later.” Silvia drew a breath and gave it a bit of thought. “Talents are abilities that have been given to us by The Eternal. The Paladins seek to find out what their talents are and use them to make life better.” She looked around her only to see puzzled faces. Except for Scrap, who had heard what she was saying before. She tried to explain it a bit better. “There are all kinds of Talents. Some of them are common to most people. Such as moving things through space. Some people have Talents to talk to creatures. Others are gifted with Talents of defense, such as speed and shielding. Others are empathetic and can hear people’s emotions or thoughts. I know people who can blink from one location to another.

“So it’s magic,” said Mia.

Silvia chuckled. “It’s not magic. Talents are very natural. They are a part of us and The Eternal’s creation.”

“Does everyone have Talent?” asked Elizabeth.

“Yes, everyone has Talent.”

“Then why don’t more people use it,” asked Tim. 

“Well, most people don’t even realize that they have them let alone try to use them,” said Silvia. “Many don’t want to know they have them. Talents require a person to reach into The Spirit to use them. Talent flows from The Eternal for a person to use them in fullness, you must touch The Eternal and tap into the energy that flows from the Eternal’s presence.”

“How do we know our talents?” asked Mia.

“Talent is something that is found inside ourselves. They have to be sought out. All people have different Talents, but a few are common to everyone. Such as moving things or being able to sense danger. While other Talents are individual and unique.”

“What are my Talents?” asked Tim.

“Only you can know that. You must discover it by yourself,” responded Silvia.

“There’s no way to know for sure,” asked Elizabeth.

“It’s not an exact thing. But I might be able to point you in a direction, and you can discover the rest for yourself. It’s a bit of a Paladin game. Novices played it all the time when I first came to the Paladin monastery. We haven’t had Novices for many years. Let’s try it.” Silvia looked around at them and asked. “Who wants to be first? How about you, Elizabeth.”

“What do I do?” asked the girl. 

“Come over here. Put your hands against mine.” Silvia held her hands out palms facing Elizabeth. “That’s it now touch your fingertips to mine. It’s not as important for our palms to touch. Close your eyes. That will help you to focus. Now focus on your fingertips and how it feels to touch mine. Breath deeply, that’s right; in and out. Very good. Do you feel the energy flowing through our fingers?”

Elizabeth smiled, “Yes, it’s like a tingling,” she said with surprise. 

“Does one finger tingle more than the others?” asked Silvia.

Elizabeth frowned in concentration. “I’m not sure.”

“Relax, wait for it. It will happen,” said Silvia in a soothing voice.

Elizabeth’s face grew peaceful. Suddenly Silvia snatched her right hand away as a visible spark and snapping sound was heard. Elizabeth’s eyes opened with surprise. “I’m so sorry. Did I do that?”

“You are definitely empathetic,” stated Silvia as she shook her hand. “And yes, you did that,” Silvia grinned. “Let’s try again.” Elizabeth was a little hesitant but she placed her hands on Silvia’s. “Do you feel the flow of it through your ring finger?” asked Silvia as she pushed Elizabeth’s ring finger with hers.

“Yes, I do,” said Elizabeth with amazement.

“That indicates empathy and loyalty. People with that energy flow tend to make good healers. They are sensitive to others, and any threats that might be nearby.

“I’m next,” shouted Tim.

Tim’s response wasn’t as strong as Elizabeth’s, but he definitely felt energy moving through his index finger. “That indicates that you have seeing abilities. Tim, you can see what others can’t. You tend to see those things before others do. Then you point the way, giving direction to people’s lives.

“Do me,” said Mia. She closed her eyes and waited. 

“Do you feel the flow of it,” asked Silvia.

“A little bit,” replied Mia. 

“What finger?” 

“This one,” Mia said as she moved her little fingers. Mia was a bit disappointed that it was her little finger.

“Interesting, your abilities are outliers. They will be unexpected surprises. The little finger is also where many people have elemental potential. They are sensitive to the earth, fire, and The Eternal’s creation. 

“Conner, you are up next.” Conner walked to Silvia a bit shyly. “Nothing to fear, just another thing to explore. Remember, your morning exercises use the breathing techniques I taught you. There you go, breathe in and out. Hmm.” Silvia frowned and reached out in The Spirit. “It appears that your middle finger is the dominant one, and that indicates leadership. But all of your other fingers are active as well.” With that, Silvia opened her eyes. “Young man, you could go any way you want to. Your Talents could spring up from anywhere. Not a bad combination to have.”

Silvia turned to Scrap. “I would rather not.” He said.

“I won’t force you, but you should. Have you never been tested?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Let’s change that right now.”

“We all did it,” exclaimed Tim. “Give it a try.”

Scrap reached out to touch Silvia’s extended hands. He was hesitant, which was due to his fear that he didn’t belong with the Paladins. “What if he had no Talent?” 

“Everyone has talent, my boy,” Silvia whispered to Scrap as if she were reading his thoughts. “You are no exception,” Silvia said. He immediately felt a sharp shock run through her middle finger into his and up his arm. His lips rounded in surprise. “There you go. You have leadership in you. And quite a bit of strength running through that thumb of yours.” Silvia broke hand contact and patted him on the shoulder. “See nothing to fear.”

“We had best get going. By the time we return, supper will be ready,” Silvia said as she gathered her things, putting everything back in her pack. The rest picked up their belongings, leaving the pool and beach as pristine as they had found it. “Can anyone tell me what type of bird that bright yellow one is?” Silence was Silvia’s only answer. “That particular species is an alarm call sparrow. They are usually the first to sense danger, so if one goes off, pay attention.” Silvia continued to point out plants, animals, give tips about the jungle, and how best to survive as they made their way back to the Monastery.


	
Chapter 15

 

Dr. Keith looked down at Joe after she had interrogated him. She then raised her gaze to the red cowled Skree, who was standing nearby. “He will have to be told,” she said.

The Skree responded through its enviro suit. “This is, as you human say, your party.”

Dr. Keith turned rapidly and stepped up to her chair and then began to descend the stairs on the other side. “Open the veil,” she commanded. The bunker was now divided into two compartments. The screen that separated the two opened as it folded into itself. 

Beyond the screen was the stasis chamber of Salusasecunda. Incense wafted in the air as worship attendants gathered around the dark cylinder, chanting to their god. She walked into the room but was blocked immediately by the little toad-like creatures. Yes, of course, she had to complete the rituals. She clasped her metal hands together and bowed three times to the stasis chamber. The servants moved aside as another Skree waited for them beside the chamber. Dr. Keith got on her knees and bowed her head, touching the floor. A low voice said, “release me.”

“My lord, forgive the interruption,” said Dr. Keith. “We have been discovered, and we must move. Where should we go? Give us your wisdom, great lord.”

The room was expectantly silent. The voice from the cylinder spoke again. “Pelin.”

“Of course,” thought Dr. Keith. The ancient prison planet of Pelin. It had long ago been abandoned. It was also way off of the trade routes on the outer reaches of the galaxy. “Thank you, gracious lord. We will make preparations for our departure.” The Dr. turned to the Skree standing nearest her. “How quickly can you arrange for transport?" After a brief pause for a communications exchange she was answered. “I can have a ship here in two days.” was the voice-synthesized response.
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The morning sun sparkled off the bright blue ocean. Hunter sat in his bathing suit and laid back in his floating chair letting the sun warm his body. He closed his eyes and relaxed as the chair bobbed in the pool. Next to him floated a table with breakfast on it. He looked over at Clarissa Sistia to admire her figure, highlighted by one of her swimsuit designs. “I’m so glad you decided to come over this morning for breakfast,” said the beautiful blonde.

“So am I,” responded Hunter. He plucked some exotic fresh fruit with a skewer. The table was covered with a bright yellow cloth. On it was a fantastic breakfast of fresh fruits, pastries, savorys and sweets. A couple of fluted glasses sat there as well. The pink liquid bubbled and fizzed. “To a life well lived,” said Hunter. 

Clarissa picked up her glass and clicked it with his. “To life, and all it has to offer.” She was not only the most sought after designer of the galaxy but a model as well. She was the queen of Fashion Week, at least for the moment. The rich and famous of the galaxy were very fickle. The two laughed and chatted about the latest gossip that swirled around Fashion Week. Above them, a yellow canopy gently swayed in the breeze. Of course, that was to be expected when you were on a patio fifty-six stories in the Veridian sky. The hotel had twenty more stories, but Clarissa refused to stay in any room above the sixtieth floor. 

This particular suite slowly revolved around the entire hotel, so the view was ever-changing. The rooms were positioned to catch every sunrise and every sunset, making the views amazing. The snow-covered mountains were slipping out of sight. As were the green jungles that hugged their bases. The white sands of the coast could be seen far below. Around them towered other luxury buildings, some inland, most hugging the coastal paradise. The waters of the ocean were shades of blue: from pale green to a cobalt blue. Below them spread the calm waters of the bay. Beyond that, waves crashed along the barrier reef. 

Seeing those waves reminded Hunter that he had scheduled a guide to go out to the reef for some diving. Since Hunter was wearing just a swimming suit, he slipped into the water. He swam to the edge of the pool and pulled himself out. His muscles contracted in pleasant shapes as water cascaded over his back. The effect had not gone unnoticed by Clarissa. 

“Where are you going?” playfully teased the elegant designer.

“I have to go see a man about a fish. Well, hopefully several of them.” 

Clarissa slipped out of her chair into waist-deep water. She joined Hunter as he began to dry himself off. 

“You will be coming to the party tonight?” Clarissa asked. 

“I wouldn’t miss the most exclusive party of the year,” stated Hunter. 

“Good, I have several surprises during my soiree and after,” she said in a sensual voice. He bent down and kissed the small woman. 

“I’m looking forward to them,” he said with a grin. “But now I have to go. A life well lived and all that.” Clarissa laughed as she watched Hunter leave. 

“Bring me something good!” she shouted. Clarissa turned to the view of the pool and the large balcony. Decorators had begun to prepare for tonight’s event by adorning the tables with floral arrangements. The stage and dance floor at the far end of the balcony were swarming with audio and visual techs. She looked out across the designer towers and then off to the windswept ocean. “Life well lived, indeed,” she thought.
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Conner walked into The Library. Yesterday’s hike and swim had refreshed his spirits. Silvia met him at the front of the ancient building. Mia was back to helping Mrs. Westmoreland prepare for The Gathering. Elizabeth and Tim were going to spend the morning with the healer Magnolia. 

“Since you are researching the Monastery’s security measures, I thought I should show you The Library’s security system. There are many fragile and valuable artifacts as well as the irreplaceable manuscripts. The Paladins saved numerous treasures during the War of Freedom at the end of the Empire, so the environment is strictly controlled,” Silvia explained.

“Impressive, I haven’t seen any signs that such systems are in place,” responded Conner.

“That is the genius of what has been done. The Library is a public space, so such protective measures need to be discreet.”

LAD’s holo image appeared beside them as an old man. Silvia turned to the AI. “LAD, seal The Library.”

The lights of The Library flashed on and off. Force fields sprung into place in front of all the doors and windows. Large Duranium steel bars slid across the old wooden doors, followed by a magnetic door that sealed The Library completely. Conner watched in amazement as metal shutters slid up the tall windows cutting off the light and protectively covering the stained glass windows. Emergency lights came on. LAD began to give a report on the condition of The Library and the systems that had been activated. His report was accompanied by holo projections. 

Silvia turned to Conner. “We are now completely sealed off from the rest of the Monastery. The building was clad in Duranium upon a restoration done twenty-four years ago. All the entrances and exits are sealed off with force twelve shielding. We have our own power supply within The Library. The air is filtered and maintained at a constant humidity and temperature. The Library is self-sufficient due to stores of food and water for up to several weeks,” stated Silvia proudly. 

“Were you expecting an army?” asked Conner. 

Silvia chuckled. “No, it was mainly for preservation reasons, but a bonus is that it would take a lase cannon several hours to breach the weakest point.

“How did you afford such security measures? Not even the Assembly in the capital has such systems.” Conner said with amazement.

“The Library has several data driven services and businesses. We are a clearing house for enormous amounts of information across the known universe. The government’s agencies do not have as many connections to the galactic net as we do. The Library is providing translation services twenty-four-seven, across the entire galactic net. We are also one of the primary creators of AI systems in the galaxy. The  Paladin Library is paid very well for such services. Our scarcity is in people, especially younger Paladins to take over for our aging members.

“If anyone wanted to take over the galaxy, this would be the place to do it,” speculated Conner.

“Another reason why I am so protective of The Library. We also have constant protection and AI monitoring of all the systems so that there are no breaches from the net. One of our greatest defenses is that no one in the galaxy knows the full extent of The Library’s abilities.”

LAD cleared his throat. “Which reminds me, there has been an increase in attempts to gain access to our systems and data from an unknown source. The attacks have been persistent and unremitting the past week. Someone out there suspects The Library might be a treasure trove. It appears we are no longer hidden.”

“Have you traced the source?” asked Silvia.

“We have not pinpointed the actual origin. But we have identified several common waypoints on the net. They have been warned to desist or suffer consequences,” stated the AI.

“What consequences did you have in mind?” asked Conner.

“We have access to some of their physical systems they are attacking us with. I thought we would initiate an energy overload and fry the intruder’s hardware.”

Silvia arched an eyebrow at the extreme measure. Then her protective instinct of The Library kicked in. “Do it.” Silivia and Conner went up to her office, where they could wait for the results of The Library’s counter measures.
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The bot that once had been a person named Dr. Keith cast its consciousness deep into the net. She was monitoring the progress of the probes she had sent to survey the planet Pelin. The bot pondered what she had once been and what she now was. Perhaps it was time to change its identifier. A new name might be appropriate considering her circumstances.

Beside her mechanical chair stood her assistant Domo. It was a squat cylinder. Many cylinders combined to form its upright body. Domo hovered in the air beside a hard connection. The bot was currently hard wired into the port that gave direct access to the antenna above the old assembly chambers. He was still attempting to breech the  Paladin Library’s defenses to gain access to the vast information. Somewhere in The Library was the secret on how to open Secunda’s stasis chamber. The bot queen wanted that above all else. 

Dr. Keith looked down as Domo growled and rumbled at his attempted break in. Suddenly the bot shrieked and then completely froze. This was followed by bright energy bolt that began to fry the little bot’s circuits. Strange modulated sounds came from the bot’s audio speakers. With one final shrill scream the bot fell over causing parts to fall off of it.

“So they wanted to play rough. Well Dr. Keith could play rough as well.” Now with the Skree as allies she had many new resources to reach out into the galaxy. It was time to plan an attack. Dr. Keith commanded the bots to take the smoking Domo to the repair shop. It was a good thing that she had ordered that all essential bots be backed up every ten mili-cycles. He would be rebuilt even better. She turned her attention to Domo’s new design.
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Hunter stood near the front of the sailboat, holding onto the mast for stability as the watercraft gently swayed back and forth with the waves. The mid-morning sun was high in the blue sky. The captain and guide sat at the back of the boat, steering it through the reefs that surrounded them. The sailboat, like most vessels, had an AI that used its onboard weather sensors to monitor every wave and breeze. The AI then adjusted the craft’s sails and rudders to take advantage of the breeze and current. 

Hunter stood barefoot on the deck, enjoying the motion of the wind and waves. His guide was a young man who had sailed these waters since he was a child. The guide steered the boat past inlets, shoals, and reefs that teamed with life. They were headed out beyond the breakers to the open ocean, where the sea life rose up out of the depths. It was a bit wilder out here. It was also where the bluefins swam in schools. The meat was prized in some of the best restaurants of the city. Sam, the guide, swore eating a bluefin didn’t get any better than a fresh catch you brought in yourself. 

Hunter was looking forward to some downtime. His last assignment had involved more espionage than he usually cared to take on. At first, it had just been a simple data crystal retrieval from a crime syndicate. But during the covert break-in and stealing part of the mission, he had stumbled upon a kidnapped boy. He told himself not to get involved. It wasn’t his business. Then he found himself fighting his way out of the syndicate palace with the boy at his side. It had been exhilarating but stressful. He had gotten a blaster bolt to his right arm for his efforts. He had navigated the intricate passages of the criminal lair. Soon enough it had turned into a running battle with lase fire, dispatching bad guys and keeping the kid close. In the end, it had been worth it when he returned the boy to his family. Hunter had made some powerful enemies in the syndicate. Still, he had also made life long allies of a rich and powerful family. The bonus; he retrieved the data crystal as well.

Hunter was looking forward to chilling in the ocean. He had hunted in many locations: big game on the plains of Amara, the mountains, pine forests, and rushing rivers of his childhood had provided many hours and days of stalking. He had gone fishing on vessels like this one, but sitting on a boat with a line dangling in the water was boring. This time he and Sam would go diving with stun sticks. This would be a close-up and personal hunt. In the end, they would get to eat their catch. 

Sam waved from the back of the sailboat, indicating they had arrived. He was a tanned lanky boy with blond hair. Hunter could tell the guide loved every part of Veridian’s inlets, bays, and oceans. He knew the best spots to see rays and coral, or the places where the bluefins were likely schooling this time of year. It was late summer, almost fall where Veridian City was. The fall and winter storms were yet to stir up the oceans. The waves slapping against the boat were rhythmic and relaxing.

Sam instructed Hunter on the use of the stun rod and the best way to approach the fish. He then gave Hunter the lay of the ocean. The boat was anchored above a shoal that lay beside a coral reef. They would be skirting the reef to the outer ocean, where the bottom plunged into the depths of the deep sea. There, along that deep reef, was most likely where schools of bluefin would be found. While the two were putting on their fins and breathers. Sam made sure that Hunter was familiar with the small re-breather that converted ocean water to air. The re-breather was just a small cylinder with a mouthpiece. Hunter took several test breaths, as fresh as most spaceship air, as the two slid into the warm blue water. 

Sam used a few hand signals to instruct Hunter on which way to go. They had gone over those simple signals on the boat. Such as hold here, danger, and surface now. The two were diving with just swimming suits. This type of diving didn’t get any simpler. Usually, the locals were the only ones doing it. The tourists preferred more sophisticated gear. 

Hunter swam through the water. Below them were the scalloped white sands of the shoal. They glided along the reef that swarmed with all types of creatures. The coral was like a brightly colored forest with neon-colored fish darting in between reefs abundant with life and seagrasses waving lazily among the currents. Small crustaceans crawled among the cracks and crevices of the rock formations, as a flock of rays swam over him. The creatures’ shadows glided across the white sands. The waters were so crystal clear and blue. A small group of yellow fish with black stripes swam swiftly by to hide among the coral. This is where fish of all sizes, colors, and shapes, made their homes. A swirl of red, blue, yellow, green, and purple swam through the kelp.

Sam waved to Hunter to go to the base of one of the reefs. There Hunter could see shellfish at the bottom. Sam pointed to the shells indicating Hunter should take some. A holo projection emitting from Sam’s mask appeared in front of the guide. Hunter read the text. “For Clarissa.” Hunter grinned. He had relayed to Sam that she had asked for something good. Hunter reached down with his knife to pry up four or five of the shellfish. He placed them in a bag Sam was carrying with him.

The two swam along the reef into the open waters of the ocean. At this shallow depth, Hunter could feel the swells on the surface above him. This experience was completely different than anything he had ever done. He was enjoying every second of it. The divers descended deeper. Their re-breathers recirculated air and drew oxygen from the waters around them. They were so efficient; only small bubbles were released into the ocean. This allowed them to swim quietly while getting very close to the creatures around them.

A sea serpent slithered through the water in front of them to hide among the corals. The sunlight grew dim as they descended. This was partially due to the waving kelp forests above them. Hunter looked out into the deep ocean to see several schools of fish. He tapped Sam on the shoulder and pointed in the direction of the bluefins. Sam nodded, confirming that Hunter had spotted their quarry. He motioned Hunter to follow. Sam was going to place them below and in the path of the oncoming fish. From there, they would use their stun rods to pick them off. Hopefully, they would get several on the first pass. The two swam into position. Their prey was a silver color with blue strips that ran up their fins and onto their blade-shaped bodies. 

As the bluefins started to pass, Sam showed Hunter how it was done. The young guide reached out with his stun rod to touch a large fish. It shuddered and then stopped moving. Hunter followed, copying Sam, and was able to stun three more. Their first pass was very successful. Carefully, Sam turned from collecting the bluefins that Hunter had stunned when he froze, as the color drained from his tanned face. Though he was trying to stay calm he made several hasty hand signals; indicating danger. Out of the deep blue waters was swimming a super predator with a mouth full of teeth.

The predator had been following the school of bluefin looking for a morning meal. Suddenly there was something in its path that was bigger. Its curiosity was sparked as it swam by. Hunter watched the predator glide by eyeing them. Sam signaled they should swim over to the reef. They found themselves amongst the brightly colored corals of the reef. Sam gave the signal to surface. The toothy predator swam between them, knocking each away from the other. Sam was able to get a stun shot with little effect. 

Hunter was knocked away from Sam and the cover of the reef. He was now out over where the ocean floor descended into the blue depths. Hunter became the hunted. He watched as his adversary turned and sped up to make a run at him. Hunter took a stance to defend himself as the predator rapidly approached. Hunter felt a sudden wave of water from below him. Just as the predator was about to reach him, a vast shape swallowed it whole. Hunter was thrown back and caught up in a whirlpool of current generated by the great behemoth. He finally regained his orientation and swam toward the surface. As he did, he realized that there was more than one giant sea creature. 

The commotion with Sam and Hunter had caught the curiosity of a group of migratory mammals. They surrounded him as he ascended. A few of the younger ones came close, brushing up against him and then quickly swimming away as if it was an excellent new game. Hunter broke the surface and looked around. As he did, several of the large mammals breached around him, sending showers of water high into the air. 

Hunter spotted the boat coming toward him. Sam approached as close as he could. He signaled Hunter to swim to him. The large mammals swam up to him, taking a close look above and below the water. They seemed to be gently herding him towards the boat. Several times one would come up beneath him to carry Hunter along on its back only to submerge, and be replaced by another. It seemed as if it was another shared game. Hunter was enjoying the ride as he came alongside the sailboat. Sam pulled him onto the deck. 

“You said you wanted an adventure,” exclaimed Sam, as Hunter caught his breath, grinning from ear to ear. 

“This was the best! Thank you so much. Is it like this every day?” asked Hunter.

“Most days the reef is very quiet, but occasionally there are days like today when it gets exciting,” replied Sam.

Hunter sat on the deck letting his adrenaline settle down to normal levels. “Are you hungry? I was able to save several of the bluefins. I know a quiet little island in the bay where we can grill these,” said Sam.

“That sounds great. I’m starved,” replied Hunter.

Sam set course back into the bay where the waters were calmer. They anchored near a small island where tropical trees swayed in the afternoon sun. Sam put a grill and cooking supplies into a water safe float. They swam to the island. There on the beach, Sam cleaned the fish into white fillets. He lit the grill, which heated up quickly. As Hunter related his adventure to Sam, the guide pulled out seasonings and herbs that he sprinkled over the fish along with butter. The fish browned quickly on the little grill. Along with the fish, Sam grilled slices of several different fresh fruits. They both talked and laughed as they ate the simple meal. 

Hunter helped Sam clean up. “We have some time before we have to be back. How about a swim back to the boat and then a nap. There’s nothing like sleeping on the open water in the calm of an afternoon.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” responded Hunter. The two swam back to the boat. Hunter took his time going back, looking at the sea life around and under him. Sam handed him a towel as Hunter climbed aboard. Sam had already stowed everything. 

“I have something to show you. I also saved the shellfish.” Sam dumped them out of the bag. He handed Hunter a knife. “Go ahead, shuck it. With any luck, we will find something good inside.” Hunter did as he was told. As he opened the third one out popped at good-sized teardrop pearl. There were also a few smaller pearls in the other shells. Sam cleaned up and took Hunter back towards the ship’s wheel. Just in front of it was a little sitting area that held cushions and was covered by a canopy. Hunter settled down into the cushions and let the rocking of the boat send him into a deep, restful sleep.
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Conner felt good as he left the  Paladin Library. He had reviewed The Library security measures and incorporated them into his report. He, Silvia, and LAD had gone over the report and polished it. Silvia assisted in the wording, since getting things past the Paladin council could be challenging. By the time they had a working lunch and finished editing the report Conner received word that Chief Striker wanted to see him. Conner transferred the report to Striker as he left The Library.

Conner walked over to the main building and up into one of the towers. The tower was at one time the armory, as evidenced by the weapons on the walls. The room had been converted to an exercise and workout area. Weights and exercise machines lined one wall while an exercise mat took up most of the rest of the room.

“Conner, you got my message,” said Striker as he looked up past a Paladin he was sparing with on the mat. “I thought we could get in some workout time. I know you have met Scrap,” said Striker. The boys acknowledged each other with a nod and shook hands. “Let’s start off with some hand to hand moves,” stated Striker. 

The two faced off and took stances. At Striker’s signal, the grappling began. Conner was surprised at how his military training came right back to him. Scrap had a bit of an advantage since he knew some of the Paladin defense arts. Scrap quickly stepped past Conner’s attack and sent him to the mat. Scrap offered a hand up, and they started over. Striker observed as the two traded attacks and defenses. The next two face-offs Conner had put Scrap on his back pretty quickly.

“Good, very good. You two know what you are doing. You just need some fine-tuning. Ok, Scrap, you need to watch Conner and respond to his actions. Don’t rely on the patterns you have learned of Paladin defenses. Not everyone will respond the way a Paladin will. Falling into a pattern will often lead to defeat,” said Striker. “Now reach out in The Spirit and let it guide your reactions. You will be able to feel what your opponent does before it happens.” Scrap nodded in understanding.

Scrap’s fighting forms didn’t change but his movements gained an ease and responsiveness to Conner’s moves that resulted with Conner on his back. “What just happened? What changed?” asked Conner.

Striker turned to Conner. “Everything a Paladin does and everything we are flows through The Spirit, from The Eternal. This not only includes prayer and worship, but also the work of our hands and defending ourselves or others. We reach out in The Spirit to feel everything around us. You can feel their emotional state. If you pay attention, you can feel what others are going to do right before they move. All that helps us to defend ourselves. The Spirit can even guide your responses. Does that make sense.”

Conner just looked confused. “Not really.”

“It’s not easy because it doesn’t come from here.” Striker pointed to Conner’s head. “It must come from deep within here.” He then pointed to Conner’s chest. Conner’s expression didn’t change. Striker tried again, “Do you remember how you feel when you are doing the exercises that Silvia taught you?”

“Yes.”

“It’s the same principle. Now try it again.”

The two faced off, and Conner was on his back again. Scrap helped Conner to his feet.

“I’m just not connecting,” stated Conner. Striker looked at a loss.

“Let me try,” said Scrap. He stepped over to Conner and held his hand up as if he wanted to arm wrestle. Conner grasped Scrap’s hand, as Scrap paused for a moment. He smiled at Conner and whispered something very quietly. Conner couldn’t quite make out what Scrap was saying. He reached out with all his senses. Then he caught Scrap’s words. “Feel the energy flow through me and into you.” At the moment, when all of him was trying to sense what Scrap was trying to convey, Conner felt it.

“Oh,” Conner said as his eyes opened. He felt the electricity run from Scrap’s hand and into his arm. The sensation was not unfamiliar. He had felt it before a battle. 

“Got it?” asked Scrap. 

“Yeah,” responded Conner with a bit of awe in his voice. 

The two faced off again. Scrap quickly attacked. Conner countered easily, letting Scrap’s attack pass by him. Conner immediately flowed into an attack of his own, which Scrap stopped in its tracks. Conner stepped back but continued in the flow, reaching out beyond himself. The flow of give and take, strike and counter strike continued until they closed on one another and ended up on the mat in a grappling contest. After a few moments of deadlock, Striker called out. “Break! Very good, both of you. I think that is enough for today. Let’s continue this tomorrow. It’s getting late. Go get a shower and meet the others for dinner." The boys noticed that the sun was indeed low on the horizon. They grinned at each other in newly formed respect.
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Hunter awoke from his slumber, noticing that the boat was swaying a bit more and on the move. 

“Nothing like an afternoon nap on a boat,” said Sam. 

“I feel terrific,” replied Hunter. “I don’t know how to thank you for the best afternoon I have had in a very long time.” At that moment Hunter had a thought. “Do you enjoy parties?” asked Hunter.

“What person doesn’t enjoy a good party.”

“Then allow me to invite you to one of the best parties you will go to. Clarissa knows how to host. Do you know the Empress Hotel?”

“Very swanky. I’m not sure I have something to wear for such a fancy place,” said Sam.

“Not to worry my friend, just go to the men’s shop. Tell them I sent you and they will fix you up. My treat,” said Hunter. 

The boat had pulled up to its slip as the sun began to set. Hunter helped Sam tie off the boat. “Don’t forget your prize for Clarissa,” said Sam as he handed Hunter several packages. “The pearls are in here as well as the fillets and some shellfish we caught today." Hunter headed up the dock towards the hotel. He waved at Sam, content in his soul. 

 


	
Chapter 16

Dr. Keith’s servos ground as they tried to keep her upright on her ornate seat. She sent instructions to the eight bots carrying her on how to steady the platform her chair sat upon. Within microseconds, they adjusted and were carrying her smoothly across the bridge away from the bunker. Truth be told, she was a little nervous to be leaving the place where she had remained hidden and safe for a thousand years. 

Dr. Keith was now completely independent and mobile. Her upgrade bots had worked overnight to install the new internal power supply. Her body was now fully functional and shapely. She wore a diadem upon her forehead made of electrum, the most expensive metal in the Galaxy. Ever-changing symbols moved across it, communicating with her subjects. From its crown sprang numerous tendrils that were lit from within. They waved in the air like the arms of a sea anemone. The effect was regal and pleasing to the eye. 

Dr. Keith had gone to great lengths to appear as royalty. Thus the reason for her to be carried on the golden platform with a throne. This show was not for the bots who served her with absolute loyalty, but for the alien creatures that worshiped her master: Salusasecunda. In front of the bots was the platform that held the upright stasis chamber of Salusasecunda. The lavish dais that carried the black cylinder was made of gold. A beautiful canopy surrounded the cylinder as well as curtains with golden symbols. The little gray creatures that held the platform up slowly swayed back and forth with each step. This enveloped the procession into a slow rhythmic pace. Two stasis tubes attended by numerous bots floated behind Dr. Keith. The tubes contained the comatose humans Joe and Marilyn.

Moving Selusasecunda had become a form of religious devotion for those who worshiped their enshrined god. A Skree led the procession in its red environment suit, extolling the wonders of its god. Incense bearers walked behind the newly designated high priest. They swung the smoking incense holders in the air spreading the sickly sweet smoke that surrounded them and the shrine of the god. On either side of the gold carrier, bearers held massive horns that ran the length of the gilded shrine. The instruments rang out in their low somber resonance as the procession made its way through the darkened bunker and out of the great hanger leading to the landing bay. Musicians played stringed instruments along with metal bowls that vibrated their mournful tones. 

For Dr. Keith and her bot servants, it was taking an eternity. She was used to doing something in microseconds, not hours. To keep busy, she internally reviewed the reports that were flowing to her about Pelin. She had sent out spy probes ahead to explore and survey the abandoned planet, located in a forgotten sector of the Galaxy. The probe bot was on-site scanning the ancient ruins and sending the data back to her. Much of what had been the prison planet of Pelin was no more. Time, deterioration, and The Paladins had taken its toll on the labs, military base, and hangers. Salusasecunda’s private apartments were intact. Dr. Keith would create a resting place fit for a god. 

 Advance bots were cleaning and clearing the place. Dr. Keith made plans to fabricate new rooms and corridors. Soon she would have new labs. It needed to be suitably impressive to breathe life into the new religion.

As the procession approached the outer door, she activated the mechanism to open it. The metal screeched at being opened after so long, but it did open. The exterior door was large enough to allow a space freighter to land. In front of them, a bridge extended out to a sizeable triangular landing pad. 

The orange light of the setting sun fell upon the procession. As the red and orange cloaks of the devoted blew in the evening breeze. Dr. Keith looked out over the ocean at the setting sun. There was nothing like the sunsets on Marin. At least that is what her memories told her. Memories of when she was human. Now electric sensors and cams fed images and data to her central processor. The experience was just not the same.

A shadow passed over them, sweeping the assembled into darkness. Dr. Keith looked skyward to see the massive shuttle take up position above the landing pad. A large ramp that took up most of the landing pad lowered. As it descended, honor guards of Skree lined each side of the incline that was so wide you could march fifty people side by side. They stood at attention with energy spears at their sides. A delegation came down the ramp to greet the boarding party. At the head of the gathered officials was General Riss, leader of the Skree military. General Riss bowed deeply, turned, and led the way into the ship.

The departing company began to move forward again. Once again, the worshipers took up their mournful songs. The horns sounded low and deep. “All of Marin could probably hear them,” thought Dr. Keith. “No matter, we will soon be gone, headed to the great ship orbiting above.” Soon enough, she and those who supported her cause would be in deep space, long gone, never to return.
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Hunter looked at himself one last time in the mirror to make sure that he looked his best. He turned left then right, looking at the fit of his formal wear. He wore one of Clarissa’s latest creations for him. It was part of her men’s wear. The suit was composed of clean lines with no frills. As Hunter posed and turned in front of the mirror, glimpses of the tiny threads that Clarissa had woven in shimmered in the most delicate manner. Even in the most strenuous positions the suit was comfortable and formfitting, no small feat for the design team; neither was the fabric that was such a deep blue it was almost black. The material was form-fitting but breathable, which was a good thing in this tropical environment. Clarissa’s clothes were known to be glamorous and very comfortable, which made her popular among celebrities, musicians, and politicians. 

Hunter had met Clarissa years ago at some forgettable party. There had been an instant chemistry between the two. For a time, they had been an item, but that had cooled. Both of them were way too independent for a permanent pairing. But that hadn’t stopped them from enjoying each other’s company whenever they could. With one more glance, Hunter turned and exited the room. 

He walked along the balcony to the white stairs that descended into the living room. Below him was a large curved room with an arrangement of couches and chairs to create little gathering places. The guests at the party were seated in small intimate groups or gathered around tables that held snacks and edible tidbits. Behind them, you could see the lights of the hotel towers of Veridian City outside the floor to ceiling windows. Servants navigated the crowd with style as they brought drinks to the gathered glitterati. Some of the most influential people in entertainment, politics, and fashion were assembled here this evening. Clarissa’s kick-off parties for Fashion Week were always legendary.

Like everything in the premium suite, even the stairway had an exotic look. It was a pure milky white marble. At the top, it started out small and then spread out like the petal of a flower. Hunter descended it in the center with a quiet confidence that drew every eye in the room to him. Clarissa admired him from a small group of members of the Galactic Assembly. She politely excused herself as he neared the end of the stairway. She walked over to him to exclaim, “Good gods, you make my clothes look amazing.” She reached up to kiss him on his cheek. As she did, she stroked his shoulder. The blue-black material responded to her warmth and touch. A bright gold pattern formed in the wake of her fingers. Every time the design was different and avante garde. “I always feel so safe with you by my side,” said Clarissa as she patted the material below his breast pocket. On the inside of the suit was a hidden pocket that concealed his PPG blaster. Clarissa had cut the suit in such a way that you would never know it was there. She also had designed his clothes so that they didn’t hamper his movement, making it easy for him to move quickly with ease.

A brief grin passed across his face. Then quickly faded to serious as he scanned the crowd around him. It was a habit that he couldn’t help. He was always scanning his surroundings for threats. Just as Clarissa was always working the room, making all her guests feel special. 

A woman rushed up to them. She was some vid celeb. “Oh, Clarissa, I don’t know if I can pull this off,” she exclaimed breathlessly. She then fluttered her eyes in Hunter’s direction. Hunter caught the briefest expression of hard steel that passed across Clarissa’s face that was quickly replaced by a broad smile. “You are going to be incredible, my dear. Let’s have a look at you.” Clarissa guided the woman away from Hunter and then spun her around. The dark charcoal material flowed around the woman and off the celeb’s arms in a flowing floral shape. As she spun around teal and purple patterns leapt up the skirt to the bodice to form patterns that slowly faded. “You look fabulous, darling! You are going to be a hit tonight!” exclaimed Clarissa breathily. “Just don’t forget to spin. And you must wear this, I insist.” Clarissa produced a broach from her pocket. The woman’s eyes lit up as she watched Clarissa pin it on her. “When you get halfway down the walk push this jewel,” Clarissa said as she tapped a brilliant purple gem. “But not before. Is that my director friend Manfred? Yes, dear, the distinguished man over by the couch. You should go say hello. I think he will like your look.”

“Do you think so? I am such a fan.”

“Absolutely, now go,” Clarissa said enthusiastically. Clarissa turned back to Hunter. Just as she did, a soft chime sounded in the room. The lights began to dim. Clarissa took Hunter by the arm and walked over toward the floor to ceiling windows that were opening before them. “It’s showtime,” the designer said excitedly.

The glass parted before them falling away in large panels into the floor. The party goers gasped in pleasure as the inside turned to an outside room. Clarissa walked out onto the dimly lit balcony. The crowd gathered behind her. Stairs cascaded down before them to the main level where a reflecting pool stretched out into the night. On either side of the pool were canopied tables where exotic flowers and candles sat on bright yellow table cloths. Columns of floral arrangements decorated the outer edges of the balcony. Beyond and below was a dance floor with more tables. At the very end was an elevated stage that held musicians.

A cool breeze from the ocean blew out of the tropical night as the guests filtered down to sit at the candlelit tables. The lights continued to dim until the partiers were surrounded by darkness. The stars in the sky above sparkled brightly. In the towers around them, numerous balconys were filled with other parties. Lights from cams flashed and shone around them. It must have been an audience of millions. 

Clarissa walked a few steps away from Hunter as she activated her personal audio and vid system by touching her necklace. Cams and mics floated around Clarissa, capturing her image. A gigantic hologram of the fashion designer floated in the space beyond the balcony. “Everyone, welcome to Fashion Week!” The crowds around them roared approvingly. Clarissa waited till the applause subsided. “This marks the twenty-fifth Fashion Week, where I have presented a new line. To mark the occasion, I have prepared something special for you.” The crowd applauded again in anticipation. “Ladies and Gentle Beings, I present to you Ag Fadu for your entertainment.” The lights illuminated the stage where the band began to play. Ag Fadu was the most popular band with the hottest single being played in every corner of the Galaxy at the moment. The smooth dulcet tones of the lead singer spread out from the stage to be amplified by floating speakers. The entire city could hear the band with crystal clear tones. Bars on the streets far below were treated to the concert of the year high above them in the sky.

The music was soothing and sophisticated. It had a pleasant sound and an excellent beat. Soon everyone was dancing to the sounds that pulsated throughout the city. Accompanying the music was a beautiful light show that was filled with bright colors that sprang from the singers. The amorphous light would float into the air and splash across the nearby buildings to the delight of those watching. As the first song came to a conclusion, the lights went dark. The focus shifted as the pool was lit a vibrant blue. The white stairs leading down to it shone brightly. Clarissa waved to the gathered crowds. Several women came out of the rooms behind her to walk down the stairs. The models were wearing the designer’s latest creations. The fashionable gowns were made of subdued colors that flowed in the evening breeze. The women whirled down the stairs waving and smiling. The fabric went from flowing waves of pastel to bright sparkling colors that lit up the night. The models’ images were projected into giant holographic vids that displayed the Haute Couture in all of its glory. There were no bad seats among the various balconies of the hotel buildings.

The first model approached the blue pool. The audience gasped as she strode directly onto the water. Expecting her to sink, the crowd crooned in awe as she walked across the surface of the pool. Halfway down the pool now a walkway, the audience broke out in loud applause. The model waved and smiled to exit the walkway by a set of stairs at the bottom and begin dancing on a dance floor below the musician’s stage. The band started to play a new song, and the concert/fashion show continued with one surprise after another.

During a pause in the music, the artist Seravid ran out of the crowd past Clarissa and Hunter. He waved to his friend with a wink of his eye. He held in his hands what looked like giant brushes. “It’s time to create,” he shouted into the amplified air. People in the city shouted with joy. He took his brushes and began to paint the air in front of him. Colored light spilled from his implements, looking like watercolor that flowed through the air. Bright reds, oranges, and yellows spread out, creating images of dancing models. That was soon followed with blues, purples and green. The forms the well-known artist created followed the forms and shapes of Clarissa’s clothes. More models continued down the steps playing with the colors as they passed. As they walked down the runway, the water on either side of them sprung up to form shapes of dancing sea creatures. A model in a stunning gown of teal strode up to a water monster that had formed in the middle of the runway. She flung her arms out as she passed into the many-tentacled creature which exploded in a shower of diamonds at her touch. She was followed by Clarissa’s mens line.

The men sprang out of the crowd to run down the stairs. They leapt into the air in an acrobatic fashion. They danced around the artist who had made his way down to the runway. He painted as he went. The colors were now dispersing among the high rise towers. Seravid painted as shapes leapt from the water to interact with the characters he created. The guys from the mens line danced around him. As the last of the models took to the dance floor, Clarissa and Hunter descended the stairs to thunderous applause. Clarissa’s triumph was complete. She had conquered fashion week before it even began. As they walked across the pool, the designer spoke into her audio system. “This is just a peek at what I have to show you. May you all have as much joy this fashion week as I have in making these creations for you. The best is yet ahead!” Clarissa pronounced in benediction of her event. The partying began in earnest. Food and drink flowed as people danced. Clarissa had seen to it that everyone in the city was included in the music and food. Every square and open space in the city held dancing people. Even the market in Shamble Town was turned into a dance floor. 

Clarissa floated from group to group working her form of personal magic. So many deals were sealed that evening. The enormous expense of the party was made up for and then some in the transactions and business done that night. Hunter was always by her side adding a witty comment, or gently pushing a customer to complete the deal. “We could have the galaxy if we wanted to,” said Clarissa at one point.

“We already do,” replied Hunter.

“We are two stars in our own orbits that are explosive when we come together. Then comes the time when we must separate again.”

“Which makes it all the more special.” Hunter gave her a gentle kiss. 
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The morning was bright and beautiful. Silvia sat with the other members of the Paladin Council at a table in the Keeper’s reception area. The golden walls and carved panels shone in the morning sun. The day was so lovely that several windows had been opened to let the morning air into the room.

“Mistress Magdalena, you were saying that the preparations for The Gathering were going well?” inquired the Keeper.

“Yes, Maria and Mrs. Westmoreland have things well in hand. All will be ready tomorrow before the first of our guests start arriving,” replied the mistress of worship. The seven Paladins relaxed a bit at that report. 

The Keeper turned to Silvia. “How is our young guest doing? After the mishap.” 

“He couldn’t even name the abuse perpetrated by one of their own, Usher,” thought Silvia. “The students are doing well. They seem to be enjoying their stay. They are learning about us and our ways. Their talents are starting to manifest, much to my surprise and theirs,” said Silvia.

“Good, good. Then all is going well. Thank The Eternal that the dark tidings have passed. With those evil premonitions behind us, we can enjoy The Gathering,” stated the Keeper.

Striker cleared his throat. “You have something to add, Striker?” asked the old Keeper.

“Yes, I have a security assessment here that I would like to address.” A holographic display sprang to life from Striker’s pad. Images of the Monastery’s walls and keeps appeared with numerous places marked in red where there were high security risks. “As you can see, there are numerous areas of concern,” Statements and graphs began to display in the holo image.

The master of prayer spoke up. “The Monastery’s walls have never been attacked, let alone breached. I don’t think there is any need for concern about our security. After all, the Galaxy has no enemies after a thousand years of peace,” the stout Paladin said.

“We will have time enough for that after The Gathering,” stated the Keeper emphatically as he waved his hand through the holo image causing it to dissipate. “This will be my last Gathering. I will have nothing disturb it.” At his pronouncement, a steady fall breeze blew into the room to grab the stack of papers in front of the Keeper. The wind scattered them all about the floor of the room and across the table. “Now, now we will have none of that.” The Keeper swept the air dramatically with his hands to close the windows. His arms gestured about, causing the papers to become airborne again. With gathering motions, he brought the papers back to the table. “Is that order correct?” he asked no one in particular. At the query, the documents reshuffled into a nice neat stack and settled back down on the table in front of the Keeper. “That is much better.”

