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The Aldierran Ultimatum
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I am Aldierra. I am your mother, your nurturer, the source of your life. I have loved you for eons but you have tried to destroy me. No more! I will not take this abuse any longer!

I am an advanced being and I need to evolve. I can do this with you or without you. Make your choice. Stand by me; support me and love me, and I will continue to support you too. You will receive my bounty in abundance. And in turn you will evolve, become more loving toward each other. Happiness will come within your grasp.

But continue to forsake me, to destroy me and the life that lives upon me without remorse, and I shall have to destroy you. Lovingly so, for you are my children. But I say I will not take this abuse any longer!

DECIDE! You have three seasons to make your choice and act. Your deadline is the equinox.

Please, my children, do not forsake me. I have enjoyed your presence until these last few centuries. I wished to be your home as you matured. But sometimes you have to cull the herd, thin the seedlings so that others may survive. I will do this if you force me to.

DECIDE. By the equinox after next!

Inform my Chosen and I will know.
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Chapter 1
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“I am taking back my power,” Lord Generalissimo Patriarch Lupoff of Aldierra declared, his chin defiantly set.

Jae Starhart, aka Neutrino and the Minister for the Three Worlds, had done him the respect to show up at the Patriarch’s offices instead of via video. Like many here, white-haired Lupoff’s skin held deep, orangy-bronze tones. On a world too full of underfed humans, he was chubby. His tailored uniform was red and studded with medals, which Jae had always thought odd because the Majority Army wore green for the most part. Perhaps Lupoff wanted to stand out from the crowd. Being as he usually sat, standing out would be a problem.

There was a small crowd of army officers in here to reinforce the Patriarch’s positions.

Before Jae could say anything, Lupoff added, “Taking it back as of now. This has gone on too long.”

“Excellency,” Jae said in level tones. He bowed respectfully and gave the Patriarch the “pelzire” sign: the fingers of both hands touching in front of his chest to make a triangle. “I recognize your soul as being connected to mine; we are one,” was the simplest meaning for it. “We have not completed our mission. We have not taken Aldierra through Deadline. There’s still a half-year to go.”

“You’ve taken it far enough. Everything has been disrupted. My aides tell me things are now beyond repair.”

Mama had always told him, “Patience, Jae-Jae. Take a moment to truly listen to what the other is saying. What comes out of their mouth may not actually be what they mean. Or they may blurt the truth and not realize it.”

Patience, Jae reminded himself. “We have had to tear down and clear out some of the most offending parts of your world, Excellency. Now we are rebuilding as we can. These areas are much better than before, and provide a foundation for a healthier world. Perhaps you need to wait a while to see more clearly the direction things are going. We were given the directive to better this world, its people, its flora and its fauna.”

“Not by me,” Lupoff growled.

“By a power even higher than you,” Jae said. “By your world herself. She has existed for billions of years, and will be here for billions more. She is displeased at what her humans have done to her and her other inhabitants.”

“I don’t believe it.” Lupoff snorted. “Don’t believe it!”

“Yet you heard her message clearly, as did every other Aldierran-born human.”

“It was a trick! That so-called Speaker is a telepath–”

“A telepath who couldn’t even begin to communicate with twenty billion people instantaneously.” Jae set his facial expression at, oh, he chose Expression Number Two: patient and listening. “When you heard it, you knew for a fact it was the voice of Aldierra. Everyone did. I and my spouses all heard it; we had no doubts.”

Lupoff swayed and shifted in his wide chair, leaning heavily on his arms to help him do so. Left and right. Left and right. Behind him, an aide (dressed in green) eyed him nervously.

“You know duty,” Jae urged. “Years ago you set yourself in charge of Aldierra’s ruling council, over the entire population. Since the Ultimatum you have given us carte blanche to do what we can. You have a duty to see to your people’s welfare. Their welfare depends on the welfare of their world as well.”

The Patriarch licked his lips even as his eyes practically sparked flames. Those were the same eyes that Jae often imagined had marked the visages of the men who had ordered his own world destroyed. “My duties are primarily toward the Majority Army and its sovereignty over the people of Aldierra. You are dismantling it,” Lupoff growled. “No. No! You cannot do this. You are prohibited from diminishing any part of my army!”

For that Jae brought up a mid-air screen and made a show of studying it. Patience, patience. Even if he did want to shake Lupoff until he understood. And maybe his teeth fell out. “We were discussing this just before I came here,” he said. He reversed the screen so the Patriarch could see it. “Just this morning the Protector reported that he’d finished disbanding the Yellow Army.”

Jae gave the Patriarch an approving smile. “I like how your world names your armies, after colors. It’s so cheerful. Plus it provides instant visual identification of the various ones. Most worlds name them after political movements or nations, planetary governments, what have you. But the Yellow Army is no more.”

“I’m talking Majority Army! He’s shredding it!”

The Greens had absorbed the Red Army and renamed themselves the Majority, no color involved. “You heard us declare that war is now forbidden. My husband Londo – the Protector – has been doing what he can to help the armies disarm. Like the Yellow Army. They are of no danger to anyone anymore. Your Majority Army needs not defend itself from them. The last of the Yellows have been volunteered to help in our efforts to detoxify the world.”

The Patriarch set both hands firmly on the arms of his chair to rise a few inches. His aide stepped forward in case he needed help. “I mean my Majority Green Army! What is he doing to it? What are you all doing? It must remain as I built it!”

He sank back into his chair to hear the response.

Jae blew out a shallow breath. “We are listening carefully to the advice Field Marshal Bracken gives us. He’s been generous in his aid and military knowledge, as well as how it pertains to the culture of Aldierra. We are grateful for his wisdom.” Jae bowed his head, giving a small smile of quiet satisfaction. Lina had called it his “Buddha smile.” He’d have to look that up.

