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Conspiracy

A New World, Book Three

M.D. Neu


For my family and friends.


Prologue

DR. LUPU LEANED forward, his eyes meeting each of those assembled. “Martha’s death at the hands of those alien devils was a tragic loss. But we must remember she never wavered from her goal of stopping the Nentraee and gaining their technology to usher in a new age for humankind.” He grumbled with a heavy Moldovan accent. He wasn’t happy with how his jowls wobbled as he spoke; with the help of his wife he had been losing weight, but the kilos didn’t seem to come off as quickly as they went on. The weight and his jowls reminded him of his father. The man was an uneducated farmer who died at the end of a bottle.

I’ll never be him. I’m better. He was a godless man unworthy of God’s love.

A large monitor displayed different faces. Human faces. This meeting was for only those most loyal to the cause and to the Liberi Dei. To God.

Most of the world’s major religious groups were represented in Liberi Dei. Those that mattered, anyway. They couldn’t succeed without a unified front, putting their differences aside for the greater good. God himself called these men and women together.

“Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism—we have people of every faith.” Dr. Lupu pointed to each of the members on the screens. “We’re not an isolated group; we’re everywhere.” He pounded his hand on the table. “Those sinners and collaborators, like Todd Landon and Greg McNeil, can’t stop us.” He made eye contact with each member on each screen as he talked. “We won’t stop until we rid our solar system of Nentraee filth.”

A quick red flash on his monitor let him know the security software created by his friends in Silicon Valley worked.

He glanced up to the ceiling. This room, like all the rooms those assembled were in, held no distinct features. If someone became compromised, there would be nothing for them to describe, no locations to be disclosed, no secrets lost. The nondescript space, implemented by Martha and maintained by Dr. Lupu, proved a wise safety measure.

Dr. Lupu faced the monitor again. “Giving those tall, devil-eared, bumpy-foreheaded demons Mars is not acceptable—we drove the Nentraee from Earth. We can drive them from Mars, from every planet. God promised us domain over not only this world, but our solar system, and we will dominate what is ours. We’re Liberi Dei, and we won’t be stopped or put down like animals.”

Nods and mutters of agreement came from the faces on the monitor.

“Now, my friends, be watchful.” Dr. Lupu wheezed through his words. “God will be sending us more people to join our crusade. Seek them out, but be wary. If Martha taught us anything, it’s to be cautious and look for the right opportunity. One will present itself. God will soon show opportunity to us, especially now with the rush to expand humankind’s presence in space. Our enemies won’t be able to control everything, and then we will attack.”

They’d answered his summoning from all over the world, from all walks of life. After the attack at the United Nations, more and more people didn’t want the Nentraee on Earth. The people had heard God’s call, and the members of Liberi Dei were there to answer, waiting to round up the next group of holy fighters. The loss of Martha was tragic, but what she had created lived on and more and more people would answer her challenge.

“Now let us adjourn,” Dr. Lupu finished with a satisfied nod.


Chapter One

The Interview

THE SECURITY TRAINING area appeared ordinary, especially since the space was in a secured part of the ship. Yes, the area had grass and a few shrubs outside the façade, but the endless sky feeling didn’t exist here; overall, this area had been built more for function and less for form. Still, Todd was glad he had access to the location, and the gym had everything they needed for a good workout. He had even managed to have the Nentraee bring up some human gym equipment for his use, as he didn’t want to risk his life on the Nentraee equipment. Sure, the human machines got a few odd looks from the Nentraee security when he and Dan used them, but Vi-Narm confided in him several of the security personnel had tried the pieces and used them when no humans were around.

He cracked his neck, thinking of his earlier conversation with Brad. Seeing his brother again would be a nice treat, and Brad had been correct: too much time had passed since Todd had seen Brad or the rest of his family down on Earth. The infrequent visits weren’t all his fault; so much had changed over the last year, and he had a lot of work to do, especially knowing Liberi Dei continued to lurk out there, waiting. A shudder ran down his spine. Martha’s words still haunted him.