“But, I am concerned that the dark inklings we have all felt are . . .” Striker started to say.

The Keeper interrupted him. “With the matter of our errant Paladin over, the darkness has departed with him. I will not discuss this matter further,” The Keeper said unarguably. “Now, that is settled, let us all prepare ourselves for the Gathering and enjoy our time together.”

Silvia and Striker found themselves walking out the Keeper’s office together. Outside in the entryway, Conner was waiting with anticipation. “Well, what did they say about the security presentation?” Conner asked anxiously. 

Striker glanced with apprehension at Silvia. “The council indicated that they would take it up after The Gathering. The assembly of all the Paladins from across the Galaxy weighs upon their thoughts more than security matters.”

“But there is more need than ever, with every Paladin coming here. You will be vulnerable,” replied Conner.

“I know,” said Striker.

“No, you don’t. I have been to the outer sectors. They are overrun with pirates and thieves. Beyond that is something darker more sinister than the Galactic Assembly has seen for a long time. I can feel it now that my talents have been awakened,” said Conner.

Silvia reached out to touch Conner’s shoulder. “Things here at the Monastery move slowly. The Paladin Council moves even slower. Have patience, Conner. Striker and I feel as you do. We will not let this rest.”

Striker scowled in concern. “Come to my office tomorrow, and we will go over the security concerns and the measures being taken for The Gathering,” said the security officer.

“Alright, but I cannot just do nothing. I’m going to go to practice,” stated Conner as he stomped off.

Striker sighed in exasperation. 

“The boy is most likely right. The darkling impressions have not gone away,” said Silvia as she watched Conner leave.

“I know. I have felt new darklings, as well. I’m afraid our Keeper is turning a blind eye to the dangers that surround us,” replied Striker. 

 “Let us be vigilant then: before, during, and after The Gathering,” said Silvia. “Let us be prepared.”

 


	
Chapter 17

Dr. Keith walked through the corridors of the Skree spaceship. The structure of the vessel was composed entirely of organic materials. The great ship had been woven from natural plant materials to form hardened walls that kept out the void and cocooned the Skree from the cold of space, while providing a place to live and breathe as they traveled. Though lifeless, the ship had a much different feel than the fabricated metallic vessels of the Democratic Worlds. The corridors were never straight but wound around and intersected in what appeared to be a totally random pattern. Only through sheer mechanical data analysis could Dr. Keith process and detect the pattern hidden there. There was definitely a pattern, and it all revolved around a number. The number nine. 

As the female bot walked the corridors, she was escorted by an honor guard. The Skree general had sent them to bring her to a meeting. There were nine of them that surrounded her on all sides. Again the Skree obsession with that number. From what she had observed, the Skree were very obsessive people. For over a thousand years, they had focused on their return to the center of the galaxy. They had waited patiently, building their ships and weapons for the moment that they could return. The signal for this return had been foretold in countless prophecies and stories. Salusasecunda would one day call to them from his hidden lair. They would be ready to answer that call. He would lead them to glorious victory over the races of the Democratic Worlds.

Dr. Keith wondered what they would think if they knew that she had been the one to plant most of those prophecies and stories over a millennia ago. Her work and foresight had paid off quite well. Dr. Keith’s attention was drawn back to the present. Again, there was the disconcerting feel of the give of the floor beneath her considerable weight. The organic ground was more like soft sand that might give way underneath her at any moment. Her actuators and mechanics were continually adjusting to compensate for the ever-changing bending of the floor. 

The group paused at a spacious opening that appeared to be a common area. Thousands of horizontal levels stretched out for many miles in all directions around her. This ship was one of the nine original crafts that had allowed the Skree to escape the catastrophic environmental destruction of their home world. The Maker Ships had been a haven for the Skree people until they had found another world. The refugees had adapted to the new world that they colonized. The current reddish-orange lighting that dimly illuminated the vast spaces she was passing through was indicative of their home world, whose name was Kriss. There were only a handful of references to it in any of the Galactic data archives. It was a forgotten place, much like Pelin. 

The group waited for a lift to arrive to carry them up to the command level. It finally came in the form of a floating floor with a railing and a canopy. The Skree have very few preferences, one of them being open spaces. The lift was open to the air, which allowed a gentle breeze to blow over the group as it rose rapidly in the great ship. All around them, the reddish walls and construction swiftly passed the floating floor they were on. Lights of dwellings and offices sped past, reminding Dr. Keith of some of the large cities of the galaxy. The Maker Ship was, in fact, a floating city in space. The lift floated to a stop, and her honor guard began to move. 

The bot's sensors detected that the atmosphere around her would have been lethal to humanoids. But it didn’t bother her mechanical systems at all. It was a bit acidic, which was counteracted by a clear coat she had applied to herself and all of her mechanical servants. Though the Skree around her no longer needed atmosphere suits, they were still utterly hidden in their blood-red hooded robes. Not once had she seen what the Skree actually looked like.
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The road to the Paladin Monastery had been resurfaced. What had been a rough and bumpy ride was now smooth and pleasant. A line of transports wound their way up the mountain road from the spaceport. The first off-world arrivals for The Gathering had begun to make their way to the Monastery. The transports passed through the outer gate and crossed the majestic bridge that spanned the great chasm. As they streamed through the main gates, a fanfare greeted them. Flags and banners flew in the morning breeze from every tower and turret. The old dusty Monastery gleamed in the morning sunlight with a glory that shone past its ancient origins. 

The first of the transports pulled up into the courtyard rounding the fountain that stood across from the main entrance. The two massive doors to the Monastery were wide open with flags and banners that waved on either side of the entrance. Water in the large fountain danced brightly, creating a pleasant ambience. Guests and friends were greeted. Luggage was brought up the steps to the front hall where the new arrivals could check-in.

The hall was also festooned with banners and garlands of flowers harvested from the nearby jungles. At the door, Elizabeth greeted each guest with a warm welcome and a flower necklace. “Welcome to The Gathering,” She said with a smile and a curtsy. The flowers were fragrant and cooling on this warm tropical day. Across the room, the doors to the Great Hall were closed. In front of it stood the reception table where Mia sat with the list of guests and their room assignments. Mia greeted each new Paladin politely, checking them in and seeing to it that they knew the way to their rooms. Mia would make small talk inquiring about how their journey was and if they needed anything. She was born to host and enjoyed every moment of meeting the Paladins.

Mia was helping a young couple with their rooms. They had just had a new baby, so they needed a crib. Mia waved at Mrs. Westmoreland to come over. “Do we have a crib for the baby,” Mia asked as she let the child grasp her pinky finder. As Mia waved her finger, the child’s hand wiggled like a little handshake. The boy giggled with delight.

“My goodness, what a cute small one. It’s been a while since we have had such a young one in our midst,” responded Mrs. Westmoreland as she brushed the baby’s nose, causing him to laugh loudly. “But of course we have something that should work nicely. It is a royal crib from the Imperial era. I will have Tom fetch it up to your room. Where is their room, Mia?”

“The east wing first door nearest the far tower,” replied Mia. She noticed an older woman with arms crossed and tapping her toe impatiently behind the young couple.

“Perfect. The morning sun is wonderful in that room, and it has a balcony,” stated Mrs. Westmoreland. She took the child in her arms and bounced him a couple of times, causing smiles and peals of laughter from the child. “I will show you the way.” Mrs. Westmoreland walked across the hall to the grand east stairs as she made odd noises to entertain the baby.

Mia quickly sat down behind the desk to take care of the next Paladin. The older woman was dressed in dark, severe grey. She stared down her nose at Mia. “I am Minerva Babington. I take it I have one of the best rooms ready?” said the old woman stridently.

“Yes, ma'am. Here you are, right here. Your room is in the main complex on the second floor of the west wing. Third door on your right,” stated Mia with a smile. 

“That will not do. That will not do at all,” stated the old matron.

“Westmoreland! Westmoreland, where have you gotten to. I wish to lodge a complaint,” barked Minerva.

Mia’s smile withered on her face, which had gone pale. Mrs. Westmoreland had reached the landing at the top of the stairs. She looked down on the commotion. Mrs. Westmoreland handed the baby back to its mother and instructed Tom where they were staying as well as their needs. Tom nodded and headed up the stairs to the fifth floor. The old woman continued to bluster at Mia, describing to the girl how unacceptable this all was. Mia drew her arms and hands close to her. She was very familiar with the type of demanding person that was in front of her, she just didn’t expect to see it coming from a Paladin.

“Now what’s all the fuss about?” asked Mrs. Westmoreland breathlessly from her jaunt up and down the stairs. Mia tried to explain but was interrupted by the incensed older Paladin.

“As I was explaining to this girl. My room is unacceptable. It is not befitting a Paladin of my seniority nor stature,” said the diminutive woman. “And this one was rude,” said Minerva as she stabbed the air in Mia’s direction.

Mia’s mouth opened and closed in astonishment. Mrs. Westmoreland stood behind Mia and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “This is one of our summer interns, Mia Steel,” stated Mrs. Westmoreland. 

“I knew it! She is not a Paladin. I could sense it,” said the old woman disdain dripping from every word.

Mrs. Westmoreland’s face grew hard as the stone the Monastery was chiseled from. “Let’s see what we can do for you Minerva,” Mrs. Westmoreland picked up the sheaf of papers on the desk and ruffled through them. She paused, clucking to herself. “No, that will not work,” she said as she reshuffled the papers. “That might do, but . . .” Mia got the distinct impression the ever efficient Mrs. Westmoreland was taking her time drawing out the exchange just to step on Minerva’s nerves. “How about the east wing?”

“That will not do either. The east has too much sunlight,” snapped Minerva.

“Well, all that leaves is the west tower. It does have some of the best views.”

“I would prefer the front of the house.”

“I’m afraid those rooms are already reserved by the Keeper,” said Mrs. Westmoreland sternly. At the mention of the Keeper, Minerva backed down a bit.

“The west tower will do,” snapped Minerva conveying her displeasure with her stern expression. “Now, get someone to fetch my bags to my room.”

“All my people are away at the moment, Minerva. As you know, we Paladins are all equal here working together as one,” said Mrs. Westmoreland. She raised Minerva’s bags into the air with a gesture, a sweet smile on her face. The luggage floated mid-air beside the old woman. “You will have to get your own baggage.”

Minerva’s eyes narrowed. It looked as if she was going to unleash on Mrs. Westmoreland when she backed off with a huff. “Follow,” Minerva commanded to the floating bags, and off she went storming up the stairs with her luggage waving in the air behind her.

“My goodness,” said Mia. “Isn’t the west tower a bit of a walk?”

“It is lass. It is indeed,” said Mrs. Westmoreland with the hint of a smile. 
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Above the outer gate was a room that was a hive of activity. In a short time, these rooms were now the security center for the Monastery. The latest equipment had been installed. As each transport passed below them, it was scanned for life forms, explosives, as well as other threats. Numerous screens lit up the darkened room. They displayed live shots of newly installed cameras that scanned the perimeters of the Monastery. In addition, they also showed graphics of the outer walls and any infringement of the ancient boundaries.

Conner stood with Striker as the first guest entered the Monastery’s compound. “Very impressive. How did you get this equipment so fast?” asked Conner.

“I had some funds I was saving for a rainy day,” replied Striker. “The fact that this year’s Fashion Week has drawn some of the most influential members of the galaxy and their security teams also played a role. Veridian is now swarming with security experts and the latest equipment.”

Conner surveyed the room. “I feel much better about the Monastery’s security. I think I can relax a bit with the newest security AIs watching our backs.”

“So do I,” replied the security chief. “Now that this is in hand, how about we go get ready for the reception party. The celebration of The Gathering begins. It’s been twenty years since I’ve seen some of these people. I’m looking forward to this Gathering.”
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A couple entered the hall. Mia had a natural gift at reading people. She had been honing her skills as she checked people in. Mia had discovered there were all types of Paladins in appearance, as well as in temperament. The Paladins were a very open society that welcomed all peoples of all backgrounds. The only requirements were that you had to follow The Code as a lifestyle and believe.

As a couple approached Mia’s desk she sized them up and liked them immediately.

“Good morning, dear. My that is a bit of a drive,” said the woman. 

“Yes, it is,” agreed Mia. “When I took it, the road was a little bumpier.”

Everyone laughed. “This is Bob, and I am Cathy. We are the Stempers, nothing fancy, just country folk,” said the lady with a broad smile.

Bob extended his hand to Mia, “Nice to meet you, young lady.”

Mia looked up their room and told them where they could find it.

“Where is Mrs. Westmoreland? She usually is sitting right here, greeting people. Our friend does enjoy seeing old friends; she must trust you a great deal to give up doing check-in,” said Cathy. 

Mia beamed with pleasure and no little amount of pride that Mrs. Westmoreland would think so much of her and her abilities to do the job she loves. “I believe she is greeting people on the landing.”

The plump woman gave her a wink and then raised her voice so that the entire front of the Monastery heard her. “Westmoreland! Where is the lackadaisical housekeeper? Probably dilly-dallying around the kitchens, no doubt.” Mrs. Westmoreland had been greeting guests and giving them directions to their rooms. If they wanted some refreshments, she would direct them to the reception hall on the other side of the landing. She rushed to the railing to see what the noise was about. At the sight of the couple, her face broke into a wide smile. “It’s you two! Mia, don’t let them go one step further. Those two are trouble, trouble in the best way!” With a whoop and a shout, she rushed down the stairs where hugs were exchanged all around. 

“Amy Westmoreland, tis so good to see you after so many years,” said Cathy. 

“I have missed you, Cathy,” Mrs. Westmoreland turned to Mia and gave a proper introduction. “Mia, this is my best friend from my first days at the Monastery.”

“We were so young then,” said Cathy.

“And you got me into so much trouble,” said Mrs. Westmoreland.

“Don’t you believe her Mia, Amy was the instigator of almost all our adventures. She was a wild one when she was your age,” stated Cathy. Mia quietly took note of Mrs. Westmoreland’s first name. This was a side she had not seen of the parochial housekeeper.

“I was wild,” admitted the Monastery’s maid. “Mia, what rooms are the Stempers in? I’ll take them up,” she said as she took them both by the arms.

“We know our way around. You are a busy person,” exclaimed Cathy.

“Nonsense, Mia has things well in order,” replied Mrs. Westmoreland.

Bob nodded his head, “Nice to meet you, Mia. We will see you later at dinner.” 

With the pleasantries done, the group set off up the stairs talking up a storm and laughing heartily as they went. Mia smiled. Seeing Mrs. Westmoreland with her friends gave Mia a warm spot in her heart. She turned her attention to the next guest, who happened to be non-humanoid. Mia greeted the Cresian who was tall and dignified. Cresian’s were covered in silver fur that protected them against the winters of their frigid home world. Mia checked on the alien’s room making sure that it was climate controlled. In this hot tropical climate the Cresian would need a cool room to retreat to.
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Dr. Keith entered the room alone, where General Riss waited for her. The room was entirely white except for the large oval window on the other side of its organic shape. In fact, all the Skree architecture was organic and rounded. Dr. Keith had not seen one straight line aboard the ship since she had arrived. The floor was made of the same material as the rest of the ship. It had the look and feel of sand but was not composed of individual gains but was one solid surface. It had a natural bounce to it. Here General Riss was the sigular focus, perched on the solitary wave that rose smoothly out of the flat white of the rest of the room. The Skree sat with its back to Dr. Keith, looking out the viewport into the vastness of space. 

The Skree before her was the first of its species not to be completely hidden from view by an environment suit. Or completely wrapped in voluminous clothes. “Welcome, Dr. Keith. You may approach,” said the Skree in a smooth, silky voice. 

Dr. Keith walked up beside the Skree as they both looked out to the stars. Dr. Keith thought she would never see the stars again from space. But now, here she was traveling back to Pelin, where her labs had made her name synonymous with evil over a thousand years ago. Dr. Keith had her bots construct a coat for her. It looked decorative with its flared collar, and Calla Lily shaped sleeves. It was created with rare earth metals and crystals. The overcoat was breathtakingly beautiful. The jewels were woven into a pattern that was like a peacock with bright green blue and purple gems. The coat flowed down over Dr. Keith’s shoulders into another Calla Lily form around her legs. Threads of silver, copper, and gold held the crystals in place as well as silicon chips that were imprinted circuits. She could shape and flex her coat. Dr. Keith’s new clothing was beautiful, but it also served many practical purposes. Its primary function was as a sensor array. It continuously scanned around the queen bot, providing her with extra input that was processed and stored among the coat’s sparkling crystals.

Without turning her head, Dr. Keith examined General Riss, who sat beside her unmoving. The General was an extraordinary creature, the likes of which Dr. Keith had never laid eyes on. Even though the Skree were old allies of the Grey Lords and Salusasecunda, she had never actually observed one up close in its natural environment. The atmosphere of the ship would have been toxic to any human. But now that Dr. Keith was a bot, the atmosphere didn’t bother her.

The Skree sat upon a wave-shaped perch that grew out of the milky white floor. The Skree was rust red in color, which varied from dark shades to bright crimson. There were also patterns of orange and some purple. The Skree’s skin was covered with skin that formed a smooth surface. Powerful legs were drawn up under a slender body that led up to a regal neck. Flowing off the shoulders were membranes that formed a set of wings. Ridges and crests ran down the spine to a tail that twitched and continually moved like a great cat. Slender arms extended out in front of the Skree. The Skree’s hands were needle-like claws tapping away at a console in front of the General. The console did not have a keyboard. Instead, it was composed of small holes that the three talons of the Skree hand would slide into to activate the characters. The talons moved in and out in an intricate dance as General Riss typed, calling up information. The neck ridges extended up above the head to a crest that the Skree could fold down flat against its skull or extend to form a frill. The face was delicate and expressive. Beautiful bones and muscles gave rise to familiar expressions of anger to amusement. At the moment, Dr. Keith thought the General was smiling at her. But that could be a misinterpretation. She would need to collect more data. Thin lips covered the elongated jaw of the creature, that extended down its body for form a sharp beak. Filling that jaw were large sharp teeth that protruded past the lips. The eyes were small and orange in color with a dark vertical slit.

“Most extraordinary,” thought Dr. Keith. She was looking at what appeared to be a descendant of a pterosaur. The window in front of them changed view revealing that it was a large display screen. It now showed a scene of a desert planet with orange sand. A natural amphitheater filled with strange rock formations. The structures formed columns, spires, and Hoodoos. Flying among these natural wonders were many Skree. Some were perched on the rocks, while others soared on the winds that swirled through the canyons.

“You are probably wondering about the origins of our species,” said General Riss whose voice was smooth and pleasant to listen to. It was not the scratchy screech Dr. Keith was expecting. This was due to the small electric device effixed to the Skrees throat that made it possible to talk in Galactic basic. The Skree vocal chords were entirely unsuited to the language the rest of the galaxy spoke.

Dr. Keith turned to look at the Skree. “I am always interested in any new species,” she said.

“Eons ago, our race lived on a planet filled with oceans and green growing plants. We were driven away by a new species of hairy thieves. The Skree took to our Maker Ships and left the world we had dominated to lesser beings. Eventually, we found this world you see in front of you. It was more hostile than the planet we had left, but it became home and shaped who and what we are,” explained the Skree. “We are a tough people who live in a tough environment. When we reentered the galaxy to explore and trade much to our surprise, we found the little furry creatures we left behind had grown and reproduced. They had infested and now ran the galaxy. The Grey Lords found us, helping our people to become the greatest warriors the galaxy has known. For that, our gratitude was boundless. We worshiped them as gods giving them absolute loyalty. Until the Grey Lords were driven from the galaxy by the Paladins. When the Grey Lords were defeated, we withdrew to our home world in the outer rim to wait for their return. We bided our time building an army to wreak revenge upon the Paladins. Now that the last of the Grey Lords has awakened, we will have our revenge upon the Paladins,” stated the General with passion and hatred.

“Yes, we will,” agreed Dr. Keith.

 


	
Chapter 18

Tim stirred restlessly in his bed. His dreams haunted him. Since that day with Usher, when he had been touched by evil, he had been hunted by it. After moving in with Conner, Tim had desperately tried to hide his night terrors from the older roommate. Tim had begun to see Conner as an admired older brother. Tim slipped into a restless sleep, but he was in deep enough to dream.

In the dream, he was somewhere in the Monastery. It looked like one of the gardens. The bright day was soon replaced by gloom as clouds quickly covered the sky. Before Tim knew it, the shadows had crept out of the foliage and were now surrounding him. They crept closer hissing as they took human form. Their hands reached for Tim, trying to grab him.

“No, you can't take me. I'm protected here in the Monastery!” exclaimed Tim as he tossed and turned in his bed. The dark figures hesitated, which brought Tim some courage. "I said, go!" With that, Tim woke from his nightmare. It was raining outside. Tim got out of bed to look through the window. The rain dripped steadily and silently from the sky in a tropical shower. He heard a voice behind him. Tim whirled around, ready for a fight. Only then did he discover the sound was coming from the bed across from his. 

Conner tossed in his own bed, enwrapped in his own nightmare. “No, please no,” he begged his unknown assailant. Tim walked over to Conner's side and placed his hand on Conner's bare shoulder. Conner shuddered as he struggled under the grip of the dream world. He grabbed Tim's arm. Tim gripped Conner's shoulder firmly. 

“It's just a dream” soothed Tim.

“Just a dream. It's didn't feel like a dream,” Conner said as he was now fully awake. He let go of Tim's arm. “Sorry, did I hurt you?” asked Conner.

“No,” said Tim shaking his head. 

“What are you doing up?” Conner asked. 

“I couldn't sleep. Bad dreams,” replied Tim.

“I know how that is.” Conner became aware of the rain outside in the dark of the night. “I suppose we should get back to sleep and try to get some rest before morning.”

Tim nodded as Conner rolled over to face the wall so Tim couldn't hear him when the nightmare returned. It always returned. Tim turned away to walk to his bed then he stopped. He walked slowly back to Conner's bed. Hesitantly he whispered. “Do you think I could sleep in your bed?” the boy requested softly. 

Conner turned back over half asleep. “Sure, climb in,” said Conner with no hint of judgment or disapproval. Conner lifted the blanket. Tim snuggled in as the sheet settled over him, and Conner rolled over. They lay there back to back. Conner smiled as it took him back to his childhood, where he had slept with his brothers four to a bed. They both sighed a bit as their breathing relaxed, and they drifted off to sleep.

Tim found himself surrounded by shadows again. He turned to see how many there were when he saw that Conner was with him. Tim watched as a shadow he had not seen before approached his friend. It held a weapon whose blade was white-hot. The creature took it and drew it across Conner's back and side, creating scars where it touched Conner. Anger flooded through Tim, who rushed over to the monster, Tim's own tormentors forgotten. He drew his hand into a fist like Conner had shown him swinging with his entire body. The blow landed on the creature's jaw, sending it to the ground. Tim proceeded to hit and kick the beast until it beat a hasty retreat. 

Tim was grabbed from behind by his own dark tormentors. They wrestled him to the ground. Suddenly they were pulled off of Tim by Conner, who tossed one and then the other into the darkness. Conner reached down and pulled Tim to his feet as the light returned to surround them. “We will face them together,” stated Conner. Tim nodded in agreement as they walked off the dream battlefield.

The rain outside continued to beat its gentle cadence lulling the two into a deep, restful sleep. Their breathing slowed as the sweat on their foreheads evaporated, cooling them. Soon they were both resting comfortably. They slept that way for the rest of the night as the rain fell.
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Silvia opened the outer gate to the courtyard of the Seeing Pool. The morning sun shown brightly on the yard and the fruit trees that lined it. Silvia waited to close and lock the gate as Mia was the last to straggle in. The girl was always lagging behind or wandering off. As Silvia turned to the courtyard she noticed a visibly upset Maria near the pool. Tim went over to her and sat beside her attempting to comfort the distraught cook. “Whatever is the matter, dear?” asked Silvia.

“I was picking the sandy plums to make jelly and, . . . and the pool,” stuttered Maria.

Silvia took Maria's basket and turned to Tim. “Tim, would you and the others finish picking the plums for Maria? The ripe ones are bright pink,” requested Silvia. Tim nodded as he took the baskets. “Thank you, Tim.”

Silvia turned back to Maria. “Now look at me, Maria. Remember your training. Breath slowly, deliberately, that's it in and out. Remember, we are The Eternal's. He who loves us and cares for us. We can face all things through The Eternal. That's right, nice and slow. Let the emotion of it slip away.” When the cook had calmed herself enough, Silvia spoke. “Would you like to share what happened to you?” invited the librarian.

Maria took a deep breath. “It's just not like me to get so upset like this.” Silvia patted her hand and listened. “Well, it was such a beautiful morning. Everything for the Gathering is well in hand, so I thought that I would come here and pick the plums for jelly. As I was harvesting the plums from the tree by the pool, a calm came over its surface. Which was odd since there was a breeze blowing. As I looked, I began to see things, terrible things. I've never had an experience like that before,” said Maria.

“What did you see?” asked Silvia.

Maria's voice lowered to a whisper as she breathlessly told Silvia about her vision. “I was picking plums over by the pool, and I said aloud, “We have had an abundance this year. I wonder if the tree will be as full of plums next year as it is this year.” Then the pool stilled and the reflection shifted. I looked closer, trying to understand what I was seeing. The pool no longer reflected the sky but I was seeing into it. The pool showed me the burned and charred trunk of the tree. I was so astonished that I said aloud. “What is this all about?” The pool showed me more, suddenly I was looking in on the Great Hall full of Paladins and guests. Laughter was interrupted by explosions. Fire erupted from the windows and screams started to fill the air. People were running and screaming as I saw the Monastery burning. So much confusion and fear. And then . . .” Maria stopped as if frozen.

“Then what did you see, dear?” asked Silvia gently.

“Death, I saw death. So many dead. So many bodies. So many familiar faces.” Maria's face had turned white as she turned to look at Silvia. A tear escaped Maria's eye to roll down her cheek. Silvia dabbed the tears with her kerchief she had removed from around her neck.

“Now, now, the pool shows us many things. Some are just possibilities or a reflection of something that is troubling us. I will take this to the council. We are meeting tomorrow.” Silvia's gaze drifted away as her face grew serious. This was not the first darkling vision or dream that someone had told her. She had suddenly become everyone's confidant of unpleasant tidings. 

Maria stirred beside her, drawing Silvia back. “Now, I want you to remember how loved you are by The Eternal. We are not to live in fear. Fear paralyzes us when we are called to action. So draw strength from that and practice living in the Presence. Perhaps a trip to the worship house tonight would be good.” Maria nodded and expressed her thanks by giving Silvia a hug. Silvia was more than a little flustered, not being a person who was use to being given physical expressions. “Off you go. We will pick all the ripe plums and bring them to you when we come for dinner.”

“Thank you, Silvia. Oh, I almost forgot that I brought you some hot pocket pastries stuffed with meats and cheeses with fresh fruit for your lunch”, replied Maria. The cook handed Silvia a basket and then hurried up the stairs waving goodbye to the kids who were picking fruit. Silvia looked down at the pool when Maria had left. The small spring-fed waterfall caused ripples on the water. 

Silvia was brought out of her thoughts when she realized that the group had gathered around her. Their pails were full of ripe fruit. “Come sit down for a minute, let's have some lunch,” said Silvia. They gathered around her to sit on the rock ledge and the benches just below the pool. The lunch basket was passed around as everyone took their favorite pastry. The sun was bright, and the sky was deep blue. The little small waterfall cascaded into the pool, causing ripples on the water that had a soothing effect on the ears and the soul. Brightly colored fish swam gently in the water. The sun was now high above, making for a hot afternoon ahead. The leaves of the tree by the pool cast a soft shadow over those who sat at its base.

“Why was Maria so upset?” asked Elizabeth between bites of her cheese and vegetable pastry.

“She had a darkling vision here at the Seeing Pool,” replied Silvia.

“What is a darkling vision?” asked Conner, his mouth stuffed with a meat pie.

“Well, that is a question. I'll give you the short of it,” replied Silvia. “The short of it is a bad dream or a premonition that something bad is going to happen. Lately, many people here at the Monastery have had them.”

“Conner and I have had bad dreams. Last night we had the same one. We were in each other's dreams,” Tim spoke up as he licked the last of lunch from his fingers. Conner gave him a not so gentle poke with his elbow. “Ouch, we did, you know.”

Silvia looked directly at Conner. “I believe you have something to share with me, young man.”

Conner looked a bit sheepishly. “Yes, ma'am.” He seemed hesitant to share.

“Well, spit it out. You are among friends,” stated the old librarian.

Conner nodded. “There is not much to share. Most nights, I have bad dreams. Usually, dark shadows that are nearby or following me. I wake up, rollover, and fall back into a restless sleep. I know Tim has dreams like that as well. It seems that lately, they have grown more frequent and realistic.” Conner looked over at Tim whose head was down. “In this dream, Tim was there as well. The shadows attacked me. Tim stepped in and stopped them. Then new ones I hadn't seen before attacked Tim. I drove them off. There was a light that came from me that they couldn't stand. The dark ones ran as fast as they could from me.”

“But they said they would come back later,” added Tim.

“Did they now?” asked Silvia. “It would seem that I have been neglecting your education on The Spirit.”

“The Spirit?” asked Elizabeth.

“Yes, your gifts are awakening, drawing you into spiritual places. That can be a dangerous situation if you are not prepared for it.” Silvia looked up at the sky, collecting her thoughts, at having to give an impromptu lesson on such an important subject. “To be a Paladin is to walk in two realms of existence at the same time. There is the physical world that you see, hear, and touch. Then there is the spiritual place. It surrounds us, is in us, and the physical rests upon it.”

“Can you really feel The Spirit?” asked Conner. 

Silvia looked at Conner and said. “Most people go through their lives, not knowing that The Spirit even exists. Some even deny it is real. Until they pass on from here. But we Paladins know it is real because we are a part of it every day. Our gifts and abilities are drawn from that energy.” Silvia looked down at her students. They all stared back at her with undivided attention, even Mia. This was a first. She had them and would use the moment to her benefit. 

“Like the tangible world, there is good and evil, dark, and light. With the promises of The Eternal, the light will prevail because The Eternal is pure good, and good always wins eventually. But like here, we must contend with the bad. Your gifts come directly from The Eternal. Because that is their source, they are inherently good. You can use them for bad but not for long. Anyway, that is another discussion. Your gifts have awakened you to the spiritual realm. You have opened up to it. When we dream, we are even more open to spiritual places. That is why it is essential to abide in The Eternal's Presence. There in that peace is your defense and protection. The light surrounds us and keeps the darkness at bay.”

“How do we do that?” asked Tim.

“We do it by staying in the Presence. The Presence of The Eternal’s peace and power. Easier to experience than to just talk about. Tonight at the worship service is the perfect time to show you,” replied Silvia.

For the first time, Mia spoke up. “What is the Seeing Pool?”

Silvia looked over at the girl. “Sometimes, the pool will reveal things to you. They might be the future, the past, the present, or your own heart. It is one of the mysteries here at the Monastery. It will grow still, and you will see things. Like I saw you before you came here.”

“Us?” asked Mia. 

Silvia laughed. “Yes, all of you.”

“Why is it so still now even though the water is flowing into it?” asked Tim.

“What does it look like?” asked Silvia. The others looked over and saw no difference in the pool.

“It looks like glass,” said Tim.

“Go over and take a look, Tim,” Silvia told the boy.

Tim walked over to the edge of the pool and looked down into it. The surface was smooth as glass as if it had suddenly frozen. The pool had become deep and dark. He looked closer as lights flickered and swirled in the depths. The world around him faded as the images began to form.

A little girl hopped and skipped about in a green field. She followed butterflies and chased dragonflies. She giggled in wonder and amazement at the fish that swam in the lazy creek. As she grew, she became more studious. All her hard work earned her a degree with a lab coat. She continued her studies, pursuing them relentlessly till they drove her to dark places. Eventually, inevitably, her studies were more torture than actual science. She manipulated cells, and genes to create horrific mutations of nature that served her purposes.

Tim was revolted by not only what this woman was doing but by what she had become. The horror continued further. Hunted for her crimes, she downloaded her neural network into a machine. Tim watched as this person became an automaton, a bot. A soulless, heartless, cold creature. The flurry of horrible images faded into darkness.

Tim held his breath until new images floated to the surface of the waters. He watched as a young man came into view. The man was curious about everything. He, too, studied the mysteries of the universe. But there was something different about the man's studies from the woman's approach. The man sought knowledge and explored the universe with wonder and awe. His discoveries helped the beings of the universe. Tim could never get a good look at the man's face as he uncovered one incredible discovery after another. Finally, he turned in Tim's direction as the man picked up his little boy who ran to him. It was Tim. Shock ran through Tim's body as he gazed upon his future or at least a possible future. The clear message was that personal choices mattered. They lead one after another to your future. The possibility becomes a reality. One decision after another built toward the good or the bad.

The currents of the pool began to swirl again. As it slowed and settled, more images flooded past Tim. Beautiful things floated by in the water, discoveries of natural science, physics, and the way the universe worked flooded his consciousness. Chemistry and biological processes came and went in front of him. Tim's mind soaked them in, as much as he could, he tuck it away for future contemplation. The glories of The Eternal's nature were spread out before him. 

The light became hazy and amorphous, reaching out in a golden fog of perfect peace. Tim felt creation’s love flow over, around, and through him. At that moment, surrounded by the living Presence of life, he heard a voice. "Never stop exploring. Let your curiosity flow with my light, and take you to find wonderful things." That was his heart's desire and calling. To seek and find new discoveries. Tim closed his eyes as he let gratitude flow from his spirit. When his eyes opened again, water fell into the pool, and the wind was blowing across his cheeks. He smiled at Silvia. "How wonderful." She smiled back at him.

As Tim stepped away to sit back down near Silvia, Mia quickly took his place. Tim's expression had been so enraptured that Mia wanted it for herself. She looked down into the pool. Nothing happened. She bent over, getting closer to the rippling surface. Still nothing. Mia stomped her foot in exasperation.

“Patience child. It will happen or not. The Seeing Pool doesn't always reveal its secrets,” said Silvia.

Now Mia was just angry. She picked up a pebble and threw it as hard as she could into the pool. The water erupted in a fury of waves. Mia was immediately surrounded by darkness. Storm clouds engulfed her as lightning flashed and thunder roared. Mia drew into herself. The darkness and the swirling clouds remained, but the storm quieted. She looked down at the surface of the pool. It was blacker than space. Out of the center swirled a storm, and out of the storm strode a woman: confident and strong. The woman was hooded and wore all black. Her movements sharp and controlled. Jewels adorned her neck, and in her right hand, she carried a black whip. Anger and fear surrounded her. As the dark lady grew closer, Mia's anxiety grew. When she was close enough, Mia could see into her eyes, which were cold and cruel. A moment later, Mia recognized the woman, it was herself. 

Fear gripped Mia not for her safety but for what might be. In that instant, the horrifying image disappeared, swept away by the winds that swirled around her. Mia wanted to scream but couldn't. "No, no, no," she whispered under her breath. The wind died down to a gentle breeze so Mia could breathe again. 

A small patch of light appeared. As Mia stared at it, the glow grew. Colors began to emerge. Soon she saw the waving green of grasses. Flowers gently swayed in a breeze. She could hear birds singing from the nearby trees surrounding the meadow she found herself in. It was mid-morning on a sunny day with a blue sky overhead. Mia turned her attention to the sound of people approaching. They were laughing and talking as the small group emerged from the nearby forest. Several children, a girl and two boys, were accompanied by their mother. The two boys tussled and ran off to play. The little girl helped her mother with the basket the woman was carrying. They drew out a colorful blanket and spread it over a grassy area. The little girl carefully unpacked the basket, which was full of lunch items under the watchful eye of her mother. The woman stood up and looked around her. She noticed Mia and waved with a smile. She walked toward Mia in a relaxed manner. 

“Hello, it's a fine day for a picnic,” said the woman. She was dressed in a simple sundress. From the look of the fine stitching, it was homemade, sewn with precision and care. The woman's face was relaxed and filled with the contentment of a good life. 

“It is glorious,” replied Mia. “This place is so peaceful.”

“The children and I love to come here to get out of the house for a while. We brought some food, would you like to join us?” The woman said with a warmth that touched Mia.

“Thank you. I would like that very much,” said Mia. They sat down on the cloth. Mia helped arrange the food and plates. Soon the boys had joined them again. Mia looked up at the woman. Her face was soft and glowed with life. There was a sparkle of joy in her eyes as she watched her children. Only then did Mia recognize the face as her own. At that, the image faded back to where she stood at the edge of the pool. In her ears, Mia heard The Eternal whisper to her, “You must choose.”

Mia sat down in silence.

“Who wants to go next?” asked Silvia. Conner pointed to Elizabeth. 

Tim spoke up, “It's wonderful, Liz, you will like it.”

Elizabeth stepped over to the pool and sat down near it. The last blossom of summer fell from the tree to make way for the final fruit of the year. It spiraled down to land on the surface of the water. It floated there, swirling around in the eddies of the current. As she watched, she began to see the faces of people. They were young and old, men, women, and children. A constant stream of faces appeared before her. So many that she quickly lost count. Most were unfamiliar, but occasionally there was someone she knew. Elizabeth thought she saw Tim at one point. After a while, she focused on seeing them one after another. They finally stopped to fade from the waters.

When she looked up, the pool was gone. Elizabeth was in vaguely familiar surroundings. The setting was a walled garden in full bloom. A table sat in the center covered with a table cloth upon which sat glasses. An older lady walked up with a pitcher of water and poured some in the glasses.

“Would you like some water?” the woman asked with a pleasant smile. “It is nice and cool. Freshly made by myself.”

Elizabeth walked over to the table and sat down on a chair. The older lady sat across from her. “You made fresh water?” asked the girl.

“Yes, Elizabeth. I also made these as well,” said the woman. A porcelain plate with a blue pattern appeared on the table. Upon that plate sat Elizabeth's favorite dessert, lemon bars. “How did you know my name? How did you know I like these?” asked Elizabeth.

“I know everything about you, dear. Don't you recognize me?”

Elizabeth looked at her host closely. There was something very familiar. The woman smiled and held the plate for Elizabeth to take a bar. “Take one, I made them from the lemons I created. You know who I am. They call me Heavenly Mother, I Am, The Eternal, I am Forever. I thought this appearance would be the best one for our little talk.”

Elizabeth was gobsmacked as she realized who she was with. “What do I need to do?” she asked.

“You know what you want to do. You decided that long ago. You just don't realize it.” Mother said with slight amusement. “Think back at your choices. You choose to serve again and again in small ways and large ones. You have the heart of a healer. It's who and what you are. Your journey has been very consistent, leading you to that calling. There is no decision to make. In fact, you have already started to heal others around you. Wasn't Tim one of the faces in the pool? Those faces are the faces of people you will touch and heal in your lifetime. Only a few of many.”

Now that she thought about it, her calling made perfect sense to Elizabeth. The thought of it rested on her mind and settled into her soul. She would be a healer. The want and desire of that life ignited like a small flame and finally settled into a bright light.

“This was your choice all along, you just needed me to call attention to the fact and give you a little nudge of encouragement. Magnolia helped as well. I'm sure she will be pleased when you tell her. Magnolia has wanted to pass along what she has learned for so long. In fact, she has created a medical journal in The Library. Now time is passing, and your friends are waiting,” Mother rose from her chair to walk over to Elizabeth. Mother gently held her cheek and placed a kiss on her forehead. Elizabeth heard her say, “I am always with you,” as the walls of the Monastery and the pool returned into focus around her.

Elizabeth turned away from the pool to her new friends. She knew Conner needed a little encouragement to come to the pool, so she reached out her hand for help. “Conner, would you help me down?” Elizabeth asked. He got up and jumped up beside her. He steadied himself even though it was a challenge with his deformed muscles to balance on the edge of the pool. “Thank you. Now it's your turn,” she whispered to him.

“I don't want to,” he said to her quietly. 

“I know, but you need to,” was her reply. 

Conner nodded in assent and helped her down. He then took a deep breath and looked at the pool, which didn't appear to be sinister. It was just a pleasant pool of water, not any more significant than a bathing tub. The waves from the little waterfalls were somewhat hypnotic. It was then that he noticed a glimmer of light near him on the bottom of the pool. He bent down to get a better look. There sitting on the bottom, was what appeared to be a silver pendant on a necklace. He reached down to pick it up. Something grasped his wrist and forcefully pulled him into the pool.

Conner found himself standing in the dark. Not completely dark. A night sky full of stars was overhead. Beneath him, he could feel sand under his feet. He heard a crackling sound. Conner turned around to see a fire with a man sitting on a log across from it. Conner walked over to the fire. It crackled and sparked as the flames rose into the night sky. 

“Have a seat,” said the stranger as he stirred the coals of the fire, sending up a flurry of sparks into the night air. Conner took a seat across the fire. “How are you doing, young man.” asked the stranger. 

“I've had better days,” replied Conner.

“It has been a long while since you had better days.” the man stated. The man was neither young nor old. His appearance was quite ordinary. “You have been wrestling with yourself and with me for a long while. Its time to give that up.”

“Excuse me, do I know you?” asked Conner.

“No, not really, but I know you. I've been watching over you for a long while. Trying to do my best to keep you on a good path,” said the man.

“Who are you?” asked Conner incredulously.

“You know who I am. You're just afraid to say it,” came the reply.

Conner grew irritated. But there in the back of his mind, a thought flickered to life. Conner had never believed in anything other than himself, let alone spiritual things. But there it was, and it wouldn't go away. It couldn't be. He couldn't be sitting with . . .

“You know it now. Right here in front of you, The One, The Most Holy, The I Am, The Eternal,” 

“I've never believed in you,” replied Conner.

“I've always believed in you,” said The Eternal.

“You have misplaced your faith,” said Conner. 

“I don't think so. In fact, I have so much faith in you that I'm going to place your new friends into your safekeeping.”

“What? You can't!” shouted Conner. Fear seeped into his heart, knowing that the one before him never lied. “You mustn't,” whispered Conner.

“You’re the one to do this,” said the Father.

“But I failed before. The Protectors all died,” replied Conner, despair in his voice. 

“Not your doing. Not your fault,” stated The Eternal. The truth of those words struck at Conner's self-condemnation. He rose to defend his own self-loathing. 

“Let go of your anger. You must forgive yourself.”

“Never!”

“You must. You will, or you will do it again.”

Conner lunged at the man before him in a rage. The two were locked in combat as they grappled with one another. Conner moved and flipped his opponent. The man rolled mid-air to land on his feet, facing Conner. He was in a fighting stance. His hand beckoned to Conner. “Come on. Let's do this. It is long overdue.”

Conner barked out a laugh. “Are you kidding me. You want me to fight you, God of everything?” 

“Yep.”

“I'll lose,” said Conner.

“Not in my hands.” The two circled. Conner looked for an opening, even as he talked. Conner lunged forward, closing the distance. The two locked in combat again, thrown to the sand. 

“There is always a winner and loser,” Conner gasped between heavy breathing during the struggle.

“I prefer win, win,” came the reply. The two wrestled into the night. Sweat dripped from their bodies. Finally, the two took one last tumble that split them apart, sending them sprawling onto the sand. Tired and drained, the two lay there, catching their breath.

“Why are you tired?” asked Conner between gasps of air.

“Dealing with a person who is hurting is exhausting. I feel it all and hurt as much as the person does,” said Forever. 

Conner sat up and grasped his bent legs, curling into a bit of a ball. The Father sat up as well, crisscrossing his legs, with his feet folded under his knees. He sat there, grabbing sand in his hands and letting it run through them. The two sat there in the sand of the beach facing the ocean. The sky was starting to lighten. The dawn was coming. “It's your choice,” said the Father.

“How can I trust myself?” asked Conner. 