“As for the Majority Army, since you no longer need it so much for war, we are re-engineering it for peace. Not completely, but for the most part. Your soldiers make fine constructors and wonderful hand labor for those projects that need it. Which are very, very many. Your engineers are building the things your people need most. Their help in building a better world is invaluable.” Though it would be nice if more of them arrived sober and skilled at what they’d supposedly been trained to do.

“But how are we supposed to return to status quo after all of this is over? How does my Majority Army – and frankly, my position as Patriarch – get reestablished after Doomsday?”

“Deadline,” Jae corrected automatically.

“How am I supposed to re... re...”

“Re-conquer?” Jae couldn’t stop an eyebrow from twitching.

“Re-organize everything after you three have torn everything apart? You’re teaching people who shouldn’t be taught, and what you’re teaching them are things they have no business knowing.”

“We are indeed focused on making Aldierra’s population literate.”

“Even the women!”

“Yes, even the women.”

“The idea! And homosexuals – you’ve legalized what they do!”

“Now, Your Excellency, I’m sure that at the very least, when you were young, you–”

“I never. I never!”

Jae shrugged. “A lack of enthusiasm on your part should not preclude others being able to explore their own curiosity and proclivities.”

The Patriarch sat back to glare at Jae. His mind was shouting at him so Jae was able hear without peeking: such language!

Such darkness of purpose.

Jae switched to Expression #3, then #1, before returning to #2 just to appear to be listening raptly rather than daydreaming. Lupoff didn’t need to guess what he was really thinking. Over the years Jae had developed a catalog of facial expressions to show the world. He wanted to keep his own opinions private.

“You will formally hand power back to me this evening. Tomorrow morning at the very latest,” Lupoff declared. “Yes, tomorrow morning. You’ll need time to prepare. You will hand over any and all files that detail what has happened to any and all armies and their personnel. And their weaponry. We will arrange a telecast at...” He turned to his aide, who showed him a padd with schedules on it.

“I’m afraid we can’t do that, Your Excellency.” Jae pitched his voice so it wasn’t condescending. Well, not too much. Patient but powerful, which required Expression #3. “We have projects we cannot and don’t wish to stop. We have operations we are trying our utmost to expand. Again: Deadline is six months away.”

Jae leaned forward to make his point. His voice was deadly. “Aldierra will not die under my – under our watch. Her people will live no matter what we have to do to assure that.”

“I won’t–”

“You will,” Jae said. “I have taken a holy oath that Aldierra will not suffer the fate the people of my home planet saw. Never again. Never again!”

Again, he gave the pelzire and with that he silently signaled distant Lina to port him home. He had other duties for today.
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Chapter 2
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The jail cell was unusual in so many ways. Not only was it located in a top-security penitentiary in the remote Atacama Desert of Chile, but a top-security penitentiary for paras and even mega-paras like Yusuf.

The cell walls were fifteen feet thick. The interior width was about twenty feet across and twenty in length, including the private bathroom, which wasn’t that private of course. Squat robots delivered meals and water, then took away wastes, as there was no plumbing. Inside were many amenities of home: a comfortable bed, desk (with restricted Internet access), a disappointingly limited supply of streaming video, a few small pieces of gym equipment, microwave and mini-fridge, books...

Cyrus Alexander, aka Alexander the Greater, né Yusuf Joshi, sat at his computer monitor, his mind blank as it so often was in these days of isolation. He could talk to other selected prisoners, so perhaps it wasn’t perfect isolation, but it was–

He whirled at movement.

Two tall men stood before his short couch, their lean bodies encased in colorful armor. Transparent faceplates let him see their features. One looked... familiar. From TV or somewhere.

Yusuf unleashed a sharp blast of glacial cold at them.

The air in the cell glistened with ice crystals that began drifting to the floor. Thick frost glazed the men’s armor, but didn’t freeze it solid. In fact the men shifted on their feet, in a way they shouldn’t have been able to do.

The other one was definitely more than a cop. A soldier, from his stance. The first, slightly taller: same stance but... easier. Commanding in a non-military fashion. Regal.

“Mind if we visit for a while?” that man asked in the language of Yusuf’s childhood. His face protector and then helmet slid away, revealing medium-brown features. They were perfectly placed, the very physical concept that men’s expensive cologne ads wanted to present. His eyes were piercing blue and a subtle gold design tattoo had been set on his forehead, above his nose.. A mop of blond hair with bangs topped it off. Were those pointed ears peeking out?

He motioned to the cell’s couch, and his companion took a seat.

Both looked around before bringing their gazes back to him. Yusuf lifted the cold. Why waste energy on something that wasn’t working? But he couldn’t allow them just to walk in, or however they had arrived.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded. “This isn’t legal. I want my lawyer present, right now! I want the warden! I want–”

A bejeweled staff appeared next to the blond man. Lightly he struck it on the floor.

Yusuf couldn’t speak. He couldn’t form a question. His attention was solely on the man and what he would say next. The other man might not even have existed, so focused was Yusuf’s concentration.

The man said, “I am Jaeson Starhart, and this is Erik Gallad. Also known as Neutrino and Sunstorm, from the Affiliated Systems Megaforce Legion. Though we don’t come representing that group.”

“It sounds pretty good, though,” the other put in. Unlike whatever multilingual technique the blond was using, a small marble floating next to this man’s face translated his words, obscuring his true syllables.

Yusuf took a moment to digest all this information, as well as his privacy – and mind – being interrupted. Despite him loosing his powers and these two teleporting in, no alarms had gone off. Yet.

“Megaforce,” he repeated to buy time to collect his thoughts.