Too bad you won’t live long enough to find out. What had she been organizing? Her death was a shame really, killed by her own people before he found out what she and Liberi Dei actually wanted. However, they were still out there planning. Which added to his frustration of late: Mi’ko and Mirtoff no longer included him in anything to do with the terrorist organization, saying keeping him detached from the matter kept him safe.

Todd had no reason to doubt them, but something tickled the back of his mind and he wasn’t sure if this was the only reason they kept him in the dark about Liberi Dei.

He missed the tick of his pocket watch.

So much has changed.

He dug through his bag, pulled out his pocket watch, and checked the time.

“Where is he?” Todd huffed and put the timepiece in his gym bag, his hand brushing along the cool surface of his datapad.

Dan should have been here twenty minutes ago; at this rate Todd would barely have enough time for their workout and for him to get changed and ready for the interview.

A chirp called his attention.

Todd reached into his bag and pulled out his datapad. Now what? He tapped the pad to activate the device.

“Dan!” Todd’s voice called out louder than he had hoped, but no one around him seemed to notice. “Where are you? You’re late.”

“I know.” Dan’s expression remained flat with no Danness to flavor his words. “Listen, I’m heading to Earth. I have to see my family and take care of some things.”

“What? Is everything okay?”

“Fine.” Dan’s tone faltered and his expression sank. “They’re fine, sorry; just a lot going on and my mom isn’t getting any younger.”

“I get it, my parents–”

“Look, I have to go. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“When you–”

The communications ended and the Nentraee seal appeared.

“What the hell?” Todd shook his head and dropped the pad into his bag.

Todd raked a hand through his hair. Well, now he would have plenty of time to get ready for the interview. He made his way over to the lockers to change into his work clothes and ceremonial robe. Once Todd cleaned up, he made his way out of the locker room.

“Special Envoy.” A deep familiar voice caught Todd’s attention as he left the facility.

He turned to see Vi-Narm standing there in the equivalent of workout wear: loose pants and a flowy top.

“Hi, Vi-Narm.”

“Shouldn’t you be getting ready to meet with GNN?”

Todd nodded. “I planned to get in some training with Dan today, but…”

“If you would like to train, I would be happy to workout with you, after your duties.” Vi-Narm tossed her long ponytail over her shoulder.

Todd picked at his deep-blue ceremonial cloak, the one given to him by Mi’ko and Mirtoff to represent his standing in Nentraee society. The cloak draped over his shoulders, and the wide embroidered collar with silver stitching sparkled as the threads caught the light. He checked the two large silver clasps with matching deep-blue stones attaching the cloak to his shoulders. The ends of the cloak fell to the floor, revealing the embroidery as the stitching continued down to each of the eight symbols representing the Nentraee clans and the one representing humans.

“Do I look okay?” Todd asked.

“You look respectable for your position and the purpose of your meeting,” Vi-Narm said.

“And with that not-so-shining endorsement, I’ll head off.” He winked at her. “Thanks for the offer to work out. I’ll have to take you up on the suggestion, especially if Dan keeps ditching me.”

On his way out, he gave one more glance over his shoulder to the facility and the surrounding area. Dan and he were supposed to work out twice a week, and yet over the last several months Dan had cancelled many of their get-togethers, not just the workouts. Each time they met, Dan appeared more preoccupied. More distant. Todd shook his head. At least he still had Brad’s visit to look forward to, even if he would be here for work and not play.

He felt the tick of his pocket watch and marched on in time with each tick. Once he found a viewport, he glanced out, seeing one of the Speaker General’s ship’s parks. A group of xĩmé flew by, the deep blue of their feathers a contrast to the yellow leaves of the nabutimaba tree. He chuckled and shook his head. Recent events seemed insane to him, like something out of some sci-fi series.

“What a year.” He sighed as he continued on.

 

TODD RESTED WITH his hands clasped to keep from fidgeting as the cameraman and the lighting tech made their adjustments to the government’s meeting room. Finally, the warmth from the lights found his face. The cameraman gave the thumbs-up. The gentle tick of Todd’s pocket watch beat in time with his heart, and he took a deep lungful of air. The production assistant ran a soft powder brush across Todd’s forehead, causing his nose to itch. She smiled as she gave Todd’s face another glance and put the brush down.