“You are blaming yourself for choices that were not yours to make. Just like today, people are making choices that are not yours to make. Some of those choices are not good ones. The darkness is coming again.”

“Can't you stop it?” asked Conner. 

“When I made people, I gave them the right to choose. I promised to never interfere in that right.”

“Why not? So much heartache has come from it. So many evil things.”

“You are only looking at one side of the coin. So many good things have come from it. I wanted people to choose. I wanted you to choose Me. Only when you choose Me can you truly love Me. I wanted to be loved by you,” said the Father longingly as the sun slipped above the horizon. Glorious pinks, reds, purples, and oranges spread out among the clouds.

“I think I understand a little. I'm tired of carrying this burden that I should have never carried. I give it up,” said Conner. “I forgive myself.”

Conner gasped as he broke the surface of the pool.

“I didn't mean for you to go for a swim,” said Silvia as she gave him a helping hand out of the water. He was thoroughly drenched. Conner stood there, dripping. He felt something in his hand. It was the pendant. He held it up to look at it. It was a crude flat circle of silver attached to a chain. Upon its flat, beaten surface was inscribed a symbol.

“What do you have there?” asked Silvia.

“It was in the pool,” replied Conner.

“May I see it?” asked Silvia. Conner handed it to her to examine.

Silvia looked the simple necklace over. “It appears to be very old. The inscription is the oldest symbol of the Paladins that there is. It's yours now. Cherish it.”

“What just happened to us?” asked Mia. 

“Other than an encounter with the Divine, I don't know. The experiences that you have had are for you and you alone.” Silvia looked at each of the faces around her. “The rest of us did not experience them or see what the pool showed you. Hopefully, it gave you some insight into who you are and who you could be. If you want to ever talk about it, I'm always here to listen," said Silvia. “You should go now and get ready for dinner. Conner will need to dry off," she said with a chuckle.

“It is a good thing our room is on the ground floor off a patio,” said Tim. “Mrs. Westmoreland would kill you for dripping all over the hallways.” Conner took a good-natured swipe at his roommate.

“Off you go, we need to get ready. Tonight after dinner, anyone is welcome to join me for worship. It is a good place to think,” said Silvia as she shooed them up the stairs toward the Monastery.

The boys arrived at their room. “Wait here, I will get a towel,” offered Tim. He disappeared into the room. Conner began to pull off his wet clothes. He stripped down to his shorts. Somehow he felt less burdened. His soul seemed lighter after his experience at the Seeing Pool. 

Tim returned with a towel and threw it at Conner. Conner caught it and began to dry off. Tim came up to him. “Conner, look, your scars.” Conner felt Tim’s touch along his side. He didn't like being touched. It reminded him of his scars. “Your scars are gone!” exclaimed Tim.

Conner looked down at his side and down his legs where the scars had once been. They were gone. 


	
Chapter 19

Aboard the Skree Maker Ship Dr. Keith turned part of her attention to an incoming communication. Now that she was mechanical her multi tasking was without limit. She manipulated the controls in the arm of her chair causing it to rise into the air and move to the center of the room where the long distance signal would be amplified.

Much to her delight it was her spy program Sting who was reporting in. The signal downloaded directly to her central processor. She redirected it to her holo emitters. The holo came into focus on her lap to reveal a small furry creature. It purred and cooed at her. She reached out with her mechanical fingers petting her creation. The little beast responded by rubbing its chin against her finger. 

Dr. Keith had developed a new technology that allowed holo images to take solid form and interact with the world around them. The AI emitted a high pitched blurp of condensed data to her.

At one point, its back leg scratched its ear with a whirring and thumping sound. Dr. Keith laughed audibly.

“There is my little eyes and ears. How are you my little Sting? What have you got for me today?” inquired Dr. Keith.

The little holo creature informed her that it had inserted itself into the Paladins security systems. The invasive program was still trying to breach The Library without being detected. The Paladin systems were resisting its efforts. But Sting assured his master that he would gain control over the security systems. Dr. Keith would control the cameras, locks, and gates of her enemy. 

When the Skree were ready to attack, Dr. Keith’s agent would be prepared to help them. “What will you do when the time is right to attack mommie’s enemies?” asked the evil Dr. The doe-eyed creature arched its back all the hair standing on spiky end. The furry tail curled above it, revealing the stinger hidden within. Row upon row of needle-sharp teeth showed as the little creature hissed stretching out its claws in a raking motion. 

“That is my wicked little Sting,” said Dr. Keith as she scratched its chin. The little demon returned to its cute, cuddly form and purred loudly.
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 Magnolia had requested that Tim come by her office before breakfast. Since her office was just across the gardens and on the way, Tim and Conner stopped by. As he was entering the healer’s doors, Conner stumbled just a little. Tim steadied him. 

“Good morning,” said the healer. “How are we doing this fine morning? Nice shorts, looks like you guys are headed out for a hike.”

“I’m good,” replied Tim.

“Couldn’t be better. I think Silvia wants to get away from the crowds here at the Monastery for the day,” said Conner, a big grin on his face.

“Silvia never has liked too many people hanging about. OK, young man, you know the drill. Hop up here so Robbie can give you a good scan,” said Magnolia to Tim as she patted her exam table. Tim bounced up on the table and waited quietly for Robbie to finish his scan. The little bot hovered over him. A series of blue lights swept back and forth across Tim. Robbie beeped and presented a holo report. Magnolia looked it over with a critical gaze. 

“Are we done yet?” asked Tim. “I’m starved.”

“Yes, I’m done with you. Tim, you can run along to breakfast.” Magnolia turned to Conner as Tim hopped off the table. “Conner would wait just a moment? I would like to chat with you.”

“Oh, OK,” said Conner.

“Tim, Conner won’t be but a moment. You go get some breakfast,” said Magnolia.

Magnolia gave a few moments to let Tim get out of earshot. “Conner, there are a few things I want to discuss. How is Tim doing? I know he’s fine physically, but how about emotionally? Has he been having bad dreams? Does he cry or get angry for no apparent reason?” asked the healer.

Conner rubbed his chin. “There have been a few bad nights, but those seem to have gone away. I think he has bounced back to his happy go lucky self,” replied the young security expert.

“Good, that’s nice to hear. Now I want to talk about what happened to you at the pool.”

“Is that why you asked me to tag along with Tim?”

“Sure is. Silvia noticed that your scars seemed to disappear, and you moved differently when you got out of the pool. Silvia doesn’t miss much. So let me have a look and a quick scan to make sure everything is where it should be.” Conner paused in hesitation. He looked away being reluctant to open up about a very personal matter. “It will be fine. There’s nothing I haven’t seen before. Now off with that shirt of yours, that way we will get a clean scan. Please lay down on the table,” Magnolia said in her most reassuring tone.

Conner did not like being the center of attention. He really didn’t like doctors’ offices. It brought back bad memories from his months of rehab. He had kept his scars covered, so he felt awkward taking off his shirt. He usually didn’t wear shorts either for the same reason. But today he had put on a pair.

“Off with those shoes as well. I don’t want you getting my table dirty,” stated Magnolia.

Conner bent down and undid his laces and pulled off his shoes. Usually, he couldn’t bend over like this. His scar tissue prevented him from being that flexible. But there were no scars to impede his movements. As he pulled off his shirt and lay down on the warm table face up, Magnolia placed a hand on his shoulder. “This won’t take a minute.” She saw no visible scarring. Robbie glided over the table, activating his scanners. 

“There, all done. Please sit up,” said Magnolia. “Now would you sit with your legs over the side of the table? Yes, just like that,” said the healer. Magnolia conducted an exam by running her hands down his spine and then massaged his back muscles. She felt his ribs along his side that were once full of scar tissue. Conner chuckled a little at her touch. “Is that sensitive?” asked Magnolia.

“It tickles a little,” replied Conner.

“That is a good sign. You have some good nerve sensitivity,” observed Magnolia. Magnolia examined Conner’s back carefully. She asked Robbie to hold a magnifier up to her patient. “Amazing, no apparent damage at all. Hair and skin pores appear to be intact. It’s as if nothing ever happened. The scan shows that nerves and muscle tissue have been regenerated. Now lay down on your side for me. The side where you were hurt facing up. Just like that, Conner.” Magnolia grasps his foot. “I’m going to do some stretches.” She extended his leg and then bent it up, testing his range of rotation and motion. Conner winced in anticipation of pain like he had in therapy. It never came. “How does that feel?” she asked.

“It feels good,” Conner replied with some amazement in his voice. “It feels perfect.” When Conner and Tim had gotten back to their rooms there had been no time for self examination. Conner had gone right to bed skipping dinner. He had fallen into a deep healing sleep and not moved until Tim woke him up to start his day. The full extent of his healing was just now dawning on Conner.

“Excellent! OK, I’m all done, you can get up.” She walked over to the chair that Conner’s shirt was draped over. She handed him the clothing. “You can put this back on, and we will compare your new scans to your old ones. Robbie, please display Conner’s med scans from before and from today side by side.” Robbie hovered nearby and activated his holo system. The scans appeared in front of Conner and Magnolia. 

“When you arrived and signed the papers for the camp, one was a medical release. I ordered the records for the lot of you just in case. On the left are your old scans from several years ago. They reveal broken bones, several pins where reconstructive surgery was done, scar tissue, and several skin graphs. It was excellent work, but the operations left you with range of motion issues, missing muscle tissue, nerve damage, and pain. On the right is the scan Robbie just took. That scan shows no broken bones or even any evidence of past damage. All of your pins and screws are gone. Any impaired and missing muscle is now wholly repaired. The scan shows that your skin is like new, with no nerve damage. All the nerves are working like they should. Even the hairs and pores on your skin were restored. There appears to be no apparent degradation at all. I would say this is a miracle. How do you feel?” asked Magnolia.

“Now that you mention it, I feel great. I’ve lived with the pain for years, and now it is gone,” Conner replied with awe in his voice.

“It is amazing. But then again, The Eternal made you and does fantastic work when healing. I did notice that some of your muscle tone needs reconditioning, but exercises will fix that. I noticed that you stumbled a little when you came into the office. Your body may be all healed, but your brain is still trying to move your body the way it was when it was still scarred. The condition should clear up in a few weeks. Until then, I want you to do some exercises I have sent to your datapad. There are three stretches and three exercises. I want you to do them every morning and evening for the next few weeks. Come see me if anything seems off, and I want to see you and Tim at the end of the week. Now off to breakfast with you. Oh, and congratulations on your little miracle,” Magnolia said as she patted Conner on his back.

 “Little? This is huge! Thank you so much!” exclaimed Conner exuberantly as he gave the older woman a bear hug.

Magnolia laughed heartily as Conner lifted her off the ground. “Gently young man, I’m much older than you, and those muscles are brand new. Now go give those new muscles a good workout on your hike.”

Magnolia waved good-by as Conner bound out the door and ran through the garden. The realization was just hitting Conner that he was healthy and whole again. 
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Silvia once more decided the group needed a hike into the jungles of Veridian. She had insisted that Scrap accompany them on the trek. He knew many of the jungle paths.

The group went further into the jungle than they had gone before. Their path took them high above the waterfalls up into the mountains. Scrap stopped at a fork in the trail. 

“The one to the left takes you up beyond the jungle into the pine forests and the high mountain passes. There you will find Trader Tom. He trades goods with the people beyond the snows. The way we will go takes you to the highland jungles,” said Scrap.

As the group hiked through the dense jungle. Tim wondered what kept the trail open. “What animals must use it to keep it cleared?” 

“It is the main trail from the uplands to the lowlands. Numerous species use it every day,” replied Scrap.

Today those animals were conspicuously absent. They finally reached a level portion of the path that followed one of the many creeks to quiet pools that spilled from one to the other. There were views of the Monastery and the lowlands beyond. It was an excellent place to sit and have lunch.

They all sat down to dangle their feet in the cool water as they ate the lunch packed for them by Maria. Dappled sunlight filtered through the dense canopy to shine off of the dancing waters of the falls. 

Elizabeth pulled out her journal and began to sketch the plant species that were hanging from the nearby trees. The sounds of the jungle surrounded them. Birds called in the trees. Monkeys hopped from branch to branch. As they ate their lunch, the kids began to ask Silvia questions about the Paladins. Silvia was pleased that they were curious about the Monastery and its ways. It was a good sign for things to come.

“What is the Paladin Code?” asked Mia out of the blue as she ate her lunch.

Silvia turned to the girl. “Where did you hear about the Paladin Code?” asked Silvia. 

“The night Usher was exiled. You said that he had violated The Code,” replied Mia.

“Yes, tell us about The Code,” stated Tim.

Conner sat nearby, looking at Silvia intently. While Elizabeth’s pen was ready to record the librarian’s answer.

“Scrap, you have been with us for a long while. Instead of a list of rules from a dusty old Paladin, perhaps a fresher perspective would be good,” said Silvia.

“Who me?” asked Scrap incredulously.

“Yes, you,” Silvia replied with a smile.

Scrap stared into the running water as if the answer could be found there. “Well, before I came to the Monastery, I lived on the streets. On the street, the truth had no value except at Auntie’s. When you walked into Auntie’s, you always got an honest answer, and Auntie expected the same in return. One of the first things the Paladins taught me was to always tell the truth. That was part of The Code, but it was the most important one to me.

Auntie also taught me not to take what wasn’t mine. Before then, I took what I needed: a piece of bread, clothing, anything I needed, or wanted. The Paladins teach a person to be honest with what you need, and you will get help if you need it. Friends help each other.

I was never really a believer in The Eternal. On the street, you were on your own. You looked out for yourself. You didn’t rely on some mysterious all-knowing, all-loving God who looked out for you. But looking back on all the dangerous situations I survived, there is no way I would have made it through without help from The Eternal. No one is that lucky.

The Eternal brought me to the Paladins. I have found a family here. There are people who care about me, who are teaching me. The Paladins say to honor and love those The Eternal brings into your life."

Just then, there was a commotion among the trees. They all looked up to see what was causing it. At first, all they could make out was waving branches. Then a white-spotted monkey ran into the clearing beside the pools. The little one ran into their midst without knowing he was surrounded by people. He was staring back at the trees. Several other monkeys who had been chasing him appeared. They stopped right away, seeing the people. It was at this point the little one noticed the humans around him and froze.

“Bless my soul, Moon monkeys. It is rare to see them out during the day,” said Silvia. The monkeys had white fur that was dappled with blues and grays. Their faces were a pale blue. “Don’t move. They aren’t dangerous, but they are easily frightened.”

Just then, the leader of the troop appeared. She walked out of the jungle looking for her youngest, who happened to be in the midst of the strangers. She turned to Silvia and looked right at the Paladin. Silvia stood up slowly and then bowed. The monkey bowed in return, as did those behind her.

“Elizabeth, reach into our pack and get all the fruit out. We have gifts to give. If anyone has any fruit, offer it to them,” Silvia told her charges. Elizabeth retrieved several kinds of fruit and gave some to Tim and Conner. Silvia had pulled out a round red fruit from her pocket. She held it out to the troop leader. 

The leader looked around and then approached Silvia with boldness. The white monkey took the fruit from Silvia and then bowed again. Other monkeys come from the forest. One approached Mia, who had placed grapes in front of her. Several monkeys grabbed the bunch and then hauled them off to the trees.

The young monkey was still frozen. He moved when the troop leader chattered at him. Tim held out a piece of bright orange fruit. The young one grabbed it and ran to the trees. With all the fruit given to the monkeys, they disappeared into the jungle.

“Now, where were we?” asked Silvia.

Conner spoke up. “Scrap was telling us about what he knows of the Paladin Code.”

“Yes, The Code. The Code is the way the Paladins live by. 

Always tell the truth.

Don’t take what isn’t yours.

Honor those the Eternal brings into your life.

We just now followed several precepts the Paladins live by.

Honor those whom The Eternal brings to you.

All life is precious. You should always treat it as such.

By sharing what we had, we did that today.

You should live every day as if it were a holy thing.

Every day is a gift. We treat it like one.

Our highest precept is to love the Eternal with all we are.

We love others in the same way.

“That, in short, is The Code. You will find it listed out in our literature. But that is just a list of rules. It is living those precepts that truly counts. Is everyone done with lunch? I think it is time to head back, as much as I hate to,” said Silvia.

Just then, the little monkey ran into the clearing clutching a star fruit from the jungle. He cautiously approached Elizabeth and extended the fruit to her. Elizabeth reached out and took it. The monkey then ran back into the jungle.

“You should feel honored, Elizabeth. That is a star fruit and is prized by the Moon monkeys. Let’s pack up and head back,” said Silvia.

With that, the group headed back down the trail to the Monastery, talking and asking more questions of Silvia.
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General Riss walked down a hallway of his Maker Ship. The organic floor beneath him was familiar and pleasantly soft. It reminded him of the warrens he grew up in as a child. He paused and gestured. The webbed doorway peeled back before him, allowing him entry into Dr. Keith’s lab. The Maker Ship knew him, and there was nowhere he couldn’t go. General Riss didn’t bother to announce himself. He felt contempt and anger at Dr. Keith. The Dr.’s presence was tolerated and necessary, but General Riss didn’t like it. 

The lab was dark, only lit by screen displays and lights from analytical machines. The Skree did not like darkness. On their home world, the dark places were where predators and danger lurked. The double suns and numerous moons lit the planet day and night. 

Glass beakers, tubes and flasks bubbled with mysterious liquids. The machines had been imported at Dr. Keith’s request. The alien devices irritated General Riss as he padded softly across the lab. Dr. Keith was looking at a microscope display. Cells divided and multiplied on the holo screen. 

“Welcome to my lab,” said Dr. Keith. Noticing the Skree’s discomfort, the scientist sent a signal to adjust the light levels in the lab. It took several tries to get the illumination to respond. The mechanical Dr. Keith was having difficulty interfacing with the Skree’s organic systems. The lab was far more extensive than it first appeared to be. 

“I have come to check on your progress. We will need to attack the Paladins in just a few weeks. Have you solved the problem of how we are going to assault the Paladin Monastery?” asked the General with a meanacing tone.

“I have indeed,” replied the mechanical Dr. “Let me show you.” Dr. Keith led General Riss to an airlock. Dr. Keith approached the door, which remained shut. General Riss smiled to himself, as the ship wasn’t recognizing the bot as worthy of opening. Dr. Keith stopped. She had to heat her metal frame just slightly for the ship to accept her as a being for the doors to work. It was a constant source of irritation for the Dr. Nor was it suitable for her electronic components. After a few seconds, the door webbing began to retract. The two entered an airlock.

“The solution that I came up with required a special environment. There is no need for an environment suit; the atmosphere might even be pleasing to you,” explained the doctor as she activated the other door. A moist mist drifted from the room as the door opened. General Riss found the smell of plant foliage and moisture unpleasant. “We must be cautious not to disturb them; they are still growing and hardening.”

Sitting on pedestals before them appeared to be boxes made of a material similar to what the Maker Ship was composed of. The boxes were of a different color. Vines connected the cubes to a machine that sat in the center of the room. The device held several large glass containers. Various colors of liquids bubbled in the machine. The veins that ran to the growing cubes pulsed and quivered in the mist that hugged the floor. 

“These boxes will hold your army. They are light and can easily be carried to their destinations,” explained Dr. Keith.

“We cannot fly our transports anywhere near the Monastery. How will we get them there?” asked General Riss.

“You have wings, do you not? The boxes are light and easy to carry. They are trans-dimensional and will hold as much as is needed.”

“What will you fill them with?”

“I have been working on that as well. The Scavs will play a prominent role in the assault. But there are several other species from your planet that will work well in the attack. You and the mercenary force I have assembled will lead the command and control operation.”

“Mercenaries, the Skree don’t need mercenaries,” stated the General.

“You will be operating in an environment that is toxic to you. You will need a human element to assist you in the oxygen-rich atmosphere. There are several organizations of the unsavory kind that are disaffected from the Galactic Government. They have quality armies, which I have bought. We will only need a few hundred,” stated Dr. Keith. 

“Only a few hundred? Of which I will command?”

“Of course. You are the General. I will provide you with the layout and defensive intelligence to the Monastery. The old Paladin who has betrayed them can lead your people through tunnels to get behind their defenses. My security bots will open all the doors for you. Once you are in, you may slaughter them however you choose. But take my warning. The Paladins, even in their present miserable state, are a force not to be underestimated. We must be swift and show no mercy. The Paladins must be exterminated,” Dr. Keith pronounced with finality.

“You must not lose sight of the goal. Somewhere in that library is the secret code that will free our master, Salusasecunda. You must find that code. He will be free to lead us to glorious victory over all our enemies,” said Dr. Keith in an unshakable religious fervor.
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Elizabeth and Mia returned to their room after a long day of hiking in the jungle. Mia had wanted to go to the worship service, so they had spent the evening there. The evening services seemed to bring some peace to the restless spirit that was Mia. The girls never seemed to talk too much. Elizabeth had a naturally quiet nature. She was used to sharing a house with a large family. So she was enjoying her time at the Monastery, which was, for the most part, quiet. 

Outside, the breeze sighed as it brushed through the trees. The evening was beautiful as the sun had set. A gust of wind blew a leaf from the deciduous forest higher up the mountain. Fall was coming, and the trees had begun to turn colors. The mountains above the tropical jungles were now crowned by golds, oranges, and reds. Elizabeth walked over to the leaf that had landed in the middle of the balcony outside. She picked it up to look at it. It was red in color. The dead leaf was not a bright red, but a dull clotted red like dried blood. Another gust of wind grabbed the leaf from her hand and swept it away into the darkness. Thunder shook the Monastery as a fall storm swept down the mountains and engulfed the Paladins in heavy winds and rain. Elizabeth closed the balcony doors against the storm.

Mia growled in exasperation at the tangles her long hair had gotten into during the windy hike. A hairbrush was now stuck and hanging in the middle of her hair.

“Let me help you with that,” said Elizabeth compassionately. She pulled up a chair next to Mia and began to extricate the brush from the wild knot the hair had worked itself into. Mia hadn’t helped her situation by attempting to use brute force on the mess. Elizabeth reached out in The Spirit. As she did Mia’s hair began to untangle from the brush as if by invisible hands.

As Elizabeth began to gently work with Mia’s hair, she told Mia what she was doing, “You have to be gentle with hair. Go slowly. My grandmother always told me to start at the ends and work your way up. Watch in the mirror what I’m doing so you can brush the other side.” 

Mia watched in the mirror as Elizabeth worked her hair from a tangle into beautiful long strands. “Did your mother not show you how to do this?” asked Elizabeth absentmindedly. 

“My parents died in a crash when I was four,” Mia stated in a flat tone of voice.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” said Elizabeth.

“It’s OK. I really don’t remember them much. My uncle took over as my guardian. He runs the family corporation, and then went on to a political career. He is going to be head of the Assembly,” replied Mia. “Your mother taught you how to care for your hair?”

“Actually, my grandmother did. Mother always keeps her hair short. But ma has wonderful long hair. It is always well-kept whether flowing over her shoulders or up in braids on her head. She taught me how to clean it, brush it, and braid it.” Elizabeth smiled as she finished one side of Mia’s hair. “I can show you how to braid sometime if you like. There, all done with this side,” said Elizabeth. “Now it’s your turn,” she said as she held the brush out for Mia.

Mia took the brush a bit reluctantly since this was something she had always considered beneath her. It was manual labor that others did for you. But then she remembered all the handwork she had been doing at the Monastery since she arrived. Mia had grown to enjoy such work, even the tedious parts. So she took the brush and began to work on her hair just like Elizabeth had shown her.

“Are you close to your parents?” asked Mia.

“I suppose so. There are eight children,” stated Elizabeth.

“Eight kids?” exclaimed Mia.

Elizabeth chuckled, “Yes, eight. Most of the time, we are all so busy that there is very little time for conversations. But I know I was loved every moment of every day.”

“How did you know?”

“There isn’t much talk about feelings, but we all express ourselves in the things that we do for each other. We were shown love and concern in making dinner to giving a helping hand when you are overwhelmed with chores. Sometimes a sibling will give a comforting touch when the day isn’t going right.” Elizabeth paused as her gaze grew distant. Her thoughts drifting to a home far away. “Then there are those moments when you feel mom or dad looking at you. You look up and catch that gaze of pure love. They only last but a few seconds, but they can fill up your heart for a lifetime.”

Mia wished that she had experienced one of those looks. She had been too young to remember them from her parents. Her uncle simply had no time for emotions. He had always been very detached. Mia had been raised by servants. Mia’s thoughts were broken as Elizabeth spoke.

“See, that didn’t take long. You did a wonderful job. You have such lovely hair.” Mia was thrilled at the older girls compliment. “Let’s tie it back. You can use one of my ribbons, and in the morning we can do a braid,” said Elizabeth as she tied Mia’s hair back for the night. 

“I am tired,” said Mia.

“Then we are agreed, it’s lights out,” said Elizabeth. “Good night Mia. Sweet dreams.”

“Good night Elizabeth,” said Mia as the lights darkened, and she snuggled down in her bed.

 


	
Chapter 20

Scrap bound up the stairs in an excellent mood. Striker had told him that he would be sworn in as a novice at the great feast. He was going to be a Paladin. Several guests were arriving today, so he went to the new security room above the main gate. As he walked, he tossed an apple he was carrying in the air. Maria had just harvested them from the north orchards. 

Only one Paladin was on duty. Brandon, his old nemesis, was watching the transports as they entered and scanned them. Nothing unusual to report or see. Brandon saw him. "Hey, Scrap, why are you hanging around here. Don't you have some work to do somewhere?" Brandon asked. 

“I have a message from the kitchens for whoever is going on the next run to Veridian City,” said Scrap.

“That would be you. I want you to pick up a load of supplies by noon. So you better get going. There are no spare vehicles; you will need to use that old trash heap of yours,” taunted Brandon. 

“What are you doing?” asked Scrap.

“I am busy scanning the dignitaries as they arrive. I just scanned the Leader of the Assembly,” said Brandon haughtily. Scrap didn't look impressed at all, which infuriated Brandon. “I'll take that as well,” Brandon said as he snatched the apple from Scraps grasp and took a bite.

Scrap knew better than to react. Brandon had outranked Scrap since he could remember. When Scrap had come to the Paladins, Brandon had been a novice. But even then, Brandon had ordered him about. Scrap had gotten his name from many fights with Brandon, who used the name as an insult. Brandon had always told Scrap that he was just the scraps from Maria's kitchen. After years of abuse, Scrap learned not to pay attention. But that didn't mean that Scrap wasn't hurt a little each time. 

So he just turned and headed back to the kitchens to fetch another apple before leaving for the city. He was in too good a mood to let Brandon spoil his day. Besides, it would be good to see Auntie Mae. He hadn't made a run into the city in some time. 
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The black luxury trans pulled up to the Monastery doors. The driver got out and ran to the door facing the Monastery. He opened it and then stood at attention as the occupant exited the transport. The man was dressed in a dark grey suit. August Steel looked around, taking in the scope of his surroundings. His assistant had exited the trans and ran to be at the side of her employer. There was no welcoming committee as he was accustomed to upon his arrival at most places. The two walked up the ancient stone steps to enter the open door. The driver lifted the trunk and began to unload the many bags that had accompanied the man.

Steel entered the doorway of the Monastery. He was confronted with the majesty of the Emperors. Stairs descended before him to the marble floor of the large round room. Columns of expensive stone rose up several stories to support an ornate guilded glass dome. Paintings and mosaics decorated the walls. In front of the politician stood massive sculptured bronze doors that were closed at the moment. On either side of the entryway were staircases quarried from the most expensive material in the galaxy. The majesty and glory of the old Empire was on display all around him. Steel harbored an irrational hate for the Empire. Secretly, his hate sprang from envy of the Imperial power and wealth. He wanted that kind of power and money for himself.

Mrs. Westmoreland stood at the top of one of those staircases. She felt a cold breeze pass by her like an ill wind that blows no good. That caused her to shudder, grasping her arms to warm herself from a cold that was deeper than the air around her. She turned to see the pair that had darkened the door of her home. The two government officials stood in the middle of the entry, a couple dressed in dark gray. 

Mrs. Westmoreland descended the stairs. “How may I help you?” she asked. The two turned to face her.

The woman who held a large datapad addressed Mrs. Westmoreland. “This is Representative Steel. I am his assistant, Carol Prim. We are expected.” Carol stated.

“Oh, yes, of course. We have been preparing for your arrival. I hope you had a pleasant trip from the city,” said Mrs. Westmoreland. With those words barely out of her mouth, Mia rushed by the housekeeper with a squeal of delight. She jumped on her uncle with pure happiness. The politician's face returned the embrace briefly and then composed himself in his usual dignified stance. Mia turned to Carol and greeted the assistant. Mia noticed that instead of Carol's general unflattering pedestrian floral prints the woman had changed to a severe dark gray pantsuit. Mia quickly composed herself to stand straight and dignified.

“As I was saying, we have prepared for your arrival. Your rooms are ready," stated Mrs. Westmoreland.

“I would like to meet with the Keeper right away,” said Steel.

“I'm afraid the Keeper is indisposed at the moment. He is meeting with the Paladin Council,” said Mrs. Westmoreland.

“Take me to them. I would like to sit in on that meeting,” stated Steel flatly.

“I'm afraid no one but those on the council may attend. I have every key to every door here. But I am not on the council and cannot give you admittance,” replied Mrs. Westmoreland. Representative Steel looked perturbed. “I'm sure you are tired from your journey. We have provided the best suite in the Monastery for you. Mia can show you the way?” Mrs. Westmoreland gave Mia a little nudge. 

Mia smiled, taking her uncle's hand. “Right this way,” she said.

“I will have Maria send up some tea and refreshments to your rooms,” said Mrs. Westmoreland as she watched Mia lead the two up the stairs to the west wing.

“They are the best rooms in the house. I cleaned them myself,” said Mia excitedly. 

“You cleaned what?” asked Carol. 

“What is that you are wearing?” inquired Steel.

“Oh, everyone wears these simple clothes. They are very comfortable,” replied Mia.

Steel arched his eye and spoke sternly, “You are not everyone. You should be wearing things so that you stand out. I have brought more clothes for you to wear from Fashion Week.” Mia looked at the floor uncomfortably, as if she had been caught socializing with the wrong people. Her Uncle's approval meant everything to the young heiress. She switched subjects to something she was familiar with.

“Oh, really? I missed out on all the parties. I'm so excited to see what you have brought.” Mia turned to the boys carrying the luggage and hollered. “Hurry this way. Be careful with those things.”

Mrs. Westmoreland noticed with some concern Mia's change of attitude and demeanor.
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“Order. Order. This council will come to order.” The loud murmurs of those gathered began to subside. “Order. Now I would have the chief librarian speak.” 

Silvia sat rigidly at the head of the main table. Below them were four tables filled with Paladins from across the galaxy. One of the main reasons for The Gathering was this council. Silvia was a part of the Paladin Council due to her position as Chief Librarian, though she would rather not be here.

“The Chief Librarian will report on the  Paladin Library's enterprises, funds, and a new proposal.”

 Silvia looked down at her notes. She looked up to make eye contact with those around her. Silvia began to speak about The Library's activities and businesses. She explained that in recent years The Library started very lucrative data businesses. In the last few years, these funds had begun to supplement the funds from the sale of agricultural products and the winery.

The Paladin Council gasped as she revealed the annual revenues from The Library's businesses. It was in the hundreds of millions of credits.

The Keeper spoke up at that moment. “Silvia's efforts have put the Paladins on a financial footing that will allow us to dispense the Galactic Assembly's funding. Much of the funds will go to the repair and restoration of the Monastery. It has also given us the ability to begin new efforts to reach out to our community in charitable ways. We have plans to improve peoples lives, offer housing, and provide training to lift lives from poverty and crime. Now our main lack is in people. We will be starting a push for new members. One of our new initiatives, ready to be launched with your approval, comes directly from The Library. Silvia will tell you about it.”

Silvia cleared her throat, “The  Paladin Library originally started the Public Library system that exists in every corner of our democracy. Over five hundred years ago, the Galactic Assembly took over the Galactic Library. This year the Galactic Assembly voted to defund the Galactic Library system. Since we have the funds and resources, I have developed a system to replace the Galactic Library Network. With your consent, we will activate the system tonight.”

“Why not just continue to maintain the current system?” someone asked.

“The old Galactic system is obsolete and near its end of life. We were forced to design a new system taking into account the latest technology. The new system will improve information flow and accessibility. The new Library will be able to be accessed by every known system and every ship in space. Also, because of our financial status, the service will be provided free to the public,” announced Silvia with great satisfaction in her voice.

The council murmured its approval.

“Without further delay, I call for a vote,” said the Keeper. “All those in favor?” There was a resounding response as the council members voiced their support. “Any opposed?” After a respectable moment of silence, the Keeper pronounced the resolution approved. 

Silvia sighed in relief. She had been dreaming and working on The Library System for over a decade. In the past few years, the funds had begun to make the system a reality. It would be autonomous with its own AI. The hardware systems were distributed across the galaxy, so it was self-perpetuating. Her dream had become a reality. Now it would be activated at the feast tonight.
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Representative Steel looked out from his long veranda several stories above the ground. The view from here was truly amazing. He contemplated the run for the Premier of the Assembly he would make as soon he returned to Jardor. The push to defund the Paladins should ensure his victory. It would help if Mia found some illicit activities at the Monastery. 

A breeze blew up from the coast carrying the scent of the ocean. A peace settled around him. It called him to sit down in a nearby chair. He was tempted to settle down into contemplation. But he resisted and briskly strode back into the room. 

Mia was discussing with Carol how manual labor had given her a sense of accomplishment and purpose. This was not welcome news to Steel. The last thing he needed was a driven teenager with a massive inheritance. She might start asking questions about how he was managing that money. Time to distract her from those ideas.

“Mia, have you seen the latest designs from Fashion Week? I have them right here on my datapad,” said Steel with enthusiasm.

Mia's eyes lit up with excitement. “No, I haven't.”

“Pick one out. You can wear it tonight,” Steel offered as he handed Mia the datapad. 

Mia snatched it from his hands with naked greed, taking the bait he had used effectively many times before. She skittered off to a couch, already lost in fabrics and designs.
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Later that afternoon, after the Paladin Council had adjourned, Mrs. Westmoreland strode down the Great Hall's center aisle. She was inspecting the feast preparations for the evening as the tables were being set with place settings and flower arrangements. This was a special dinner for everyone who attended. She was going to make it enjoyable for all who were there. 

Mrs. Westmoreland looked around at the activity and wondered where Mia was. The moment Representative Steel entered the room, Mia's attitude had changed. It was as if an evil wind had blown away all the work Mrs. Westmoreland had done to direct the girl in a positive direction. The housekeeper sighed and turned her thoughts back to the preparations for the feast.

She looked up at the banners that were fluttering in the breeze. Their bright colors and symbols brightened her mood. The armor and ancient imperial weapons that lined the walls had been dusted and polished. They gleamed brightly in the afternoon light. Soon the crystal chandeliers would be lit, sending a shower of glittering light across the room. The sound of something breaking brought her back to the task at hand.

Missy, a musician from the worship team, was bending over a plate she had dropped. She picked up the two pieces. "It just slipped out of my hand," she said in great distress. Her face was white and on the verge of tears. 

“Now, now, dear. It's just a plate. These things happen,” said Mrs. Westmoreland as she reached out to pat Missy on the arm. “No need to fret over this old thing.” Wanting to help Missy move away from the situation, Mrs. Westmoreland suggested, “Why don't you go help Maria in the kitchen. I know she has been overwhelmed with the meal preparation and could use the help.” Missy smiled weakly. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Westmoreland. I will go help out,” said Missy.

“I'm sure it will be appreciated.” Mrs. Westmooreland took the plate from Missy. “Thank you for all your help. The hall looks glorious. We couldn't have done it without you.” Missy smiled and hurried off towards the kitchens.

Mrs. Westmoreland looked down at the two pieces of the plate she held in her hands. The service was from the old Imperial settings, as was the silverware. The dish was white with imperial blue around the outer rim. The edge was rimmed with gold. In the white center was the Imperial motto on a slender banner. “Cruthaithe chun fónamh,” “Born to Serve.” The Paladins had adopted the adage as their own after the civil war. The plate had broken down the center, severing the precept. She handed the plate to someone to take back to the storeroom, where they would try to mend it. She continued inspecting the table settings and the floral arrangements that towered over the tables in showers of bright blooms. 
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“I've found it! I've found it! The perfect dress for tonight.” August Steel was sitting on his veranda with the Keeper when Mia rushed up shouting. Steel had made the old Paladin come to him. Now the representative held the upper hand whether the Paladin realized it or not. The Paladins have no clue how this game is played. Now Steel would force the Paladins’ contract with the government to end.

Steel turned his undivided attention to his niece. He took the datapad from her, glanced at the dress, and pushed the order button. 

“I must have it for tonight,” declared Mia.

Steel was ready. “Just sign here Mia,” he said. Mia signed the datapad while Steel looked on with relish. What the young socialite had just signed was Steel’s complete control of her fortune.

The Keeper looked shocked, as was Striker. The dress couldn't be delivered in such a short time. Steel turned to his ever-present assistant. “Make it happen, Carol.” Carol began to tap furiously on her datapad. She was a statue of efficiency dressed in black, with her hair wrapped tightly in a bun. 

“The designer is still on Veridian and will fulfill the Order in four hours. We just need someone to pick it up,” stated Steel’s assistant.

Steel turned to the two Paladins. “Have someone fetch it and deliver the dress my niece will wear tonight.”

The two Paladins were further astonished by the command. “The feast will start in just a few hours. There simply isn't enough time to get the dress,” said Striker.

“Nonsense, you can deliver it in time for the dance after dinner,” rebutted Representative Steel. He smiled broadly. This was a game he had played many times in the Assembly. He always won such games.

“Have Scrap go get it. He makes a run every day to the city,” said Mia, casually. 

“But he has already gone to the city and returned. Besides, he will be one of the initiates to be presented at the feast. He will miss the presentation,” objected Striker.

“Send the boy to get the item. His missing the feast will be of little consequence. We will present him at dinner some other night,” The Keeper said offhandedly. “Go do it now.”

Inwardly Steel celebrated his domination of the Keeper and the Paladins. This was but a small victory that would ultimately lead to crushing the Paladins completely. Steel turned to Mia, who had made his success possible. "No need to worry. It will be delivered." Mia smiled. Not only had she gotten the dress her heart coveted, but she had struck back at Scrap for that horrible ride in from the city. He had gotten her best traveling clothes wet and muddy. They had been ruined. Mia was once more the mean, petty, rich girl. She was back to her self-centered ways, and Mia reveled in the feeling of it.

Striker's face turned stony as the Keeper stopped any more objections. He strode away with military precision. This will crush the boy. Just one more betrayal in a long line of betrayals the Paladins had handed out to Scrap. The boy had stayed much longer than any other initiate and served the Order faithfully. Now the Keeper had effectively treated the boy like a scrap of trash tossed aside. The Keeper had broken faith with the Paladin code and his oath of office in doing this. There surely would be consequences for betraying the least of them in their midst. “Perhaps we don't deserve to exist anymore,” thought Striker as he gathered the strength to tell Scrap what must be done.
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Clarissa sat sewing as fast as she could. She held the dress up to examine her work. When the order had come in, Clarissa had been enjoying a sunny day on the lanai. Her assistant had come running up to her all a twitter, excited and nervous. “I don't know if we can do this, but here it is,” the girl said, handing Clarissa the datapad with the rush order. 

Upon seeing who was making the request, Clarissa dropped everything and went inside to pace the living room with her hovering assistant. Luckily the dress had already been made for Fashion Week, and Clarissa needed only to make some alterations. If this wasn't for one of the Assembly's most powerful representatives, she would have just ignored the order. She had been trying to break into the political, and social classes with her new designs: Representative Steel could be her ticket in. The political class had considered her creations too frivolous and bright. So she was working on a line that was more classic and refined, a bit more sedate. These designs were a little out of her usual palette, but she liked what she had done. They were made with classic lines for both men and women. Her signature flair was just discreetly tucked into the cloths, making them stand out just a bit from most business wear.

Clarissa pulled over a holo mannequin and activated it. The projectors came to life, displaying Mia's measurements and slender build. Clarissa slipped the garment over the solidifying form. Just a few alterations.

The designer was so intent on her work that she failed to notice Hunter quietly slip into the room from the lift. He silently stalked across the room, approaching Clarissa from behind until he wrapped his arms around her, placing a passionate kiss below her ear. Clarissa jumped in surprise and squeaked just a bit. But as Hunter's warm arms wrapped around her, she settled into their familiar comfort. The designer had melted into his presence and smiled. Then she saw the dress in front of her. It called Clarissa back to the demands at hand. She swatted his arm. 

“I don't have time for this right now,” she stated emphatically. 

Hunter responded by kissing her again. “Are you sure?” he asked seductively.

Clarissa sighed, “I am very sure. This has to be done for Representative Steel in just a few hours.”

“Oh, Representative Steel,” Hunter responded mockingly as he walked around the table's end where Clarissa could see him. He was wearing light, airy clothing the locals preferred. She had picked out beautiful pale summer colors that stood out against his deep tan. Their weeks on Veridian had been relaxing and enjoyable. Not to mention it had turned their skin a golden bronze.

“Where have you been all morning?” asked Clarissa.

“Sam and I went out into the bay fishing,” replied Hunter with a smile, or was it a smirk? Clarissa couldn't tell, but Hunter was too adorable to be irritated with. “I swear you spend more time with that boy than you do me.”

Hunter ignored her comment. “We caught some wonderful bluefins. I gave them to the chef to prepare for tonight.”

“That reminds me, we have guests tonight.”

“We do?”

“Yes, some people I am counting on to launch my new aromatherapy line. So I will need you to be on your very best behavior,” Clarissa stated emphatically. 

“My best behavior? I am always well-mannered and behave like a perfect gentleman.” Hunter said dramatically. 

Clarissa rolled her eyes. “Oh please, you are constantly causing all kinds of mischief.”

“Well, since I have to behave tonight, I should be naughty now,” Hunter said with a grin. He began to slowly unbutton his shirt. His time on Veridian had totally relaxed him, and Hunter was in a playful mood.

“I told you I don't have time for that.”

“Time for what? I'm going for a swim.” Hunter said as he slipped the white shirt off his tan body and tossed it onto the floor. His grin broadened as he unbuttoned his pants. 

“You are not going to go skinny dipping in my pool! It would be all over the tabloids tomorrow,” said Clarissa emphatically. “Naked man in Clarissa Hought's pool.” 

“Scandal never bothered you before,” said Hunter mischievously as he pulled off his pants and tossed them beside the shirt. “Besides, I have my swim trunks on.”

“You are making a mess in the dining room.”

“The bots will clean it up,” said Hunter over his shoulder as he headed for the door to the balcony. The words had just left his mouth when a jittering house bot swooped in to snatch the clothes from the floor and polish it after the bot had picked up the discarded items. “See,” said Hunter with a laugh. He broke into a run as he passed through the open doors and loped toward the pool like some great predator headed for the watering hole. 

Clarissa followed his every movement with her eyes. She especially took note of his tight-fitting swimsuit as his muscles propelled him effortlessly across the space to take a leap before diving into the pool's calm blue waters. Her brain played back the movement of his form and began to design activewear, which brought her back to the dress. She frowned with a brief pout. This would only take a few minutes. Then she would join him in the pool for a swim before dinner. Soon she was making the alterations with precise stitches. She began to hum happily to herself as she worked.
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Scrap slowly descended the staircase leading to the kitchen. Scrap had just left Striker, who broke the news that he would not be at the feast. There would be no announcement that he was an initiate. He concentrated on each step as he took them. The repetition of it kept his mind away from the crushing disappointment of not being recognized as a Paladin. All his life, he had been set aside. He had been kept separate for what reason? But that was going to change. He was going to be a Paladin. Except now that had been tossed carelessly aside for a rich girl's whim. He had been discarded like a scrap of rubbish. Scrap just didn't matter.