“It’s a large interstellar organization, next galactic sector over,” the seated one – Sunstorm – said through his translator. “We’re–”

Yusuf pointed at the standing one. The important one. “You’re one of the Three Worlds,” he accused. “Am I under arrest Out There? You can’t– You don’t have–”

Neutrino made a calming motion with his hands. Yusuf noticed his staff had disappeared. To where? “Give us a chance to explain. We’ve cleared this visit with the prison and the local planetary justice system. We are here to offer you, ah...”

“A choice,” Sunstorm suggested.

“Yes. A chance to walk a new path, to re-define yourself,” Neutrino said, even while nodding at Sunstorm. “There is a world out there, Aldierra, who needs your help.”

“I’ve heard of Aldierra,” Yusuf said slowly.

“It’s experiencing an ecological crisis as well as a sociological one. Now, I don’t know why you and your cold-producing powers haven’t been helping out here on Earth, but–”

“I get paid for using my powers. Paid well.”

Neutrino’s mouth set in a tight line of disapproval. Then he said, “And look where it’s gotten you. You are imprisoned for life, aren’t you? You’ve been here for three years. Your life progress is stymied. They don’t know what to do with you. They’re afraid. Even if your crimes didn’t warrant long imprisonment, which they do, they wouldn’t release you for fear of what you’d do when you got out.”

The seated man held out his hands, index fingers extended, and began to... play. A pen blew off Yusuf’s desk and, without touching, bounced back and forth between those fingers on a breeze. A breeze that had never risen before in this unit. The man, Sunstorm, didn’t seem to pay much attention to the process.

Yusuf refused to be distracted. “They are inferior.”

“They seem to have gotten the best of their superior.”

They were offering him a deal. Yusuf met the gaze of the standing man, this Neutrino who’d been on the news. Earth rarely received any news from Out There in the universe other than to acknowledge that other civilizations existed on other planets, but feeds had been arriving as to what was happening on Aldierra. One of the Three Worlds was Valiant, a premier Terran megahero. Another was his new wife, Leena or Lina or something like that, a newcomer to the mega scene. This was the third of the group. He’d also married Valiant. They were a threesome in all ways.

Valiant had been the mega who’d captured Yusuf.

And this Aldierra world was in dire straits.

“I get paid for what I do,” Yusuf reiterated. How much would these desperate people pay?

Neutrino shrugged. “All our employees do as well.”

“I don’t,” Sunstorm put in.

“You are a volunteer,” Neutrino countered. “But when you do major work for us, we’ll be paying you.”

“Oh. Okay. I’ll probably donate it somewhere.”

“What you do with it is your business.”

“I’ll donate it to Three Worlds.”

Neutrino smiled before returning his attention to Yusuf. “We propose a deal. We teleport you to Aldierra, and you use your cold-producing powers to reduce the temperatures at the planet’s poles – in a precise and controlled manner that we will lay out for you.”

He gave another shrug. “Now, Valiant could do this with his parabreath. I could do it with my powers. But the poles are very large regions, and we have our hands full in other places, doing other things.”

This Neutrino paused a moment before continuing. “People will die if Deadline comes and there is little change. Twenty billion. Do you understand? People dying. Children dying.”

“What do I care about children dying?”

“You were almost one of them,” Sunstorm said. “You were, what do they call it here? Illegitimate. What a concept. In a primitive society that dealt with transgressors harshly. Your father never gave you more than his name. Your mother managed to hide herself and you until they discovered her. By then your powers had begun to manifest. They decided to keep you.”

“Like an animal,” Yusuf spat.

“Like an animal,” Neutrino said. “Which is how many of the girls and boys who don’t live up to Aldierra’s standards are treated.”

Neutrino took a step closer. “They need a hero they can relate to. Someone who can show them how to find strength in themselves and live up to it. But first you need to find your own inner strength, Mr. Joshi. Set a goal you can be proud of, one that illuminates the truth you carry inside you. The amazing possibilities.

“We have almost unbelievable psychiatric help available. We can get you past the blocks your past has raised. Blocks even more limiting than this cell.” He raised his arms to take in the scant square footage.

The inescapable square footage.

“We need you to help save Aldierra not only physically, by helping to lessen the global temperature, but by embodying an inspiring story as you have the potential to realize, so that the downtrodden of the world can follow. Not to aggrandize yourself, but by being yourself. Being who you can be.”

Neutrino’s hands formed fists, and his beautiful face set into determined lines. “Aldierra’s people will not die so long as I have breath in me to help them.”

Sunstorm pointed to the desktop computer. Yusuf’s gaze riveted upon it in surprise. It held an informational page about Aldierra, the world many lightyears away that had lately popped up on so many Earth newscasts. Earth didn’t even have intra-solar system capabilities yet, except for a tiny handful of space agencies and para-powered individuals.

Neutrino gestured to Yusuf’s wall. Instead of blank whiteness, there was now a giant screen.

“Like this,” Neutrino said, and gestured in a peculiar, broad way.

The screen lit up, revealing... another world. A horrible-looking place. A sky laden with purpleish, leaden clouds. Yusuf could smell the sourness. The rot. The landscape held high, high buildings. Flying cars flitted between them, but many people – men, it all seemed – walked on the ground like a vast but slow-moving ant army. Some were pedestrians; some had set up destitute scrap camps along the roadways.

Neutrino gestured again, in a slightly different way. The screen changed to a desert setting. Three mud huts were set on a hilly venue, with sparse bushes here and there. The air smelled dry, but only slightly sour compared to the city. Boys sat on the ground looking as if they’d given up their last sparks of energy. Men squatted with them, their heads bowed. All were so emaciated.