“We’re about ready,” she declared.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this.” Todd tried to keep from moving.

The production assistant adjusted his lapel mic one last time and stepped aside to nod at the cameraman, picking up her notebook.

The reporter sat across from Todd, reviewing her notes. Her bright-blue form-fitting dress showed off enough cleavage to keep the attention of those who were attracted to that sort of thing, without offending those who weren’t. Around her neck hung a silver or white-gold necklace with lots of sparkly bits in the front, maybe diamonds.

It reminds me of something Kati would wear. Pretty.

“We’re ready when you are, Nancy.” The heavy voice of the cameraman caught Todd’s attention.

Nancy nodded and put on her bright white smile as the cameraman started his countdown, finally pointing at her.

“Good evening. I’m Nancy Smith with the Global News Network. Tonight, we’re here with Special Envoy to the Nentraee, Todd Landon. Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. I understand how busy you are.”

“It’s my pleasure.” Being in the spotlight still made Todd nervous, but since his showdown with Martha at the United Nations had been broadcast live for the world to see, he’d gotten used to life in front of the camera.

“Special Envoy Landon—”

“Todd, please,” he interrupted, relaxing his hands and taking a steady breath.

Todd had secured one of the government meeting rooms for the taping. This location had the best unobstructed view of Earth and provided enough space for the media to set up their equipment.

He glanced out the window at Earth as several Nentraee vehicles made their way to and from the docking bay.

“All right, Todd.” Nancy crossed her legs and leaned forward in her chair. “It’s been a rather hectic year for you. The three attacks and your appointment as special envoy to vice speaker Mi’ko Soemu for Terran Affairs.” She paused for dramatic effect as all reporters seem to do. “All caused, directly or indirectly, by Liberi Dei. Are you relieved their leader, former secretary of state Martha Webster, was killed the day of the UN attack?”

“No.”

“Really?” Nancy’s eyes opened wider.

“Martha was a monster.” Todd forced himself to relax with the mention of her name. “Now she’s a martyr for those who want to carry on her work.”

“Monster?” Nancy allowed a tight scowl on her face.

Todd bit back a frown. “I don’t know another word that can be broadcast on the news. Martha and her group are responsible for the combined deaths of over five thousand people, fifteen hundred in San Jose, and over thirty-five hundred in London. Plus the on-air execution of Archbishop Denis Koester at the United Nations.” His fingernails dug into his legs before he relaxed his hands.

At some point, the mention of her and this hate group won’t cut so deep.

Nancy exhaled as she nodded. “Fair enough. Has there been any progress in tracking down the other terrorists involved in Liberi Dei?”

Don’t I wish.

“As you know, both the Nentraee and the members of the UN Security Council are working on finding all the responsible parties. It’s an ongoing investigation. Like all terrorists, they blend into society, waiting to strike. Waiting for us to forget or become complacent.”

“None of us will forget what they did.” Nancy peeked down at a tablet on her lap.

Todd nodded his head. “I hope not.”

Nancy smiled. She seemed pleased with the response. “President Zachary has pledged support in finding these people.” She pushed a strand of brown hair over her shoulder. “How do the Nentraee feel about this, given his top diplomat was the leader of the organization?”

“The Nentraee are grateful for President Zachary’s continued support. And the support of his new Secretary of State, Greg McNeil, who has been instrumental in the investigation.” Todd forced his face to fill with a bright grin.

At least from what I’ve been told by Vi-Narm.

“I’m sure having Secretary of State Mister McNeil involved probably helps.” Nancy grinned, eyebrows raised. “Especially since he was instrumental in stopping the attack at the UN.”

“As was Vi-Narm Kapeila. Both of them saved the day.”

“You as well.” Nancy’s gaze met Todd’s.

“We worked as a team.” Todd cleared his throat, feeling his cheeks warm.

“You’re being modest.” She smiled, the white of her teeth catching the lights.

How much did her smile cost her?

Todd remained quiet. He caught sight of the cameraman making a few adjustments to the camera. He was sure the man zoomed in on his face.