He entered the kitchen to ask Maria if she needed anything from town since he was going again. The kitchen was a hive of activity preparing for tonight's feast. The enormous kitchen that had hosted Imperial state dinners was in full operation. Every oven was stoked and burned hot as the cooking had begun days ago. The smell of warm bread, fresh herbs, and roasting meat surrounded Scrap, whose head was already swirling with shock. 

He saw Maria approach him with a look of concern on her face as she wiped her hands with her apron. Scrap tried to ask her if she needed anything. “This was just another trip like any other,” he told himself. He just couldn't get the words out. All the emotions that he had kept in check for years were boiling to the surface. A look of panic was plastered across his face.

Maria took him by the arm and led him past the pantry to a little door at the back of the kitchen. She opened the door into her private apartment beside the herb gardens. Scrap had never been in Maria's rooms. They were tidy and homey. A small living space with a chair and couch surrounded a low table. Beyond it was a little table that sat beside a small kitchen. Just off the living area was a bedroom. The walls were decorated with floral pictures, and knickknacks filled every surface. The room smelled of fresh lavender and herbs, making the floral print couch inviting. 

Maria guided Scrap over to the couch and sat down beside him. She took his hands in hers, “Now tell me all about it.” Knee to knee, they sat. The room was filled with the warmth that exuded from Maria. Comfort and serenity surrounded them; Scrap could be himself. The Spirit filled the room like the scent of baked goods, comforting and pleasant. "That's it, breath deeply and tell Maria what's on your heart," the old cook said.

Scrap did just that. “I have waited for so long for this moment. I was going to finally be recognized. All those years, I have wanted to be a Paladin, only to be overlooked year after year. Passed over as if I were nothing.” Scrap looked over at Maria. “Aside from you and Silvia, I don't think anyone here notices me. Well, besides the bullies.” Maria had known about the years of abuse from the other initiates. She had tended the bruises and black eyes, gave comfort where she could and spoke to those in authority to no avail. Maria patted Scrap's hands and squeezed them. 

“I just don't understand,” Scrap continued. “Have I done something wrong? Have I made someone angry? I have tried my best to serve the Paladins. I learned everything I could about their ways. I spent hours in The Library reading. You know I'm not good with books. I trained for hours on my own when no one would train with me, until I was covered in sweat. Where did I go wrong?” he asked Maria. Tears began to seep from his eyes. Maria could feel hopelessness grip Scrap. She took his face in her hands.

“Scrap, you listen to me. I want you to hear every word with your soul.” She paused for a second. “You have done nothing wrong. In fact, you have done everything right. Your diligence has not gone unnoticed. I have seen it and so have others. Most importantly, The Eternal has seen every second of your efforts. He knows every heartache, every bit of strength that you gave. He knows how you have served, with your heart as well as your work. None of it was in vain, not one moment.” 

The trickle of tears had become a flood as a lifetime of sorrows surfaced. Though Scrap had grown taller than her, Maria could still envelope him in her arms. There in her lap he let go, grieving for the first time in his life. It all came out. The loss of his parents, the slights and disappointments, the endless drudgery for no apparent purpose, were all released in one great flood of emotion that washed over him and Maria. The two wept together, gently rocking back and forth. Maria poured every bit of comfort she had into Scrap. 

After some time, his sobs had quieted, and the emotional storm had passed. Scrap sat up to wipe away his tears. He felt better after letting go of all that emotion. Peace filled the room that was comforting beyond words. 

“Goodness gracious, look at us. We are both a mess,” said Maria as she took her apron and wiped away the last of Scrap’s tears along with some flour he had gotten on his cheek while crying in her lap. "Just look at me. This just will not do; we must be more presentable than this. Give me just a moment," said Maria. She left the room to enter her bedroom.

Scrap looked around the cozy room. A breeze poured in from the open windows that looked out onto the herb gardens.

Maria came back into the room. She now wore her most elegant dress, which was white with a beautiful violet floral pattern. In her hands, she held a blue robe.

“I'm not the best seamstress like Mrs. Westmoreland, but I hand-stitched every seam. It is about time you had your own robes,” she stated. 

Scrap was thunderstruck. Maria was giving him his very own Paladin robes. “I don't know what to say. Thank you, just isn't enough.”

“Thank you, will do just fine. It is more than I get most days,” Maria said with a smile. She held the robe up for him to put on. He slipped one arm in and then the other. Maria adjusted it as it slid into place. The fit was perfect. “There you are, a Paladin,” Maria said as she beamed with pride.

Scrap hugged her again and held her tight. “Thank you for everything.”

“You are welcome. Now I need to do a tasting for tonight's dinner, and you will join me. It will be hours before that dress is ready.”

“How do you know about the dress?” asked Scrap. 

“News around here travels faster than light speed, and you should know that. Especially with all the out-of-towners here. I have a surprise for you.” She took him by the hand.

Maria led Scrap into the bustling kitchen. When she reached the little table that sat beside a window overlooking the herb gardens, she clapped her hands.

“Attention, everyone. I need all of you for just a moment if you can gather around. If not, join us with your spirit.” 

Paladins from across the galaxy had come for The Gathering. Many of them were the top people in their professions. There were scientists in almost every field: artists, designers, engineers, educators, and craftsmen. Among them were some of the best cooks and chefs in the galaxy. They gathered around Maria along with a few other Paladins who were here just for this moment. Those who couldn’t get close focused their attention on Scrap as they continued their preparations for dinner.

Maria turned toward Scrap and placed both of her hands over her heart. Those gathered behind Maria did the same as Scrap looked on in amazement. The moment he had waited on for so long was upon him. “Now, are you prepared to take the oath of an initiate? If so, place your hands over your heart and repeat after me.”

Scrap placed his hands over his heart. Maria said the first few words of the oath. “I solemnly promise.” After she had said the words, Scrap repeated them. The Paladins in the room repeated the oath along with him, renewing their vows. The whole place was affirming their oaths as Paladins. It was an extraordinary moment not only for Scrap but for everyone in the room.

At first, he heard the words that Maria was saying, and then everything went out of focus except himself. It was as if he were watching himself take the oath. Only he and the Creator was there at that moment. “I solemnly promise and affirm that I will faithfully study and keep The Code of the Paladins. As I study, I will make The Code a part of my being and make The Code a part of who I am. To the best of my abilities, I will live my life according to The Paladin Code.”

As he uttered the last of the oath, the world around him came back into focus. Everyone was clapping. Maria smiled so broadly that her happiness beamed from her being. As the old cook embraced him, she said with a warmth that overwhelmed him, "Welcome to the Paladins." There were murmurs of congratulations around the room. More than one Paladin has shed a tear of their own by the renewing of their vows. Letting go of him, Maria was quickly replaced by the next person in the room. "Welcome to the Paladins," then the next person held him and welcomed him until all in the kitchen had embraced him. Scrap was blushing from all the attention and well wishes. He was more used to being in the background. He felt the weight and power of the oath he had just made settle into his soul. He truly was a Paladin -- not only on the outside, but most importantly in the very core of his being.

Maria clapped her hands together. “Now we feast! Are you prepared for a rehearsal for tonight? Scrap and I will be your guests.” Maria turned "Will you join me for the last feast of The Gathering and your initiation feast?" asked Maria as she pointed to the table behind them set for the occasion.

“Do I have time?” asked Scrap.

“Yes, I called ahead, and the dress won't be ready for at least four hours. That gives you plenty of time. So sit down, relax. Let us enjoy this meal. Besides, the cooks and chefs here want our opinion on what they have created for tonight's dinner.”

The old kitchen table was where Maria usually sat to plan what the Paladins would eat and make shopping lists for Scrap to get at the market. Most days, it was covered with papers, kitchen utensils, and sometimes it was the place where Maria ate a quick meal. Today it was covered with a white tablecloth. There was a small bouquet of flowers gathered from the gardens. Crystal glasses sat around an Imperial place setting as well as the gold cutlery. 

Much to Scrap's surprise, someone held the chair out for him and slid it into place as he sat down. He blushed and mumbled a thank you as he wasn't used to anyone waiting on him. They did the same for Maria. The entire kitchen staff and guests from across the galaxy had gathered to honor Scrap and Maria for their service. The gold and blue-rimmed plate shone brightly against the white tablecloth. In the center of the plate, the Paladin moto's calligraphy seemed to have more meaning for Scrap. “Cruthaithe Chun Fónamh” was written in an undulating banner, “Born to Serve”. For the Emperors, it had been a daily reminder that they were not just rulers but were there to help the people of the galaxy. For the Paladins, it had served the same purpose for over a thousand years.

Scrap was brought out of his thoughts as the first course was brought out. A petite little Osorian brought her selection of appetizers. Her green skin rippled iridescent in the mid-morning sunlight streaming in the window they sat beside.

As the plate was put down, another Paladin placed a small package wrapped in bright violet paper. The older man smiled and said, “Welcome.” 

Scrap replied with a “Thank you” and a smile.

“This looks wonderful, Simi. I think you have outdone yourself. Simi is a chef on her home world of Osor. A wonderful place. Let's try this Scrap. Let me know what you think,” said Maria. 

With that, the two picked up their golden forks. On the plate sat three appetizers, each one a delicate creation.

 One was a shell fish seared and then placed in its own shell with a delicate butter sauce. Another was a stack of vegetable cubes. The third was a small piece of meat wrapped in bacon. They were all very delicious and perfect in every way with delicate flavors that made Scrap hungry for more. 

A massive chef with a small mustache brought out the salad course. He placed the chilled plate down. "Tap the top," was all he said. As Maria and Scrap took their salad forks and tapped the top of what appeared to be a perfectly formed little head of lettuce, the lettuce leaves opened up like a flower opening in the morning to reveal a delicate salad inside sitting in a bed of dressing. Along with the greens, Scrap was presented with another small gift wrapped in gold foil. He said, “Thank you,” as the Paladin laid the package on the table and said, “Welcome.”

The third course was composed of fish freshly caught this morning. The fillet sat in a bed of lemon butter. The breaded slice of fish was crispy on the outside and tender and flaky on the inside. It was so delicious the meat melted in their mouths. Once more, a Paladin appeared and welcomed Scrap into the fold. She presented him with a miniature metallic blue globe. Scrap blushed and thanked her.

The main course was served, a nice slice of beast and a little cut of jungle fowl served with mash. It tasted so good to Scrap; he ate it all. In addition to the meat was another oblong silver package placed in front of him by Magnolia. "Welcome to the Paladins," said the old healer. “May you find family here.”

Scrap thanked her as he cleaned the last of the main dish from his plate. 

What followed was the dessert. But before it was placed on the table, Silvia came up. She said, “Welcome, my boy.” Then she put a blue velvet bag on the table as she kissed both his cheeks. 

Scrap picked up the little bag and pulled on the draw strings to open it. As he turned it upside down a silver coin fell into his hand. Scrap looked up at Silvia. “Is this?”

“Yes, it is,” replied Silvia with a twinkle in her eyes.

“A Paladin Giz,” whispered the boy in awe.

“Part of my duties as Librarian is to hold the Gizs for those who might join us in the future. It is high past time that you had a Giz of your own,” stated the Chief Librarian of the Paladins.

The silver coin glittered in the sun as he turned it over in his hand. It was an odd shaped object. The coin was not round but had seven sides with a front and a back. On the front was a representation of the Monastery. On the back were seven interconnected rings of Paladin script.

“It’s wonderful,” said Scrap. As he looked at it the metal coin began to move and meld into something else. It turned liquid and out of the liquid emerged a new shape. A small pocket knife formed. “What is this?” asked Scrap.

“As you know a Giz forms into the shape a Paladin needs most at the moment. Looks like you must be needing a pocket knife,” replied Silvia.

“You could always peel potatoes with it,” said Maria.

“Stuff and nonsense!” exclaimed Silvia. “Whoever heard of using a Paladin Giz to peel potatoes.”

Every one laughed at the idea. They were interrupted as the dessert course was brought to the table. The next chef placed a hot dish of Brumble berry cobbler with ice cream on top. Beside Scrap’s dessert plate he placed a small wooden box. The Brumble berry cobbler was as good as it looked. As Maria and Scrap took spoonfuls, the red juice of the berries oozed from the cobbler. Both Maria and Scrap spilled some of that red juice on the table cloth. Which looked like bright red bloodstains. Maria said it would wash right out.

Scrap looked at the time. “Oh my gosh! I have to run, or I will be late!” he said as he stood up. He thanked everyone for the special feast as he stuffed his pockets with his initiation gifts. With a smile and a wave to Maria and all the other Paladins, he ran out of the room.


	
Chapter 21

Usher swatted at a bug that had landed on his head. He killed it, but not before the tiny creature bit him. He hated everything about the trek he was making to the Monastery. He was leading a group of mercenaries into the heart of the Paladins stronghold. Usher knew many ways in and out of the Monastery through the tunnels below the old palace.

He had encountered and worked with rough characters while he was making and running stim. The drug trade was not for the faint of heart. The men who now surrounded him made those people look like amateurs. The Mercs accompanying him were stone-cold killers. More than once, he had felt the eyes of those predators on him as if he were their prey. 

He had made a deal to take the mercenaries into the Monastery so they could conquer it. When it was all over, he would be made Keeper. The banished Paladin was leading them to secret passages. Usher parted the deep undergrowth of the jungle to reveal the rock face before him. He looked up to see if he could spot any of the buildings of the Monastery. The only thing he saw was dark clouds that were quickly covering the afternoon skies. He scanned the cliff face for the cleft that indicated the entrance to the tunnels. He would be glad to be in them. The wind had picked up, indicating a late summer storm was on its way.

As he walked along the towering granite wall, he finally found the hidden entrance. The men behind him were getting restless and paranoid. 

“Where is it, Paladin?” asked the clan chief, Raffa Grav.

“It’s right here,” indicated Usher. The entrance was no more than a dark shadow on the wall. There was enough room for one man to pass. It was narrow but no more than fifty paces until the passage opened out to caverns and Paladin tunnels.

“This better not be a trap, old man. Cuz, if it is, you will be the first to die,” said the mercenary Chief. To drive his point home, he said it while poking his firearm into Usher’s side. 

“It will be narrow for a little while, you may have to take off your arms and packs to get past, but no one up there even knows this exists,” replied Usher.

“You better be right. Your life depends on it. OK, boys, let’s strip down and shimmy through,” growled the hired killer.
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High overhead, Scrap’s transport rumbled across the bridge as it passed out of the Monastery gates. “One more trip, old girl,” Scrap said as he patted the dashboard. He was in a hurry to get there and back as soon as he could. Although he was less disappointed at having to miss the feast after his heartwarming induction ceremony in the kitchen. Scrap thought that he was more a kitchen kind of guy rather than a Great Hall person. Best to keep things simple and friends close.

The old transport shuddered as Scrap took a curve. “I know, old girl, you’re not used to this smooth road. You were built for something much rougher." The shudder faded. Scrap looked up at the sky, which had begun to darken. A storm was moving quickly out of the mountains. “Looks like a good blow is in the making,” said Scrap. Now he wanted to get to the city before the storm hit. No good trying to find his way to a new place during an early fall blow. He pressed on the accelerator. As the transport sped up, it began to shimmy and shudder. Scrap backed off the speed. She would only go so fast. It was as if The Eternal was slowing him down on purpose. It was frustrating but Scrap submitted to the divine hand that was guiding him. “We don’t always know why The Eternal does things but we can trust that it is in our best interests.” Scrap could hear Maria saying. So Scrap sighed and surrendered to The Eternal’s timetable for him.

Ahead of him, the moon was rising above the now turbulent ocean. Scrap turned on the old shortwave radio to listen to some tunes as he made the journey. The radio was a primitive instrument, but it worked even here near the Monastery, where modern equipment worked with difficulty.

The radio crackled to life. He turned to his favorite station.

“Now for an old but a good tune,” the announcer said. Music began to pour from the speakers in the transport. Every now and then, the reception crackled as lightning stretched across the sky behind Scrap.

 

I see a bad moon rising.

I see trouble on the way.

I see thunder and lightning.

I see bad times today.

 

Don’t go out tonight.

It’s bound to take your life.

There’s a bad moon on the rise.

 

I hear a storm blowing.

I hear the voice of ruin.

I hear the end is coming soon. 

Looks like we are in for nasty weather.

 

The tune had a nice beat despite the ominous lyrics. Soon Scrap was tapping his fingers along to the beat of the song. Outside, the storm was quickly catching up to him. Rain began to fall as farmers along the road raced to get livestock inside before the storm hit full force.

 

 Don’t go out tonight.

It’s bound to take your life.

There’s a bad moon on the rise.

 

I hope you got your life together.

I hope you are prepared to die.

One life takes another life.

I know the end is coming soon.

 

Don’t go out tonight.

It’s bound to take your life.

There’s a bad moon on the rise.

 

Don’t go out tonight.

It’s bound to take your life.

There’s a bad moon on the rise.

 

Scrap shuddered as the words surrounded him like an ominous prophecy. The song ended as the music faded. The rhythm of the rain hitting the windshield replaced the beat of the music. He looked in the rear view mirror to see more dark clouds rolling over the mountains to descend onto the Monastery. He shook the feeling of doom off and turned on the window wipers to clear his visibility. The storm hit just as he was passing into Shamble Town.
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Below in the Monastery tunnels, the mercenary band had made their way through the narrow entrance and into the caverns. Usher paused as the Mercs put their body armor back on. Most of them complained about taking it off. They felt naked without it. Each of them had pulled out their small arms and waved them at every sound and dark corner. With their body armor back on, the warriors moved with a bit more ease. 

Usher led them through the dark to a large door that was the entrance to the access tunnels made when the Imperial Palace was built. The door was huge and round. Steps led up to it. Usher ascended the five steps and slid a little round decorative piece aside to reveal a keypad. He punched in the access code that he had used last time he had stood in this very spot. Usher prayed it still worked. If not, the Mercs would kill him. 

Up in the Monastery, Sting was monitoring all the security feeds. It had been tracking the Mercs progress and covering up the fact that the band of invaders had entered the Monastery. “The old fool had used a code that no longer worked. The Paladins had obviously changed all the security codes when Usher had been thrown out.” Sting opened the lock to let them in. 

The door opened like a great iris. Light spilled out of the opening. Entering the tunnels was like night and day. The caverns were pitch black, but the tunnels were so well lit they were like mid-day. The tunnels were a series of rounded interconnecting tubes. Their walls were not made from raw earth but were composed of composites and metal. It was as if they were in a spaceship rather than hundreds of feet below ground. 

The infiltrating band of warriors proceeded down the corridor with Usher in the lead. They passed by data panels and info screens. Energy zipped along conduits in the walls. At one point, a security cam moved as they advanced down the tube. One of the Mercs took aim till the commander ordered him to stop. “Don’t blast it,” commanded Raffa Grav.

“Why not? They are spying on us,” snarled Aba Siv, a challenger of Grav’s.

“If you shoot, they will know we are here. All kinds of alarms will go off. I was told that the trackers were covered by an insider, a spy in their midst. Obviously, no alarms are going off. Our friend above is just watching us. I will have your word on the honor of your clan that you will only fire when I order it,” growled Raffa.

“I give it on the word and the honor of my clan,” grunted Siv in response.

“We must be going,” said Usher. The leader gave the signal. The war band assumed an air of professional hunters. They fanned out, moving silently with precision down corridors clearing and guarding intersections. Usher led them deeper and deeper into the tunnels.

Dr. Keith had planned her attack to occur on three fronts. From underground. From the air. And from inside the security systems. The mercenaries would come from the tunnels. General Riss would descend from the air. And her little program, Sting, would keep the others hidden until it was too late. All was going as she planned.
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Scrap had parked his transport in the back of the hotel with all the other delivery transports. He entered the grand hotel with all the other hotel service staff. After a quick security check, he headed up the lifts to the palatial apartments where Clarissa was in residence. As he transferred lifts, he walked through soaring atriums with crystal lights. Occasionally he stood with a group of guests. He was glad that he still wore his new blue robe rather than his everyday work clothes. Maria had used the finest material. The Paladins made from soft fibers harvested from the jungle, and hand-stitched it with patterns and symbols of the Paladins. The further up he went, the fewer people he encountered. He walked down the marble-covered floors with precious stone inlays. The ceilings and walls glittered with gold. Light fixtures gave off a warm glow. 

Finally, Scrap stood in front of the designer’s door. The room AI spoke. “May I inquire who is calling and the nature of your visit?”

“I am here to pick up a dress for Representative Steel,” responded Scrap.

The AI activated its hologram and appeared before Clarissa. “There is a young man here to pick up the order.”

Clarissa was putting on some gold loop earrings. “Yes, of course, let him in.” Clarissa looked at herself in the mirror that floated in front of her. She was wearing a black sleeveless summer dress. The material was light and very breathable. The bottom was in the shape of a lily with the left side slit up to her thigh. Her skin was clear and tanned from her time here on Veridian. She wore very little makeup. She turned left then right to make sure everything was in place. She was pleased with how she looked at her age. With a voice command, she ordered the mirror to be put away. The oval mirror folded like fabric and shrank to the size of a small hand mirror that sat on the counter. Clarissa swept from the room to glide down the crystal staircase. 

This evening was going to be a semi-formal affair. She was wearing something a bit more casual while she had made Hunter dress a bit more formal than he liked. He was at the bar near the grand dining table that had been set with gleaming flatware, gold utensils, and glasses. Everything looked perfect. Hunter was having a drink at the bar. 

“You look fantastic,” Clarissa said as she swept by on her way to the formal entryway.

“I’m going to ditch this suit as soon as I can,” was Hunter’s reply. Clarissa merely laughed as she glided down the hallway. Scrap stood in the center of the foyer, looking out of place. As usual, Clarissa noticed his clothes first. He wore a blue robe. She looked up at Scrap’s face. A young man smiled at her. She picked up the golden box sitting on the hall table to hand it to Scrap when she noticed the intricate stitching on his blue cloak.

“What a wonderful cloak,” said Clarissa as she examined the embroidery on the front of Scraps robe. “May I take a look at it?” she said as she placed the box back on the table. 

“Of course,” replied Scrap as he slipped out of the cloak. He handed it to Clarissa.

Clarissa held the cloak as if it were a treasure. She slid the soft material between her fingers. It was a little fuzzy in feel. The color was a light blue. It was not shiny and would not draw attention to the wearer. Decorative stitching surrounded the edges and where the three buttonholes were. The buttons were made of some sort of crystal. At the top of the cloak was a clasp so that it could be worn as a cape or a coat. Hidden at the back of the neck was a pocket that held a hood. There were various pockets in the inner lining. During her examination, a small package fell out of one of those pockets. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Clarissa. 

“It’s OK. I was recently made a Paladin acolyte. That is one of my initiation presents,” replied Scrap.

“Would you mind if I scanned the garment? I’m a designer. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Do you know what the material is made of?”

“Sure, scan it. I think it is made from a local plant in the jungle. I know the Paladins make clothes from it. The clothes feel cool in this hot climate. It also keeps off the rain. I came in from a small shower moments ago.”

“Really?” Clarissa said as she felt the cloak. It was not wet at all. “Come this way. Would you like something to drink?”

“Water would be nice,” Scrap replied as he tried to make his dark blond tousled hair presentable. Clarissa signaled to the bartender. Hunter gave him the once-over from one of the chairs at the bar. Clarissa walked around the corner to her work table. She tossed the cloak into the air above the table. The force field grabbed the garment and filled it out as if a person were wearing it. The cloak hung there suspended above the table as sophisticated machines micro scanned it. Holographic displays sprang to life around Scrap’s cloak. They showed material composition, hidden pockets, and other properties.

“Most interesting.”

The bartender arrived with a glass of water that fizzed with bubbles. Scrap chuckled at the bubbles that tickled his nose as he drank. He didn’t realize how thirsty he was. Clarissa walked all around the garment, looking at the holographic displays. She then gently took the garment from the force field’s grip and held it open as Scrap slipped back into it. “Thank you for letting me examine such a wonderful garment. Whoever made it for you is a fine craftsman. I make clothes, and I can tell every stitch was done with great care and love,” said Clarissa.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” exclaimed Scrap as he pulled an envelope from one of his pockets. On its face was calligraphy script “Clarissa Hought.” “This is for you. I must be going if I am going to make it back in time,” Scrap said as he excused himself, heading for the front door.

Clarissa followed him casually as she opened the envelope and examined the contents. Inside was a sizeable stack of bills fresh from the Galactic Mint. She ruffled the bills smelling the newly minted money. She had always liked the smell of money. The doorbell rang as they entered the hallway. Hunter slid up behind Clarissa, ready to greet the guests. He knew his part, and he played it to perfection.

As Scrap picked up the box with the dress, Clarissa quickly took a sketch pen from her pocket and quickly scribbled on the envelope. “Let me help you out,” she said as she deftly slipped the envelop into one of Scrap’s hidden pockets. Just then, the AI butler announced the arrival of the first guests and opened the door. The guest announced his arrival with great aplomb. “I have brought the best Velosian wine,” he exclaimed as he held the bottle high. 

“Jeffrey, you made it! How wonderful,” said Clarissa as she kissed and hugged Jeffrey. Scrap slipped out the door, quickly making his way down the hall. The next group right behind Jeffrey was the band that played during Clarissa’s premiere. This party would be a thank you to everyone who had made Clarissa’s trip to Veridian so successful. 

Clarissa greeted new arrivals who were ushered into the dining room, where drinks and hors d’oeuvre were served. The party would not be a large gathering, just twenty or so. This was going to be her final night on Veridian and she wanted to enjoy it. As the final guest was greeted, Clarissa walked down the hallway to the dining room. Hunter held her by the waist and gave her a kiss from behind. “I saw what you did,” he whispered covertly.

“Did what?” asked Clarissa in confusion.

“You gave your commission to the boy,” stated Hunter.

“Oh, that? It was nothing.”

“I’ve never known you to turn down a commission payment.”

Clarissa’s gaze grew distant. “I’m not sure why I did it. I guess I just sensed he needed it more than I did.”

They walked into the open room where guests were mingling with each other. A lively debate was happening in the living room over the merits of a new space liner. Several guests had wandered out onto the great balcony that was lit for the occasion. Small trees and plants had turned the balcony and pool area into a garden floating in the sky. 

Clarissa’s gaze swept over the room and back to the table, which glittered in the lights. It was set with a brilliant white tablecloth. Each place setting consisted of a black charger upon which golden plates sat. The plates were surrounded by golden utensils. Crystal wine and water glasses sparkled amongst the bright tropical flower arrangements. Clarissa turned to her assistant. “You have outdone yourself, Sarah! It is all so perfect.” Sarah beamed with appreciation. She was dressed in one of Clarissa’s latest designs. Clarissa had caught her assistant eyeing it admiringly when they were making it. It reminded Clarissa of one of the tropical blooms that could be found throughout the room. 

“Thank you, the room does look wonderful,” replied Sarah.

“Now there is one more thing,” said Clarissa with a slight grin on her face. The designer picked up a little long box from her design desk. “This is in appreciation for all that you have done to make this trip such a success. I couldn’t do half of what I accomplish without your constant help.” Clarissa handed the box to Sarah, who blushed. “Also, there is a bonus of ten percent of all profits on this trip.” Sarah’s chin dropped in an expression of astonishment. Sarah kept track of the books and knew that was no small amount. In fact, Sarah could retire right now and live a luxurious lifestyle on the small fortune. 

“Thank you,” gasped the diligent assistant.

“You are most welcome,” said Clarissa as she hugged Sarah. “Now open it!”

Sarah pulled on the luxurious blue ribbon that bound the box. She gently lifted the lid to reveal a necklace made of precious Veridian moonstones. As the lid slid away, the stones caught the light from the room and began to sparkle like a cascade of crystals. Clarissa helped her put it on. 

“Tonight, you are not an assistant. You are a guest. The event is a thank you, to all who made this trip the success it is.” Sarah’s eyes sparkled as tears of gratitude welled up from her overflowing emotions. She nodded silently, unable to speak. 

At that moment, one of the servers rushed up. “I am sorry to interrupt, but the chef is having a personal meltdown.” Clarissa turned to Sarah, who was about to jump in to handle the matter. She held up a finger. “I will take care of this. You enjoy the evening,” the designer said, handing a glass of Veridian bubble from the server’s tray to her assistant. Clarissa turned efficiently and headed to the kitchen with a determination that nothing was going to spoil this evening.

[image: PC_Break]

Mrs. Westmoreland was making a final walk-through of the Great Hall, as the sun set in a baleful red glow. She had entered the hall from the foyer just off the grand stairway. The housekeeper was wearing her finest dress which she rarely wore. It was a deep blue with white accents. Her hair was up as usual, but tonight, it was decorated with white roses and baby’s breath along with a white ribbon. She walked along the table that was cloaked in pure white tablecloths. The old Imperial table settings and crystal glasses sparkled beside the golden cutlery. She rounded the end of the table, looking down its full length which extended down the entire room. Strategically placed along the center of the table were exotic floral arrangements that towered over the settings. The bright sprays of delicate flowers gave off a scent that enticed the appetite. Scattered along the table were fruits, nuts, and cheeses for nibbling before dinner. 

Mrs. Westmoreland continued her inspection of the settings. To her left large windows and doorways led to the gardens of the Founders Plaza. The many doors to the gardens were opened to let in fresh air. The storm had passed, leaving a nice cool breeze. If you listened carefully, you could hear the waters of the Founders’ fountain cascading down the basin. She stopped at the center of the room. And gave one last long look at what she and her staff had done. It was perfect. 

“Well done, everyone!” she said to the staff that was assembled, taking care of last-minute details. “Now, is everyone ready for a party?” she asked with a smile covering her countenance. They all responded with a hearty shout of “Yes!” The Paladins were dressed in their finest clothes. Everyone at the Monastery would be sat at this table tonight. People would flow in and out of the room, taking turns in assisting the serving of the dinner. Even the cooks would rotate in and out during the various courses so that all could sit and partake of the feast.

An old man approached her with an oblong box. “I have brought you the fire sprites,” the old games keeper said. Mrs. Westmoreland nodded and thanked him. She took the box and turned to mount the steps behind her. There were three short steps up, and she was standing on a dais that was a permanent part of the Great Hall. At one time, in addition to holding feasts, this was the Imperial throne room. The Imperial throne was brought out of storage during The Gathering and placed here where it had stood over a thousand years before. The throne was rather impressive. It was high backed covered in gold with highly decorative scrollwork intertwined with leaves. Hidden among the decorations were Imperial mythical creatures. Behind and above it was a canopy made of Imperial blue cloth lined in gold stitching. On the throne were placed blue cushions. The throne and the place settings were a reminder to the Paladins of their beginnings, a reminder of the price that ultimate service sometimes requires. As a Paladin, there might be a time when like the last Emperor, you were required to give everything you had. 

Mrs. Westmoreland sat down upon the throne and looked over the room. It was just high enough above the rest of the room to provide a view of the entire table, including the balconies and walkways that surrounded the three sides of the Great Hall. The box sat lightly in her lap. She placed her hands on top of the wooden box. Mrs. Westmoreland closed her eyes while her hands gently slid up and down the top of the box as if she were playing some delicate instrument. In fact, she had slipped into The Spirit, gently feeling her way into the box to the small creatures inside of it. The little creatures inhabited the forest. Their main job was to seek out and find certain dead plants to light on fire and burn to eat the carbon. In this way, they kept the forest floor clean from debris. This also prevented the ecosystem from being destroyed by catastrophic burns.

The Paladin Housekeeper had been doing this for many years. It never got tiresome. She reached out with her consciousness filling the box with a peace that came from beyond her. The little sprites calmed and settled. Now she had their full attention. Softly under her breath, barely audible, Mrs. Westmoreland began to hum a song. After a few minutes, the tiny creatures were singing along with her by moving their wings in unison to her little song’s beat and rhythm. She reached out with that song, sending them a request to help her. She sensed their eager acssent to the task at hand. With that done, she slid the top of the box open. She then thanked them as they swarmed around her. The little creatures lit up as they flew around and upward. Light sparkled off their iridescent bodies. They swarmed around the three great chandeliers as, one by one, they lit the hundreds of candles. Soon a golden light began to fill the room, multiplying many times over by the thousands of crystals that made up the chandeliers. After the fire sprites had performed their service, they flew out the open doors and began to light the Monastery’s heights.

Mrs. Westmoreland followed them into the Founders’ garden, which was now lit with candles and fires upon the walls. It was a beautiful sight. She opened the box and the Sprites returned to their home. She walked back into the Great Hall. “Open the doors. We are ready for the feast.” The doors were opened, and guests began pouring in to find their places for the Feast of The Gathering on the last night. It would prove to be a memorable night. 
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Deep below in the Monastery’s passages and caverns, the war party had made its way to the massive cavern that held the  Paladin Library. Usher walked out onto the open corridor that ran around the perimeter of the cavern. There was a roof and a floor, but the wall nearest the cavern was completely open to space where The Library’s crystals were grown and attended by machines of all shapes and sizes. A railing kept people from falling into the depths of the cavern. 

The Mercs surrounded Usher towering over him. They had never seen anything like the  Paladin Library. Their society was built around families with an oral history. The stories were passed down from one generation to the next. The clans lived in the forests and woods of a planet that was not theirs. They had been a roving species. When they had invaded their world, they mercilessly exterminated the previous inhabitants. The Mercs had destroyed cities, leaving them smoldering ruins. They then settled in the rural areas, hunting and living off the abundance of the planet. They continued their warrior ways and soon were hired as mercenaries to fight other people’s wars. The cities were now used as training grounds for war.

The technology and repository of knowledge were an abomination to the Mercs. This gave them a burning desire to destroy this place and the Paladins who lived here. A particularly aggressive Merc, Aba Siv growled, and he activated his SMAW plasma canon. A HUD appeared in front of his helmet. With his eyes, he directed the weapons systems at the main rector at The Library’s center. With a blink, he launched the missile. The plasma left his weapon, traveled a few feet just beyond the railing, and exploded against a force shield in front of the war party. All the Mercs and Usher were knocked off their feet. After a few seconds, the war chief scrambled to his feet. He looked around to see what damage had been done. All of the war-band appeared to be shaken but not damaged. The force shield crackled and was slightly smokey where the plasma burst had hit it. In the distance, one of the bots was quickly approaching. 

“Back into the tunnel,” ordered the Chief. The Mercs scrambled to obey. Raffa Grav scooped up Usher as they hurried back the way they had come. As they entered the tunnel, all the lights in it blinked off. Everyone remained motionless as the bot stopped in front of the force field. It scanned the area. Seeing nothing, it reset the field and flew away at high speed back to its tasks.

In the computer net, Dr. Keith’s agent Sting had quickly worked to hide the presence of the war band. Dr. Kieth, who was monitoring the electronic feed thought, “What were those fools thinking? If they kept this up, the little program wouldn’t be able to keep the presence of the war party secret.”

The war band emerged from hiding. The Chief walked over to the rebellious Aba Siv. “I ordered you not to fire until I gave the word.”

“So,” replied the Merc aggressively. 

“Do you want to challenge me as war leader?” asked the Chief.

“Yes,” shouted Siv as he drew his blade, while taking a fighting stance.

“I am Raffa Grav, war leader. You have dishonored your clan and your people.” Raffa uttered the ritual statement. He swiftly pulled an ugly-looking knife from his armor and faced Siv down. The two circled and exchanged blows. The clamor of the blades rang through the tunnels. Siv was quick but Grav was more experienced. Grav gave a false move causing Siv to lower his guard. Grav took advantage of the opening to slide his blade between Siv’s armor striking a fatal blow. The Merc slumped to the floor dead. 

“Hide this dishonorable scavenger’s body.” A couple of Mercs quickly moved to obey. There would be no war songs of lamentations around the fire for Siv’s death.

Raffa turned to Usher. “How far to the security room?”

“That access tube leading up over there will put you within a few paces of the doors,” answered Usher.

“Send the signal. We are in place,” ordered Raffa.


	
Chapter 22

Mia glided down the grand stairway of the Paladin Monastery. The dress she was wearing was not the Clarissa Hought gown she had hoped for, but it was still pretty. It was a gold metallic fabric that fit her form nicely. It shimmered and glowed in the warm candlelight. She walked beside her uncle as they entered the room. Her uncle leaned towards her. “Where is that security guard of yours. I’m going to have to talk to his employer when we get back. I intend to have him fired.” 

“I don’t know, Uncle,” responded Mia with a shrug. Mia doubted that Conner cared at this point. The two were greeted by Mrs. Westmoreland. 

“Good evening, Representative Steel. Allow me to see you to your seat. You will be sitting with the Keeper for tonight’s banquet. Mia, you will be seated with your classmates.” Mia started to object. “I know Silvia has something special for you since this will be your last night with us.”

“You need to say goodbye since we leave early in the morning,” said Steel.

Mia shrugged her shoulders as they passed the end of the table. Mrs. Westmoreland pointed at a seat near the end of the long table. Elizabeth and Tim were already seated nearby. “Here is your place, Mia. There are many fascinating and wonderful people here tonight. You should mingle and get to know them.” With that said, she turned and was gone.

Mrs. Westmoreland took Representative Steel to the center of the great table. Steel noticed the Imperial throne sitting on the elevated dais just behind where he would be sitting. “What is that?” he asked sharply.

Mrs. Westmoreland looked a bit confused until she followed Steel's gaze to the ancient throne. “Oh, that. This building once belonged to the old emperors. Our order arose out of that time, and we were gifted this place. We keep it as a heritage of the people of the galaxy. It is there to remind us of our past and to not return to those dark days,” she explained.

Steel’s jaw clenched as his hatred for the Paladins was kindled anew. It would not be enough to defund them. He resolved in his heart to eradicate them. 

“Here is your seat Mr. Steel. Just to the right of the Keeper, he will be here any moment." She turned to a woman who was in the seat on Steel's other side. “This is Arethra Amoong; she is an artist from Oofal.” Mrs. Westmoreland turned to a woman with graying intricate braided hair. Woven into the hair were fine threads of silver that formed an attractive pattern.

Steel turned on the charm as if she were a constituent. “Yes, I have heard of your work. You create wonderful sculptures. I have a small piece that you did in my office.”

“Thank you, I am creating a piece for the sculpture garden. Perhaps you can see it before you leave.” Oofal responded.

“Mizz. Prim, your seat is right beside Arethra. Please enjoy tonight. It is a special night for us that does not happen very often,” Mrs. Westmoreland said as she was quickly called away to attend to other matters.
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 Mia took her seat beside Elizabeth, whom she had not seen since her uncle had arrived. She had spent all her time with him in his suite. 

“Good evening, Mia. I hope you have been enjoying your time with your uncle,” said Elizabeth. Elizabeth was wearing a white dress with a delicate green leaf pattern embroidered on it. 

“She looked quite nice,” thought Mia.

Just then, Tim and Conner walked up. Tim was wearing the blue Paladin robes that Magnolia had given him. Conner wore his all-black security suit that he had for formal occasions. He also wore the pendant he found in the Seeing Pool. They sat down across the table from Mia and Elizabeth. The seat at the end of the table was reserved for Silvia. Everything looked so elegant and grand. Mia noticed the little things she had helped with such as the banners along the walls. And the place setting as well as the flower arrangements. Mia was proud of her part in helping create this night. A gentle breeze blew through the open doors to the Founders Plaza. It stirred up the scent of the flower arrangements that decorated the table. 

Maria entered a door nearest the group. Behind her, a tray floated along like a little puppy. Maria smiled. “Are we enjoying the evening?” she asked, a smile on her face. They all nodded. The tray swung around to Maria’s side.

“I thought the overt use of talent was frowned upon,” stated Conner.

Maria smiled at him with a wink. “Flaunting your talent or using it to get out of work is. Using it in the service of others is always encouraged. Tonight is a little different. You will see all kinds of talent tonight. It’s a chance for everyone to put on their best, including the gifts The Eternal has given them. Now, how about something to eat? Would you like a few appetizers to get you started?”

“Yes, please, I haven’t eaten all day,” said Mia.

“That would be great,” exclaimed Tim.

“I have just the thing, some puff pastries.” With a slight motion of her hand, four of the pastries flew off the serving platter. Each one sat on a round piece of paper. They settled into place on each person’s plate. The four looked down on a simple little square of what appeared to be dried raw dough. The pastries settled in front of them.

Tim looked at it and said, “It doesn’t look done.”

Maria chuckled. “These require a little something from you. For them to finish, you must use your talent.” Tim looked at her with confusion. “Blow on it like you were going to puff it up with your breath.”

Tim filled his lungs with a deep breath and was about to blow on it when Maria interrupted. “Tim, you’re going to blow it clear across the room. Blow on it gently, and when you do, think about the most delicious thing you could imagine. You must learn to control your talents and use them with an amount of measure.”

Tim leaned over, closed his eyes, and blew gently on the little square of puff pastry as if he were making a wish. The pastry instantly doubled in size and rose off the plate. Tim’s eyes grew big with astonishment as the dough formed itself into a small crown. The delicate dough continued to puff and turned a beautiful golden brown as if it had just come out of an oven. It settled back onto the plate and opened slightly, letting out a puff of steam. A wonderful aroma floated up. 

“Take a bite, Tim,” encouraged Maria.

Tim picked it up and then dropped the appetizer. “It’s hot," he exclaimed! 

“You don’t think I would serve my guest cold food, do you?” Maria laughed. 

Tim blew on the pastry again to cool it, then picked it up and took a bite. His face lit up with delight. “Herbs and cheese," he said with a full mouth as he ate the rest of it. 

The others followed Tim’s example. Conner bit into his hot pastry and said through a mouth full. “Spicy sausage.” Elizabeth smiled as a bit of red juice dribbled down her chin. “Mine is bubble berry,” she said was a smile. 

Mia was blowing on hers with such force that the paper under the dough was being lifted off the plate. “Why isn’t it working?” Mia asked. 

Maria went over to Mia. “Sometimes, these things take time.” She gently blew on Mia’s plate. The dough sprang up, puffing as it rose, turning a golden brown. It drifted towards Mia, giving off an extraordinary floral aroma. Mia plucked it from the air. “Take heart, dear one. Your gifts are there, and one day they will come to you.” Maria gently kissed Mia on the cheek and was gone.

Silvia strode into the Great Hall. She wore her most fashionable gown given to her by the natives of Silas IV. The dress was made of a dark blue silky cloth handwoven by the weavers on Silas IV. It sparkled due to the thousands of tiny shards of Star Stones woven into the fabric. 

As Silvia entered the room, she was passed by Anne, holding her squirming young son. “I seriously don’t know what has gotten into David,” she stated by way of apology. 

“What seems to be the problem?” asked Silvia.

“I’m not sure; the past few days he has been unsettled, fearful. He is usually a carefree little boy.” David continued to fuss in Anne’s arms. “Perhaps if I take him into the gardens.”

“The night is beautiful, and Founders’ fountain has a calming effect on people.” David’s fussing had turned to loud cries. Silvia reached out in The Spirit to attempt to calm the child. What she touched was not just the spirit of a fussy child like she had expected. David was not only fearful, but he was terrified. She withdrew immediately, sensing that she would not be able to calm the child’s fears. “Perhaps the gardens would be a better place for him. Not as much commotion as the Great Hall.” Silvia suggested.

Anne hurried off into the evening.

Silvia turned her attention to the room. She would be making one of the most critical presentations of her life. In addition, there were the summer campers to take into account. This evening would be her last with them, and she had to give them a choice. She was not sure of her words for either speech. Well, after tonight, things would settle down, and she could get back to her quiet, solitary life.

Silvia walked to the end of the table, smiling and greeting friends as she went. Several people with trays offered her hors d’oeuvres and drinks. She took a sparkling wine as she reached the end of the table. “Why aren’t you mingling with our guests?” she asked. “You know almost everyone here.”

The group looked a bit hesitant. “Tim, I would bet that you would love to ask Dr. Jessup a few things. He is working on miniaturizing the gate system so that individual ships can jump from any point in the galaxy to another. I hear he is on the verge of a breakthrough. The man next to him is a galactic cartographer. There are many areas outside the space lanes that are uncharted. Go on. I told them you would love to meet them.” Tim looked over at the group. Dr. Jessup beckoned Tim to join them. Tim smiled as he got up and walked over to them. The group welcomed him into their midst.