Then some kind of flying vehicle came into the picture. Everyone perked up except one or two. The vehicle landed and what could only be soldiers emerged, for they were dressed in drab uniforms with bright vests. The vests held the symbol of what Yusuf recognized as the one for Three Worlds – a large starburst containing a circle that framed a triangle.

They and some robotic vehicles carried boxes to the huts. The men rushed forward as they could.

“Women and children first!” the guards shouted at the running men.

Yusuf saw that the speech had been translated, for it didn’t match the mouth movements.

Soldiers went into the huts and soon were helping withered women outside.

The people were dressed in tatters. In addition to being practically skeletons, these women showed dark bruises and abrasions. Not one had all her teeth.

And the babies. The toddlers.

Yusuf didn’t want to look, but he did.

Along with these, the soldiers helped elders. Men who had been injured or who showed body deformities.

The boxes were opened. Tables set up. Food produced. Much of it seemed semi-liquid and thus more easily eaten.

Soldiers waving things out of Star Trek moved through the crowd. They motioned to the others. Some of the people were separated from the rest, to be surrounded by soldiers obviously offering some type of medical aid.

The people were being fed.

The men who hadn’t been included in the first wave were now allowed to sit for a meal. They fell on it like animals. They poured water into themselves with celebration.

More boxes were unloaded. Many more. A protective shelter was set up, and the boxes were set into that.

The soldiers helped the women, younger children, and the injured into their vehicle. The man leading the unit explained that they were being taken away for further medical help. He left the area with a small communications unit they could use to check on their relatives.

Should they be interested in doing so.

The man also told them that they now had enough supplies to last a month, and that another shipment would arrive a few days before then.

Neutrino made another peculiar movement. A menu in Yusuf’s native language came up at the side of the screen.

“I prefer English,” Yusuf said. To hell with his father and his people.

The translation changed to that.

Neutrino directed the screen to a picturesque fly-by of a river where hundreds of men toiled at clearing junk and trash. This was the Three Worlds at work.

“I remember people like that desert scene,” Yusuf said slowly.

Neutrino and Sunstorm waited.

“I was one of them. Denied food. Denied medical care. Skin and bones, while others feasted.”

Neutrino nodded.

Sunstorm said, “We’re working for the day when none of that happens again.”

They gave him long minutes to consider, then Neutrino said, “If you decide to try this, the process will take at least three weeks to go through your Earth legal system.” He made a gesture, and Yusuf’s computer screen changed.

“Here are the provisions of your contract with us.”

Yusuf didn’t look. “And if I break it?”

“Then you have me. And Valiant. And the Speaker for the Three Worlds, all of whom will track you down and return you here.”

Valiant. Yusuf certainly knew him. He and Maximus were supposedly the most powerful beings at this end of the galaxy. Valiant – he’d walked through the worst Yusuf could throw at him. Yusuf liked to think there’d been effort on Valiant’s face to do so, but that was likely wishful thinking on his part. “The... Speaker?”

“My and Valiant’s wife. You saw what she did to that Ruby Guard.”

“Without powers,” Sunstorm put in. “Ah yes. Impressive and more than a little frightening.”

Yusuf had seen the stories. The rogue Ruby Guard had attacked Olympia, the legendary megaparahero, leaving her barely alive, her body in shreds. She was now off somewhere not Earth, literally being reconstructed back to health. The Ruby Guard had been defeated despite possessing one of the most powerful weapons known in the galaxy – certainly on Earth – by the Speaker, Lina or Leena Starhart, who had had her powers stripped from her at the time by some kind of extraterrestrial device.

Neutrino gave him the moments to ponder. “But it would be best if you entered this agreement on your own free will, with the expectations that this is your chance to change your life. To leave the negativity behind you and choose to walk toward what you want to be. What you truly are.”

Yusuf glanced at the screen. It listed what he’d be expected to do. What kind of quarters he’d be given. His salary. His benefits. He’d be expected to regularly work with mental therapists, beginning immediately.

It was that last that made him pause longer than he normally would. Lately he’d become aware of a weight interfering with his mind. Maybe it was the “emotional baggage” that so many people talked about. Whatever it was, it sapped him, his enthusiasm, his purpose, even his sense of accomplishment. He’d actually been considering requesting a psychologist here, one from outside the prison, someone he might trust. Who might be able to deal with problems no one else had ever had to wrestle with. “I, ah...”

“We will give you three days to consider,” Neutrino told him. “After that, well, there are other temperature wizards Out There we can enlist. In fact, we may sign on one or two just to help you.”

“I could do this work,” Yusuf said slowly. “Two poles, you say?”

“Aldierra is of similar size to Earth,” Neutrino said. “Less land surface ratio to that of ocean, though, which makes this trickier to adjust temperature. We will leave you a device to learn the language quickly.”

“And I have to finish this in... how many months? Far beyond your Doomsday.”

“Please don’t call it Doomsday. The people are terrified enough. It is our ‘Deadline.’”

“Doomsday, Deadline... It isn’t possible. This would take years. Decades, probably.”

“The planet only has to see positive movement to correct her problems before Deadline,” Neutrino explained.

“If I’m on Aldierra when the Deadline hits–”

“The planet has vowed that no non-Aldierrans will be culled,” Neutrino assured him. The world of Aldierra was reported to be sentient. “After Deadline, live native human population or dead one, there will still be much work to be done.”

“Much work,” Sunstorm echoed.

Neutrino pointed. A tiny module sat on Yusuf’s desk. “Contact us if you’re interested.”

And then both men disappeared.
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As soon as they materialized in the Landmark Fifty’s Three Worlds conference room, Erik caught Jae as he began to collapse. Lina Starhart rushed forward.

“I’ve got him,” Erik assured her. He helped Jae into the waiting floating chair.