“Given all you’ve been through, how have you been doing since not only the events at the UN but with the loss of your husband?” Her voice softened. “He perished in the attack in San Jose, correct?”

Thank you for the reminder.

Todd cleared his throat. “It’s challenging. Jerry and I were together for eight years, and he was a big part of my life. The way he was killed…” Todd took a shaky breath.

“Let’s change the subject.” Nancy straightened up in her chair. “There are rumors flying around you and the vice speaker’s son are a couple. What is that like? He’s an alien, after all.”

I’m starting to hate that word.

Todd inhaled and exhaled, struggling to keep from losing his composure. “Yes, he’s a Nentraee from the Ultween Clan, and we are spending time together.”

“That’s it? You’re not going to share?” Nancy’s eyebrows raised and her grin grew.

“We’re enjoying the time we get to spend together, and a gentleman never kisses and tells,” Todd added as the warmth returned to his cheeks.

“Does it worry you that the two of you are from different species? What this means for both the Nentraee and the humans? You’re the first interspecies couple and you’re both high-profile figures. Having your relationship on show must be a challenge. The two of you will be the example for what a cross-species relationship is. The pressure can’t be easy.”

Ya think?

“I get people are curious about Mi’cin and me.” Todd’s voice remained even. “However, I think there are more important things for both our species to worry about than whether or not we’re a couple.”

Nancy sat quiet for several moments. Her legs crossed at the knee, the tip of her heeled shoe slightly moving back and forth, patiently waiting.

Todd would not give her any more information. The world knew too much about him. Trying to gain some privacy back would be nice.

“Moving on.” Nancy’s voice held slight disappointment. “Speaking of enjoying time, can you tell me about the Nentraee Travel Initiatives? Will their travel excursions continue when the construction on Mars—sorry—New Benzee is completed?”

“After the attack in London, the Nentraee wanted to encourage more interaction between both species. Speaker Rosta, with the assistance of my friend and colleague Dan Rios, have started guided tours of China, Brazil, Japan, England, France, Australia, Germany, Russia, and the United States.” Todd relaxed, his shoulders loosening. “They’re popular among the Nentraee. We’ve also arranged multiday stays here on the Speaker General’s ship, with tours of the individual clan’s cultural ships and the general Nentraee cultural ships. Everyone seems to enjoy these visits, and they have been a boon to the Nentraee economy, even at the affordable rates.”

“I see.” Nancy nodded. “I’m hoping to spend a few days here myself to explore and learn.” Her blinding white smile returned.

“It’s quite exciting,” Todd agreed. He beamed with pride at all the work Dan had put into these travel endeavors for the Nentraee. There was no limit on what Dan may accomplish. “Mister Rios has been instrumental in assisting the leisure economy of the Nentraee. In fact, in a couple of weeks, Speaker Syde and Dan”—Todd coughed—“Mr. Rios will be opening the first five-star resort hotel here on the ship. The Ber-Bera Hotel.”

“Speaking of Mr. Rios and the various Nentraee travel plans, there are rumors the Nentraee want to bring in a professional organization who can handle global travel.” Nancy’s gaze narrowed on Todd.

What? Todd tried not to react, but his heart dropped.

Todd didn’t respond, and Nancy took this as an opening to follow up. “Sources have said Speaker Syde believes Mr. Rios may not be able to continue to provide the level of service and expertise they need. Has the vice speaker mentioned anything to you about this shift? What about Mr. Rios? After all, this is all his work. I’m sure he must be disappointed.”

Um… No. What the hell is this?

Todd steadied himself. “Unfortunately, I can’t really comment on rumors or speculation.” He did everything to not freak out, including forcing a larger grin on his face.

“So, the vice speaker hasn’t said anything to you?” Nancy questioned.

For the second time, Todd remained quiet and focused on his breathing—slow and steady. Saying nothing was better than talking about something he had no information on. His stomach twisted into a knot. If this was true, the news would kill Dan. He wondered if this was why Dan had left on this sudden trip home. Maybe that’s why Dan hadn’t been himself in the call. Was he mad at Todd? Did he think these potential changes were somehow his fault?