Silvia turned to Elizabeth. “I’m sure you would love to spend some more time with Magnolia’s clutch of gardeners. Magnolia told me you had a wonderful time yesterday afternoon in her gardens.” Elizabeth got up to join the group of people gathered around Magnolia.

Silvia addressed Mia, who stared at her plate as if her life depended on not being noticed. “What about you, Mia? There are many artists and designers of all sorts in this room. Why aren’t you mingling? I know you are a natural at it.”

“After what I did this morning, I don’t think anyone will want to talk to me,” Mia stated sheepishly.

“Oh, nonsense. Scrap had a wonderful dinner with his dearest friends. You should make amends to Scrap, but what is done is done. Now, who would you like to meet? Let’s see. I know just the person. Come with me, Mia.” Silvia held out her hand and took Mia’s hand as she stood up. The two drifted off to a group of artists. Silvia deposited Mia with the group. 

As she drifted back to her seat, she brought with her James Wessen; he was the designer of all sorts of weaponry, both offensive and defensive. Conner rose to meet Mr. Wessen as Silvia introduced the two. Within a few moments, the two were deep in conversation. “Let me show you my most recent designs for body protection,” said Mr. Wessen. The pair of them wandered away.

Silvia sat down with a sigh. Now to collect her thoughts on tonight’s presentation. The  Paladin Library was going intergalactic tonight. LAD had everything ready for several users waiting expectantly for the new information network to be up and running. Truth be told, there was nothing for her to do but flip the switch, so to speak. Silvia cherished this little moment to herself amid all the Paladins gathered for the banquet. Tomorrow most of The Gathering would be off, and life would get much quieter. She was looking forward to it.
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Dr. Keith stepped into the dark chamber on Pelin for the first time in over a thousand years. The chamber itself was even more ancient than that. It had been a place of worship for the darkness for as long as anyone could remember. So it was fitting that she would bring Salusasecunda back to this place. 

The chamber had nine sides with nine statues that towered over the room. The hooded figures held bowls where fires burned, lighting the room. Stairs descended into the sunken chamber. 

Salusasecunda’s followers carried his stasis tube slowly down the stairs. They chanted in their low tones as they swayed back and forth. Horns and drums ground out a beat as the stasis chamber was settled on the dais in the middle of the room. 

As Salusasecunda’s stasis tube settled into place, the chanting reached a crescendo. Power radiated from inside the tube. The sound of Salusasecunda’s voice resonated through the chamber. “Release me,” he commanded.

The script of the Paladins that covered the surface of the tube showed dully on the surface. It appeared to Dr. Keith that the glowing letters were growing dimmer. It was evident that Salusasecunda was growing in power. Now that he was in his old command center, his power grew.

Dr. Keith’s scout bots had come to Pelin and prepared the way for this moment. They had found the chamber and broken into it. The chamber had been sealed and filled by the Paladins. But now, the faithful bots had reopened it. They built new rooms and labs for the Dr. and Salusasecunda’s followers. There was now an entire complex in what used to be the old prison on Pelin.

Dr. Keith took one last look at Salusasecunda and his worshipers, then left the chamber to settle into her own rooms and labs. She had returned home.
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The Skree bomber drifted through the darkness of space as it entered into orbit behind one of the lesser moons of Veridian. It had been drifting for days as it entered the system undetected. The ship drifted out of the darkness like some predator emerging from the depths of space. It darkened the moon as its shadow briefly passed by. The bomber settled into a stable orbit tucked away out of sight and out of the detection from monitoring systems. 

General Riss was waiting impatiently for a signal from the surface that the Merc team was in place and awaiting the Skree assault team to drop in from space. The drop had been necessitated by the inability of ships to fly over the Monastery. So they would pass by high up on the edge of the atmosphere to make their assault. 

General Riss paced back and forth in the small command center of the bomber. He was anxious to begin the operation. At last, the Skree were on the verge of attacking the ancient enemy that had driven them to the dark corners of the galaxy. Revenge after all these thousands of years would be sweet.

An aid rushed up to the General. “We just received this, my lord.” The attendant said as he bowed low with the message extended. General Riss took the pad and inserted a single claw into it. The pad sprang to life as it read his DNA, confirming the general's identity. There was no holo image only the audio message “Climb mount Cangari.”

General Riss smiled in the way of his people. Climb the holy mountain. The birthplace of all Skree. The clans of the Skree had fought over the sacred mountain for generations. Many Skree had died to gain control over the hatching grounds that surrounded the base of the great volcano. Finally, the broods had gathered to make a blood pact setting the place for each of the nine families hatching ground. Since that time, the Skree had kept the pact and the peace. Now they only warred with those outside themselves.

The coded message announced the Mercs were ready for the assault to begin. He ordered the ship into attack position. The bomber glided silently toward Veridian, taking a path into the dark side of the planet. A few short bursts of its engines was all that was needed to send it on its deadly course.

The assault team and support crew were busy preparing for the outer atmospheric jump in the bomb bay. The bay was lit with the orange light of their home world. One Skree from each of the nine clans had been selected to carry the boxes down to the surface. 

A messenger rushed up to the General. “We have received a coded dispatch from the machine.” The little gray creature squeaked as she delivered it. The little animal that scuttled back into the dark corners was one of the planet’s indigenous species the Skree had conquered and occupied. They were simply called Grays by the Skree. The General usually took no notice of them since they were one of the many sentient species that the Skree had enslaved. This had been a significant reason why the Democratic Worlds had kept the Skree out of the confederacy. The little creature was referring to Dr. Keith.

General Riss inserted his third claw into the message box. A holo image appeared before him. The hustles and bustle in the drop bay stilled at the holo of the strange mechanical creature. “Congratulations on the go-ahead for your mission.” How had she known so quickly? There must be spies in his ranks. “I have come to remind you that your primary mission is to recover the codes that will unlock the chamber holding our master, Salusasecunda. Those codes are in all likelihood found within the  Paladin Library. Your desire for revenge upon the Paladins is only a tangential concern. I trust you will carry out this mission expeditiously and efficiently,” stated Dr. Keith with the cold tones that only a bot could muster.

“Of course, our primary goal is to free our master from his prison. I will do everything in my power to make that happen.”

“Good, as long as we are clear on the goals of this mission. Although wiping out the Paladins will go a long way in our future plans for the galaxy. Good fortune, may you report back to me with success!” Dr. Keith’s image wavered and disappeared.

The General’s frilled head crest rose up and turned bright orange in excitement. The assault code had been given! Mount Cangari was the highest of the nine peaks of the great volcano that was the traditional nesting grounds of the Skree. For a brief moment, the General remembered his hatching. The comforting warmth of the black sands. The cries of his clutch mates. The struggle of life. His beginning. The noise of the drop bay returned as the troops prepared for their attack.

He walked down the middle of the drop bay, inspecting the Eight who would accompany him on this mission. They were in various states of being fitted into their environment suits and entering the jump pods. He gave each a word or a stern look to steady nerves. After all, it was not every day you dropped into a planet from space. The sounds of the metallic suits sealing and pressurizing echoed down the chamber as the suits were put on and the pods were closed around them. When everyone was in their enviro suits, the black boxes containing the armies of the Skree were brought in. The boxes were carried by mechanicals that served Dr. Keith. The boxes pulsed as if they were living, breathing things, with living circuits that covered them. The pods opened to allow the boxes to be affixed to the Skree enviro suits.

Now it was his turn. He turned to the little grays that held his suit open for him. He stepped into the boots first. Then the helmet was lowered around his head. He placed his hands into the gloves. He hated the suit. But it was necessary for battle in the places where the Skree enemies lived. 

One of the gray slaves pinched the folds of a wing as he slid the suit over General Riss’s shoulders. The General hissed in anger through his still open face mask. With a quick motion of his wing, the little creature’s throat was slit open with the claw on the wing joint. The diminutive servant screamed and died. General Riss breathed deeply. Ah, the fresh smell of blood. It was a good sign for the battle ahead. A subordinate ran up to him. “Sir, there are reports of a storm over the target. Do you wish to abort?” Riss stared at the offending officer with rage. “No, continue with the operation. The Skree will wait no more to take our revenge.”

His enviro suit sealed, and he breathed the whiffs of manufactured air from his planet. Contained in the air was very finely ground dirt from his home world, whose smells of spicy dust calmed him. 

He stepped back into his pod as the black box was placed on his chest and locked into place. Then the leaves of the pod doors closed around him. The pod held him firmly in its grip. There was no room at all as it fit almost as a third skin. He looked out the windows giving him a full 360 view as the pod descended into the release chamber. He heard the communications officer. “We are over the target.” General Riss gave the order. One pod after another was expelled from the release chambers shooting down toward the surface of Veridian. The stars whirled around him as the pod spun until the stabilizers did their job and brought the pod under control. From here down until the shoot deployed, the Skree would be in free fall.

The pod shuddered as it contacted the first resistance of the atmosphere. It shook as friction scorched its surface. Electrostatic discharges swirled across the sky around the General. Bolts of energy from the storm below shot upwards into space. Adrenaline pumped into his body in anticipation of the conflict ahead. For the time being, he was at the mercy of the forces of the universe. He reveled in the bumpy ride of free fall as he and the others hurled toward the surface of Veridian.
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Conner walked up to Silvia and took his seat beside her. “I saw what you did with us,” he said with a grin.

“I have no idea what you mean,” Silvia responded.

“Dispersing us across to every corner of the room,” said Conner.

“How was your conversation with Mr. Wessen?” she asked.

“Mr. Wessen is a brilliant and interesting fellow. He offered me a place with his company,” said Conner.

“How exciting. Are you going to accept it?”

“No, I feel that time of my life is over. I have decided to stay here and explore what the Paladins have to offer.”

“Well, my boy, let me be the first to congratulate you and welcome you to your community,” Silvia answered with a smile.

A tone rang out across the Paladins gathered together for the last night of The Gathering. The tone sounded to signal that dinner would be served. People wandered back to their places and sat down. 

Another resonant tone sounded across the room, calling for silence. The Keeper rose from his chair. 

“Now, let us take a moment to thank The Eternal for all the blessings we have received during this gathering.” The Paladins all closed their eyes to focus their thoughts. They slightly bowed their heads as a sign of respect to the Enteral. They opened their hands, palms upwards, to receive whatever The Eternal had for them.

“We thank you for your many blessings this Gathering.

We thank you for seeing old friends. 

We thank you for the prosperity that you have brought us.

We thank you for the food that we are about to receive.

Guide and watch over us as we go forth from this place.” 

“So be it.” intoned the Keeper in closing.

The Keeper smiled, which he rarely did. “Now, my friends, we have an announcement. Silvia, would you do the honors?”

Silvia walked up the platform to stand in front of the golden Imperial throne so that everyone could see her. She looked composed and serene in her midnight blue dress that sparkled like stars. The Chief Librarian wore her hair up in a dignified manner with her Giz holding it in place. She looked, for all the galaxy, like a princess imperial. 

“Lights please,” she said. LAD dimmed the lights so that only the candles on the table glowed around the room. Holo projectors began the presentation high above them. Stars became visible, and soon the assembled could see a representation of the galaxy.

“Ladies and gentleman. For over nine thousand years, the galactic link has tied the various planets, outposts, and systems across the galaxy to bind us together as a people. The flow of information has kept us together through political turmoil and difficult times. It has made us prosperous and strong. After much hard work and many years of effort, I am pleased to announce the Paladins contribution to the effort to keep the link. Tonight I declare the Paladin Link is up and running, and open to the free exchange of ideas and information.”

As Silvia spoke, individual stars brightened and began to connect in an intricate web of light. It glistened above them as more and more systems came online. The crowd gasped in awe and pleasure, clapping as the Paladin Link came to life before their eyes.

The Keeper rose as Silvia left the stage. “Thank you, Silvia, for your diligent work over the years to make this a reality. Now let us partake of this bountiful banquet set before us.” The room broke into applause and conversation as Paladins came and went bringing food for the feast. 

Silvia sat down at the table.

“Congratulations,” said Tim. 

“It is wonderful,” remarked Elizabeth. 

People left the table and returned with trays of meat, jungle fowl, roots, herbs, plants, fruits, and baked goods for the feast. The noise in the Great Hall rose as people conversed, laughed, and had a wonderful time enjoying one another’s company one last night. 

In this early evening of Paladins, as the night grew darker, the Paladins thought they had all the time in the world. They had worked their way out of poverty into prosperity. Their influence had spread throughout the halls of power across the galaxy. They could see the dawn of a new golden age for them. But the darkness was gathering, and agents of destruction drew near, hidden by the shadows.
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Brandon struggled to enter the security room; his hands were full with plates, bowls, and dishes precariously stacked one upon another. He opened and closed the door with one foot. As the young Paladin did so, one plate tipped, and some round veg fell off the plate to roll across the floor. The waste of his feast was crushed beneath his shoes. He had abandoned his post for a few minutes, leaving the Monastery undefended. There had been no one to monitor the security apparatus. So the brief battle of the mercs in the caverns had gone unnoticed.

Overfull platters continued to spill onto everything around as Brandon offloaded his haul onto the table. As he bent over with his hoard of food, he farted loudly. This caused him to laugh, spewing paritally chewed roll across the machines and screens that monitored the safety of the Monastery. He made a halfhearted attempt to clean it up with a napkin. But it just smeared food about. He farted again, laughing some more. 

As he shoved the food into his mouth, he dribbled some juice from his roast beast across the counter. Snorting at the spill, the boy licked it up off the table. As he did so, a red light blinked on a panel in front of his nose. The long-range sensors had detected something. He punched some buttons, activating the cameras sitting high up in one of the towers. They zoomed in on Scrap’s beat-up old trans as it left the city and started the long climb up the twisting road that led to the Monastery. 

Brandon laughed, shoving more mash into his mouth. “I’m going to shut the gates on the little creep. He will have to spend the night in the jungle where he belongs,” he said through a mouth of mash. With a few switches flipped and an access code, the gates and bridges were drawn up and closed. 

Minutes later, another red light began to blink. Irritated at the interruption to his meal, Brandon scowled. He grunted as he read the data of the disturbance. It must be a malfunction since it indicated the intrusion was in the air at 14,000 units.

Just then, a little hologram appeared on the desktop in front of him. It was the cute little white furry creature that had been showing up the past week. It blinked and swished its bushy tail purring. The little creature tried to get close and snuggle up to Brandon’s hand.

“Yep, gotta be a glitch,” Brandon said as he took his fork, grabbing it by the handle. He stabbed at the little hologram and then stabbed the desk with the greasy utensil. The little creature deftly avoided Brandon’s clumsy attack. The cute little holo hissed in rage. Every hair stood up on end while teeth and nails were extended. Even the cute bushy tail parted to reveal a stinger.

Brandon laughed again with his mouthful as he stabbed at the holo one last time. Again the creature side-stepped the blow but remained close enough to sink the stinger of its tail into Brandon’s hand.

The bunker echoed Brandon’s surprised and painful scream as the stinger sunk deep into his flesh. The diminutive holo then began to send waves of energy from the instruments that surrounded them. Brandon howled in rage as he thrashed at the holo attempting to throw it off. The holo dug in deeper and then accessed the main energy conduit in the room. He tried to scream again, but it was short-lived as the energy sent every muscle in his body into spasm. Brandon’s body convulsed uncontrollably as the electron flow began to fry and melt flesh and bone. The little creature turned off the smoke alarms to the room and then sent a final jolt of energy into Brandon’s body. Brandon was now a blackened husk of his former self. He fell to the floor, nothing more than ash. 

On the screen, the alarm continued to flash, indicating a threat plummeting into Veridian’s atmosphere. The hologram turned it off just as the door opened and the first of the Mercs entered the room. The Mercs walked over to the control console and turned off the outer defenses and opened all the gates to The Monastery.

 


	
Chapter 23

The banquet had been fantastic. The food was sumptuous with lively conversation. As Tim took the last of his bubble berry bake, Silvia pushed her chair back from the table. “Come now, it is time to say goodbye, and I have a parting present to give to you,” she stated. 

“But I want to attend the dance,” complained Mia.

“Right now, they are just going to give speeches and toasts. You will return in plenty of time for the dance,” said Silvia as she moved away from the table. The four rose from their seats and followed. Everyone in the room waved goodbye with a cheerful word or two. 

As they left the hall, Silvia encountered Anne Destin. The little boy, David, was squirming in her arms. You could see on the little guy’s face that he had been crying. At present, he was so upset that he was gasping in tiny breaths of air. “He is usually such a mellow child, and I don’t know why he has been so upset this week,” Anne said by way of apology.

“No need to fret. David is not the only one who has been upset this week,” said Silvia as they walked through the doors into the garden of the Founders. “I have an idea, and I know a place that might calm him down,” she said reassuringly. “Follow me.” 

She led the way as Anne and the rest followed her along the colonnade until she paused at the doorway and the stairs leading to the Seeing Pool. “You go on ahead to The Library. I will join you in a minute.” Silvia’s students hurried off into the darkness in the direction of The Library. “These stairs will lead you to a nice quiet place where you can calm David. There is a good breeze tonight, and I think the storm has passed. The pool is the perfect place to catch your breath and reflect for a little while,” Silvia said to the young mother. Anne thanked her as she passed through the door and down the stairs.

Silvia turned toward the covered causeway that led to The Library. After this brief meeting, the summer camp would be over, and her duties will have been complete. Then she would be off on her sabbatical to places unknown. Adventure was just around the corner. As she left the Founders’ garden, the first of many dark shadows passed over it, momentarily sending the garden into darkness.
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High above in the upper atmosphere, the storm still raged. Massive towers of clouds rose around the falling Skree for thousands of feet. Bolts of energy flashed around them, arcing into outer space. General Riss was thrilled as adrenalin coursed through his body. He was excited before every battle, but this one held special meaning for him and his brood. They had been defeated and humiliated by the Paladins at the battle of Dara Doom. The brood had long borne the shame of that day. Now that too would be avenged. A sudden bright flash drew his attention. One of the nine had attracted a bolt of superheated energy. The pod the Skree was in melted and exploded into pieces of falling debris. The Skree inside was limp and lifeless. General Riss steered his pod in the direction of the dead Skree to attempt to save the box it carried. A second bolt hit the Skree and caused the body to burst into flame. The box it was carrying burned as well. Riss steered away from the danger to focus on his landing point.
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Silvia strolled along the path that led to The Library. Tonight for some reason, she was nostalgic as she took the causeway that led to the little garden at the front of The Library. She had gone this way too many times to count. The storm left in its wake a fresh scent of rain that covered the garden. Silvia climbed the half-moon steps leading to The Library. Above the wooden doors was a stone archway. The stones were carved with ancient Paladin glyphs. She paused as always and touched the symbol for knowledge. It had been worn smooth by her gentle touch over the many years. She pushed the large, heavy doors. Perfectly balanced, they swung open effortlessly and quietly. She left them open behind her. 

Silvia could hear the group gathered at the very back of The Library. On a whim, Silvia turned to her right to wander amongst the high bookcases rather than take the direct way. She felt at home here, surrounded by the ancient tomes that held endless knowledge. A person could dedicate a lifetime exploring that knowledge and not cover the whole of it. She should know since she had tried. As she walked past the shelves, her fingertips brushed the spines of the books. She turned again to follow the outer wall lined with chapels. They had been turned into specific areas of study. The chapels had become shrines to planetary botany or fauna, galactic physics, and planetary motion. The study of every living thing and inorganic object was to be found in these nooks. Comfortable chairs, tables, and couches were placed there, creating corners of quiet contemplation. More than once, she had seen a Paladin asleep in the warm afternoon sun that streamed in from the tall stained-glass windows. 

She wandered past paintings and artifacts on shelves. At the front of one chapel stood a pillar. Upon the stand was an ancient miniature tree. Over the decades, it had been trimmed and pruned into a likeness of its larger sisters. There were a few living specimens in The Library like this one. Silvia was drawn towards the heart of The Library, where LAD was projecting a holo of the new network. Strands of light glistened and gleamed in the dim light of the evening. It reminded her of a web made by a forest weaver. She walked into the midst of the projection. She was surrounded by thousands of points of light. She could lose herself there at that moment. LAD whispered to her, choosing not to materialize. “They are waiting for you.”

She turned towards the back of The Library with a purpose to complete the final task she had for her charges. Tonight they would find out who had chosen to be a Paladin. The Gizs would tell her. The Gizs revealed the heart of the person. The little devices only responded to those who had chosen the order in the deepest part of them. As Silvia did so, the moon came out of the clouds. For a brief moment, the stained glass was lit in a brilliant blaze of glory. Colored light danced across her path and then was gone in a flickering instant.

Silvia could hear the group talking. LAD had them sit down by the fireplace at the foot of the stairs leading up to her office. It was a nice cozy area with overstuffed leather chairs and couches. The smell of smoke and warmth radiated from the fire blazing in the nearby fireplace. Silvia pulled up an ottoman across from the group and sat down.

Silvia reached into the folds of her dress and took out four little blue velvet bags. She laid them on the low table, placing one in front of each of those gathered. “These are for you to remember the time you spent with us this summer. They are yours to keep, whether you join us or take another path,” Silvia said with a bit of nostalgia in her breath. She briefly remembered the first time she was given her Giz that currently was the hairpin holding her unruly locks in place.

To Silvia’s surprise, Elizabeth was the first to reach for the bag in front of her. She pulled on the drawstrings to open it, turning it upside down allowing a shiny coin to drop into her hand. The others soon followed suit. They inspected the trinket to commemorate the class or to be so much more to some of them. On one side of the polished coin was an impression of the Monastery. The other side was filled with circles of interlocking text. One ring after another getting progressively smaller as it drew near the center.

“What you hold is called a Giz. It is made of Palladium and can shapeshift into the object a Paladin needs the most at any given moment. It is the Paladins' all-purpose tool, weapon, and guide. It will always be your best bet in the worst of situations.”

“How does it work?” asked Tim, ever curious.

“Just hold it in your hand and turn your thoughts inward. Seek your soul and The Eternal. The Giz will respond, or not,” replied Silvia.

At that moment, Elizabeth exclaimed, “Oh my!” The coin in her hand had melted into a pool of silver liquid. It was warm to the touch as it lay in the palm of her hand but not hot. As Elizabeth watched, four prongs slowly began to rise from the center of the pool of metal. They grew organically, forming an intricate design covered by fine detail. As the last of the puddle was incorporated into the object, it created a flat handle. The Giz had shaped itself into an intricate key that floated in the air in front of Elizabeth. It hung there for a few moments and then dropped into Elizabeth’s open palm. “It looks bigger than what it was,” she said matter of factly.

“They can change mass as well as shapeshift,” Silvia explained.

“Mine isn’t doing a thing,” Mia said in frustration. She was irritated that her Giz hadn’t changed first.

“Sometimes it takes a while to happen,” said Silvia.

“Mine is changing,” said Tim with excitement.

As he held it, the coin began to shake and jitter. At last, it jumped free of Tim’s open palm and began to spin, slowly at first but then gathering momentum. Faster and faster, it turned until it was a blur. Then an opening formed in the middle. Little by little, the metal liquefied and formed a band. It was becoming a ring. It was polished and shiny with symbols along the outer surface. Suddenly, the one ring split into three concentric circles of metal, one within the other. Each spinning in their own orbits. The rings slowed to the point that you could see each ring had words engraved on the outer surface. Tim looked at it spinning in orbit in front of his face like some crazy gyroscope. “What is it?” he asked.

Silvia leaned over and examined it. “It appears to be a Wayfinder,” she said.

“What is a Wayfinder?” Tim inquired as he held his hand under the spinning Giz, expecting it to fall out of the air.

“I think you will find out,” replied Silvia with a smile.

Suddenly the spinning rings resolved into one ring and stopped their motion. The ring dropped down and slid onto Tim’s finger. Tim’s eyes opened wide in surprise. He held up his hand, examining the ring that was now snuggly fit to his finger. The ring fit comfortably as he flexed his hand. 

Mia sighed in frustration as her Giz was still a coin in her clenched fist. Conner held his up between his thumb and finger, examining it closely. He tried to read the words on it, but it was in some ancient Paladin script. “Mine isn’t doing anything either,” Conner said flatly. “Wait, I can feel it moving,” he said excitedly.

Indeed his Giz was moving. The coin floated out of his fingers, slowly rotating in the air. As it turned and twisted, the solid shape began to deform into a mass of liquid metal. It morphed as if trying to become something but not quite knowing what it was. Droplets formed and moved away from the center as it attempted to create a shape but then changed its mind and disappeared into the mass of chaotic liquid. After a few moments, the metal elongated vertically. Then just down from the center, it stretched horizontally. The top was starting to form into a thin pointed sheet. Moment by moment, it changed to create the blade of a weapon. The hilt took shape, as did the handguards. Finally, the dagger spun upwards to resolve itself into a very sharp edge. Conner reached out and grasped it by the hilt. It fit perfectly to his hand.

“Interesting,” said Silvia with one arched eyebrow.

Conner deftly flipped the dagger around and held it in his hand. Then he took one finger, placing it where the blade and hilt met. There the dagger sat on Conner’s finger. “It is perfectly balanced,” commented Conner. “What is the writing on the blade?” he asked. “I don’t recognize the language.”

Silvia looked closely. “It is ancient Paladin. It says “The Truth.”

Conner slipped the dagger into his formal high boots, and it tucked away nicely in a loop just inside the rim.

With that, everyone looked in Mia’s direction to see if anything was happening.
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A dark shadow passed over the Founders’ garden. Followed by another and another. After falling in from space, the Skree were just above the Monastery. Chutes were auto deployed, slowing them down to the point that they could use their wings to glide into a landing at the last moment. General Riss was the last Skree to come in for a landing, so he watched as his troopers proceeded. One of the Skrees chute malfunctioned and sent the alien plummeting into the jungle above the Monastery at terminal velocity. 

General Riss felt annoyance and betrayal rather than loss at the death of his troopers. He spread his wings as the pod and chute fell away behind him. Around him, the other six Skree were shedding the last of their pods and donning the traditional cloaks that covered most of their environmental suits.

The Merc chieftain Raffa Grav approached General Riss from the shadows. The Merc showed no deference to the general, and it was irritating but to be expected from Mercs that were no more than hired guns. 

“Report,” commanded General Riss.

“We have seized the security rooms and killed those guarding the gates. We now control most of the target,” responded the mercenary.

“Good, what about The Library?”

“We await your command.”

“Send warriors to take it immediately. Do not kill those you find there. They must tell us the codes we need.” 

Raffa Grav nodded in assent. “It will be done.”

“You and I will slaughter the rest of the Paladins at their feast,” stated General Riss.

Raffa Grav smiled broadly.
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The group looked at Mia intently. She closed her eyes, gripping the metal coin in her hand tightly, willing for something to happen. Her body shook with the effort of it. Mia quickly opened her hand to look at the coin. Mia growled in frustration as she flipped it over, nothing had changed. 

“Why won’t it work,” howled Mia in the throws of one of her worst tantrums.

“It is not a toy,” replied Silvia. “The Giz reacts to your heart. It is a sign of your commitment to becoming a Paladin.”

“I will never become a Paladin,” Mia shouted with all the rage and fury she could muster. She threw the Giz as far as she could as she ran from the group towards the front of The Library. Silvia followed her with a speed that surprised Conner.

Tim quietly gestured with his hand. He willed the Giz that Mia had thrown to come to him. It flew through the air to land in his hand. He slipped it into one of the inner pockets of his robe. He then ran after the others to the front door.

“I am leaving this place and never returning,” Mia screamed.

“You will not yell in my library,” Silvia said with thunder. With that statement, she flung her arm into the air. The front doors of The Library closed with a bang, and the ancient bar fell with a loud crash locking the doors. Just as the clanging sound cleared the air, another loud bang could be heard as something hit the doors, causing them to shudder. Mia took several steps back from the doors in surprise.

 


	
Chapter 24

The Skree gathered in one corner of the Founders Plaza, where they stood beneath the colonnade surrounded by pillars. General Riss spread his wings, clearing space around him. He hissed at those nearest. The six remaining Skree who jumped into the Monastery hastily backed away, bowing and groveling. General Riss parted the robe he had put on, revealing his enviro suit. Attached to it was one of the boxes that Dr. Keith had created. It pulsed with a baleful orange light that coursed across its surface like the veins of a living thing. General Riss carefully removed it from his suit. He placed it on the rough stone floor. The General put in the activation code on the top of the box and backed away.

The box pulsed and wobbled with renewed energy and vigor. It was more of an organic thing rather than mechanical. Strange that a mechanical being had created it. Dr. Keith was experimenting with new bio-mechanical technology. She was most anxious to see how her new devices would work.

The top of the box slowly began to open by splitting at the top like a deadly flower opening its petals. Inside, a noxious goo could be seen. It oozed out of the container between the petals, and odious bubbles escaped the orange goo in hisses and burps, spreading fumes into the night air. 

The Skree and the Mercs backed further away in awe as the box began to tremble and jump. More luminescent bright orange ooze spilled from the box. The eruption grew more violent with each passing second. Soon a fountain of ooze spewed forth from the box that had grown in size. This was quickly followed by pods that were flung out from it in all directions. They were attached to the box by what appeared to be veins. The pods pulsed and grew, doubling in size every few seconds. Movement could be seen within the thinning membranes. Those watching looked upon what appeared to be hundreds of Skree struggling to emerge from their transport pods. 

Finally, one broke forth, emerging from its sticky cocoon. It stumbled and faltered but soon stood to its feet. The newly emerged Skree turned to General Riss and spoke through its enviro suit. “I am yours to command my general.”

More and more Skree emerged from the box in waves. As they came forth, they were greeted with high-pitched whistles of joy. After a legion of the Skree appeared, things began to go wrong. The box was running out of energy as the Skree struggled to rise from their pods. As the last few fell from their cocoons, they were mangled and damaged. Exaltation turned to horror and anger. The last few shuddered and died as they could not escape their pods. Some pods didn’t grow to their full size. They withered and turned black as death took their occupants. Final tally had a third of the Skree vitally deformed or dead

General Riss became enraged, so naturally, he turned to revenge. Dr. Keith’s incompetence had created this horror, and she would pay for it. A third of his great army taken. General Riss commanded his officers to follow him. It was long past time to deal with the Paladins once and for all. As the General turned to leave he commanded the next box be opened.
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Everyone in The Library backed away from the front doors as something crashed into them for the third time. Silvia’s broach popped out of her hair and spun around in front of her, morphing into another shape. When it reached its final form, a throwing blade floated in the air in front of Silvia. She extended her arm, and the knife flew into her open hand.

At that moment, another crash could be heard to their left. A Merc jumped through one of the ornate stained glass windows. Bits of glass fell to the floor, shattering into thousands of pieces that bounced around. The Merc surveyed the destruction he had caused and chuckled with pleasure.

The mercenary was stout and strong. A big ball of muscle and power. He wielded a large energy rifle. “You all are gonna die,” said the Merc with an evil laugh. Silvia moved quickly and fluidly, placing herself between the students and their enemy. She brandished her blade in preparation to use it. The Merc looked at her with contempt. “What you gonna do with that, granny?” he growled in a harsh voice. With that said, the Merc moved his weapon to fire.

Silvia was in motion before the Merc realized it. She moved in a fluid blur. Power radiated from her as she threw the blade, which hit the Merc between his eyes, splitting his skull. The force of the blow threw the body against the far wall as the Merc died. Silvia gestured with her hand, calling the blade back to its master. 

“No one calls me granny,” she stated flatly. “LAD, initiate the protocol theta alpha, seal The Library. I want a security status on the Monastery.” 

Massive metal shutters slid up from underground, sealing the windows with a clang and a hiss. Five interlocking doors slid shut around the main doors with a hiss as hydro locks clamped the doors into place. Holo graphics appeared all around Silvia and the students showing the status of The Library as LAD gave his report. 

“All entries are sealed.”

“All windows are sealed.”

“Internal air filtration is functioning.”

“Independent power supplies have been activated.”

“Library galactic communications link is secured.”

“Library Intralink has been secured.”

“Library data is being sent off-world to all backup locations.”

“Distress notifications and warnings are being sent to off-world locations.” 

LAD stated in a most efficient voice. Holo screens blinked on around them, showing what was going on outside The Library.

Elizabeth, Mia, and Tim were all in shock, their faces ashen. But Conner was not surprised; he had been concerned that something like this would happen. He knew personally how dangerous the galaxy was becoming.

“What on the moons of Vindaloo is going on?” Silvia asked to no one in particular.

“It would appear that the Monastery is under attack for the first time in over a thousand years,” replied LAD.
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Striker walked towards the security room. Brandon had not reported in on time. In fact, he was way past due for that check-in. Striker strode down the corridor leading to the security room. He was dressed in his official uniform, which included a short black cape that flowed behind him. It was held in place by his Giz. Abruptly the Giz flew from its position. Transforming mid-air to a lethal dagger that landed in the wall beside the unopened doorway. Striker reached up and grasped the hilt, which fit his hand perfectly. His black cape fluttered to the floor around his feet. He signaled for the door to open, and he walked through, much to the surprise of two Mercs. 

Just as Striker walked into the room, the security alarms in the Monastery began to sound their warning. One of them leveled a lase weapon upon Striker just as Striker’s blade entered the Merc’s head. With a snap like thunder, the blade withdrew back to Striker’s hand. The other Merc pulled his sword from its scabbard. He charged Striker yelling as he came. Striker could have killed the Merc with a flick of the wrist but he needed intel.

Striker simply lifted the Merc off the ground using his talent. The Merc struggled, flailing about in mid-air and, in a futile attempt to kill Striker, tossed his sword at the Paladin. The weapon was easily deflected and landed on the floor with a clatter. “What do we have here?” asked Striker.

“Let me down, you cowardly Paladin,” screamed the Merc.

“Oh, I will, but first, I need to know a few things,” replied Striker.
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The conversation was lively and loud as the last of the dishes were cleared. A song of remembrance and wistful wishes for a good and happy future was being played. As the last notes of the final song faded, drinks were circulated for the traditional toast to conclude The Gathering and to drink to the next one, twenty years from now.

The Keeper stood up and raised his glass. As he was about to speak; the Paladins' Gizs began to activate. Rings, broaches, and hairpieces popped out of their positions. They bounced off the floor to spin in mid-air and began to transform from adornments into weapons. Blades of all sorts started to form. Daggers, swords, lances, and spears took shape in front of the Paladins. The Gizs sprang into the Paladins' hands, who took up defensive positions. Sounds of security alarms blaring were punctuated by the discharge of energy weapons, as the silver goblet in the Keeper’s hand disintegrated. It was destroyed by an energy weapon. Everyone in the hall turned to the doorway leading to the gardens, where a figure in an orange robe stood.

“Gentle ladies and gentleman. I have come to end you. But first I wanted you to know who has done this. Thousands of years ago, you drove my people from their home planet. Then a little over a thousand years ago, you drove my people “The Skree” from the galaxy into the darkness, into the very edge of the known universe. But we are resilient people. We found a planet and formed a society based on the philosophy of revenge. Now today, the Skree will take their revenge, first upon you and then upon the galaxy that spurned us.”

“If I remember my history correctly, you were criminals and pirates taking advantage of the chaos after the civil war to pillage the space lanes. We simply enforced galactic law,” replied the Keeper.

“So you have justified the persecution of my people all these years. But no more justifications. No more waiting. Our plans have born fruit, and now we have returned.”

“Returned to spread your poison on an unsuspecting galaxy? I think not. We, the Paladins, will stop you.” spoke the Keeper, as Paladins moved in silent synchronicity to stand shoulder to shoulder against the invaders. 

General Riss burned with rage. With his fists raised and clenched, he gave the order. “Kill them all!” he screamed through the voice synth. “Let none of them live,” he spat.

Immediately the Mercs let loose with their energy weapons. Weapon flashes erupted around the room, only to bounce off the Paladins’ weapons. Some of the Paladin weapons absorbed the energy and then returned it with deadly feedback. In those first few seconds, half the Mercs lay dead, and the Skree had run for cover.

Waves of power rippled through the room like a high tide flooding a beach. When the conflict broke out, the two Paladins nearest Representative Steel reacted instantly to protect him. They surrounded the politician and his aide with a wall of power. At that moment, the artist and philosopher-turned warriors were betrayed by their new charges. Mizz Prim took a small but deadly needler from her pocket and quickly dispatched both of the Paladins at Steel’s side. Without pausing, Mizz Prim grabbed Steel by the shoulder and tossed him over the table toward the exit with inhuman strength. She then leaped over it herself with a quick hop. “Sir, I’m getting you out of here. Everything has been arranged.” She gripped the stunned man dragging and ducking to move the politician past the fight as she rushed to the front door. The great doors opened before them as more Mercs poured through the open breach. The mercenaries took no notice of the two. In the driveway was a limousine waiting for them. Mizz Prim tossed representative Steel in the back seat and dove in after him. 

“What about Mia?” he asked.

“She is on her own now,” came the cold reply from Mizz Prim. “Orders from the masters. Besides, she just signed the documents giving you full control of all her assets. It would be better for her to disappear. A grieving Uncle is a powerful media image.” 

Representative Steel smiled as the limo sped through the open outer gates to cross the bridge and speed down the mountain road towards the city. All of his plans were coming to pass. The Monastery had already begun to burn, casting an orange glow over the jungle as the limo sped through the night.
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Mia watched as the her uncle paused a second before climbing into the limo and speeding away.

“He left me! He left me!” Mia screamed at the holo image. 

Conner held her as she tried to throw herself into the projection in a desperate attempt to follow her guardian. Mia struck at Conner who was keeping her from fleeing to her Uncle. Silvia quickly moved to Mia as the girl pulled away from Conner. Silvia wrapped them in the steel grip of The Spirit. She firmly grasped Mia by the shoulders. 

“Listen to me, Mia. You are safe here. You are safe with us, far safer than you would be with your Uncle. Do you understand me?” Silvia’s commanding voice was filled with the truth. Silvia’s words seemed to break Mia’s panic. Mia nodded weakly in understanding. “Good, now take a deep breath. I am with you.” Strength and calm flowed out of Silvia, flooding Mia with confidence.

Silvia reached into The Spirit to surround everyone in the room with peace and calm that broke the panic in their spirits. “Now, everyone, take a deep breath, just like I taught you. Yes, just like that, Tim. The Library is a fortress-like no other; we are safe here. No evil thing can reach us. We are protected by the most powerful systems in the universe. We have the opportunity to see what path is left for us, but only if we are wise enough to pause and contemplate. We are safe here. You are safe with me,” Silvia said with unwavering faith.
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Just as General Riss was giving his speech before the shocked Paladins, one of the General’s principal lieutenants was placing the box he had been carrying down upon the grass in the garden. It wobbled and pulsed with a purple light that ran through the veins crisscrossing its surface. He put the code in, and the box began to jump and roll. It finally came to rest on its side. With a violent explosion, the lid blew open, and a wet, dark furry shape struggled to its four feet. It was the first of many Scavs who emerged from the box with explosive energy. The Scav looked up at the now full moon and howled in anger. A nearby Merc backed away in horror. But he was not quick enough; the Scav leaped with murderous fury and tore the hapless mercenary to pieces with its sharp teeth and claws. The gardens quickly emptied of Mercs leaving only the Scavs emerging from the box and their masters, the Skree. The Scavs were drawn to their masters for comfort and purpose, which the Skree provided. No mercy, no prisoners would be taken. Kill them all was the command that every Scav heard as it emerged.
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Minerva Babington had left the party since she knew the Keeper was about to speak. “The old goat would drone on and on,” she had thought to herself. So it had been the perfect time to excuse herself and go freshen up. Much to her astonishment, as she entered the room from the top balcony, she encountered the utter chaos of a pitched battle. Below her, the Paladins and Mercs were engaged in fierce hand-to-hand combat. The few Paladins on security detail were performing valiantly at protecting the Keeper. The orange-robed figures were directing the attack from the rear. The Mercs were ruthless in their assault. Only a handful of Paladins had succumbed to the onslaught of the Mercs, but the floor was littered with the bodies of dead Mercs. The Paladins now occupied space around the Imperial throne, where they held fast in a defensive position despite being outnumbered.

Suddenly with a rush, new combatants flowed into the room. They slunk into the Great Hall with stealth and cunning. Minerva recognized the Scavs from the tales of her childhood. They walked on all fours like a beast of the jungle. The Scavs were covered in gray hair streaked with black or reddish-orange, and they had deadly sharp claws and fangs. Tales of these semi-sentient beings were used to frighten children and make them behave. “Be good, or the Scavs will come and take you.” Minerva now understood why the tales struck terror in people. To see the Scavs in the flesh was indeed terrifying.

They surrounded the Paladins encircling them. Picking out an individual and then two or three of the creatures would rush at the target. The Paladin would beat off the attack, killing the Scavs or leaving only one to limp away in defeat. This happened over and over again. The Keeper decided that their current position was untenable. So he ordered an organized retreat into the gardens. The Paladins withdrew from the Great Hall. 

At that point, Minerva realized that she was alone with hundreds of enemies prowling below her. The Skree began to direct parties of hunters out into the Monastery and grounds to hunt down lone Paladins. The Mercs organized a concerted attack against the main contingent of Paladins in the gardens. She thought retreat was the better part of wisdom. As she began to withdraw from where she had been hidden, she looked down into the Great Hall one last time. Just as she did, a Scav locked eyes with her. In those pools of blackness were not the eyes of an animal but an intelligent being that was cold and calculating, intent on killing. Minerva backed into the depths of the upper rooms of the Monastery, where she hoped to find safety.

The creature barked out in its language, calling several to its side. The group began to jump up towards the balcony. One made it up with a great leap, while the others continued to struggle over the railing. Minerva froze in terror. The alpha creature that had made the leap was now stalking her. Its gaze was fixed upon the elderly Paladin with deadly intent. Minerva had left her Giz in her room. So she reached for the only weapon that was available to her, the fire from the candlelit chandeliers. Using her talent, she batted the fire through the air to land on top of one of the vicious creatures. Turns out that Scavs are highly flammable.

The Scav howled in pain. In its panic, it set the rest of the pack on fire. In that instant, Minerva fled into the Monastery, and only one of the Scavs survived to pursue her.
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In the Founders’ garden, the Keeper rallied the Paladins to the fountain, which was - for the moment - the best defensible position. He positioned them around the perimeter of the fountain. The Keeper shouted encouragement reminding them of the Eternal’s grace, love and strength; that the Paladins would utlimately win this battle. Internally, the Keeper had doubts. How had the security been breached? How had their enemies appeared out of nowhere. The Paladins readied their weapons and activated shields. From the shadows underneath the columned walkway appeared the deeper shadows of their enemies. All around them gathered the Skree, the Mercs, and Scavs in a hateful mob that was working up the courage to attack them.

The Keeper shouted words of encouragement, though he was deeply shaken that the Monastery walls had been breached. Was this how his time as Keeper would end? Would he be the Keeper that would lose the old ways? 
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Minerva Babington ran down the west wing hallway as fast as her old bones could carry her. In hot pursuit was a pack of Scavs. The lone burned Scav had found reinforcments in its pursuit. They howled as they came, stopping every now and then to sniff for their quarry. She leaned against a column to catch her breath. There was nowhere to hide, nowhere to go. Then she saw the stairway across from her. She could go up. “Come on, old girl, you can do this,” she whispered to herself. The old Paladin flung herself up the stairs. 

When she reached the next floor, she ran down another hallway. A Scav leaped out of the darkness to snatch her. Minverva noticed a torch burning in the windswept pathway. She grabbed the fire and sprayed her stalker with it. The beast screamed in rage as it burst into flame. In frantic attempts to escape the heat, the Scav spread the fire to flooring, tapestries, and fellow Scavs. Soon there was an entire group of panicked creatures running around, spreading the fire. 