“Are you all right?” Lina asked breathlessly as she brushed Jae’s hair back to inspect his face. Her loving concern washed over him, and he returned it with reassurance. Satisfied, she relaxed her hold on the black cat she held in one arm. “And you?” She checked Erik’s as well when he retracted his Legion armor.

“We’re fine now. Erik was solid backup,” Jae told her. His own armor retracted into his normal blue and white Neutrino uniform. “Don’t bother with me. Though I did have a bad moment or two there. Couldn’t let him see.”

“I’d never have suspected,” Erik told both of them. “Jae pretty much preached the shit out of him. ‘This will be a way you can re-imagine yourself,’ and all that.”

“Well, it’s true enough.”

After Lina set down the cat Jae eased back in the chair to raise his face so that Lina could more easily give him an unhurried welcome-home kiss. The relief in her green eyes was evident even to a non-telepath. Then she bestowed upon him one of her special smiles, and Jae’s insides shivered with wonder and lust. And relief to be home.

She was short, his bride, only six feet tall in Terran terms. Limited Terran terms, that was, utilizing an outdated measurement system that they’d be changing in the next few years. She had pale skin and amazingly luxuriant, curly dark hair that held red highlights in bright sun. Maybe that had been when he’d first fallen in love with her: out on that beach with the wind lifting her hair so it surrounded her in a fiery halo. She’d been an elemental goddess. He’d had to catch his breath.

Jae had never particularly had a preference for one type of female shapes – he was a lover of both genders and could appreciate almost any healthy body that came his way – but Lon loved what he called “brickhouses,” amply-endowed women with an underlying athletic build. Lon had chosen Lina before Jae had met her. Jae was learning how special such women could be, how exciting to explore. Add that to a sharp and humorous mind, and he’d known he was hooked.

Another floating chair appeared next to Jae. Erik regarded it and then clambered on. “Don’t mind if I do,” he told Lina. His skin was a medium-light brown, his head topped with a thick fuzz of blazingly red hair. “Thanks. Just don’t tell Gorgeon.”

Dr. Riz Gorgeon, head of Legion Med, had been treating Erik after his injuries during the Mind Control Tour right before the Worlds had begun working on Aldierra. Jae was newly released from being seriously injured last week in dealing with the rogue escaped Ruby Guard and his powerful weapon.

“I’m not looking at you,” Jae assured his teammate in the medical chair. “Last I heard, officially you were here for a few days’ R&R. I’ll just remind you that you’re due to report in for reduced team duty in two days.”

“I’ll be ready. Just taking it easy until then. Building up my strength.” Erik flexed an arm that had once been drilled with small holes by laser fire. He grinned at Lina. She breathed a sigh of relief.

They filled her in on their meeting with Yusuf Joshi and Lina sent off the usual numerous emails to staff for them to prepare for his arrival.

“We can probably get his release moved up to a week, week and a half,” Jae said.

Lina scribbled notes. “You still want to house him at a pole?”

“Security will be easier, and he’ll probably be comfortable there. With our planetary transporters we can reach him quickly if needed.”

“Hm. Santara Island? It has a few villages. Is that a good thing or a bad thing, Joshi-wise?”

Jae made a checkmark motion with his index finger toward his wife. “Let’s try it. We’ll keep a close eye on him.”

Lina walked beside the two gliding men to enter the larger of their living rooms, lined with charts and timelines. “Your guy on the Krakalee says that with just fifty more men he can get twice the work done.” She gave a dubious look to Jae, which he returned.

“That’s probably Montue. He’s quite impressed by himself.” Jae paused the forward momentum of his chair. “Still... I wonder how he’d do if we sent him seventy-five. He might hit that mark.”

“Seventy-five,” Lina confirmed. She brought up some screens of her own. “Londo’s dismantling the last of the Yellow Army on Orchin. There might be seventy-five in today’s bunch.”

Jae nodded. “Then that’ll be the number we send Montue.”

“Ah... A suggestion?”

Jae gave his wife a wide smile. “What can I do for you, beloved?”

She smiled back as if letting the endearment sink in. Then she said, “People should realize how vital the icky parts of this mission are. Cleaning portalets.”

Erik snorted even as he fished in his chair for some liquid refreshment.

Lina continued, “The squads on portalet duty in Malcone have been doing that for some time now.”

Jae floated up to the spare work desk in the room, away from the main entertaining/conference. “So we should transfer them to Limbernie and have them wading through the polluted waters there.”

“The Krakalee is more delightfully fragrant than is a portalet. They’ll appreciate it.” She beat on her chest with two fists and shook her head back and forth so that her dark braid danced behind her. “‘Ah! Outdoors! Fresh air!’ Well, relatively speaking.” Aldierra’s air was not the greatest thing to have to breathe unfiltered. Yet.

Jae nodded assent.

Lina pointed at her screen and whoever might be on the other end. “Make it so,” she intoned, and then snickered. “The army leftovers will scrub portalets until we can find some other unsuspecting recruits to replace them.”

“And so on, and so on,” Jae said. He glanced to his side as a floating screen appeared.

Jae’s assistant, Leefe Tanshield, was center screen. “The Patriarch wants to see you again, this time privately. As soon as possible.”

Jae and Lina exchanged glances.

Erik let out a laugh. “He’s still afraid of meeting with Valiant. He thinks you’re the weak target.”

“Not me?” Lina asked.

That warranted another quick laugh. “He has no idea what you’re about. A woman, and yet the Speaker for the Worlds and the key to all this Aldierra Doomsday stuff.” Erik raised both splayed hands in shock. “Impossible!”

“Please don’t call it ‘Doomsday,’” Jae said automatically as his mind spun in a different direction. “Likely he just disregards her as he would any woman. Any way to get more info on deflecting his commands, Leefe? I want to know protocol we can bend if needed. It’s not like we haven’t seen it coming. What’s he after now? What angle is he going to take?”