The production assistant behind the cameraman made a few notes on her clipboard. Crap. He needed to say something. “As I mentioned, Mr. Rios and Speaker Syde’s current goal is to have a similar resort on New Benzee.”

“So, the Nentraee plan to open up New Benzee as well?” Nancy eased into the question.

“That’s my understanding.” Todd’s stomach relaxed; his answer seemed to pacify her. “They can’t build their economy, and by extension their new home, without our help.” He reached for his datapad at his side and opened the travel files he and Dan had worked on weeks ago. Todd pulled up the interactive holographic files.

A three-dimensional holographic image lifted from the device and showed both Earth and New Benzee, with dotted lines representing the proposed travel routes and time frames.

Over the next several minutes, Todd explained what the Nentraee had planned, not only for travel to their new world, but what people might expect when they arrived. Phobos, yet to be renamed, would be used as an entry station to their world for visitors with transport shuttles leaving for different locations on the planet. While Deimos, again not renamed, was being used as a temporary mining facility, pulling out carbon, nickel, platinum, and other minerals and elements, most to be used in the construction of the Nentraee’s world with some being used for trade with Earth.

On New Benzee, there would be a mix of domed and subterranean cities for the Nentraee population, as well as several other locations for agriculture and wilderness preserves. The capital city of Oraibi Raee was the farthest along, and the most visually interesting for the presentation. So, Todd spent several minutes on that city, showing the stark-white buildings and large promenades with alien plant life sprinkled about. The city as planned would be a replica of their former capital. There would be a waterfront and green space for parks and wilderness surrounding the city. The location itself was designed to hold the various government buildings, including the Speaker’s House chamber hall, the lower House of the People, and the building for the Board of Law. The rest of the city would look similar to any major modern city.

All the cities, farms, and wilderness areas were planned to be linked via an underground transport system. The Nentraee would also be using atmospheric air ships to sail the skies of New Benzee.

As he came to the end of his presentation, Nancy’s eyes were still fixated on the holo images he left up. “What an undertaking. So, no one lives on Mars—sorry—New Benzee yet?”

“Oh no.” He shook his head. “New Benzee already has people. They’ve constructed temporary facilities underground and at all the sites for their workers and engineers. About twenty to thirty thousand right now.”

“Even so, we understand they are under a quick timeline.” She sighed out her disbelief.

“When you’ve been traveling in space for over twenty years after your home world’s been destroyed, I think you’d be ready to dive in and build a new world for your people as quickly as you can.” Todd enlarged the image of Oraibi Raee. “Still, construction is going to take at least a year more for the Nentraee spaceport on Phobos to be completed to a point where the location is habitable for both humans and Nentraee. Oraibi Raee won’t be ready for residence for sixteen months, and even at that point, the city isn’t slated to be completed for twenty-four months after initial establishment.”

She exhaled. “It’s certainly a huge undertaking.”

“Yes, but all this work and development is exciting.”

Nancy still focused on the holo images. “With the Nentraee on their own world, do you think the Liberi Dei will go away?”

Wow! What a naïve question. But I understand. We can all wish.

Nancy concentrated on Todd. “What I mean is, the Nentraee won’t be on Earth, so this seems to have taken the wind out of the terrorist sails. What else is there to fight for?”

Todd shifted in his seat. “After seeing the amount of hate people like Martha have, I don’t think anything would make them vanish.”

And there is something more with them. I know it.

“But you know…” Todd brought back the smile to his face. “Given how hard everyone is working to make this new world a reality, I think anything the Liberi Dei do won’t matter, as long as we’re all united.”

Todd closed the holoimage and the visuals faded away.

“Let’s hope so.” Nancy pointed to the disappearing images. “I hope to get a tour. I think seeing the development would be incredible.”

“I’m sure we can make arrangements.”

“Speaking of all this construction, how are things moving on Earth’s port of entry on the moon, Armstrong City?”

“From what I understand, the building has been slow going, but unfortunately, I don’t have more for you. You’d have to speak to someone at NASA or the United Nations for information.”

“Doesn’t your brother, Brad, work for NASA?”

“Yes, but we don’t talk shop when we get together.” The words flowed from him with ease.