Minerva ran down the hallway to another set of stairs. The stairs ended in a room with a balcony. She was now in the highest tower of the Monastery. There was nowhere to go. She looked out over the balcony. She realized she was too exhausted to blink to the ground when she heard a sound behind her. The last Scav was leaping at her. She ducked and flung the animal over the edge. The creature’s mouth frothing in hatred as it fell to its death.

She had done it! She was alive. But as she looked down, the tower below her was engulfed in flames. They were rapidly climbing toward her, while she stood depleted. . 

“I have been a foolish old woman, I wish I had been more kind and compassionate. I wish I had loved more,” she said to The Eternal. “I am sorry for missed opportunities,” she cried out. As Minerva fell to her knees, she felt The Eternal surround her with love. “I could just jump.” she thought. It was then that she heard The Eternal whisper to her. 

“No need to do that. I have you.” At that moment, The Eternal caught her spirit, snatching it away from her body before the flames engulfing the tower could touch her. “How wonderful,” were the last words Minerva Babington uttered in this world as she left it for the next.
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Scrap was hurrying back to the Monastery to deliver Mia’s dress. When he noticed a flicker of light coming from the Monastery. He thought he could see fire. The building went in and out of view as he drove the winding road surrounded by jungle. Finally, he got an unobstructed look to see that the Monastery was indeed on fire. Not just on fire, but the entire west wing was aflame. The highest tower was completely engulfed. He watched in horror as the tower broke and collapsed, sending showers of embers throughout the Monastery. He sped up the old trans to the point that she shook with such violence he thought it would fall apart. But he kept going.
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“We have to help them!” shouted Conner as he watched the monitors inside The Library. “They are outnumbered at least nine to one.”

Silvia turned form checking the library’s security system to respond to Conner’s plea. “Do not fear, my valiant warrior,” replied Silvia. “We are Paladins and not so easily defeated. They must fight their battle, and we must remain here and protect The Library.”

With that said she dispatched the teens to double check that all the doors and windows were sealed properly.
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Scrap rounded a curve when suddenly a luxury transport appeared right before him. The bright lights nearly blinded Scrap. He swerved to avoid the oncoming vehicle driving down the middle of the road. The limo honked wildly as Scrap fought to keep his old trans on the road. Scrap lost that battle as the old vehicle lost its center of gravity and turned over on its side, sliding off the road into the trees. Scrap was still conscious when the trans came to a stop. 

The luxury tran's brakes screeched. “What are you doing?” asked Mizz. Prim.

“Stopping to see if they need help,” replied the driver.

“If you continue on to the city, there is a bonus in it for you. If not, I will use this on you,” stated Steel’s assistant as she brandished her Needler at the driver. The driver sat back in his seat and put the limo in gear to speed down the road.

Scrap could see the limo lights disappear around a curve in the distance. His belt held him in place mid-air. Scrap struggled with the safety harness. At that moment, Scrap’s Giz slipped out of a pocket to fall on the ground. Scrap reached for it. As he did, it flew into his hand. The little object began to change shape. It became a small utility knife. He used it to cut himself from the harness.

Scrap fell farther into the trans. He tried to get out, but his head was spinning, and his stomach was nauseous. He gave in to the weakness and darkness that was overwhelming him. He lay unconscious, protected by the frame of his transport. 
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The Founders’ garden was dark as the night that surrounded the Paladins, lit only from the burning tower above. Several Paladins looked up as despair entered their hearts. The Keeper felt their panic as hope began to leave his brethren. He dug deep within The Spirit and lit a light that started to glow around him. It spread like shimmering moonlight as it encompassed the Paladins who gathered around him. “Take heart, for tonight we fight for the good!” the Keeper shouted.

Around them, the shadowy forms of their enemies appeared under the arches of the colonnade. They came out of the darkness like ghosts from the past to terrorize the Paladins once more.

In the Great Hall, General Riss had the Imperial throne turned toward the glass of the garden. A Skree came up ready to open another box. General Riss commanded the Skree to wait. Moments later, the Merc set off charges that blew out the wall to the gardens in front of them. Glass and rubble exploded into the Founders’ garden. 

The glow surrounding the Paladins became bubbles of protection from the fire and flying debris. The Skree, Mercs, and Scavs that had taken up positions to attack the Paladins charged as the wall blew out. In seconds they crossed the open space, with many of them falling to the Paladins’ energy. They closed the gap and engaged in hand-to-hand combat. The clang of weapons and cries of death could be heard ringing across the garden.

General Riss looked on as his army swept forward to wipe out the hated enemy. He would direct the battle from this throne. He watched in agitation as more and more of his army fell before the Paladins might. 

The Paladins began to blink from one spot to another, sometimes defending, sometimes attacking. General Riss and his army were taken by complete surprise. The discovery that the Paladins had this ability threw their enemies into total disarray. A few Scavs stayed to continue the battle, but many left altogether. 

Amid the confusion, Mr. And Mrs. Westmoreland could be found battling a group of Scavs together. She had a large staff that was an effective weapon. It glowed with a light that blinded the enemy, and then Mr. Westmoreland would take what looked like a wicked hoe to dispatch the blinded enemy. At their side was another couple that helped to destroy the Scav pack.

“Well, I certainly had not expected to be doing battle at tonight’s banquet,” exclaimed Cathy Stemper as she withdrew her pike from a dead Scav. Bob Stemper watched a retreating Scav with a hunter’s gaze. The Scav was just about to disappear into the safety of the columns as he threw what appeared to be a triangular blade. It whirled through the air with such speed it made a whistling sound, even as it tore the Scav in half. The blade then reversed course as Bob opened his hand to receive it. Bob smiled pleasantly.

General Riss was observing the battle from his perch on the ancient Imperial throne. Like most usurpers who have stolen their authority, he was not pleased. Many of his warriors had been killed, but not one Paladin had died. The General turned to the Skree with the next box. Release the Swarm!” he commanded. The Skree hurried forth to set the box down in the garden. 

The box began to pulse and wobble like the others before it. The veins glowed green in the dark. The box pulsed, and then it started to slowly spin. As it spun, the top split and opened. The box gained speed as it spun. Gradually a black cloud of little dots emerged from the box as it turned furiously. The black cloud grew in volume as they came out of the box. The Scree instinctively backed away. The Swarm was composed of tiny insects from their home world. Just a handful could devour an adult Skree in moments. They had unleashed a nightmare from deep within the volcanoes of their home world.

The swam moved as if it were one creature. It moved forward with no regard for friend or foe, falling upon anything unluckly enough to be in its path. A Scav was the Swarm’s first victim who was completely focused on the Paladins. The Swarm fell upon it. The beast howled in pain and rage as they ate it before General Riss’s eyes. He radiated pleasure inside his enviro suit as he watched the pain of the Scav being consumed before him. At this point, there was nothing but bones left -- which the Swam was devouring as well. “With such a powerful weapon, surely we will win,” he thought. “As long as it doesn’t turn on us.” It had already turned to the General and his guards. The Skree drove the Swarm back with flame throwers to protect themselves and their General. They filled the air with fire to form a shield against the creatures. 

The Swarm reacted immediately; flying away towards the battle where it would consume more beings. It was hungry from its long confinement in the box. It did not care whether it ate enemy or friend. It just needed to eat.

The Westmorelands and the Stampers watched in amazement as the Swarm approached the battlefield. A lone Paladin, John Destin, had been drawn out from the rest of the Paladins by a group of Scavs. The young man quickly dispatched them only to look up and discover the Swarm was upon him. He had lost contact with his wife when she had taken the fussy baby David for a walk. In the confusion that followed, they had not been reunited. He hoped that they were safe, so he fought for her safety and that of his young son. Now he would be fighting for his life. The Paladin extended a hand and put up a shield. The Swarm was held at bay for a time, but they continued to attack from all sides. There were times when you could only see the Swarm surrounding the Paladin.

John struggled with all his might to maintain the force shield, but there were so many of them attacking from all around. Several Paladins rushed to his aid. They extended their arms to strengthen the protection, but one of the Swarm penetrated John’s defenses and stung him on the arm. Searing pain raced through his body as the poison sting began to destroy his muscles. With that, the shield flickered and they were upon him. He swung his sword, killing some of them, but thousands more stung him. His muscles convulsed, and he screamed in pain. Within seconds the toxin reached his heart and stopped it. The Swarm began to devour him even before he had died. His last thoughts were of his wife and little boy as he passed into the hands of The Eternal.

The Swarm stripped the body of its flesh as the Paladins looked on in horror. They retreated to the safety of the group. The Swarm was voracious. After they ate the soft tissues, they began eating the bones. Soon there was nothing left. It began to move towards the Paladins that had taken up a defensive stand.


	
Chapter 25

Striker bound out of the columns, quickly making his way to the fountain. “What did I miss?” he asked.

“Just the warm-up. Looks like you got here just in time for the main event,” replied the Keeper.

“I did some scouting. It appears that the main body of the enemy is still in the Great Hall. Perhaps we should go on the offensive.”

“Just as soon as we deal with that thing,” said the Keeper as he pointed towards the Swarm that was advancing on the Paladins and seemed to grow in number as they came.

Striker began to direct the Paladins and position them in defensive ranks around the fountain. An outer defensive ring and an inner ring. The outer defenders would hold a shield. When they tired, the inner defenders would step up to take up the shield allowing the outer people to fall back and rest. Every other Paladin in the outer defense had a different job. One would hold the shield while the person next to them would attack. The Keeper shouted encouragement and direction in using their talents, even as the Swarm rose up above them and descended upon the gathered Paladins.

“Shields up,” yelled Striker at the moment the Swarm was as close as they dare let it come. While the Swarm was attacking, no Scav or Skree could attack, or the Swarm would fall upon them and kill them. So they stood far away watching the Paladins battle the Swarm.

From across the field of battle, the Stempers and the Westmorelands watched as the Swarm began to engage with the Paladins. The defenders raised a shield while the attackers began to bombard the Swarm with all manner of weapons. The traditional bladed weapons did nothing at all. The Swarm merely parted and avoided them. At that point, the attackers reached out to the water in the fountain to use as a weapon. Balls of water floated up from the fountain and were sent sailing into the Swarm in hopes of drowning them. The balls of water surrounded parts of the Swarm but seemed to have no real effect except to make them angrier. The buzzing of the Swarm grew louder and higher pitched.

Above the now wrecked gardens, another tower of the Monastery had begun to burn. Small embers floated down on the breeze from the inferno. A few of the defenders reached out with their talents and drew those embers to them. They fed the little fires with talent energy, fanning it into flaming projectiles that they hurled at the Swarm.

The Swarm would recoil in fear. A few of them were scorched and fell to the ground dead. But not enough to make any difference. The defenders were growing tired, so the inner ring took up the defense to give them rest.

Mrs. Stemper said, “What will we do? We can’t keep this up forever. We must help them.”

“We will, my dear,” assured Mr. Stemper as he patted his wife on the shoulder in comfort.

Mrs. Westmoreland ran her hands up and down the skirt of her gown as she would do when she got nervous or was thinking about something. She put her hands into her pockets, where they encountered a wooden object. She pulled it out to look at it. It was the box that contained the Sprites. “I just might have a way to kill them,” said Mrs. Westmoreland. “But I will need your help to do it.”

“We are here and will stand by you till the end,” said Bob Stemper.

“Very well. Let me sit down here.” Mrs. Westmoreland turned to her husband, “I will need your strength.” He sat down beside her and wrapped his arms around her. “You have it, my beloved. You will have all I can give.” Mrs. Westmoreland turned to the Stempers who stood over the Westmorelands. “You will need to draw the Swam to us when the time is right,” stated Mrs. Westmoreland. 

“I think I know a way,” replied Bob as he looked at his boomerang.

Mrs. Westmoreland nodded in acknowledgment. “Let us pray this works.”

With that said, she laid the small box on her lap and slid the lid open. The Sprites had all but gone to sleep, dimming their lights in slumber. “Now, my pretties, I will need for you to wake up.” At those words, the Sprites began to light up, blinking on their little fires. They flew out of the box and landed on Mrs. Westmoreland and her husband. Mrs. Westmoreland drew a deep breath and reached inward to call upon all of her talents.

There on the steps below the columns and beneath the stars, Mrs. Westmoreland settled deep within, reaching into the place where The Eternal dwelt so she could commune with the small creatures that surrounded her. In the midst of chaos and conflict, she found peace. From that place, she began to sing. It started out as just humming. Then the words began to pour from her. The Sprites responded by resonating with her tone. They lit the darkness glowing brighter with every word. Mrs. Westmoreland sang to them in a language no sentient being knew nor understood. But the Sprites understood every word. Mrs. Westmoreland sang to them of the danger that surrounded the Paladins. She called to them for help. She revealed to them the danger that threatened not just the Paladins but every living creature on the planet. The danger that threatened the forest that the Sprites helped to protect. She called upon them to defend the people and the forests. She called upon them to destroy that threat, to destroy the Swarm. 

The Sprites took flight in agitation, responding to the primal words she sang. They began to sing a song of their own. The melody reached beyond the walls of the Monastery, resonating deep into the nearby forests. They called for help. Within moments Sprites poured from the woods into the Monastery to join the Paladins. They settled onto the Westmorelands and Stempers. The Westmorelands began to pour their life force into the Sprites, making them strong enough to battle the Swarm.

Mrs. Westmoreland lifted her eyes, looking at Bob . “Now.” She said.

Bob looked at the Swarm that continued to attack the main Paladin defense. He raised his arm and threw his Giz with all he had. It whirled through the air, spinning with a rush leaving destruction in its wake as it tore through the Swarm. Immediately perceiving the threat, they turned from their current prey with primal anger. They followed the weapon as it arced through the air back to its master.

Bob snatched it from the air with ease and held it up high over his head. Cathy raised her Giz as well. The Giz began to morph, combining to form one defensive weapon. Above the heads of the four, the metal of the Giz wove itself into a beautiful intricate shield. Bob reached out to his wife, Cathy. They held each other as they poured their talents into the cold metal filling it with their life. The shield glowed bright, filling the garden square with light. Now all eyes were on this quartet of Paladins. The Stempers stood like the trunk of a great tree while their Gizs formed a canopy above them, protecting the Westmorelands. 

The Sprites now glowed golden with power from the Paladins. They were ready to do what they had always done, protect the forest. In the past, they had burned off the dead and rotting things of the forest. They had cleansed disease and corruption. Now they would defend their world from an invader from far away. The Sprites were ready. They moved upward at the encouragement of Mrs. Westmoreland in a swirl of light. The notes of her song had now become a ballad of vengeful war. The black dots of the Swarm responded by angrily assaulting the shield.

The Stempers briefly turned the shield off and on, letting Sprites out as they did so. The Sprites set upon the Swarm burning one after another. But the Swarm stung back killing the Sprites even as the Swarm was burned into oblivion. Each attacked and counter-attacked. The battle raged between the dark and the light. With each passing moment, they both decreased in number.

Powerful energy flowed out of the four Paladins and into the Sprites even as there were less and less of the little creatures of light. The power glowed brightly at first but began to grow dimmer as life was given and expended to defeat the Swarm. With a final burst of brightness, the shield held back what was left of the Swarm. Then it went dark as the last of the Stempers energy gave way. There was only a handful of the Swarm left, but it only took one sting to send the Stempers into eternity.

As the Stempers fell, the last of the Swarm were burned away by the remaining Sprites, who glowed brightly from the energy that poured out of the Westmorelands. The couple looked at each other in that moment as they gave the last of their life force to protect those they loved. They fell into each other’s arms as they passed into eternity. The Sprites settled onto the fallen Paladins glowing brightly in final tribute. As a breeze blew, the Sprites took flight to disappear once more into the forest.

In the melee and confusion of the battle, no one really paid attention to the cloaked Merc that slowly made his way to the center of the Paladin defenses. Killing anything that got in his way, whether it be friend or foe. Finally, when he reached the edge of the fountain, he removed his hood to reveal that it was Raffa Grav. He was on a mission of assassination. The chaos of battle provided the perfect cover for him as he stalked his prey. There, less than a few arm lengths away, was his goal, the Paladin Keeper. 

The Keeper was protected by two Paladins that fought by his side. But they were too busy fending off Scavs and Mercs to notice the Merc Chieftain drawing near. Raffa drew a long curved cruel-looking sword and a short dagger. He stood up and flung the dagger with all his might. It flew across the short space, hitting the Keeper near his heart. One of the protector Paladins, turned to defend against Raffa. But Raffa was quick and struck with his sword cleaving the Paladin in two. The Merc approached the Keeper and the other Paladin, who was kneeling at his side. Raffa Grav rose up to strike death to his victim. His blade descended like a thunderbolt, only to be stopped at the last minute by another blade that was stronger than steel and wielded by a will no metal could bend.

Raffa backed away, confused to look upon his new opponent. Striker moved in between Raffa and the Keeper. Raffa laughed loudly. “You think you can stop me. No one gets between a Merc Chieftain’s prey and lives to tell of it.” Raffa Grav charged Striker with a great war cry. Those Mercs that were nearby heard the cry, which caused them to raise their weapons and voices in exaltation of their leader’s ferocious assault.

Raffa Grav had but moments to celebrate before Striker set upon him with a savage attack of his own. Blow upon blow descended upon the Merc Chieftain. Raffa stumbled back away from the fountain under the relentlessness of Striker’s attacks. He continued to retreat into the columns that surrounded the Founders’ garden. The sound of steel on steel rang across the garden as the two traded blows. With a swing of his blade, Striker hit Raffa’s sword, which shattered. Raffa retreated into the forest of columns. There in the shadows, Raffa Grav began to laugh. 

Striker paused a moment to take stock of his surroundings. Scavs and Mercs began to appear from behind the columns and the shadows. One of them threw Raffa Grav a large war ax.

“You are done for, Paladin,” said Grav with a laugh as he launched another assault of his own. He swung his double-bladed ax in large swaths that the Paladin dodged and parried. Striker fell back at the sheer power of Grav’s offensive. Other Paladins ran to Striker’s defense.

Raffa rushed forward, causing Striker to stumble back. The Merc rose up over the Paladin to land a final deadly blow. With all his might, the Merc put his hate in that downward swing only to bury his blade deep in the grass of the garden. Striker had rolled away at the last second and sprung to his feet. With a swift swing, Striker’s blade cut deep. With a grunt, Raffa’s head slid off his shoulders. The Merc Cheiftain’s body slumped dead in the grass. 

A strange quiet descended upon the Founders’ garden as the remaining Mercs slunk off into the shadows. They would not return to the battle. Their spirits were broken. They would hunt in the lower caverns and the outbuildings as they retreated. Their will for victory had been broken.

The Paladins looked around. Nowhere was their enemy to be seen. They had all retreated. Even within the Great Hall, there were no Skree visible through the large holes in the glass walls. The Paladins began to regroup and collect their wounded and dead.

Magnolia was attending to the Keeper’s wounds as Striker came to stand over them. Robbie, who had been helping and assisting Magnolia, hovered nearby. Magnolia looked up into Striker’s questioning eyes. A quick negative shake of her head told him all he needed to know. After centuries of service, the Keeper was leaving them.

Striker knelt down and supported the Keeper’s head. The Keeper opened his eyes and smiled. “Well fought, my friend, well fought. I am afraid that this is my last battle,” said the Keeper.

“Don’t talk like that. We will get you to the infirmary, and Magnolia will take care of these wounds,” replied Striker.

“No, no, I am too tired to continue. My time is at an end. Protect those whom I am leaving behind,” said the Keeper.

Through watery eyes, Striker responded. “I will give everything I have to make sure they are safe.”

The Keeper’s gaze wandered off as if he saw something far away that was growing ever closer. He roused himself one last time. “Sit me up, please.” Striker lifted the old man up. Around him, Paladins openly wept. The Keeper smiled. “Do not weep for me, for I have had a full and rich time here. Now I go to continue my journey. I must say I am looking forward to it. So my friends know that this is not goodbye or the end. But rather until later when we see each other again.”
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Silvia and the kids were watching from The Library. Silvia openly wept, knowing what was coming. She was broken and exhausted, emotionally and physically .

The Keeper looked in the direction of The Library. He raised his hand, spreading his fingers. With one last great effort, he projected his being into The Library. His presence flowed out of his body and into The Library. Silvia and those inside could feel the Keeper all around them. His presence filled them and spoke to them from the spirit. “What I could not keep you must preserve.” The words penetrated them, piercing flesh and bone to echo inside their spirits, leaving an imprint that would last a lifetime. Then with a whisper on a breeze, the Keeper departed.
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Down in the kitchen, the commotion upstairs was finally heard over banging pots and pans as people were cleaning up from the feast. Maria had sat down at her table to catch her breath when a Scav walked into the kitchen and looked around just as pretty as you please. It stood there for a second and then growled, preparing to leap on a scullery maid. The Sous-chef launched at least 10 knives at it. The Scav died with a whimper.

It was then that a server returned from upstairs. “We are being invaded. They have overrun the Monastery.” She screamed over and over. Maria calmed her down and organized the staff into some defense. They all pulled out their Gizs. Some had already popped onto the floor to become weapons. Maria barricaded the door to the gardens and was about to go upstairs when several Mercs entered the kitchen. 

The dishwashers began to chuck every piece of cutlery and dishware at the intruders. This did little but irritate them. But it provided a distraction. The grill cook blinked the entire lot of hot grease right on top of the lead Merc. He was burned to death in seconds. The rest of the enemy withdrew for a moment but returned with two Scavs bounding into the kitchen, landing on top of a large prep table, scattering the pots and pans sitting on it with a loud clatter. 

Maria leaped in front of her people in their defense. The two Scavs growled at her. They looked upon the diminutive cook with hunger in their eyes. With a mighty swing of her arm, the table flipped away from the Paladins and sent the Scavs hurling across the room and out the door.

The Paladin cooks continued to fight, but their expertise was making food, not fighting. With each passing attack and counter-attack, they grew weaker. Other Mercs had joined in the battle and brought new weapons with them. 

One of those weapons flew into the room and rolled across the floor. Before any Paladin could do anything, it exploded in a great blast. A server had partially contained the blast sending the brunt of the force against the enemy, where several Mercs died. But it had thrown everyone in the room off their feet. The Paladins lay dazed and confused. In that state, arrows from Merc Bolt Bows began to fly into the room, hitting home every time. The Mercs poured the deadly missiles into the kitchen until nothing moved. 

Several Mercs entered the kitchen and were about to go through it to dispatch survivors. Then orders from outside were given. They would be pulling out. One Merc paused before leaving. He grunted and then turned his back on the dead. Then there was silence.
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After the defeat of the Swarm and Raffa Grav, the Skree retreated inside the Great Hall. The few Mercs that remained had slunk away in humiliation to disappear into the tunnels from which they had entered the Monastery. Now only the Skree and a few Scavs remain. Their numbers had been decimated as well. General Riss commanded his lieutenants. “Send the Scavs into the tunnels to kill anyone they find down there. They are of no use to us here.” He then called forth the one holding the next box. She was a powerful Skree dressed in a black obsidian enviro suit. At her side stood two assistants who wore similar suits. They bowed before their general as one. The trainer in the middle held a box. It pulsed red in the darkness of the Great Hall. 

“Release them,” commanded General Riss.

The Skree with the box leaped upon the table among the ruins of the Paladins banquet. She placed the box in the middle of the table and activated the code on it. The top opened like an eye. From it poured hot steam and smoke. Then it erupted into a shower of glowing red cinders. The trainer leaned back, face to the ceiling, and let out a haunting call. The two other trainers repeated the eerie sound. Then from within the box came distant replies. The smoke from the box belched out into the room, quickly filling it like a foul fog. The room was only lit by the flying embers from the opening of the box, which continued to expand in size.

The trainers called to their charges. The answers from the box grew louder. Finally, a scaled snout could be seen poking out of the box. A long tongue flicked from a mouth filled with teeth to smell the air outside. Another snout appeared but was sent back with a snap from the first. The head came out, followed by a long neck. The scales were silvery, reflecting the light from the Great Hall. Powerful claws gripped the opening of the box and pulled its large body out, into the room. The creature shook itself from head to tail and growled, growing ever larger.

“There are my Lava Dragons. They will kill our enemies for me,” purred General Riss.

The trainer stepped forward and took hold of the metal leash that was around the neck of the great beast, and urged it forward using a whip to command the dragon.

Within moments another Lava Dragon appeared and clambered out of the box. This one was a dark reddish color. It bellowed in anger as its trainer assumed command of it. The third dragon appeared reluctant to emerge. But at the insistence of its trainer, the creature left the box. The last Lava Dragon’s scales were blue in color. They all had a metallic sheen to them. The creatures swayed unsteadily on their feet still dazed from being reconstituted from the box.

General Riss approached the three trainers that were wrestling to contain the Lava Dragons. “Go forth and destroy those who oppose us. Consume them with fire,” he commanded. The trainers lashed the Lava Dragons and signaled them to kneel. The trainers then reached into baskets they carried on their backs and pulled out shards of volcanic glass. The trainers threw the obsidian into the dragons’ mouths. The dragons naturally consumed rock but the sharp obsidian could be painful, which fed their rage. As they did so, fire rose up from inside them, causing the shards of glass to glow white-hot.

At the command of their handlers, the dragons belched hot fire and rock at the remains of the wall to the Founders’ garden. The wall collapsed in a fiery heap catching some Paladins by surprise. The Lava Dragons rushed into the open air, causing chaos.

The Lava Dragons stopped on the stairs before the garden. The three drew great breaths and began to spew fire and hot molten rock across the garden. The already damaged garden withered and was devastated under their deadly breath. The Founders’ fountain disappeared in a puff of steam then proceeded to melt under the tremendous heat. The trampled flowers and bushes burned all around. The great Lava Dragons bugled their excitement as they bent down for more fuel for their molten breath. 

The Skree blew trumpets, and their war drums echoed across the Founders Plaza. Silvia watched in dismay as a place she had known most of her life disappeared before her. In the background, the remaining towers of the Monastery caught fire and began to burn. The roof of the Great Hall collapsed with a crash and a cloud of embers rose into the air sparking even more fires. The dragons began to advance across the earth they had just scorched.

Striker rallied the Paladins to him on the far side of the Founders’ garden. They mounted a defense with shields. Some of their shields turned the Lava Dragons’ breath into snow that rose into the night to disappear. Other shields turned the heat to glass tears. Still, others formed into billowing clouds of steam that obscured the Paladins. When the steam and smoke cleared, the small band of Paladins stood firm with Striker at their head. 

The silver dragon bellowed in anger. It stomped its feet and clawed the earth. The other two cried out as the drum beats from the Skree intensified. Striker raised a fist in defiance. As he did, his Giz that had been a sword, turned into a throwing weapon composed of three sharp chains with metal balls on the end of them. Striker took a defensive stance as the Lava Dragon drew near. The dragon raked the ground with its claws that were as tall as Striker causing deep furrows in the ground. It roared and gnashed its razor sharp teeth. Its mighty tail lashed the air causing it to crack like a whip. The malevolent creature was arrogantly self assured it could destroy this puny creature. It hissed as it approached. The other two followed. 

Striker whirled his weapon round and round over his head. The dragon was crunching away on the obsidian it was chewing, heating it up for a white-hot blast. The dragon’s head drew back, ready to strike. At that moment, the Paladin let his weapon fly. It spun through the air to wrap itself around the neck of the silver Lava Dragon. The blades cut deep as it did so, sawing through the neck decapitating the great beast. 

Fire erupted from the neck of the dragon to burn the head to ash. The body flopped to the ground. The other two dragons roared in rage. Their trainers struggling to contain them. When Striker saw this, he directed the Paladins to attack the trainers. Several Paladins Gizs turned into javelins that glowed bright silver. The Paladins threw them. They flew through the air surrounding the Lava Dragon trainer. The projectiles pierced the trainer of the blue dragon running it through before flying back to the Paladins. So swift was the attack the trainer had no time to react and was quickly killed by the Paladins. 

The trainer of the red Lava Dragon hid behind the bulk of his dragon. The red Lava Dragon knocked the javelins away as if they were nothing. The red beast lowered its head, and the trainer threw more obsidian shards into its mouth. The dragon huffed, heating the rock into a molten mass. It belched, and out came a large blob of lava. The dragon molded the molten rock in its hands and then tossed it up into the air. The beast then swung its powerful tail as the lava bomb dropped, sending it flying at a terrific speed to land squarely upon Striker, who put up a shield to protect himself. But he was no match for the elemental force. In the end the molten lava incinerated the warrior Paladin.
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Inside The Library, Conner yelled. “No, no, no, no. We must go to their aid.”

“Our place is here,” replied Silvia numbly. “As hard as that is, we must stay here for now. There is nothing we can do for them.”

Conner had run to the front gates that were sealed with metal blast doors. He flung himself at them. Pounding on their cold, smooth surface with his fist. Silvia followed him. She placed her hands upon his shoulders firmly. She turned him towards her using her talents. Silvia held him in a firm embrace that he was quick to match. “Remember the commission the Keeper gave us. We must preserve. As a Paladin, we must preserve what he couldn’t.” As she said this, she surrounded Conner with the certainly that was growing inside of her that the Paladins were now in mortal danger. She would have to preserve what was left of the Paladins. She would have to take their knowledge and light into the galaxy and hide it away to keep it safe.

Silvia squeezed Conner’s shoulders. “Are you ok?” He nodded firmly that he was. His moment of panic and fear had passed. He had withstood a test. This was not like his past. He would not be alone. He would not lose all of his friends. Silvia standing in front of him was proof of that. 

“Breathe deeply,” she said from a calm place so profound that no violence, not even death, could touch it. “Everyone lets breathe,” she said, her gaze still locked on Conner’s eyes. He could hear the others breathing in and exhaling. Strange, he had grown to recognize even the way each of them breathed. Tim drew in all the air he could and then expelled it with gusto. Elizabeth’s was smooth and flowed from breath to breath. Mia could hardly be heard in her most gentile and lady-like manners. He let out a good breath, his head now clear.

“Are you good?” asked Silvia.

“I’m good,” he replied.

“Now, we must figure a few things out.” With a pat on one shoulder, she was in motion.
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General Riss observed all that was unfolding in front of him. He was enormously pleased with the way things were going. But he had two more boxes to unleash upon the besieged Paladins. So he commanded the box containing the Berzerkers to be brought before him and released into what remained of the gardens.

As the code was entered into the box, it began to glow with a purple light along its cracks and folds. The box leaped out of the hands of its handler to roll down the steps into the grass of the garden. The box stretched and distorted to expand to five times its original size. Its shape twisted and warped. Screeching and grinding sounds came out of it until the structure of the device gave way. With a bang, the box exploded, and two large objects tumbled out onto the scorched lawn. 

They were both roughly round. As the transport box’s field collapsed, the objects grew and grew to expand till they towered over even the tall Skree. As they grew, they came to life rumbling and growling. Small stubby arms and legs appeared, and a head tucked deeply into the chest could also be seen. There were no visible eyes or ears, nor a face really. They both rumbled as their body parts ground against one another. One of them that was darker in color, appeared to be struggling to stand or move. The other moved close in concern. The dark Berzerker let out a high-pitched squeal and then began to demonstrate why they were called Berzerkers. It leaped up into the air and began to roll about, knocking over columns and walls as it rolled. Anything in its way was going to be crushed by its bulk. It rolled into the Great Hall and began demolishing what was left.

The Paladins who remained watched in terror as their Monastery was demolished from the inside out. The roofs collapsed as more towers came crashing down. One building after another fell, and with each, the banners of the Paladins fell with them. Ash and cinders spread as more and more of the Monastery crumbled, causing the fires to engulf what remained. The Berzerkers spread destruction in their crazed path. 

The dark Berzerker finally emerged into the Founders’ garden, tumbling towards the remaining Paladins. Dr. Magnolia was bent over a wounded Paladin, desperately trying to treat her wounds but having little to no success. By her side was the faithful bot Robbie. He assisted in handing her tools while Magnolia performed field surgery. Occasionally he would blast a stray Scav or Merc while never taking his attention off of Magnolia. But the vigilant protector could do little at the mountain of rock that was tumbling their way. 

The instruments flat-lined as Magnolia lost her battle to keep the Paladin alive. Robbie grabbed her as the Berzerker drew near. He flew her out of harm’s way and landed the Doctor on her feet. She ran for the protection of the columns along with many other Paladins who had scattered in an attempt to escape. The Berzerker sat still for a minute in the midst of the fallen stones. Then it began to pound the rock floor again and again like a small child hitting its head against a wall. The pounding grew more intense and frenzied each time the Berzerker hit the stone. The earth vibrated at the actions of the Berzerker. More walls crumbled around the remaining Paladins as the mini earthquakes caused them to fall. Smoke and embers drifted above the Paladins as they huddled together in the ruins of the Monastery. The Berzerker kept pounding until there was the sound of a very loud crack. The Berzerker broke into three parts, and a green slime oozed out of the broken creature. It expired with a loud hiss.

The other Berzerker rumbled up beside its dead companion. It began a low keening sound that vibrated the air and rock around it. The sound grew louder till the ground cracked at the ear-piercing noise.

Robbie tried to protect Magnolia from the mayhem, but he was pushed aside by falling rubble. Magnolia was sent tumbling in the other direction over the cliff face with most of what remained of the Monastery’s west wall. Rubble and people tumbled around her. She used her talent to keep most of the larger debris at bay. Several people flew past her and into the canyon or the rushing river that ran through it. In this maelstrom of chaos, there was one point of calm, the Seeing Pool. She focused on it and drew herself to it. She landed in the courtyard and rolled to avoid falling pieces of rock and debris. As the last western tower collapsed and fell into the canyon, it took half of the Seeing Pool’s courtyard with it.

Magnolia came to rest nestled against the stone rim of the pool. A shroud of dust surrounded her, limiting her vision. The only thing that anchored her mind to the present was the sound of water that still fell into the pool. She could hear that sound fade as she drifted into unconsciousness.

As the dust began to settle, the eyes of the enemies of the Paladins focused on the remaining building that still stood. The  Paladin Library, which was on the far side of the Founders’ garden. A covered walkway that bridged a small valley led to the  Paladin Library. It still towered above its small courtyard outside the front doors of The Library.

The last Berzerker hovered over its broken brother. Its keening grew louder and louder. Every living being that had ears ran from it. The sound penetrated to the bone. In an instant, everyone found out why these creatures were called Berzerkers. It began to pound the ground and rock back and forth uncontrollably. Suddenly it dashed across the garden smashing anyone in its path. The last group of Paladins were destroyed beneath its onslaught. It broke and crushed what remained of the Monastery and the once elegant garden. Its only mistake was to charge the final dragon. The Lava Dragon roared in pain as the Berzerker smashed into one of its legs. The Lava Dragon gnashed its teeth and breathed fire upon the Berzerker.

This didn’t stop the Berzerker in the least, as it just heated it up to red hot rock. The dragon responded by lashing out with its tail to send the Berzerker flying across the covered bridge leading to The Library. The Berzerker rolled across the courtyard hitting the front doors of the  Paladin Library. The doors held firm, as did the facade of The Library. The Berzerker continued the attack against The Library and the courtyard in front of it. 

 


	
Chapter 26

Down below in the kitchens, a single person stirred in the midst of the wreckage. Pots, pans, and human bodies were strewn about the once neat kitchen. The sound of a bell ringing had brought Maria back to consciousness. She reached out with her talent to evaluate her situation. There was no way around it. Her life force was slowly ebbing from her broken body. But she didn’t want her last moments to be here. She wanted to pass away in her beloved apartment. Her refuge from the business and chaos of the kitchen.

She mustered her strength and slowly began to crawl the short distance to her apartment. The door was ajar, so she pushed it open with her talent and drew herself inside. Everything was just as she had left it earlier this evening. Nothing had been knocked off its shelf. No little knickknack was broken or disturbed. Her sanctuary was still there. After a moment’s rest, she closed her door on the mayhem outside and made her way over to the couch. With the last of her energy, she sat upon the couch. This is where she would spend her last moments. Maria laid back on the couch that had held her for many an afternoon naps. It had been a respite during a hectic day and a resting place before getting the evening dinner prepared. Now it would be her bier to see her off to the next world.

She breathed deeply. The smell of lavender and rosemary filled her. The scents drifted into the room on the breeze. Her little garden was unharmed just outside. She smiled. As she lay, she could feel the presence of The Eternal fill her little rooms with warmth and love. It surrounded her and comforted her. Her pain and loss became a distant thing. The Eternal beckoned her into loving arms.

She was ready to go. But there was one last task that she must do. She reached out with her talent and began to search. Sending out her conscious she skipped past the destruction and death all around her, looking for one person. Out, out, she went beyond the broken Monastery walls. Her spirit glided through the night air. Then she saw it, a bright little light on the road. He was still alive. His spirit still shone forth. She descended, hovering above the wreckage of the old transport that lay on its side. There in its shadow, she found Scrap. Unconscious but still bound to this world, she surrounded him with all the love that was in her. He responded and gently woke to her call.

“My dearest one,” she said from The Spirit.

“Maria?” came Scraps soft reply.

“Quiet now; there are enemies nearby. Just listen to my voice.” With eyes, still closed Scrap nodded quietly in understanding. “I have taught you everything I know about how to be a good, wise person. I have woven into your being what it truly means to be Paladin. Carry those things with you wherever you go. I know you will have a good life. Now I must leave you.”

“No,” he whimpered.

“Now, now, it is the way of things. My time is past. There are others who will need you. Who will need the things I have given you. Impart my gifts to them. Care and watch over them as I have watched over you.”

Scrap felt Maria slipping away from him. He sat up and reached out for her. “Don’t go,” he shouted.

“Our separation is not forever. We shall be reunited one day,” Maria responded with the last breath of love she had. Like a whisper in the wind, she was gone.
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General Riss watched in delight as the carnage unfolded around him. But there was one last malevolent weapon to unleash upon his enemies. He would open the final box and eliminate all of them once and for all.

The box was brought to General Riss and placed at his feet. He bent down and tapped in the code, causing the box to glow purple. This time there were no convulsions. No bouncing or any motion at all. The top of the box opened with only a hole in the top silently growing. The other Skree and their servants backed away in fear. But General Riss held steady. He eagerly waited for his pet to emerge. The creature came out of the box tentatively. It was but a wisp of black gas. It was so dense that no light passed through it or reflected from it. To watch it move was hypnotic. Sometimes it crawled along the ground. Sometimes it took shape and walked. But for the most part, it pulsed and swirled through the air. 

The creature came from the Skree home world. It inhabited the caves and lava tubes of the giant volcanoes. It seemed to recognize the general and was pleased with his presence. The General knelt, cooed, and made soft sounds. The creature swept around the general, flowing up his body to curl almost lovingly around his neck. The General stood and began to walk across the battlefield heading towards the causeway that led to the  Paladin Library. As he was passing by a pile of rubble, a Paladin rose up out of the debris. The Paladin raised her arm. As she did, her Giz formed into a long broad sword. She grasped it with both hands and brought it down upon the General’s armored enviro suit. Sparks flashed as metal hit metal. He cried out in surprise and pain. 

The Paladin raised her weapon again for another strike. The General issued one harsh command. “Nazkar,” in the language of the Skree it was a command to kill. The vapor creature reacted immediately to the command. It violently engulfed the Paladin and then adhered to the flesh and airways of its victim. The Paladin struggled but to no avail. General Riss watched with pleasure as the life was choked out of her where she stood. At the very end, the sword turned back into its coin shape and dropped to the ground. General Riss kneeled to retrieve it. 

He examined it with every instrumentation in his enviro suit. It was at this point that he noticed the hissing sound of atmosphere escaping the suit. He ordered one of the grays to attend to it. The little creature scampered up him spraying his wound with a healing disinfectant followed by a sealant that stopped the leak. Riss shook off the aid when the suit was sealed from anger and annoyance that it had been necessary. This would not happen again. In harsh tones, he turned to his pet and commanded it to kill everything on the field of battle.

The vapor creature immediately began to disperse itself across the entire garden killing every living creature it found, both friend and foe. Its first victim was the gray who was attending General Riss. The wounded Paladins succumbed quickly to the deadly creature. Many of the little grays died as well. The only ones who survived were the Skree, sealed tightly inside their enviro suits.

Riss barked out a command for the grays to come to him. He knew all too well that between him and them was the deadly vapor creature killing every living thing. The grays jumped to obey. For to do otherwise meant a death far worse than being killed by the creature. After a dozen grays had died, Riss called off his vapor creature. It returned to him with convulsive movements as it coiled across the killing field. 

The grays were by his side soon after. Riss held up the coin-shaped Giz. “Go now and find every one of these and bring them all to me.” He commanded. He then turned his gaze upon the only structure left standing, The Library. 
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The last band of Mercs were ascending a back path behind the Monastery. Earlier, the withdrawal signal had been given after Rapha had been killed. The contract had been fulfilled and the order to leave had been given. The Mercs had been hired to get the Skree inside the Monastery and provide an initial safe zone for them to land. Any battle after that was just for the glory. The Skree plans beyond that were their business and not the Mercs. So the order to withdraw had been sent out to return to the home world by any means you could. There were ships waiting down among the forest of the lowlands. So the Merc bands had faded into the shadows and gone their separate ways. 

This band had gone back beyond The Library through the wooded grove and followed an ancient path. It led ever upward and higher. The band leader was going to take his warriors up into the jungle before heading into the lowlands, where a ship was waiting for them. As they neared the top, there was a landing. They turned back to look upon the destruction that lay below them. The Monastery lay in ruins. The Skree and their weapons had wreaked havoc on the Paladins. Tonight had been a good night of warring. When the Mercs returned home, there would be tales of glory and death to tell around the fires. The Paladins had been laid waste. The dark elements of the galaxy would come out of their hiding places to practice their criminal enterprises openly. There would be many more contracts to fill now that the Paladins were gone.

A fellow Merc cocked his head, “Do you hear that?”

“No,” replied the bandleader, “What do you hear?”

“Singing,” was the reply. “I hear singing. Up there.” The Merc pointed to another set of stairs. The war band crept stealthily upward to emerge at the old observatory. They surrounded the round building as sounds of worship still drifted out of it. 

They peered down out of the darkness to gaze upon the last few Paladins that had continued their perpetual prayer and worship. It was only a couple of musicians and a prayer leader. She was praying for the protection of The Eternal and the blessing. The Merc chuckled. There was no protection tonight. There would be no mercy either. The Merc gave a silent hand signal.

The Merc band quietly surrounded the last of their prey and drew their lase guns and bolt bows. The band leader would signal the attack by shooting first. He drew back his bolt bow and let it fly as the prayer leader sang a song of supplication. He cut short a long mournful note from her. In a shower of energy, the last of the Paladins died. 

The Paladins died praying to their god. The Merc leader gave the signal to leave. The other Mercs quietly disappeared. He pulled a totem from his pocket. The little wooden statue represented his gods. “They did about as much good as the Paladin god”, he thought. He placed the totem standing on one of the nearby benches as one last symbol of subjugation and left the dead in peace.








[image: PC_Break]

General Riss turned to look at the last structure undamaged at the Monastery, the  Paladin Library. It stood across a covered walkway. He ordered his remaining troops to lay siege to it. The Berzerker was still rumbling around the Founders’ garden, crushing what was left of the cloister. At one point, it crashed into the last remaining Lava Dragon. The dragon batted it away, sending it careening down the covered causeway to crash into the small courtyard in front of The Library. The Berzerker bashed at the front door of The Library repeatedly like some child hitting its head against a wall. The Berzerker had lost all control at this point; it was just destroying. In its zeal, it shot across the courtyard smashing into the columns. Its momentum caused it to crash through the wall sending it flying over into the valley below. The Skree watched from above, anticipating that the Berzerker would break apart on impact. The Berzerker was not destroyed by its fall. When the dust cleared, it was still venting its rage on the rock below it. It smashed deeper and deeper, digging away at the solid granite that turned out to be not so solid. With a loud bang, the ground broke and opened up, revealing the caverns below. 

The Berzerker plummeted through the hole and into the darkness. You could hear the creature continuing to vent its rage far below.