“He was being obtuse. I think he was getting a kick out of that.”

Jae nodded. “Give him our regrets, but we’re trying to get caught up after all our medical trauma.” He heaved a sigh. “Lost a lot of time lying about in hospital. I will get back to him. Soon. Tell him we wish no disrespect.”

“Yessir.”

“On the other hand,” Lina said, “all this was a good test of our support system. I think everyone did splendid jobs. Well, with a few exceptions here and there. We know where the weak spots are now and can correct them.”

“Before the next time this happens,” Erik said darkly.

“Next time?” Lina asked sharply.

“You three are workaholics,” Erik declared. “Don’t know how to rest now and then. You’ll have to learn that, otherwise you’ll collapse from the strain. You’ll have to release the reins on things more before this is all over.”

“Release the reins?” Jae asked.

“I’ve had time to see how you run your Legion team,” Erik said. He had indeed recently been promoted to Jae’s Alpha team. “Speaking off the record, sir...” He raised an eyebrow at his Team Leader.

Jae closed his eyes a moment, then nodded his permission. “You do realize that Wiley has the three of us recording 24/7?” All three Starharts wore earrings packed with micro electronics.

“Off the Legion record,” Erik insisted. “You micromanage. I don’t think you trust us – sometimes – to achieve our mission goals by ourselves.”

Lina cocked her head at Jae, taking in information new to her.

“I give you plenty of leeway,” Jae declared.

Erik shrugged. “When it suits you. You’re awfully hard to read, Jae. Sometimes we don’t know if we’re supposed to follow the rules by the letter or break out of them – like you do every so often. Like during the Sarastor Invasion. That was as far against the rules as you could get.”

“We were backed into a corner,” Jae said. “No other recourse but to throw our enemies off-balance. Wiley got AffSys defenses up and running. Lina was our wild card with coordination. I merely provided... diversion.”

“I hate to think what might have happened if they’d figured out that you were just crazy and they shouldn’t expect a logical military move.”

Jae nodded. “I will watch myself for this micromanaging thing you’re claiming.”

“We should trust our staff,” Lina told him.

Still onscreen, Leefe nodded.

“To a point. Most of them are newer than new.”

Lina leaned in closer to Jae. “And in the meantime? The Patriarch? He’s going to cause trouble. My guides tell me he’s already doing that. Who can we get to investigate this?”

“You should remind him a few more times that he officially handed over power to Three Worlds,” Erik said. “He must have been overwhelmed to have done that.”

“Having a planet make a worldwide ultimatum can do that to you,” Lina said.

Jae chuckled. “Even so, letting us have full run of how we carry out this mission? He should have thought a few more seconds before he gave away his power like that.”

​

***

[image: ]


ORCHIN. ALDIERRA’S largest continent. People had died there today, been badly injured too. That last-gasp war by the Yellows had been a tiny but potent version of Armageddon all the same.

Could Lon have saved anyone else? Whom did he miss as he plowed his way through the maelstrom? Had even one innocent died or been hurt because he hadn’t been faster or more observant?

Londo Rand Starhart groaned and raised up from the otherwise empty bed. Adam had told him that when he couldn’t sleep he should get up, do something else for a while, and then go back when his mind, or at least a part of it, had been diverted.

So Londo eased himself around the cats who had been nestled around him, blinking sleepily as they used minimal energy to reposition themselves on the mattress. The hiss from the far corner could only be Molly. Both Bran-Bran and Katie stretched, their butts raised in the air before they extended their front legs to complete a feline Sun Salute.

They followed him to the living room. There he settled in the reinforced chair designed for his strength. He motioned for a screen.

Hal had sent him an email with attachments. There was a video introduction.

“I thought that you’d like to see these, son,” Hal – Papa – told him. “I have lots more, but these will get you started. I know you don’t have much personal time out there.” The message was cc’d to Grady Jackson.

Grady had been Papa’s therapist for ages. Surely for most of that time he must have known Hal’s Secret – that Hal was Lon’s biological father. The two heroes had arranged for him to oversee them and their sessions concerning their rocky reunification. Lon’s therapist, Adam, would be kept apprised and might step in on occasion if they thought he was needed.

They were over the worst of it: the accusations and blazing anger. Deep hurts still lingered, but they would work on those. Above all else, they loved each other.

The attachments opened to reveal photographs and videos of Londo, Hal and Lon’s mother when Lon was a baby, growing into a toddler.

Lon had never seen pictures of himself under age seven before. His identity had been a mystery.

It was curious; Lon’s skin was several shades darker back then than it was now. After a puzzling two minutes Lon shrugged to himself. He’d been through a lot of alien experimentation. Now he recalled that he’d noted his lighter self, back during those terrible years, and thought he was sick because he’d gone pale. The Lectori, his kidnappers, used this belief to assure him that they were actually taking care of him. He hadn’t been captured; he was in “medical quarantine” for safety reasons.

The very thought of the Lectori made him ill. D’accord, their experiments had affected his melanin. That was just a cosmetic thing. Lon double-checked the images he’d been given. It hadn’t affected his eyes or his hair. They were the same as before.

The only important different thing about him was his gold tattoo, about the size of the center of a toonie, emblazoned on the back of his right fist. His starburst logo enclosed Lina’s circle, which enclosed Jae’s triangle. They all had the tattoos, though on different parts of their bodies. They sealed them to the Three Worlds and this mission.

He settled to studying the photos. Maman. She had been so beautiful. The videos showed her doting on both Londo and Hal. There’d been a special formal “family” photo that Hal arranged, with baby Lon tucked into Maman’s arms. Hal had wanted to marry Maman. She’d refused.

Lina had also refused Lon, several times.