“I see.” Nancy put her tablet next to her. “Well, I think that’s about all I have for you.” She faced the camera. “We’ve been visiting tonight with Todd Landon, Special Envoy to the Nentraee.” She turned to Todd. “Thank you again for taking the time to meet with me.”

“My pleasure.” Todd smiled.

“This has been Nancy Smith with the Global News Network, and for more information about New Benzee or how you can arrange for a stay here in the Speaker General’s ship, go to our website where we’ll have the information linked to the Nentraee government website. Have a great evening. Good night.”

Another interview done and over. Now I have to find out what the hell is going on with Dan and Speaker Rosta and Speaker Syde. What is this rumor all about?

Todd stood up and unclipped his mic. With the mic off, his whole body relaxed.


Chapter Two

Planning

MIRTOFF SHIFTED IN her seat, unable to find comfort. Her mind drifted to earlier in the day, getting to spend time with Faa. These last few months had been trying. However, the look on Faa’s face when he talked of their new home world, New Benzee, made all the long hours worth it. There was much to do and New Benzee wasn’t the best option, but the Sol System had a stable sun. The system had an asteroid belt full of resources, and the humans provided strong trading partners. The moons of Jupiter also held potential for joint colonization with the humans. Mirtoff smiled. No, New Benzee wasn’t the best option. There were no best options, but life on New Benzee was the safest and offered the most opportunity for everyone, J’Veesa willing.

Part of those moments in the park with Faa had intrigued her. What did her little cádo mean about Todd’s Other and the scent he mentioned; was it possible he was talking about Bianca, Todd’s animal companion? Mirtoff didn’t know, but the question would need to be a mystery for another day.

Today her journey guided them down a stream of dark waters, one she wished to avoid.

She tried to focus on the meeting, but failed.

Instead, the view of the Rádo’s command center caught her gaze; the space always impressed Mirtoff. Should there ever be a conflict, this was where the other generals and commanders would get their orders. They could identify all fleet movements with ease. The walls of monitors could pinpoint a single member of their military on a planet or show the activity of their forces in the entire solar system. Right now, the officers and personnel monitored the activity on Earth’s moon, New Benzee, Phobos, and Deimos. They were also monitoring the mining facilities in the asteroid belt.

The ship itself was a modified Kĩ-Class Battle Cruiser that housed the general command offices, which made this location one of the most secure spots in the fleet. Even more secure than the speaker general’s ship.

Mirtoff didn’t get to come here often, and lately her visits weighed heavy on her. With a single command, they could launch a devastating attack on the humans, destroying them. Such actions they were trying to avoid. The ability to destroy a planet was a power she both feared and respected. Despite the heaviness, seeing how well General Gahumed managed those under her command was inspiring. She treated all the members of the military and security with strength and respect.

Two of her best qualities. J'Veesa be praised at how far she and I have come.

Mirtoff turned her thoughts back to the meeting; she must not delay this any longer.

“I’m not comfortable with this.” Mirtoff swiped away the details of the planned operation on her datapad. She didn’t want to see the planning reports anymore. The tips of her ears were already swollen. She inhaled deeply to calm her annoyance.

“I understand. But considering the recent reports about Liberi Dei…” Gahumed took a slow breath. “I don’t see us having much of a choice if we want to minimize casualties and avoid all-out war with the humans.”

“How are the upgrades coming on the Rádo’s propulsion drives and science centers?” Mirtoff wanted desperately to change the subject to something less dire.

Gahumed’s eyes narrowed. “The modifications are going well. Within eighteen Earth Standard months, the ship will be converted for deep-space exploration and equipped with our next generation engines.” She paused, reached for the loose strands of hair, and pushed them behind her ear. Her voice softened and became gentle. “Madam Speaker, we are not here to discuss the outfitting of the Rádo.”

“To use our people and those who support us in this way…” Mirtoff shook her head, a bitter taste in her mouth. Gahumed was not to blame. This plan had begun thanks to both of them.

“The choices we make are not easy.” Gahumed closed the maps, timetables, and personnel files on her datapad. “All the preparations have been finalized and parts of the plan have already set sail. There are three Earth Standard months of planning here, and we are relying on this to work.” She leaned back in her chair. “It’s time we bring in the vice speaker and Vi-Narm. We’re going to need them.”