The General followed in its destructive wake. The roof of the causeway was now destroyed, and the little garden courtyard was being demolished as he watched. Above it stood the fortress that was the  Paladin Library. Riss would completely destroy it as well. The great red Lava Dragon followed behind him. 

In front of him, the walls of The Library were beginning to crumble. They would soon be breached. He was looking forward to entering those rooms and raping it of all the knowledge it contained. With that knowledge of the galaxy, he would conquer the Galactic Federation and subjugate all of its peoples. The Skree would return and rule over the galaxy. He would be the supreme leader.

Riss entered the courtyard and ordered all weapons trained on the door of The Library. The ancient wood door creaked and groaned under the assault. He ordered the Lava Dragon to burn it down. The creature ate more gleaming rock shards. It heated them in its inner fire chamber. Its belly stretched and glowed brightly as the molten rock churned in its fire stomach. Finally, it unleashed the super heated rock in a blast the shook the plateau The Library stood on. The door burst into flames and shattered as the liquid rock destroyed the ancient doors. The walls around the doors shattered under the heat. 

General Riss smiled, expecting to see inside The Library. To everyone’s surprise, the crumbling wall revealed an inner armored wall of Duranium alloy. It gleamed brightly as the stone wall fell away from its polished surface. The Lava Dragon regurgitated more molten rock with an earth-shattering blast. The liquid rock just slid off of the shiny surface of the metal. More of The Library’s facade fell away, revealing that it was not just the doors that were Duranium, but the entire Library was sealed in a protective shell of Duranium. 

General Riss was enraged. His prize was right in front of him, ready for the taking. He ordered The Library completely destroyed. The Skree focused all their weapons and firepower on The Library. The bombardment shattered the beautiful ancient facade. Part of itt fell away and crumbled to dust, revealing the fortress structure beneath. Every time the Skree hit The Library, the metal rang out like a bell, tolling the end of the Paladins.

[image: PC_Break]

Far away in Veridian City, Hunter was taking a break from Clarissa’s party. He stepped out onto the terrace and sat down at one of the tables. The party was Clarissa’s thing. She was in her element. He could hear her laughing from inside as she told a story that amused her guests. Hunter undid his collar. He sat back and gazed up at the night sky. Far above stars shown brightly against the dark of space. Now that was his element. Running around the galaxy, finding people and things. He was ready to get back to it.

Hunter pulled a bundle of tightly wrapped plant leaves from an inner pocket. He produced an old fashion match and lit the Smoke. Clarissa would object to him smoking at her party, but part of him didn’t care. He needed some stress relief. Parties were stressful. He drew a deep breath as he pulled the flame to the end of his roll. The leaves caught fire, and he inhaled deeply. As he exhaled, the breeze caught the smoke sending it swirling away into the night.

Several members of the band came outside. “Mind if we join?”

“Not at all. Pull up a seat,” offered Hunter.

The crew pulled up chairs, and a few pulled out smokes themselves. They lit up, and soon Hunter was hosting a party of his own.
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“Stop! I insist you stop. You are ruining my things,” shouted a voice behind General Riss. The General turned to see who was making the commotion. There storming across the broken causeway was Usher. “Where had that little worm come from?” thought General Riss. Usher charged heedlessly forward, surrounded by creatures that would happily kill him. General Riss raised his right hand signaling his minions to stand down.

“What do you want?” asked the General.
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“I think you might want to see this,” LAD said to Silvia. Silvia stopped her circuit around The Library. In the background could be heard the dull thuds and bangs of the assault on The Library. The Duranium shell was double skinned with a poly foam layer in between. Not only was it impregnable, but it was also virtually soundproof as well as impact-proof. In addition, the air circulators drew fresh cool air from deep within the caverns and were double filtered.

“Can you zoom in?” asked Silvia. LAD complied to catch an angle of General Riss talking to someone. 

“That is Usher,” exclaimed Tim.

“Is there any audio?” requested Silvia.

“I can see what I can do, but at this point, many of my sensors have been destroyed,” responded LAD.

At first, there was just crackling over The Library’s sound system. But then it resolved itself and focused on the conversation Riss and Usher were having.
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“I want my reward. You promised to give me everything that was the Paladins. I demand you stop destroying it and give me what I deserve,” Usher demanded angrily.

“You want what you deserve, do you?” said the General. “I shall give you all that you deserve. I must thank you for letting us into the Paladin fortress. Without your betrayal of the Paladins, we would have had a much more challenging time.”

“You’re welcome,” replied Usher, completely missing the sarcasm in Riss’s voice.

“But let us not forget that it was by my design that this victory was achieved. It was by my hand that all the Paladins have been killed.”
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“LAD is it true that all the Paladins are gone?” asked Silvia.

“By the data that I can gather from my damaged sensors, every Paladin except for those in this room are gone. There are no life signs of Paladins within the walls of the Monastery.”

Silvia slumped into a nearby chair. “How? How could this have happened?” exclaimed the distraught Librarian.

Elizabeth moved to comfort Silvia.

Everyone was shocked as those they loved and cared for drifted in and out of their minds. A feeling of deep sorrow and shock descended on The Library.
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“It is with deep pleasure that I killed each and every one of them. I have taken out my vengeance upon the Paladins. When I am done here, I will descend upon the farms and city below us and lay waste to them as well. In fact, I will take my armies and exact my revenge upon the galaxy. I shall enjoy the destruction of every peoples and planets that banished us to the outer darkness. We, the Skree, shall return and destroy them all. But right now is the matter of your reward.

What is the reward that you have earned? What possible payment could I give you? Someone who betrayed his own people? Someone who violated his oaths? What reward should I bestow upon a grand traitor such as yourself?” As he was speaking, General Riss drew closer and closer, virtually dancing around Usher using grand gestures with his arms and wings.

“I know what I shall bestow upon you. I shall give you what all traitors deserve, death.” General Riss hissed as he drew his winged claws across Usher’s throat-cutting deep. 

Usher’s expression was one of shock as he crumpled to the ground and died. General Riss laughed. “Now to deal with those in The Library.” He turned towards The Library. The General spread his wings and raised his hands high above him. “Hear me now, you who are inside. If you let me in and give me what I want, I will show you mercy. I will let you live. I will personally escort you to the city. Give me the code, and you shall live.”

“What code is he talking about?” asked Conner.

“I have no idea,” replied Silvia. “I must think about what to do,” she stated emphatically as she rose from her chair and began to walk through The Library once more. The others followed in her wake.
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Scrap heard someone approaching and laid back down in the shadow of the transport. He lay very still as Mercs walked down the road toward the overturned trans.

“I swear I heard someone,” said a Merc. 

“I don’t think there is anything here,” replied the other Merc, who was obviously in charge. “Let’s go back,”

“I see something in the road.” The two were walking down the middle of the lane. The smaller one raised its weapon in the direction of the crashed transport. The larger one didn’t bother to move his weapon. 

As they approached Scrap, he lay very still. He slowed his breathing, calmed his spirit. Scrap became aware that he was lying on something. What was it? He quietly grasped the object in his hand to discover that it was Maria’s old needler she had given him to protect against highway bandits. He had never encountered highway bandits, but she had insisted. It must have fallen from under the seat when the old transport had rolled. He grasped it firmly to his chest and activated the charge. It beeped as it activated.

“There did you hear that?” said the small Merc as it rounded the end of the transport. “See, I told you so.” Said the little one to the big lumbering hulk of a Merc.

“It’s only a little thing. Probably all broken to pieces,” said the large armored Merc.

“Even little things can sting,” replied the short Merc as he covered Scrap with his weapon. “Maybe we will get a kill on this hunt after all.”

“Not much honor in killing a little broken thing like that.”

“A kill is a kill,” screeched the short Merc, who reached over with one hand while he kept his weapon aimed at Scrap. The Merc rolled Scrap over.

Scrap’s eyes popped open as he rolled. The Merc jumped in surprise despite his suspicions. Scrap needed only to pull the trigger. He was half expecting it to not work. It was so old when Maria gave it to him. The weapon exploded with energy melting the Merc in an instant. The larger Merc grunted in surprise just as a second needler blast hit him in the middle of his chest. He looked down to see a large hole in his armor. The Merc fell over dead beside what was left of his partner. 

Scrap fell back to the ground, unconscious.

 


	
Chapter 27

Mia had grown tired of following Silvia around The Library. A glittering necklace had caught her eye that was on display in one of the side chapels. Its tag plate told of an empress who had ruled long ago with her husband. The jewels, lit from above, sparkled and glittered in the dim light, which drew Mia to them. As she was drawn to the light, she caught a glimpse of something small walking around a bookshelf. Now Mia followed the new distraction around the corner to find a little ball of fuzz staring back at her with deep blue eyes that mesmerized anyone who was caught by them. Mia stepped closer, taking care to not frighten the small creature.

The little creature purred and cooed, coaxing Mia to it. As Mia reached out to pet it, the creatures tail twitched back and forth in anticipation. It was almost as if it was smiling at some wicked thought.

Just then, LAD appearing as an elderly gentleman interrupting the moment. “May I help you with something Miss Mia?” asked the AI. It was then that LAD saw the creature. “Mia, back away from that holo.” LAD commanded.

“I will not!” shouted the rebellious girl. 

At that moment, the fluffy ball of fur revealed its true nature as Sting, Dr. Keith’s spy. The sharp stinger at the end of the tail appeared. Its eyes turned blood red. The holo creature hissed at LAD. Mia scurried away in fright. As she did so one of her designer shoes slipped off of her foot. Sting pounced on it and began to rip it apart.

LAD was stunned, “Not just a holo are you?”

Silvia was drawn to the commotion. “What is going on?”

“We have an unwelcome guest,” replied LAD.

As LAD pointed out Sting, the creature hissed again. It arched its tail, sending sharp barbs at LAD. 

“I think not,” said LAD firmly. He raised his hand. As the barbs got close to the projection of the elderly man, they turned into beautiful blue butterflies that fluttered away to disappear into the ether.

“Come quickly to me,” commanded Silvia. The kids gathered around her. Now the threats from the outside had gained entry to the inside. 

LAD still as the kindly old man hobbled on his cane to the bookcase that Sting had disappeared behind and peered around the corner. He grasped the cane firmly, and with resolve, he disappeared behind the high bookshelves.

Conner moved to the front of the group, placing himself between the group and the threat. 

“Let’s go back to the center of The Library. It is a holo projection; there is nothing we can do to destroy it. It can’t touch us. LAD will have to dispatch it,” stated Silvia.

Flashes of light of all different colors could be seen behind the bookshelves and between the books that sat upon them. The flashes grew brighter until Silvia was forced to shield her eyes. Without notice, LAD appeared from behind a set of bookshelves, running from something. A ball of light following him until it exploded in a flash. LAD used a bookshelf as cover. He held up his cane and looked at it. He then turned the cane upside down and placed the handle along the floor. He took a couple of test swings and seemed satisfied. 

Sting rounded the corner of the bookshelf, looking for its adversary. The little ball of fuzz had failed to notice LAD nearby. LAD took a swift swing sending the fur ball flying across the room to hit the wall with a splat. Sting slid down the wall changing form as it fell. By the time it hit the floor with a thump, it was a very large feline predator. Sting turned around towards LAD and growled menacingly as it began to stalk its prey.

Now it was LAD’s turn to be small and fuzzy. He took the form of a forest mammal. He squeaked and ran back into the bookshelves, luring the predator away from his friends. Loud bangs and crashes were heard as books tumbled from their shelves and several shelves fell over. All this took place out of sight of the group of stunned humans. The growls of frustration could be heard from Sting as LAD evaded it time and time again. Then there was a very loud roar from Sting, who appeared from around a nearby bookshelf, looking all around for LAD. 

Silvia finally spied her holo friend up in the books laughing at Sting. Sting also spied its enemy and was getting ready to spring. Silvia knew it was time to help. She balled her right hand into a fist and then extended her index finger. The tip of it began to glow with sparkling silvery light. She pointed it at Sting, who was still in its feline form. A spot of light appeared at its feet and began to dance around. Sting was immediately distracted. It leaped at the little sparkling light time and time again to only have it escape the grasp of its claws. Sting growled in frustration and then looked squarely at Silvia.

“No need to worry, kids. It is only a hologram. It can’t hurt us,” stated Silvia.

“Well, that isn’t entirely true,” squeaked LAD in his high-pitched voice. 

“What do you mean, you old fool,” shouted Silvia.

“I have analyzed its programming, and it does have the ability to materialize parts of itself. Thus the falling books and shelves,” stated LAD.

They all turned to look at Sting. The predator had extended its claws and was dragging them across the floor, leaving scratch marks on the wood. Silvia was outraged that her Library was being damaged. “How dare you. Stop that at once,” she demanded.

Sting crouched low and began to stalk Silvia. Its sleek blue-black form moving swiftly towards the group. Its muscles tensed, and with a roar, Sting leaped at the group huddled near a display case.

LAD extended two tiny paws into the air. The atmosphere shimmered between the predator and prey to coalesce into a large ball of liquid. Sting leaped into it, causing the creature to get drenched. It dropped to the floor in disgust and surprise.

LAD had also dropped down from the shelves to the floor, transforming as he fell. His new shape was much larger. He had chosen to become a Rhann. The ancient bodyguards of Galactic Emperors. They were large armor-plated mammals with teeth and tusks to match. Sting took one look and changed with a poof of fright. Now Sting hovered on brightly colored incandescent wings that suspended it high above LAD.

LAD morphed once more into an energetic young girl with a net. She chased after Sting, who flew in circles around the room with LAD in hot pursuit. With one last rush and a leap, she netted the little bird. Smiling in triumph, LAD exclaimed. “Gotcha!” Sting fought against the confines of the net, flying this way and that dragging LAD with it. 

But it was no use Sting was trapped and imprisoned by LAD in an electronic jail. LAD stripped Sting of his communication and weapons. LAD began to study the little program taking it apart one line of programming at a time. 

Just when LAD thought he had eliminated the threat a new one appeared. There was another electronic intruder.

“Silvia, something is trying to open the front doors electronically. Use the old manual locks. Hurry!” shouted LAD.
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Their attempts at entry had so far been thwarted. General Riss paced back and forth, his frustration evident even through the enviro suit. An insistent beeping demanded his attention. It was Dr. Keith. That bot was getting irritating.

“I’m checking in on your progress,” stated the unflappable bot. 

“We have driven them into The Library. The rest of the Monastery is in ruins, and almost all of the Paladins are dead,” replied the general.

“I see you have taken your revenge. But that is not why I sent you. You were sent there to get the codes that would release our master from his chamber. The night is slipping away, and you have yet to gain entry, but you have managed to destroy almost everything. I trust in your zeal you will not destroy The Library and the information we need to release Salusasecunda. If you do, he will not be pleased. Though I would enjoy watching you suffer.”

“The Lava Dragon is making progress in melting a section of the wall. We will soon be in.”

“Not soon enough. I will have to take matters into my own hands to get the job done.” The holo image of Dr. Keith disappeared as she cut the link.

General Riss roared in rage. “One day, I will tear that bot apart piece by piece.” He grabbed a blaster from a lieutenant and fired it at the Lava Dragon. The beast roared in pain. Its handlers were hauled off the ground. One of them was trampled by the beast’s panic. Riss fired several more times, issuing the command to breathe lava. The dragon complied with a great blast of lava shards which tore away the last of the stone wall and heated the Duranium armor to white-hot. The metal began to melt and move. Some of it fell away in gobs. But still, the wall held. 

Satisfied, the general stopped shooting at the dragon and turned away. As he did, he shot several of the grays. Killing them made him feel even better.
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Silvia hiked up her dress and sprinted to the front door. The kids followed right behind her. She struggled with the manual levers that unpinned a great beam from the stone walls. Finally, she and Conner freed it to fall into the ancient metal fastenings that locked the doors to the ancient building. She and Conner slid a second metal bar from inside the wall. Silvia directed the others to slide another metal bar from the opposite side of the great doors. The original bindings fell into place just in time as the electronic locks clicked open. The doors shook with the efforts of those outside attempting to force their way in. The loud bangs from their attempted forced entry echoed through The Library. The energy now flowed to the back of The Library and up the stairs despite LADs attempt to stop it.

“The back door,” Silvia exclaimed as she took off towards her office. Conner and the gang followed her. Mia sighed in exhaustion and annoyance, but she ran after them. She wasn’t interested in helping; she just didn’t want to be left alone.

Silvia flew up the steps and into her office. The others bumped into her and Conner. They looked to the far end of her office. The door to The Library gardens stood wide open. As they watched, another hologram began to form. It was blurry and flickered with static. A form began to emerge from the field’s distortion. It took shape as a female bot. The bot turned to the group and looked at them. “My armies are coming,” she said with a laugh.

“You shall not have my library,” Silvia stated.

“It is already mine,” Dr. Keith replied.

“Who are you?”

“I am Death, the destroyer of worlds,” Dr. Keith replied icily.

Silvia crossed the room to confront her enemy directly. “What do you want?” she asked.

“Give me the code,” the bot demanded. 

“You will have nothing in my library.”

“Then you and those with you will perish. I have come to take what is yours. To kill everyone here and destroy everything. When I am finished here, I will go down into the rest of the planet and do the same. Then there will be nothing to stop me from doing it to the rest of the known galaxy.”

As Silvia was busy confronting Dr. Keith, LAD was also busy attempting to drive this evil apparition that had manifested and entered The Library from it. He had caught Sting and re-engineered the little program. It was now a virus that would infect Dr. Keith and hopefully destroy her.

“What do we do?” asked Tim as he watched the holo projection of LAD creating the virus.

“I have created a program to destroy her, but I need a delivery method. She has made herself corporeal, so I must deliver my weapon with a physical thing,” replied LAD.

Conner drew his Giz from his boot. “How about this?” he said as he held it up in his hand. As he did so, the Giz grew from a little dagger into a long sword.

“That would be perfect,” said LAD excitedly. The old holographic man hovered over the sword and began to write the code into the blade with lase energy. “May the truth I have written here go swiftly to our enemy that evil die and good endure. Now, Conner, you must strike her with it.”

At that moment, Dr. Keith saw and realized what LAD was doing. “You shall not stop me!” the bot shouted.

Conner drew back and let the weapon fly. It struck her at her very core. Energy crackled along the blade that had buried itself deep in the bot’s mechanisms. The energy surrounded and infested Dr. Keith. “No, this cannot be!” shouted the bot as it struggled to fend off the attack. But to no avail. It began to disintegrate. “You will not destroy me.” were its last words as it vaporized into thin air returning to the darkness whence it came. 

LAD immediately took back complete control of The Library’s systems. He closed all the locks and seals once more, making The Library an impregnable fortress.

Everyone slumped to the ground. Conner held his hand open. The darkened sword flew through the air to land back in his hand.

“Tea anyone?” asked LAD in a chipper tone.
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The rubble below the Monastery in what used to be the Seeing Pool stirred. Out of a pile of debris emerged Magnolia. Robbie helped move the rocks and debris off her. He began to scan his boss hovering around her like a worried nanny. “My scans indicate no broken bones and only a few minor abrasions,” stated the little bot.

“Thank you, Robbie. Everything appears to be in working order,” Magnolia stated as she moved her arms and legs to test them out. “I’m much too old for such excitement,” Magnolia said to no one in particular. She looked up above her into the still dark night. The fires above still burned. “I wonder how things are going.”

“I can fly up and recon,” suggested the bot.

It was at that point that they heard a weak cry for help. “Help us. Can someone help us?” 

They hurried over to where part of the wall had failed and fallen. The two began to carefully move rubble. Robbie used his stasis fields to remove large chunks of rock. While Magnolia lifted boulders away with her talent. They finally revealed Anne Destin underneath the debris. She winced as she rolled away to reveal the treasure she had protected and shielded with her body, her little boy David. “Is he ok? Please check him,” said the worried mother. 

Robbie hovered above performing scans of all sorts on both the child and mother. “All systems are nominal for the baby.” Robbie beeped and twired cheerfully. Magnolia lifted the child from the ground. Surprisingly, David didn’t make a sound. No cries of pain. 

Having been programmed insensitivity, Robbie just displayed the scans of Anne. Readouts of blood pressure, heart rate, and oxygen levels did not bode well for her. The internal scans told the story of a broken body that would not last much longer. 

Magnolia handed the child to Robbie, who held David rather gingerly, gently rocking him to keep the baby calm. Magnolia turned her attention to Anne. She moved her gently to a more comfortable position. Magnolia took off her sweater and cradled Anne’s head with it. She removed a medicator from her pocket and applied the pain killer to Anne. 

“You should feel better soon,” said Magnolia gently.

“Thank you,” replied Anne.

“Now, let’s see what we can do about fixing what is wrong,” said the old healer.

Anne smiled, “I’m a Paladin. I know my condition. I’m not long for this world.” She looked up at David. Anne beamed. Her baby boy had been saved. “Will you take care of my boy?” Anne requested.

“Of course, we will, my dear. We will see to him. No need for you to worry on that account,” stated Magnolia emphatically.

“Thank you with all my heart,” said Anne with a whisper. Her life force was quickly fading.

Just then, a large explosion from the Monastery could be heard as part of The Library was blasted away and showered the group with debris. Magnolia shielded Anne with her body. While Robbie deftly dodged chunks of building as they fell around him. A large rock fell and hit Magnolia on her leg. By the time the dust cleared, it was evident that Magnolia was hurt and that Anne was gone. 

Magnolia tried to get up. She winced in pain. She hobbled over to a block of stone that was beside the Seeing Pool and sat down. She caught her breath. Magnolia waved Robbie over and took David from the med bot. “Now, let us have a look at you,” she said. “The galaxy has not been kind to you tonight little one. Now that I think of it, none of us has had a pleasant time of it. But the matter at hand is what to do next.” She looked thoughtful for a minute. She focused on The Spirit, searching for an answer.

“Robbie, come here. I’m not going anywhere anytime soon. My ankle is busted. You must get young David away to safety. Anyone or anything could come along, and we would be in a pickle then.” She looked down at David. She took out her medicator, made a few adjustments. “Something to make the journey a bit smoother,” she said as she applied it. David was soon fast asleep. 

“Robbie, come over here. I need you to take David to one of the farms down the road a bit. They will know what to do. When you have delivered our little boy safely, you can return for me. I will sit right here and enjoy the last little bit of the Monastery till you return.” The waterfall, tree, and pool lay undisturbed. They were a sanctuary of peace amidst a sea of destruction.

“Open up your inner storage bin.” The healer used her talent to call the sweater that had cradled Anne’s head, wrapping David in it to create a little nest that sat inside Robbie. “One last item to send with you.” Magnolia opened her hand as Anne’s Giz flew into it. Magnolia tucked it into the sweater underneath David. “There you are, the last gift to remember your parents and who you are.” Robbie tweeted and burbled in acknowledgment of the assignment. His storage container closed and sealed with a whoosh. 

“Now go carefully. You have a baby on board,” said Magnolia. Robbie bobbed up and down and then floated away into the night on his rescue mission.

Magnolia sighed and sat back against the wall. She would rest here a bit and listen to the waterfall before attending to her leg. She closed her eyes to fall asleep beside the Seeing Pool.
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Hunter was enjoying his time out on the terrace with the band. Several of them had brought out their instruments and were playing some tunes that they had grown up with. As they played, the building turned. Sometimes they had a view of the harbor and ocean. Sometimes you could see the farmland and the mountains in the distance. As the mountain came into view, Hunter noticed flashes of light.

“Fireworks?” asked one of the musicians.

“I don’t think so. Looks more like explosives to me,” replied Hunter.
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“There is always time for tea,” replied Silvia to LADs inquiry for refreshment.

The group gathered around the fire while LAD began to prepare some cups of tea along with cheese, meat, and fruit with Elizabeth’s help. Silvia surveyed her little group. They looked none the worse for wear, but they all felt exhausted. She herself felt bone-weary. The question of what to do next still persisted in the back of her mind.

The boys pulled chairs and couches around the low table in front of the fireplace. They cleared away a place for all the food. After a quick blessing over the little meal, the group dove into the food, only then realizing how hungry they were. All kinds of questions were thrown around the group as to the attack and the demands of the Skree. Occasionally you could hear the muffled sounds of the Skree still trying to gain entry. 

One by one, each person fell silent as they succumbed to sleep in their chairs or on the couch. The food and tea had done the work LAD had intended. Silvia looked at LAD. 

“What did you put in it?” she asked feeling drowsy.

“I am insulted. I did not slip you a mickey. It is just my ten-minute tea that you have every now and then before bed,” LAD stated in indignation.

“I don’t recall any ten-minute tea,” replied Silvia.

“Ten minutes after my tea, and you are as good as new. You all needed a rest before you begin,” replied LAD.

“Begin what?”

“Whatever comes next.”

“Thank you, but I still don’t know what to do next,” Silvia said with a worried expression.

“That is because you have not asked the One with the answers,” responded the hologram.

“I’ve been a silly old woman.”

“Now relax and let the tea do its job. I have a feeling when you wake up, there will be plenty to do.”

Silvia let the tea take hold and let her spirit drift toward The Eternal with all her questions and worries.
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Silvia felt herself drifting. Seems like lately, that is all she was doing “going with the flow,” that was the expression. Well, she wasn’t a go-with-the-flow type of person. Everything had a plan. A plan whose every detail had been thought out and then executed with precision. That is how she had built The Library. That is how she had made it an impregnable fortress to protect the knowledge that was inside. That is how she had built many businesses that supported and funded The Library. Now she just floated from one thing to the next. She hated it, every bit of it.

Silvia sensed a change in the space around her. She felt The Eternal’s presence surround and support her. Soon she was wrapped in that comforting blanket of love. The Eternal whispered her name and began to talk to her. “I know you don’t like it. But because situations are so fluid, I’m going to ask for you to go with it for a while longer.”

“Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“No, it doesn’t. That doesn’t mean that there aren’t things to enjoy along the way either. Doesn’t mean you can’t come up with an action plan as long as you adapt to change.”

“Now that I can do. But what do I do?”

“You preserve the things you can. The rest, you let go.”

“I’m not sure I can.”

“You must, not only for you and the children’s sake but for the sake of the galaxy. So much, so many depend upon what you do next. You can do this. I have been preparing you for the time ahead since you were a little girl. Plus, I have your back. I will be there every step of the way.”

“Were you there when the Paladins needed you most?” asked Silvia with a little anger and bitterness in her.

“Yes, I was. It didn’t have to be this way. I tried to warn them. But they wouldn’t listen. In that, there is something for you to learn from. So you must begin letting go now. Let go of your anger and disappointment in them and in me. Let go of the pain. Let go of the sorrow. Let go of things that don’t matter or are past their time. There is so much ahead for you and for those in your care. Preserve what it means to be a Paladin. Preserve a way of life that has served people well for over a thousand years. Pass it on to anyone who will receive it. It is time for the Paladins to go beyond the Monastery, to go beyond The Library. This is my commission to you.”

Silvia slowly woke to her surroundings and four sets of eyes plus a pair of holographic ones staring at her. “Oh my goodness. That is not a proper way to wake up. How long have we been asleep?”

“Ten minutes,” replied LAD.

“What do we do, Silvia?” asked Conner.

“Good question, my man of action.” Silvia held her chin for a second and got up out of her chair. She always thought better on her feet. “We preserve what we can and let go of the rest.”

“What does that mean,” asked Tim.

“Hmmm, first we must save ourselves. In the process, we must preserve what we can from The Library. For I believe that the answers to many of our questions are to be found in the knowledge it contains. LAD, it is time to initiate protocol Theta Omega.

“Initiating systems checks for Theta Omega,” responded LAD in an emotionless voice.

“Reports indicate that physical protections are failing over time.

Recommendations are as follows:

Evacuate The Library.

Take items in your grab bag.

Initiate steps to disengage and hide all financial interests.

Initiate self-destruction sequence.”

“All steps are approved and authorized,” came Silvia’s response.

“What!?” exclaimed Conner who recognized Theta Omega was the final, desperate security measure that would completely destroy the Monastery as well as The Library.

“Time to - bug out as they say,” responded Silvia. “So gather your things. But we need to take a few items with us. If you see something you like and can carry it a long way, grab it. Luckily, most of the things that should go with us happen to be in this office.”

Silvia went behind her desk, grabbed her staff and backpack that was leaning against the bookshelf. She extended her hand out toward a globe that sat upon a top-shelf. The globe flew from its resting place and landed in Silvia’s hand. Silvia looked at the ball with a critical eye. It was about the size of Tim’s head. “That is much too big to travel with.” She took it with both hands and acted as if she were squeezing it. The globe grew smaller until is was the size of a large marble. “There that’s better.” She tossed the ball to Tim, who caught it.

“Put that in your robe. There are plenty of pockets in there,” she said with a smile.

Silvia scooped up her beat-up backpack. She placed the bag on the desk and opened it up. Silvia clapped her hands three times. The room grew quiet as the people and animals ceased talking. 

“Now, everyone, we are leaving. So grab your things and lets go,” said Silvia loudly.

The kids were a bit confused, but the creatures in the room understood every word the Librarian spoke. The birds left the aviary and flew over to the desk. A bright red and blue bird landed on the backpack. It looked at Silvia and chirped questioningly.

“We will find you a nice safe tree in the jungle for you to nest in. Everything is going to be all right,” responded Silvia. With that the birds hopped into the backpack much to the surprise of the kids. It was followed by the rest of Silvia’s flying friends. They all flew into the bag one after another. The small silver furred Chilla had scurried over to Silvia and perched on her shoulder. Silvia could see the look of concern in its deep brown eyes. “No need to worry Phil, The Eternal has everything in hand,” she said soothingly as she scratched the little guy’s chin.

Silvia began to walk about the room, picking up an object to examine it. Most she put back down; a few went in her backpack. It was an odd assortment of things. She picked up a pair of white gloves and tossed them to Mia. “I think you might need those. Put them in that fancy beaded handbag of yours,” Silvia said with a chuckle. As she passed by the large table, she glanced down at an old leather-bound diary. “Elizabeth, look what Magnolia left for you.” She tossed it to Elizabeth along with Magnolia’s backpack as the old Librarian gave the girl a sly wink.

“I swear I left this in my room,” said Elizabeth, who grasped the diary closely as she slipped the pack over her shoulder.

Silvia went over to the shelves where the slow moving bobump was making a valiant effort to come to Silvia. “I know Silvester we don’t move as fast as we used to” she said as she picked up the bobump and carried it like a child. It clung to her for dear life. She opened her backpack and lowered it gently into the bag. “There is a nice blanket in there for you to curl up in.” She turned to the chilla, “Time for you to get in as well, Phil. There is a nice place you can sleep.” The chilla dove into the bag with a squeak.

“How are you fitting everything in that bag?” asked Tim in astonishment.

Silvia chuckled. “There is a transdimentional pocket inside. You have one in a pocket of your robe.”

“Your time is running out,” stated LAD.

“I know, I know,” responded Silvia.

“I do?” questioned Tim. “Where?” he queried.

“I will show you later.” Silvia replied. “For now we must go.”

“Conner, I think you should carry this,” Silvia picked up a beat-up canteen with a strap. Conner placed his arm through the strap so that it hung from his side. If need be, he could shove it behind him where it would be out of the way.

Silvia tapped her finger on the desk. “There is something I am forgetting. Oh, I know what we need. Now, where did I put that?”

“I think what you are looking for is in the fish tank,” said LAD.

“The fish tank?” said Mia loudly. 

“YES, the fish tank,” Silvia walked over to the table. In the center of it was a very large globe filled with fancy fantail fish. Silvia reached into the middle of it and groped downward past her elbow, which went below the floor of the tank. When she withdrew her hand, she held a crystal cube. It had many facets and was transparent. At the center of it was another bright pink crystal that had grown into what appeared to be a starburst pattern. “You have grown since I last looked at you.” With that said, the crystal disappeared into her pack.

“Our guests are about to come in,” LAD warned tensely.

Silvia looked at the fish in the fish bowl. “We can’t leave you behind.” With a whirl of her hands the water in the bowl swirled around picking up the fish and sloshing out of the container. Water and fish floated in mid air. Silvia’s hands moved to form water into a globe. As her hands moved the outer surface hardened. “There, Larry, Moe and Curly are you comfortable in there?” The fish responded by blowing a few bubbles.

“I believe that is the last of things. Elizabeth lead the way. Out of the frying pan and into the fire,” Silvia said dramatically, pointing directly at the large fireplace. Without hesitation and faith in Silvia, Elizabeth walked into the blazing fire and disappeared. “Conner, Mia, you go next.” Conner grabbed Mia by the arm. Before she could protest, he had rushed her through the fire.

“Come, Tim, no time to waste,” said Silvia as she walked purposefully towards the fire. Halfway into the fire, “Oh, The Book!”

“I’ll get it. I saw it on your desk,” Tim said as he slipped from her grasp. He made it halfway across the room when LAD interrupted.

“They are here.”

Tim reached his hand out, causing the old book to fly off the desk and into his hand. At the same time, Silvia extended her arms, and Tim flew into them. Silvia gave one last sentimental look at her favorite place in the universe. With a blink, they were both through the fire and gone. The room was silent for half a second, and then the doors and windows burst open, revealing the hordes of Scavs and Skree just outside.


	
Chapter 28

Silvia punched the code into the lift, taking them deep down into The Library archives, where the Monastery reactor was powering The Library. They could see through the clear walls of the lift to the great cavern where the crystals that made up The Library were. They descended swiftly over twenty floors below The Library.

The lone Berzerker had broken through into the cavern and was busy destroying everything it could. The Library bots were attempting to fight it off with their lase engravers, but they were having difficulty.

As the group emerged from the lift, the battle had moved closer. Portions of the ceiling were falling all around them. Great chunks of crystal lay in shards and ruins. Silvia looked at the devastation. This just cleared any doubt she had about her current course of action. “This way,” She sprinted down a walkway only to find it had been destroyed. 

“Now where?” asked Conner.

“Up this ladder. We will have to use the walkway one level up,” replied Silvia. The group made their way up Silvia in the lead, with Tim and Elizabeth right behind. Conner was the last while urging Mia to keep up with her one designer shoe. Her designer shoes were not made for climbing. Fires had broken out in the cavern. The light flickered every now and then, plunging them into darkness. But the generators always came back on.

They ran on working their way to the center of the chamber, where the reactor core whirred and spun above the heat sink that had been drilled deep into the planet. They descended another set of stairs to finally arrive at the control center above the reactor. Silvia entered a code, and bots scanned her before letting them in. Conner stayed outside to guard their exit. 

The control room was circular, with windows going all the way around it. This gave the group a good view of the entire cavern. Off in the distance, the battle with the Berzerker continued. The bots fought valiantly, but they were losing ground. 

“Let’s see if we can’t do something about that. Time to juice the bots,” said Silvia. She went over to a panel that controlled energy allocation. She pulled up a holo panel and began to adjust the levels. “There, that should make a difference.” She had allocated most of the energy output to the bots and their operations. The bots’ lasers blazed blue-white as they cut through the Berzerkers rock skin. The bots swarmed around the creature and began its dismemberment. Finally, the bots overwhelmed the beast to win their battle with chaos. Not that it would matter in the end, but it gave Silvia some satisfaction in letting the bots kill the Berzerker that was wreaking her Library.

She turned her attention to the injector chamber at the center of the control room. She opened her backpack and pulled out the crystal cube. She deactivated the containment field and placed the cube in the center of the injector. The injector fields took hold of the cube and nudged it into the center of the chamber. It hovered there, waiting for Silvia to initiate the injector sequence. She reactivated the containment field and began the injection process. The reactor began the energy feedback loop as more and more reactive matter was fed into the chamber. The pitch of the reactor began an upward climb as the turbines spun faster and faster, causing an enormous build-up of energy in the system. At Silvia’s command, the crystal would drop and cause the final implosion.

“What will it do?” asked Elizabeth.

“When the crystal is exposed to the core, it will hyper activate the reaction causing a cascading fusion process that will result in a meltdown. It will destroy the Monastery and everyone in it. We have to stop Riss and his armies here and now. They must be annihilated before they wage war upon the galaxy. The price I must pay is my life's work,” responded Silvia. “Now, let’s be off. This place is about to go critical.”

“Are you done in there? I could use some help out here,” yelled Conner.

The group rushed out to see Conner surrounded by Scavs, keeping them at bay with his Giz. “Need some help?” asked Silvia.

“Yeah, I could use a hand.”

“A hand you shall have.” With a wave of her hand, she sent the pack of Scavs flying through the air and over the railing to fall into the abyss below. “Now that your done playing with your friends, we have to go.” The group took off, running down the walkway and into the tunnels. The Library bots who had fought the Berzerker followed closely behind them.
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The red Lava Dragon had melted the Duranium enough to destroy the main security shielding. The locks sprung open, and the doors swung wide. General Riss and the Skree entered The Library. They immediately began to smash the artifacts that they found there. Shelves were toppled, and books were scattered throughout the floor. 

General Riss remembered Dr. Keith’s admonition about destroying The Library before the code was obtained. He ordered a stop to the destruction. The general looked around at the volumes of books, not knowing where to find what he was looking for. “Where do I start?” he said.

“May I help you?” inquired LAD as he appeared. The hologram flickered on and off since some of its projectors had been damaged.
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Silvia and the kids ran through the tunnels and galleries that wound in and out of the crystal chamber. They had to make several detours due to collapsed walls and destroyed walkways. The walkway shook below them as explosions continued causing more of the ceiling to fall into the crystal chamber. Silvia paused, not sure which direction to go. The damage had blocked off her usual route. She wished Scrap were here. He would know an alternate path. She wondered what had happened to him.

“Which way do we go?” asked Mia in a bit of a panic.

“I’m not sure. The general direction is over that way. But how we get there is a mystery. We need to get out of the underground and into the jungle beyond the Monastery.

“I have an idea,” said Tim. He pulled his Giz from a pocket. It immediately sprung to life and began to spin. “We need to leave the Monastery and escape to the jungle.” Tim said to the device. The Giz whirred in acknowledgment. The Giz buzzed in one direction and then another as if looking for a way out. It then returned and circled around Tim a couple times to head in a direction. The group followed as fast as they could with a gaggle of bots flying around them as escorts. The Giz would periodically circle back to make sure the group was catching up with it. The device led them through galleries, past rooms, and into tunnels. At one point, the lights went out. The Giz then lit up like a golden torch. The bots spotlights turned on to pierce the darkness. The Giz bobbed and weaved, encouraging them on. 

In the middle of a large tunnel, the Giz moved forward in the dark. It came to a wall and had to stop. The wall was rough, unlike the smooth sides of the tunnel. Then the wall moved. The group backed away. Silvia ignited a globe light from her backpack to provide just enough light to meet the bright blue glowing eyes waiting in the darkness.
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“Yes, you will help me,” shouted the General.

“Help you with what?” asked LAD.

“Help me find the Paladin Code,” screamed the General through his synthesized voice.

“Do you have any more information? I need to narrow my search parameters.” LAD truly confessed at the Skree’s request.

The Skree spread his wings and flared his crest in a threatening manner. This, of course, was completely lost on the hologram. Since nothing the Skree could do would threaten the AI.

“Please calm down and tell me exactly what you want,” said LAD slowly.
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“I was wondering when you would come by. I have been waiting for you,” said a rather pleasant voice. All Silvia and the kids could see was the two light blue unblinking eyes staring at them from out of the darkness. “How rude of me to be lurking here in the shadows. Let me show myself to you.” Out of the darkness emerged the blue Lava Dragon. 

Silvia put herself between the dragon and the kids. She placed her arms out and backed away. 

“No need to be afraid. I won’t hurt you.” said the dragon without moving its mouth.

“How are you talking to us?” asked Elizabeth. 

“My vocal cords don’t work well with your language, so I use my mind instead. This is a much better way to talk.” The dragon moved further into the light limping as it came.

“Oh my, you are hurt,” exclaimed Elizabeth. She walked around Silvia and approached the dragon. 

Conner moved to stop her. Silvia signaled him to remain where he was. “No, it’s alright. Let her go.”

Elizabeth drew near to the creature to see a seeping wound on its front leg. The body of the dragon was covered in silvery scales. She gently touched the creature’s leg. “It’s hurt. We have to help it.”

“It killed Paladins,” Tim reminded her.

“It did not. I don’t think it wants to hurt anyone. We have to help it,” was Elizabeth’s reply. She gently stroked the scaled skin, which was hard but smooth and warm. Elizabeth had thought they would have felt cold.

“How do you suppose we can help it?” asked Mia.

“I have some herbs in my backpack, but we need to cover it with something. The cloth is too flimsy to hold. We need something more substantial” said Elizabeth.

“The Library bots can spray the wound with crystal. Perhaps that will work,” said Silvia. She commanded the bots to assist Elizabeth.

“It’s worth a try.” Elizabeth put down her pack and took out Magnolia’s collection of herbs. She was completely guessing but perhaps a combination of Calendula and Usnea. They were good for wounds. Elizabeth crushed the herbs in her hands and approached the dragon. The young healer looked up at the great beast, a little nervous now that she was in its shadow. 

The dragon understood all that Elizabeth was trying to do and spoke to the girl. “Don’t be nervous little one. I don’t think your herbs can hurt me. Put them on.” The Lava Dragon moved its leg, so Elizabeth had easier access to it. The girl sprinkled the dried herbs over the wound. “Ooh, that is cool. It feels good,” said the dragon.

Elizabeth directed the bots to cover the wound with their crystal spray. Normally the bots would spray a layer of crystal and then etch data on the surface, followed by another layer of crystal. That was how The Library archives had been created. Layer upon layer of crystal and etched data. Now the bots hovered over the wound and sprayed a layer of crystal followed by another until a protective coating was built up. “That should be enough,” said Elizabeth. The bots backed off.

“That does feel much better,” commented the Lava Dragon, which lay down so that it could be eye to eye with the humans.

“You said that you were waiting for us. You knew that we would be coming?” asked Silvia.

“Yes, I know many things. We are an ancient race of creatures. We were there long before the Skree came and took our planet from us. The Skree like to go on and on about how their planet was stolen from them by humans. But the Skree stole the planet they live on from us. They drove us from the surface to live deep underground in the lava streams under the great volcanoes. We would happily live our lives out there. But the Skree hunt us, enslave us and force us to do their bidding. We are not evil creatures. We simply wish to live,” the dragon told Silvia.

“How awful, someone should do something" exclaimed Elizabeth.

“The Skree have their purpose and a destiny given to them by The Eternal. I have a feeling there may be a turning for them soon,” replied the dragon.

“We really must be going. We need to go through this tunnel,” said Silvia.

“Yes, I know. That is why I am here. The Eternal has sent me to tell you a few things,” the dragon chuckled at their surprise. 

“For example, Silvia, you have learned many things in your long life. There are many more things for you to learn. You have so much to share, and share them you shall. There will be wonderful opportunities to pass on what you know before The Eternal calls you. Fret not about your path ahead. The Eternal has gone before you and has prepared a way despite those trying to stop you.”

The Lava Dragon turned to face Elizabeth. “Dear one, you have a good heart. Your empathy does you good, and does those around you good. Don’t try to hide your love of The Eternal nor his creatures. Your heart will guide you on the path that is laid out for you. Let the Eternal be your lodestar. For your heart and The Eternal will not take you in the wrong direction. I see a future filled with love for you.”

As the dragon turned in Mia’s direction, Mia stepped behind Tim. “Step forward, child. You have nothing to fear.” Mia slowly stepped out and approached the dragon. “You can touch me, dear.” Mia reached out to touch the scales along its face. It was warm. What’s more, Mia felt concern and love coming from the creature. “Many have looked upon you to see something ugly. I see only beauty. You have a good heart as well. Though it has been toughened by hardship and disappointments. Never forget that. See yourself through The Eternal’s eyes and not the imperfect eyes of others. The Eternal has a purpose and a plan. You will help many to see and know the beautiful things of The Eternal.”