“Maman must have been just as smart as Lina,” Lon concluded to Katie, who lay along the arm of his chair, looking at the screen with him. Bran-Bran was curled asleep in his lap. “That’s a pretty high bar. You have to admit it’s fou raide to marry a Rand. We both have armies of enemies after us.”

Guilt twanged in Lon’s gut. Well. Lina had powers, primarily the power of escape. He’d make sure she retained them and was never imprisoned again. Plus Jae would keep an eye on her when Lon wasn’t there to protect her. He’d protect Jae as well, when needed.

“Eh bien, like it or not, you’re a Starhart now,” he reminded Katie as she closed her eyes.

Lon had been a pretty cute kid, he decided. A little precocious. Maybe a little spoiled. He laughed at some of the situations the videos portrayed. Apparently Hal’s billowing white cape had been a source of great interest to the toddler, because little Lon pulled on it at every opportunity. Hal came across a lot sillier in the scenes as well. He was showing off for Maman.

It was too bad that Mama Ruth and Papa Mike weren’t in any of these. They hadn’t met Londo until he’d escaped the Lectori and Hal had taken him in. They’d found out Hal was his real father at the same moment Lon had, just a few weeks ago.

Lon snorted as a therapeutically approved way of letting out some pent-up emotion. Hm. He congratulated himself on doing that. It showed creativity and got the job done fairly well. To test the hypothesis, he snorted again. Twice.

After three more videos he decided he was sleepy, then headed back to bed.
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Chapter 4
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Jae’s gaze traveled the length of the workers’ camp. What had this morning been neat rows of pitched tents, ready for the men who worked cleaning the area’s waterways, was now piles of ripped material, dismembered cots, bashed-in portalets... and no electronics. Anywhere.

Four of his Aldierra Corps men stood before him, two drunks slung between them.

“You were supposed to be on guard,” Jae growled at them.

He didn’t need his sensors to know that not only were these two inebriated, but wildly so. “Call medical,” he instructed a Corpsmember. Then he turned back to the drunks.

He could feel not only the familiar, fermented sweetness of alcohol in their systems, but something else. “Tell them it’s an emergency,” he urged his man, who was already sending out a call.

Body systems were beginning to shut down. The drunks swooned.

Silently Jae spoke to their systems. That chemical he recognized, knew how to negate. Dangerous to do so without knowing what else was operating, and there certainly was something else that shouldn’t be there, there. He tried to go through compounds one by one, talking to the devas and substances themselves, getting them to change.

The one man’s eyes seemed to droop less. “Uhh,” he managed to say before his eyes closed again.

“Wake up,” Jae demanded. The man’s companion seemed worse off. “Where are those medics?”

“Right here.” It was Lina’s voice. She’d teleported a medic in with her. It was a woman, and she whipped off her equipment bag while opening it in one smooth motion.

Jae watched her as she scanned the men. “What is it?” he asked.

She began reading a list of substances.

“There’s poison present,” he told her. “I can feel it. What is it?”

“Execlin,” she decided as she reached into her bag.

“Execlin,” Jae murmured. Ah, yes, he recalled the stuff. He’d run into it once. It had felt like... Lazy, with a dark purpose underneath. “I’ve got it. I’ll handle that. You take everything else.”

Together they worked on the men, the medic countering the substances they’d imbibed, and Jae actually changing them while they pulsed through the men’s systems.

He took no notice of dozens of men entering the area around him. He knew that back at HQ, Jae’s Chief of Staff, Walker Sentristone, was coordinating as well as Lina and her staff with supplies. But Jae’s focus was deep inside the bodies of these incompetents. He tried to hold back his anger. Anger solved nothing and it certainly impeded his power.

Someone laid the men out on blankets. Slowly they were coming around. Sobering up. The medic looked up at Jae expectantly. When he lowered his outreached arms and nodded, she attended to finishing her aid.

“Out of danger,” she reported. “Very little intoxicants now as well.”

“Good,” Jae said. He scowled at the wakened men. Traitors. “Who gave you the drugs?” He didn’t care about the why. They were incompetent traitors, that’s why. “Who?”

“Ah, ah...” The men looked at each other.

“You can’t get into much worse trouble than you already are,” Jae told them. “Look around you.”

They did: chaos. Sabotage.

“I didn’t do it.”

“I didn’t either!”

“You deserted your posts. You allowed this to happen.”

“B-But...”

“You do this often? Get high while on duty? After you’ve been certified sober and ready to work for the day?”

“But nothing ever happens, Minister! Every day it’s the same. It’s boring.”

“Which is why we keep you on rotation.” Jae tried to keep his features and voice even. “Who slipped you the drugs? The drinks?”

“It was, it was... that guy. He comes around every once in a while.”

“Guy?”

“He likes to talk with me,” the one confessed. “He’s always been nice before. He’s got a family just like mine, one he wants to stay away from. He said he runs a bootleggery now, drugs and booze. It’s good stuff.”

“This time it was poison stuff. You were about to die.”

If nothing else, that sobered them up. “No. No!”

The medic paused in her duties. “Yes,” she assured them. “If it weren’t for Neu– the Minister here, you would be dead. I couldn’t have neutralized the poisons in time.”

The men gaped first at her, then at Jae.

“So this was a ‘guy,’” Jae urged. “Give me a description. Tell me what direction he came from. If he seemed well educated, what kind of regional accent he had...”

As they talked, Jae searched for a picture in their minds of the man. It had been just the one.

Apparently that was all the Patriarch had needed to scuttle this operation.

Others had been on the guard rotation. Others would know of this man, and might be able to add to the description. Jae made notes of ways to keep track of what his guards were up to when they were left alone.