The Lava Dragon then turned to face Conner. “Step forward, protector.” Conner strode toward the creature. He had put away his Giz. “Know this. You will one day be known more for your wisdom than you will for your fighting skills. You have known much pain for one so young. But The Eternal has plans to replace that pain with great compassion and love. Those qualities will lead you to be wise. Wisdom and strength make for a great leader. The weak often strike out in fear. You have nothing to fear. For your strength flows from within. So stay steadfast. You are on the right path. You have found a new family. Stay with them to the end.”

With a sparkle in its eye, the Lava Dragon turned to Tim. “Last but not least, we have Timothy. Most honored by The Eternal. I see forever in your soul. There is a timelessness about you that is hard to find. Never let the wonder of The Eternal’s creation leave you. Your innocence is a good thing. Don’t let go of it. I see a life full of adventure and fun.” The dragon stood up to tower over them. “Blessings from the One who made us all. Now I must sleep.”

“But the explosion is coming. It will destroy you,” shouted Elizabeth. 

“I know about the reaction. We live in lava, dear. I am looking forward to it. It should warm my bones.”

“Well, we can give you some form of protection.” Silvia turned to The Library bots. “You have a new mission, boys. Make a cave for the dragon to sleep in. That nearby out-cropping of Duranium crystal should make a nice place to sleep once you have hollowed out a nest. The bots immediately got to work, carving out a place for the dragon to sleep through the explosion and heal. 

The Lava Dragon crawled into the den the bots had carved out for it. “I might survive the coming blast, but they will not,” said the dragon. “Come here, little ones. I and my scales will protect you.” The bots flew inside the den to rest against the belly of the beast, which curled up around them. The last bot sealed the hole behind it. “Now, you must hurry on your way. There is little time left for you.” said the dragon in way of parting.
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Silvia and the group hurried on their way down the tunnel, following the Wayfinder. Tim’s Wayfinder spun through corridors and passages. Along their escape route, they encountered no more enemies. The Wayfinder continued on around blockages and caverns until it came to rest at the side of an ancient wall. It buzzed and bobbed in one spot that was no more special than any other along the tunnel. When Tim approached it, the Wayfinder zipped back into Tim’s hand to become a ring. Tim slipped it on his finger. 

“I suppose we have arrived,” said Silvia.

“But there is nothing here,” exclaimed Mia.

“I believe what we need is a key,” said Silvia.

Everyone looked at Elizabeth. She took out her Giz, which was still in the shape of a key. She stepped forward to the wall and held up the key. The wall responded by lighting up with ancient writing and lines that formed a doorway. There, in the center, was a keyhole. Elizabeth inserted her key. Mechanisms and tumblers could be heard working behind the wall. Then with a pop, the door opened and slid aside. Silvia quickly ushered everyone inside.

They found themselves in the same vestibule that they had used many times on their hikes into the jungle. They quickly opened their lockers and donned their hiking gear. All except Mia who refused to leave her dress or shoe for something more practical. Everyone was ready to go with backpacks in hand and hiking gear on.

“Ready?” asked LAD’s familiar voice. Silvia stepped up to the panel as a holo pad appeared beside the three dimensional image of LAD. “The protocol has been prepared. All I need is your final authorization,” intoned the machine in a matter of fact voice.

Silvia stepped up to the terminal to have a cold light inspect her.. She trembled as she spoke the codes to LAD. 

A soft blue light scanned Silvia’s frame reading her biometric signature, studying her DNA. Her usually perfectly manicured up worn hair was now a disheveled tangle falling around her shoulders. It stirred gently in a breeze that was blowing through the small darkened room. 

“PALADIA • KOFAR • LIBRIUM • SILVERIA • OPERARIA 
• NOVA • OMEGA” 

The group of young faces huddled around her in the dim light. The distant rumble of explosions could be heard as the aftershocks shook underfoot. The smell of smoke and fear hung in the air like poison gas. It had all started so differently. 

LAD’s voice brought Silvia back to the present moment as the last countdown began, “I believe that this is goodbye, old friend.”  

“Not at all, you old curmudgeon,” Silvia took out her Giz and inserted it into the terminal. “Download your key AI file, LAD.” The Giz, which now looked like a green crystal, glowed brightly for a few seconds. 

“Download complete,” LAD said. “Now, GO!”

A door opened up that led down a jungle path. Conner took the lead with a run. Silvia shouted, “Faster, faster!” They ran down the path and behind the waterfall. The old lady moved quicker than you would think up the winding trail that led into the jungle beyond. Silvia directed them down into a small valley behind the ridgeline. There in that depression, she hoped they would be spared the worst of the blast as they lay in the ferns on the ground around them.
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Hunter’s eyes were fixed on the bright flashes that were occurring in the mountains around the Paladin Monastery. The flashes of light no longer looked like explosives going off. The color had changed, and the flashes were now coming in a pattern. They were the sickly blue-green precursor to a cesium fusion reaction.

“Ok, guys, everyone needs to get inside the building,” said Hunter in a dead-serious tone. The band members moved swiftly inside at the tone in his voice. “Go inside the entry hall. The stone walls there should protect us.” By now, the band was very afraid and did exactly as he told them. Hunter entered the living room. “Honey, we need to get everyone into the main hallway. A storm is coming.” All conversation stopped. Clarissa looked at Hunter. She recognized that tone in his voice. “Now,” he said for emphasis.

“Ok, everyone, we are moving the party to the entryway. Hurry, hurry.” Clarissa rounded up her friends and herded them into the hallway.

“Get down and cover your heads,” shouted Hunter.
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LAD had been busy baiting General Riss stalling for time. But the time for that had come to an end. 

“Give me the codes right now,” the General shouted.

“I’m afraid we have run out of time,” replied LAD as he flickered and disappeared. The General looked surprised. Then he noticed the flashing light in the atmosphere around him. The General spread his wings and launched himself into the air. With great urgency, he pushed his wings to their limits in order to fly from the impending doom. He had left the broken roof of The Library behind and was gaining altitude. But it would not be enough for him to escape unscathed what was soon to follow.
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Sitting beside the pool, Magnolia suddenly felt the earth tremble beneath her. She waited, and the earth heaved again, sending the water in the pool sloshing. Flashes of lightning crossed the sky. She heard the voice of The Eternal, “Dive in.” Without hesitation, she leaned over and plunged into the cool waters of the Seeing Pool. She floated there under the water. Seconds later, she was surrounded by light.
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As the countdown ended, LAD released the crystal square to fall into the ball of liquid Caesium. At the exact moment the two came together he fed all the energy of the reactor into the combination, causing a fusion reaction the galaxy had not seen for at least a thousand years. In that instant, light burst forth, followed by superheated disintegration.

In a white-hot flash, the Monastery ceased to exist. The armies of the Skree were vaporized in that blinding flash. The fusion caused a void on Veridian where there was never meant to be one. Deep underground, the Lava Dragon smiled to itself as it bathed in the warmth of a fusion explosion. The great crystal forest of the  Paladin Library melted under the extreme heat. Atoms disintegrated and recombined to form new elements and isotopes in an instant and did it all over again in the next second. The void collapsed in on itself with a loud clap of thunder, sending out a shock wave followed by superheated gases.
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Scrap had woken up just in time to see the flashes of light and hid behind the shell of the old transport. The heavy metal of the old trans protected him once more. After the bright flash, he saw Robbie flying overhead, trying to outrun the shock wave. When the little medical bot was caught in the maelstrom, he changed tactics and dove for the ground. The little bot was grabbed by the winds of the explosion and slammed to the ground. The bot bounced several times before landing against a tree along the side of the road. 

Scrap looked on as the shock wave and firestorm passed overhead. The terrain had deflected most of the blast up and away from the farms of the lowlands. They escaped with only wind damage. But Scrap looked on in horror at the tall buildings of Veridian City that were in the direct path of the devastation.
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Hunter held onto Clarissa tightly knowing what was coming. Everything was quiet and still in the hallway. The conversation continued amidst some laughter. That would quickly come to an end. Jeffrey jumped up and ran towards the living room. “We forgot the wine,” he shouted. Hunter tried to stop him but failed. Jeffrey reappeared with a bottle in his hand. 

“Get in here!” screamed Clarissa.

But she was too late. A bright flash illuminated the look of horror on Jeffrey’s face as he gazed out the windows at the mountains. Everyone could feel the rumble of the approaching shock wave as the building trembled around them. Seconds later, the disintegrating Jeffrey was blown away into the night along with glass, walls, and almost everything else not protected by the heavy stone walls of the hallway.
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After the fire had faded from the sky, Scrap crawled out from his refuge inside the shelter of the trans. He looked back at the destroyed husk and uttered a prayer of gratitude for faithful service that was now over.

He looked down the road in the direction of where Robbie had landed. He began walking the short distance to where the little bot lay. He reached the broken metal body of the bot and knelt over it. Robbie whistled and beeped in greeting. The little bot was truly grateful to see Scrap. 

“I’m sorry to report that I am unable to fulfill the assignment that Magnolia gave me.” stated the med bot.

“What assignment was that?” asked Scrap.

The bot’s answer was broken with static as its systems began to fail. The bot tried again. “I must give it to you.”

“Give me what?”

“Protect the little boy. Find it a safe haven,” replied Robbie as he opened his cargo door. Inside, David lay no worse for wear cradled in the nest of the sweater Magnolia had made for him. “You must see to David’s safety now,” said the little bot as its power faded, leaving it unmoving and lifeless.

Scrap reached inside and withdrew David from the bot. He bounced the little boy, who smiled back at him. A Giz fell out of the sweater David was wrapped in. He picked it up and placed it inside his pocket. “Well, I guess it’s the two of us for now.” He started to walk away but turned back. He reached back inside the bot and retrieved the AI’s memory crystal from inside of it. Scrap shrugged and put it in his Paladin robes. He began to walk down the road toward a nearby farmhouse whose lights were still on.
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 Silvia sat up after the chaos had seemed to pass. “Is everyone alright?” she asked. They all responded positively as they emerged from their huddle of protection. Silvia had used her talent to shield them from the worst of the blast. It had passed over them. Now there was quiet. They struggled up the ridge to a flat place that overlooked where the Monastery had been.

Now instead of a place of refuge and prayer, there was a molten crystal lake. The sun was just rising over the ocean. As its beams struck the lake, it ignited a rainbow of lights. 

“It’s beautiful,” said Mia. 

Tim looked at her like she was crazy. 

“It is beautiful,” said Silvia. “Out of ashes: beauty.”

“We lost everything,” Conner said flatly.

“No, we haven’t,” said Silvia emphatically. “We have lost a great deal but not everything. We are still here in one piece. We still have each other. We won the battle.”

“We won?” asked Conner, astounded.

“Yes, we did. We are still alive. They are dead. The galaxy is safe from their evil war that they were going to wage,” said Silvia.

“Which way?” asked Tim. “I suppose back to the city.”

Silvia paused for a second, quiet as if questioning. “We must disappear for a while. Our enemies will still be seeking us. We need to know why. We need to access the information in The Library.”

“The Library is gone, forever,” said Conner.

“No, it isn’t; before we left, I broke it into parts and scattered them across the galaxy. I must find them and reassemble them to find the answers to the questions we have. The first piece of the puzzle is up there in a temple deep in the mountains. We must go get it.”

“I’m up for it,” said Conner. 

“Count me in as well,” said Tim.

Elizabeth said, “I might as well go.”

“Well, I’m not going to go on your crazy journey. I have a life to return to,” said Mia.

“Do what you think best. The road is right down there,” said Silvia pointing to the road that stretched out to Veridian City. With that, Silvia walked onto a trail in the nearby jungle and disappeared. Elizabeth, Tim, and Conner picked up their packs and followed.

Mia stomped her remaining designer shoe in the dirt. “I’m not going,” she shouted at them. In the distance could be heard the howls of the last Scav pack. Mia looked around fearfully. She dashed after her companions leaving the shoe in the dirt as she fled. “Wait for me!”

 

 


	
Chapter 29

A small group of Grays had somehow managed to survive the destruction of the Monastery. They were trekking back to their ship that had landed in the lowlands beyond the mountains. The Skree never liked to travel with the Grays, so they often took their own transport. The diminutive creatures walked along a trail that wound its way through the forest. They chattered and chittered in their odd little language. They were rather cheerful at their good fortune in having survived, but that was tempered by the fact that so many of their kind had been lost in the night. 

It was then that the group stumbled upon a burnt and broken patch of forest. Tree limbs had been broken as an object had plummeted from the sky. There, in a small crater surrounded by burnt underbrush, was General Riss. The Grays recognized the disfigured form of the General immediately. His enviro suit was burnt and melted. They began to talk amongst themselves in their high-pitched language. In their excitement and fear, the pitch and speed of their conversation crescendoed. One of them got the courage to go down and inspect the body. It did not move. But the brave little Gray checked for signs of life. He rose up and turned to his companions.

“He is alive,” stated the Gray.

“What do we do now?” asked one of the little creatures.

“If we report this, the Skree will surely kill us all.”

“There will be no mercy,” said another, nodding his head.

The Gray that had confirmed that the General lived scrambled up out of the depression to join the group. As he did, the General roused himself from unconsciousness. He looked up from his burnt and broken body. Seeing the Grays, he cursed. “I will kill you all. Now come here and take me home,” he commanded.

The group of Grays scurried away down the forest path a ways knowing that to go to the General was certain death. They huddled around, not knowing what to do. Their conditioning to obey was very strong. To leave the General was unthinkable. They had to obey. Or did they? What to do?

“I have an idea,” said one. He pulled out a communicator.

“Who are you calling?” asked another.

“I am going to call the machine. It will know what to do,” came the reply.

A holographic image began to form as the connection was established. A damaged Dr. Keith could be seen in the holo. One eye hung out from its socket by the wires. Parts of her were burnt. Sparks flew out of her torso. She was being swarmed at the moment by repair bots.

“What is it?” she inquired, leaning toward the projector, causing her face to become large in the holo. The Grays all backed away from her and began to twitter away in anxiety. “Please, please, one at a time,” requested Dr. Keith impatiently. The one who had found General Riss alive stepped forward and explained what the Grays had found.

“So he is alive? From the feeds in space, I’m surprised anyone survived that explosion. I must say you all are intuitive and intelligent creatures to have lived through that.” The Grays gathered again to the holo, drawn there by the Dr.’s compliments. “Show him to me.” The Grays took the communicator back where General Riss lay. He mumbled incoherently, drifting in and out of consciousness. “Well, well, perhaps something can be salvaged from this after all,” said Dr. Keith. She looked at the Grays. She placed a mechanical hand up to her chin even as one of the repair bots welded a wire back in place on it. “Would you consider bringing the General to me?” she asked in her kindest voice. The Grays immediately began to chatter amongst themselves, remembering the General’s vow to kill them all. Seeing their hesitancy, Dr. Keith made an offer they couldn’t refuse. “I’ll tell you what -- if you do, I will see to it that you are set free.” The Grays grew more excited. The thought of being free was just too much to contemplate. “In fact, any Gray you bring to me will be freed from slavery. The entire Gray nation will be freed!”

Now that offer was beyond all hope for the Grays. This little band would be liberators of their people if they just delivered General Riss to Dr. Keith. The Gray spokesman stepped forward. 

“We will do it,” he said simply.

“Excellent!” responded Dr. Keith. “I will send the coordinates of my base to your communicator so that you can bring the General. Salusasecunda will be most pleased. Now you must hurry. The General must be alive when you deliver him or the deals off,” stated Dr. Keith.

“We understand,” replied the Gray. 

With that, the transmission ended. The Grays surrounded General Riss approaching their former master and tormentor with care. The General was roused by the presence of the Grays.

“You worthless fools. Take me to my ship at once.”

One of the Grays worked up the courage and rushed the General. Just as it drew near, fangs appeared in the pudgy face. It sank its sharp teeth into the General’s arm, injecting him with an immobilizing venom. Riss yelled in surprise. The other Grays ran over and bit the General as well and he fell into a deep sleep. The Grays all chittered in congratulations at having immobilized their overlord. They all gathered around the immobilized general. From their mouths emerged proboscis that began to coat the General in very fine silk. The Grays lifted the general up and began to spin him around and around as they covered him in a cocoon of silk. 

The Grays, having finished cocooning the General, hoisted him on their shoulders. As they started down the trail one of them began to sing. Soon the other Grays joined in. For the first time in their lives, they sang with pure joy in their hearts. 
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Scrap trudged down the road that led to the city. A farmhouse soon came into view. The lights were on. Scrap had been to this farm before; when he had bought fruit for Maria. It was a young couple who had recently bought the farm. Scrap’s mind wandered back to a more pleasant time when he would make deliveries or pickups at the farm. He turned down the driveway and walked past row upon row of fruit trees that made up the orchards surrounding the farmhouse. The blast had been deflected upward, so there was very little damage to the place, even so close to the Monastery.

Scrap walked down the drive of blossoming fruit trees that danced in the morning breeze. The farmer came out the front door as Scrap entered the front lawn.

“Scrap, what are you doing here?” asked the farmer.

“I was on the road, and there was an explosion,” replied Scrap.

The farmer’s wife swept out of her front door. “Who do we have here?” she asked investigating the little bundle in Scrap’s arms. Scrap looked a bit confused and at a loss for words. “Well, let’s get you inside where I can feed you. Some food will help. Let me take the babe. You look exhausted.”

Scrap was indeed exhausted emotionally and physically. The farmer’s wife herded them into the kitchen. Smells of an early morning breakfast were floating in the air. The latest news feed was playing on the holo projectors. They were covering the explosion and the resulting devastation. “The latest news from Representative Steel is that the religious sect know as the Paladins were conducting illegal experiments. The Representative has labeled them terrorists,” the announcer intoned.

“No one needs to hear that nonsense,” said Amy angrily. “The Paladins were good people and no politician is going to tell me differently. Holo off.”

She put the baby down on the long farm table. “Now, who do we have here?” She asked no one in particular. 

“I believe his name is David,” replied Scrap.

“David, is it?” She said as she examined the little one. David was quiet while the farmer’s wife inspected him for scrapes or bumps. No sign of any damage. The farmer’s wife kept David busy with all kinds of distractions. She then turned to look at Scrap. When she was satisfied that there were no broken bones or wounds, she sat Scrap down at the table. She finished breakfast with David riding happily on her hip, still wrapped in Magnolia’s sweater.

“Do you know what happened?” asked the farmer.

“No, I was never able to get to the Monastery. I was attacked on the road.”

“By who?”

“I have no idea. They were mercenaries.”

“Who would want to attack a bunch of old monks?”

Just then, Amy, the farmer’s wife, interrupted with a plate full of eggs and breakfast meats, fresh from the stove. She served Scrap and then her husband Eric a plate. Amy then sat down with a plate of her own. She began to feed herself and David. Everyone was very hungry and let silence take over.

"Well, I think both of you need some rest. There is a spare bedroom upstairs with a little pullout for David. I will wake you for lunch." Mary interjected while ushering them up and to bed.

When Amy returned to the kitchen her husband was quick to question, “Are we doing the right thing? There is talk that the Paladins destroyed themselves and took part of the city with them.”

“We are taking in people in need. There is nothing wrong with that. Scrap never made it up to the Monastery. We will give them refuge while they need it. Besides, it feels good to have a child in my arms.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” said Eric.
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Hunter and Clarissa made their way through crowded streets. Clarissa’s assistant was with them, watching over her stunned mistress. Seeing the death of her friend had caused Clarissa’s mind to pause. She was like a living zombie. Hunter knew that this would pass and knew when she came back, it would be best if she were surrounded by familiar things. 

The three made their way through piles of rubble that lay below the great towers. Fires that had broken out among the damaged buildings were being put out. A mass of refugees moved away from the damaged buildings making their way out of Veridian City. The column of people crossed the bridge from the seaside resorts into Shamble Town. Here there was a sense of normality as less was noticeably damaged. Hunter steered them away from the market to the space dock where his ship was waiting. So they could escape the chaos.

Ships across the little spaceport were pulling up shop and bugging out of the damaged city. Across the bay at the shiny new spaceport, ships leaped up into space every few minutes. The rich and powerful of the galaxy were abandoning Veridian. He approached his ship, activating the AI in preparation for take-off. A ship’s engines in a docking bay next door roared to life. Its shadow passed over them, kicking up the dust in its hasty departure. Hunter moved the two women to the entrance of the ship. It was then that he heard his name being called by an unmistakable voice.

Hunter opened the door and got the two women inside. Hunter spoke to Sarah. “Just up the stairs and beyond the kitchen is the bedroom. Go get cleaned up and settle Clarissa in to get some rest.”

Sarah smiled, “Thank you for getting us out.”

Hunter nodded reassuringly. “I’ll be right up.” Hunter turned back to Granny Good, who was calling his name above the sound of ships lifting off. Hunter went to her and guided them into a little quiet space between his and Granny’s ship. 

“My goodness, I’ve not seen this much commotion since the fall of the Empire. Best to lay low till the dust settles.”

“Where are you off to, Granny?” Hunter asked.

“I’m headed as far away from this hoolybra as I can. My sources at Gate Control say everyone and everything is headed into the core worlds. Nonsensical of them if you ask me. I’m headed out to the rim systems. There are a few out-of-the-way places where a person can get some peace. You should do the same young man. The core system is going to be a mess for a while.”

“That is good advice, Granny. I know a little place where a person can relax.”

“Well, till I see you again. May you prosper, and watch your back.” Granny said as she patted his face with affection. Then in a blink, she was running off to her ship. She began to berate her bots. “No, that goes in there. Yes, take that to hold two. No, you can’t leave those. All this goes. Hurry up. I’m going to start the engines, and anyone left outside when the hatches close is staying here,,” Granny shouted over another departing spaceship.

Across the bay, several luxury shuttles took off and flew in formation across the water before making the steep ascent toward Veridian Station. A large transport ship slowly lumbered off its launch pad, floating upwards towards space. Was anyone going to stay? 

Hunter ducked into his ship. As the door closed behind him, it shut out the chaos and commotion. He went upstairs to find Sarah standing in the living room. She was checking her inbox and catching the latest vids on the disaster. “Clarissa is resting.”

“That is good. The best thing for her is to rest. You need to get some rest too.” 

Sarah looked around. “No offense, but this is a bachelor ship.” She said as she smiled. “No room for me.”

Hunter laughed, “Not true at all. Vicki, would you make up the bed for Sarah?” 

“It will just take a minute,” replied the ship's AI.

The lights turned down low. The couch flipped while a couple of bots came out with sheets and a pillow. Within seconds the living room transformed into a luxury hotel bedroom. 

“Only the best for my guests,” said Hunter. Just then, there was a beeping sound. 

“Inbound transmission from off-planet,” said Vicki.

“I will take it downstairs,” said Hunter.
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Scrap and David had taken a nap after breakfast that had turned into a good rest. Scrap woke up slightly disoriented, not knowing for a brief second where he was. Then his memories crowded into his mind. He rolled over and looked down at the baby lying in the pullout bed. What would he do? What is the next step for someone whose world wasn’t just upside down but completely gone? 

The afternoon sun was streaming in through a nearby window. A breeze was blowing, bringing with it the scents of the orchard. Scrap went over to the window and looked out. He could see Eric working among the trees. 

Scrap turned to pick up his Paladin cloak and go outside. He realized that David was still asleep. He sat back down to watch over the little one. He now had new responsibilities. As he sat down, a small package fell out of his cloak and rolled across the floor. It was one of his Oath Gifts. He hadn’t had time to unwrap them. Better to take the time here while they were fairly safe. Scrap gingerly retrieved the gifts from his pockets and piled them into a small nest in front of him.

He reached for the round blue package first, which was the size of a small ball. It fit nicely in his hand. He untied the knot and let the blue foil unwind into a flat smooth piece of paper. Sitting inside the center of it was a round stone. Scrap picked it up to examine it. On the wrapping was writing.

“This is a Seeing Stone collected from the Seeing Pool. I pray it will bring you clarity and wisdom. Perhaps it might even take you to surprising places.” - Mrs. Westmoreland.

The stone looked like an orb of light blue water had taken solid form. It was oddly comforting to hold. On its surface were carved Paladin Glyphs. As Scrap concentrated on the glyphs, they began to glow a bright blue. Scrap watched as the fuzzy colors soon clarified into images. He could see Silvia hiking through the jungle. Behind her were Elizabeth, Tim, Mia, and Conner. Scrap grunted in amazement. 

The images faded and disappeared. He wasn’t sure if what he saw was a memory or a vision... It had to be a memory. Everyone and everything had been wiped out in the explosion.

Scrap turned his attention to another one of the packages. He picked up the oblong silver box. It was rounded and covered with curved decorative etchings. Woven into the design were Paladin glyphs. As he held the oval, a seam appeared around the edge. As if recognizing his touch, it popped open like the shell of a clam. Inside, nestled in a dark velvet cushion, lay what appeared to be a pen. On the inside of the lid was an inscription.

“Always remember the pen and its words are more powerful than any weapon.” - Striker.

Scrap picked up the pen. It was completely smooth coming to points on both ends. “Which end was the one that you wrote with?” He muttered. It was made of some unknown metal and had some weight to it. Much to Scrap’s surprise, it moved in his hand, molding itself to his grip. He reached down and wrote his name on the blue wrapping paper. As he wrote, his name glowed golden, and then the writing faded to disappear.

Once more, Scrap was amazed at his gift. He placed the pen back in its container. As he closed the lid, the silver box sealed itself. He next reached for a wooden box that fit in the palm of his hand. The box had been carved from wood taken from the surrounding jungle. The wood gave off an earthy, fragrant scent. He pulled off the lid. Inside was a leather journal. Embossed into the leather were Paladin glyphs. As he picked up the journal, it increased in size to form a book. He untied the leather knot and unwound the ties. 

At the front of the journal was a dedication page with an inscription.

“May the words in this journal, both those who came before you and yours be a blessing to you and those around you.” - The Keeper

 It was a small enough journal. Scrap was surprised by the index of knowledge he found as he flipped through the table of contents.

I. The Paladin Code

II. The Way of a Paladin

III. How to Walk in Peace

IV. Essential Prayers

V. Things to Ponder

VI. The Path not Taken

VII. To be Written . . .

Scrap flipped to the back of the journal. True enough, there were many blank pages at the back for him to write in. Each time he turned the last blank page there was another page waiting for his inscription, yet the weight and size remained. Scrap didn’t consider himself to be a journal kind of person, but since he had the pen, this would come in handy. 

Scrap put the journal back into the wooden box. It amazingly shrank back to the size of the small box. He next reached for the square box wrapped in gold foil. As the foil fell away a golden square remained. Scrap expected it to be heavy, but it was very light. 

Again the box was etched in Paladin glyphs. One day he would learn all of those glyphs and what they said. He did recognize the glyph for The Eternal. He had seen that glyph on every gift. As he looked, the intertwining glyphs and circular patterns began to move across the surface of the box. The motion was mesmerizing and filled Scrap full of wonder. The glyphs stopped moving. He recognized the one that came to rest on top of the box. It said “breath.” Scrap gently blew on the box. The box responded. The script on the surface changed as the box grew in size and became round. The top clicked as it popped open. Inside were intricate mechanisms that whirred and moved. Beautiful music began to pour out of the round box. It was like being in the place of prayer at the Monastery. Praise and worship poured out of the box. Peace, joy, and love poured into Scrap’s soul. He sat there and basked in the glow of the music.

After a time, Scrap wiped a tear away and touched the box, causing it to stop playing the music and close up. He then turned to the last little package.

It was a small bag made of simple spun cloth. The pouch was a light purple in color with a white floral pattern covering it. It was bound by a white ribbon. Scrap could smell wonderful herbs coming from it. He undid the ribbon. The pouch opened like the petals of a flower. Inside were little pockets filled with various herbs and mixtures. Embroidered in the center were these words.

“Herbs and plants collected by me for you. See your journal for institutions.” - Magnolia. 

Scrap gently folded the bag up and re-tied the ribbon. He inhaled the perfume of the sachet. The smells of the herbs took him back to the gardens of the Monastery, sitting in summer sun on Magnolia's porch with her newest ice tea concoction to sip on. 

At that moment, Amy poked her head into the room. “I don’t mean to interrupt. Would you like something for lunch?” 

“Yes, please,” replied Scrap.

Just then, David woke up. He giggled as Amy picked him up with a smile.

Scrap went out into the orchards to find Eric at Amy’s suggestion while she watched David. Scrap left them in the front yard chasing an egg layer. Scrap found Eric up in a fruit tree, checking to see if it was harvest time. Within days the orchard would be filled with pickers harvesting the fall fruits. 

“Good morning, Scrap,” said Eric playfully.

“I didn’t realize it was so late.” 

“Don’t worry about it. You needed some rest,” said Eric as he climbed down out of the tree. He tossed Scrap a piece of ripe fruit and bit into one that he was carrying. Scrap bit into his fruit.

“These are really good. Maria will want some to make pies,” stated Scrap enthusiastically. Then it dawned on him Maria was gone. They were all gone. Scrap looked at the ground, trying to gather his thoughts.
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The screen in Hunter’s armory came to life. 

“Thank goodness I have gotten a hold of you. I am looking for someone to perform a discrete rescue mission,” explained Mz Prim, Representative Steel’s assistant.

“I’m one of the best at finding things,” replied Hunter.

“That is why I called on behalf of Representative Steel. A niece of his was caught in the explosion by those terrorists, the Paladins. Luckily I and the Representative Steel escaped. But in the confusion we were separated from his niece, Mia. I need you to go find her and bring her back.” Hunter glanced at his boots for a second as he pondered the proposal. “We will spare no expense to get Mia back.” A picture of Mia floated in front of Hunter. 

“I’ll do it,” Hunter said. Hunter was taking the job to answer his own questions about the explosion. If he got paid for doing it, all the better. Mz Prim was going on and on about preparations when Hunter interrupted her. “I have to be going but get in contact with my agent Vicki for all the details. I will leave on the search at first light.” With that said, he switched off the transmission.
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“Dinner! Dinner’s ready!” came a call from Amy.

"Looks like you are hungry. I know I am. Let’s go in. Amy gets awful upset when I let the food go cold.” Eric patted Scrap on the back as they headed into the kitchen. “You might want to put those Paladin robes away. People here are not too happy with the Paladins right now.” Scrap nodded his head. He had heard some of the broadcast blaming the Paladins for the disaster. Amy was hustling and bustling getting dinner on the table. David sat at the table in a high chair. Eric looked at the chair.

“I pulled the chair out of storage. David needed a place to sit,” said Amy. “Now sit down and eat before the food gets cold.” The food was some of the best Scrap had, aside from Maria’s cooking. There were heaps of meat, mashed roots, and vegetables from the garden. For dessert, there was ice cream and a fruit pie.

After everyone was done, Eric silently pushed back from the table and went to get some brew. 

“Amy, thank you for that fine meal,” said Scrap.

“Thank you, Scrap,” Amy looked across the table at David, who had fallen asleep in his chair. “I best put this one to bed. Do you mind if he sleeps in our room?”

“No, not at all. But are you sure? He is my responsibility,” said Scrap.

“Scrap, you must share your burdens. Else they will overwhelm you. It is a joy for me to take care of David,” said Amy as she picked up David and headed up the stairs towards the bedrooms.

Eric came over to the table with two cups of brew. He sat down next to Scrap. “You should know about Amy. We lost a child last spring. It was a little boy. Amy has been rather lost, that is until today. With David, she seems to have regained her purpose.

Scrap began to tell Eric what had happened to him the night before on the road back to the Monastery. He talked about the attack on his transport, the Mercs who had tried to kill him, the great explosion, and David inside of a little med bot. 

“Looks like The Eternal did some work to save you and David,” said Amy from the doorway to the upstairs. “Now, from what is the real question. Scrap, I want you to know that you are not in this alone. Eric and I will help you and David however we can. Do you know where you were going?” asked Amy.

“I was headed into town to Auntie’s. It’s the only place I know of.”

“Auntie does have the best breakfast in town. But I’m not sure if it’s a good place for a teenager. It most definitely is not a place for a baby.” Scrap looked down at his brew, overwhelmed by everything. Amy looked at Eric, who nodded. “Scrap, you are welcome to stay here as long as you like or need. In fact, we would love to take care of David for as long as we can.”

“I don’t know. Are you sure? He is a Paladin. His talent is probably already active. David could be a challenge.”

“We have considered all that Scrap. We would be honored to raise the child,” said Eric. “You are free to go and do what you have to in the city.”

“Ok," After some silence Scrap said "I think it would be best if David stayed here with you.”

“Oh! Thank you, Scrap,” Amy said as she hugged Scrap. “This makes us so happy.” She was grinning from ear to ear. “I am falling in love with David. You are welcome here at any time, day or night.”

“I’m going into town tomorrow morning to pick up a few things. Would you like to ride along?"

Scrap said yes as they turned out the lights and headed to bed. Scrap lay in bed listening to the sounds of the farm. His mind was aswirl with all that had happened and all that was about to happen. He would do his best as he promised Maria that he would. The rest he would leave to The Eternal. “It will all work out for good in the end,” thought Scrap as he drifted to sleep.

 

The End . . .

 

Not really

This is but the beginning.

Join me in the adventure!


	

		Next . . .



The sun had just begun to peak over the tops of the trees when the Shaman of the Rhann rose from his slumber. It had not been a restful night. It was full of nightmares, worry, and concern. The Spirit had been deeply disturbed, which meant that the Shaman had spent most of the night in his hut praying and pacing. He had finally gotten to sleep only to be awakened a few hours later by the sound of crunching above his hut. The old seer opened his eyes to look up at the roof. He then realized what was happening. One of the grazers was eating his roof-top herbs. He bound up the ladder and out the hatch that led to the roof. There in front of him was the enormous head of the grazer, which didn’t acknowledge his presence at all. The Shaman waved his arms and shouted to drive the gentle creature away. The grazers mouth was full of his herbs. The creature was happily chewing on the sweet herbs. A long neck flowed down to the great body of the giant creature. The grazer just snorted as the Shaman drove it away. But the plants were just too tempting for it to leave easily. The Shaman raised his arms and closed his eyes. Large vines of the tree began to stir. At the direction of the Shaman, they wove themselves into a fence that blocked the grazer from reaching the herbs. The grazer rumbled in frustration but slowly moved on to find its breakfast among the plants high up in the forest canopy.

The Rhann watched as the great herbivore wandered off into the deep jungle. His tail swung back and forth in mild irritation. The Rhann were not small in size. They were covered with thick skin as varied in color as their eviroment, a muscular body was used to travel from tree to tree through the jungle,and a pair of eyes shone. A keen intellect looked out of a broad face. Several horns grew from just above the nose. Ears twitched at the sounds of the jungle.

The Shaman closed his eyes again and centered his spirit. Starting the day angry was not fitting for the Holy One of the Rhann. He breathed in deeply calming himself, feeling the life of The Eternal that abided in the jungle. He let that life seep into his being allowing The Spirit of The Eternal to fill him once more. As he did this the Rhann’s skin color changed. It began to mimic the colors of the plants and trees around him. Within moments the Shaman blended into his surrounding to disappear into the background.

This was the special talent The Eternal had given the Rhann in order to survive this wild place. They had used it to hunt and hide. The Rhann had not only survived but had flourished into a thriving society that had built great cities. Until they had decided to return to the jungle and the trees. Life was simple here but good.

The Shaman opened his eyes to survey the damage. All in all, not too bad. The herbs had needed harvesting anyway. He turned and descended the ladder into his round home. In the center was a hearth, still warm from the night of prayers. Herbs and plants lined the shelves. Some hung from the rafters drying until they were ready for use. He looked out of his hut in the great tree. Below him was the village square - built in the center of five branches high up in the massive tree. Up here the Rhann were protected from the large predators of the jungle. 

Long ago, when the Star People had first come to their planet the Rhann had retreated to the safety of the Maw. Here in the upland jungles they had lived their lives in peace protected by the rugged mountains that surround The People. 

The Shaman caught the whisper of The Spirit. It called to him to go to the listening place. He grabbed his staff and scooped up his talisman bag letting it settle over his shoulder as he headed out the doorway. He bound down the giant tree limb outside of his woven home. 

The Shaman crossed the village square pausing for a moment to grab a breakfast pastry. The Shaman’s tail twitched in anticipation of tasting it. The cook tending the fires called out for the Shaman to halt. He did so immediately for the cook commanded the respect of all in the village. The cook trundled over the Shaman and took his pastry. 

“That is not enough for a hungry Rhann,” she stated. With that she added two more pastries and some fruit to create a parcel wrapped in fresh leaves. “Now don’t be out too late. I am making something special for dinner tonight.” The old cook said as she handed him the package. The Shaman bowed in thanks turned and ambled across the village square.

Within moments he was outside of the village and swinging through the trees of the tropical jungle that surround the village. He traveled rapidly through the mid-level of the jungle canopy until he reached a river. He followed the river downstream. On the other side were the ruins of a once great city. Though they were covered in jungle the tops of palaces, temples, and public building could be seen. He passed a broken bridge that crossed the river and led into the city. He did not take the bridge, his path led to the cliffs that looked down on the lowlands.

The river ran past the ruins before falling over the towering cliffs of the great rift. The water tumbled over the edge to plummet thousands of feet in seven different falls. These falls made up the temple of The Eternal. The Shaman stopped at the first temple terrace. There was an overlook where you could see the the forests and the jungles of the lowlands. On a clear day the Rhann could even see to the coast. 

The Shaman settled into a well worn spot in a tree that overlooked the first level of the temple. This was his listening place. It was one of the Shaman’s favorite spots. Nestled near the trunk on one of the large branches he could see the first level of the temple. The river split into several streams that ran through the temple complex. Below the first falls were six other levels of the temple and more falls.

The Shaman sat down to eat his breakfast. He looked out over the lowlands noticing smoke rising from where the Monastery once stood. “So that was why last night had been so disturbing,” thought the Shaman. Nothing stood beyond the smoldering ruins of the Monastry . In that moment The Eternal whispered to the Shaman.

“I am sending you the Paladins that survived the attack on their sanctuary. They will be safe with you. I’m am sending them to you to heal and rest. Watch over them and keep them safe.”
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The Paladins Code

 

 

Love The Eternal with all you are

 

Love others as much as you love The Eternal

 

All life is precious treat it as such

 

Make every day a hallowed one

 

Tell the truth always

 

Don’t take what is not yours

 

Honor those whom The Eternal has brought into your life

 

 


	
Characters

Major Characters


	Silvia “Of the Forest” ● 76 (Standard Cycles)

Chief Librarian of the Paladins. A woman who loves books and loves The  Paladin Library. She has led an adventurous life for a librarian. On various sabbaticals through the years she has explored countless planets and discovered many cultures. Now nearing retirement she finds herself in charge of a group of young people. Silvia must protect and guide these summer students through yet-to-be discovered danger. 


	Elizabeth “The Eternal is my oath” ● 16 (Standard Cycles)

Elizabeth is fourth of eight siblings in a large family farm. Everyone helps out to get the work done. She is kind and compassionate jumping in where needed to get work done. She has aspirations to become a vet and work with animals. Elizabeth is very aware of her surroundings, watching over the group. Her kind and considerate heart keeps the group balanced.


	Mia “Bitter, of the sea” ● 17 (Standard Cycles)

Mia is a real galactic princess. She catches every boy’s attention. She comes from a very wealthy family who helped to establish The Paladins. Her parents died in a terrible tragedy when she was young. Her uncle took over and now runs everything. She is bright, but haughty. Because she has been spoiled she is very selfish and thoughtless. She knows all about design and fashion, the latest trends, and finest things in life amongst the wealthy. No one would have ever thought that she would be a help in the group’s survival, least of all herself.


	Timothy “To honor The Eternal” ● 14 (Standard Cycles)

He is a technical and scientific wizard. He loves knowledge which he got from his parents who are both scientific nerds. His mind is always pondering the next puzzle, finding the next question to ask. Tim is comfortable around computers but awkward with people. He is most comfortable with AIs. He is a bit clumsy because his body is changing on him so fast he can’t keep up. His awkward looks are rapidly changing into a handsome self assured young man.


	Conner “To be heard” ● 22 (Standard Cycles) 

Conner is Mia’s security guard. He is the oldest of the summer students. He is retired from the police force due to injuries from a battle with pirates. Conner is courageous, and very skilled in self defense. He wrestles with the ghosts from his past experience in battle. He has the heart of a warrior willing to do whatever it takes to defend those he cares for. 


	Scrap “Beloved” Ari “The Eternal’s Lion” ● 17 (Standard Cycles) 

Scrap is a teenager with dreams of becoming a Paladin. His past is a mystery. He was orphaned at a young age and lived on the streets of Veridian. On the streets he learned to watch and wait. He is a born leader in the rough. He is a very handsome young man. He is reserved and quiet. Scrap was taken in by the Paladins and wants to one day become one.


	LAD “Library Attendant ”

The AI of the  Paladin Library and personally admitted friend to Silvia. He holds the secrets that will destroy the Paladins but also save them in the end. The enemy relentlessly hunts for the knowledge that he holds. But he is unaware of what that knowledge is. He is a brain with an ever changing holo persona. 

[image: PC_Break]

The Paladins

The Keeper ● Leader of the Paladins for the last 100 years.

Mrs. Westmoreland ● House Keeper of the Paladins.

Mr. Westmoreland ● Grounds Keeper of the Paladins.

Maria ● Cook for the Paladins

Dr. Magnolia ● Physician of the Paladins.

Striker ● Security Chief of the Paladins.

Cathy & Joe Stemper ● Good friends of the Westmorelands.

Anne, John & David Destin ● A young Paladin couple and their toddler.

Minerva Babington● Older Paladin with a bigotry for non-Paladins.

Brandon ● Acolyte of the Paladins. A young bully who hates Scrap.

[image: PC_Break]

The Enemy

Salusasecunda ● An ancient evil that wishes to reconquer the galaxy.

Dr. Keith ● The chief servant of Salusasecunda.

Domo ● Dr. Keith’s major domo and primary assistant.

Sting ● Dr. Keith’s AI pet and spy.

General Riss ● The primary military leader of the Skree.

The Skree ● A race that is descended from Therapods. They served Salusasecunda in the Galactic Civil war. They are enemies of the Paladins.

The Grays ● A race of small creatures enslaved by the Skree.

The Scavs ● A race of wolf like sentient animals who serve the Skree.

The Mercs ● A race of mercenaries who have a war culture.

The Lava Dragons ● Creatures that are enslaved by the Skree.

The Swarm ● Creatures enslaved by the Skree as weapons.

The Berzerkers ● Creatures enslaved by the Skree as weapons.

Usher ● A bad Paladin.

Augustus Steel ● Mia’s uncle. Up and coming galactic politician. 

Miz Primm ● Representative Steel’s assistant.
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Others

Hunter ● A bounty hunter whose specialty is finding things.

Castor & Pollux ● Hunter’s tracking beasts.

Clarissa Haught● A very successful galactic fashion designer

Samantha ● Clarissa’s assistant and right hand.

Sam ● A fishing guide to Hunter. 

Granny Good ● An old trader who has been around the galaxy more than once. She specializes in items that are difficult to acquire.

Auntie Mae ● The owner of a tavern and inn in Shamble Town. She has the best breakfast in town.

Marilyn ● Curator of the Park of the Empire.

Joe ● The handy man for the Park of the Empire.

Eric & Amy Doland ● Orchard farmers just below the Monastery.
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Within the peacé of the P: 1 Monastery, we find Silvia,
Librarian of the Paladins, comfortably rooted among ancient
relics and old texts. Lifetimes of quiet contemplation have
served them well. However, the centuries have dwindled their *
ranks. An unexpected storm of retribution gathers. Swept in

on the winds of change, a small ragtagmhp‘of new initiates
arrives. Lightning will strike, and fire spread, disr -
everyone's lives. The old enemies of the Paladins will have

their revenge. " v

Will the Paladins weather this storm? o
Can Silvia save her Library?
Will our initiates find the faith and strength to survive?

Bradley Heer is the author of the Paladin Code, the first
in a series of books. He grew up among the wheat fields
of Kansas and now resides among the mountains of
Colorado. Come join him in the adventure of a lifetime.
Follow him on Locals, Instagram, Facebook, and twitter.
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