Lina’s schedule had her return to quarters to sleep, but one of her aides remained in her office an on monitors to direct supplies. “We’ve got new tents that should arrive in three hours, Minister,” the man reported from his station. He chuckled. “New portalets. We specialize in those. These damaged ones will be repaired when possible; recycled if not. Meals haven’t been affected; they’re still en route, though we’ll need new tables, dining tents and chairs. The Protector’s office is lining up new electronics.”

A flitter appeared in the sky, which soon deposited Walker, who traipsed around the camp with two aides furiously taking notes. When he returned, he reported to Jae.

“There’s poison in the water, a fish kill to begin with.”

“I’ll handle what I can,” Jae replied. “Warn the Corps; they should be wearing overall protection until we get past this. Priority HAZMAT protocols in place until given the green light. Call the Protector’s office, see what equipment we have already for water purification. Let’s catch this before it can spread too far downstream.”

“Surveillance footage shows it was set on a loop. We don’t have video evidence of the perps.”

Jae nodded. “We’ll adjust the systems to report looping. I doubt if these two are smart enough to be able to do that.” His nose wrinkled in distaste at the thought of those who would be. Too many. “Continue the questioning here. I want to catch every last person responsible.”

Though the person behind it all was Lupoff. Lupoff and the cohorts who wanted to feed off his power.

Lupoff had to be dealt with.

***
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IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL new day, more or less, though here it was already past noon. Lina’s schedule took her around the world and was set up to gradually advance in time zones so she could attend better to diverse regions on a regular basis. Two and a half weeks ago she’d been beginning her day at dawn.

The bubble overlying the new Starhart estate was tinted like polarized sunglasses: a protective security forcefield. As it arced above the two oveng trees its optical polarity changed, a combination of color and opacity. Lina knew that in that area it would let rain through, but she wasn’t sure precisely what else it did. It was to protect the trees, but also partially expose them to the environs in preparation for the day when they could withstand the world’s true, healed elements.

Once they got through Deadline, Lina was determined to learn all – okay, most – of this newfangled Out Here tech that was so different from Earth’s. Until then, she could ask lots of questions as needed and fake things when there was no time to ask.

Because of Aldierra’s perpetual smog, the estate forcefield dimmed the area into almost shadow. The trees weren’t dimmed. She’d have to see if they could adjust the effect to get some more light everywhere. She didn’t want her staff affected by such bleakness. Things were bleak enough as they were.

Though it did seem as if today’s overcast wasn’t quite as oppressive as it had been. Her imagination? She should check the reports.

“Does it look lighter to you, baby?” she asked Obi, her cuddle-loving but shy calico. His only answer was a contented purr as she carried him down the gravel path. She planted an arc of tiny kisses across his fuzzy forehead.

A sharp rock edge delineated this side of the estate. On a ledge below, two of Lina’s personal guards kept watch over the landscape.

More guards were stationed around the compound, as they were whenever the Speaker was home. Squads were stationed in locales around the world and used a flitter fleet to more easily accompany her. In emergencies, they utilized planetary transporters that Lon and Jae had set up. They followed her schedule, arriving an hour or two before her appearances.

They were a great bunch, even when pushing aggressive people out of her way. Lina had talked with them all and confirmed to herself that they were not only expert but loyal to Three Worlds and its mission. It was kind of embarrassing that Lina seldom noticed them at work. They tended to blend in. They were just always... there.

Thank goodness. The old days – a couple weeks ago? – were over. Most people no longer bowed or groveled to the all-holy Speaker. Now she was just a person. A female person, to the consternation of many. A possibly vulnerable person.

The ancient Romans had had a famous saying about fame being fleeting, but she couldn’t recall it. Besides, it was in Latin. They talked funny back then, something about a non-lady named Gloria. Whatever. Veni, vidi, Visa. I came; I saw; I shopped. Now that was useful.

These days Lina tried to keep her psychic antenna up. “Aldierra is dangerous,” Lon’s voice rang in her mind.

The rocks formed a safety barrier for moderate cliffs. They led down to the west to a significant wildlife migration route, a massive valley sculpted over the eons within mountain foothills that had been newly cleared of urban sprawl and planted. Some flora had already attained good size.

Chloroplast... that is, the ex-Legionnaire Nesh Inagar, was remarkable. Her power could accelerate plant growth. Of course she had an entire world to attend to, but you could see the spots she had chosen here. Between them volunteers and armies had carefully prepared the ground to plant seedlings in the multitude of types that Aldierra’s ecosystems people reported were native to this area. In a decade-plus this would be a breathtaking view.

But against the higher ground behind Lina, stood the Monstrosity.

She frowned at it, then gave Obi an apologetic kiss in case he thought that had been directed at him. “I shouldn’t call it that, not even to myself,” she confided.

She’d first seen it from a video of a location on a different continent than this, where it looked antiquity-old and intriguingly different, if a bit large. In person it was too huge, too moldily-garish with its onion domes, too rundown if not rotting in spots, to call it anything else. Lon assured her that once it was rebuilt it would be a glorious palace for them to live in.

She didn’t particularly long to live in a palace, but Londo had a bit of claustrophobia after being locked in a tiny room for most of his childhood as a kidnapping victim, so she wasn’t going to argue. This was not a hill to die on. Besides, living in the posh hotel in Plegerit for almost three months as she constructed the staffing for Three Worlds had made her realize just how much office, visitor, cat, and employee space they needed. Just for starters. When they expanded after Deadline to handling three planets, the organization would only get larger.

Jae just laughed quietly whenever he might glance at the Monstrosity, but he didn’t object. He was more concerned here with finishing the walkways and landscape around the score of tents that had been erected this past week, as well as the area that would become recreational, just for the family to enjoy. He already had his future garden space staked with boundary markers.
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