Mirtoff considered the command center window. Beyond all the military personnel rushed about tending to their duties. Their jobs were to keep the Nentraee people safe. Her position was to ensure they had everything they needed to succeed at their duties. These were not simple times, and the choices she and Gahumed had to make weren’t easy. The Nentraee hadn’t attempted this type of strategy since pre-Clan Wars.

Once their world had been destroyed by their neighboring star going supernova, she had hoped they would never be tested by J’Veesa in such a way again.

She was wrong.

Her people might not be facing a planetary extinction event, but they were facing an extinction event all the same if Liberi Dei had their way.

We can’t let Liberi Dei be successful.

“Very well. I’ll inform Mi’ko and we will bring in Vi-Narm. The rest of the Speaker’s House will not be advised until later.”

“You’ll have to leave Special Envoy Landon—”

“I’m aware. I’ve already instructed Mi’ko to keep the special envoy busy, giving him more tasks.” Mirtoff waved off her comment. “The special envoy will know nothing for the duration.”

Mirtoff massaged her temples.

I hate everything about this.

 

MIRTOFF SAT QUIETLY in her study with a perfectly chilled cup of tuma resting next to her on the side table. She sighed as she reviewed the construction and mining updates from New Benzee. With a final huff, she made her notes on the document with her free hand. When finished, she swiped the report on New Benzee away and pulled up another one detailing the human efforts on the moon.

These humans don’t want to waste any time. It’s good to see them excited about space exploration.

She tucked her legs underneath her, getting comfortable on the couch in her study. She took a sip of tuma and rotated her head, and several pops sounded as the tension bled from her body.

As a Speaker General, she possessed the nicest quarters of any in the Nentraee fleet. More than she needed. She had a big family kitchen and eating area, as well as three bedrooms—each with private baths—a large living space. All the rooms enjoyed an extraordinary view of the ship’s main garden from the balconies and windows. All this pleased Faa. Mirtoff’s own bedroom provided her with an additional workspace, a small library, and an unobstructed view of the largest park on the Speaker General’s ship with its own enclosed balcony.

If something happened to the ship, her quarters could be secured and ejected from the ship as a self-sustaining life pod. She hoped the feature would never be needed.

She needed an escape, a break, and wanted to lose herself. She took Faa for a walk in the gardens and returned home to prepare the evening meal, OmLanga. A surprise for her brother and niece, Ecra and Suloff.

Her OmLanga wouldn’t be as good as her father’s or brother’s, but the dish should taste fine, assuming she put in the correct spices. She followed her grandfather’s recipe with no trouble, and the meaty, spicy scent seemed right, perhaps a tiny bit too sweet, but not enough to ruin the meal. She glanced down at her datapad.

Will this all matter in the end? How much of a threat can Liberi Dei be to us on New Benzee?

“I’m going to relax tonight. Everything can wait until tomorrow,” she muttered. She put down the datapad, grabbed her tuma, and headed to the kitchen.

The chime of the front door stopped her before she reached the kitchen. She put her tuma on the dining table, glanced at the monitor by the door, and went to touch the panel.

“Is that them, Provider?” Faa padded over to the door, his tail flicking in the air.

“There’s my little love.” She knelt down to scratch Faa. “Yes. It’s them.”

“Provider.” Faa nuzzled Mirtoff’s neck as she rubbed his head. “Faa so happy.” He sniffed at the smells wafting from the kitchen, and a happy mur escaped his mouth.

“Really?” Mirtoff knelt back, glancing at him.

The door chime rang again, and Mirtoff reached up and pushed the panel. The door swished, sliding open.

Ecra appeared as his usual trim, neat self. Although she thought he might be too thin. His work in agriculture kept him fit, and he managed to always be well groomed despite the dirty work. His walnut hair gracefully combed back in a tail and tied off in a neat bow.

“Ah, my little brother,” Mirtoff greeted him. Even standing, she had to look up to him.

“Funny,” Ecra uttered with a partial frown. “May I come in?”

“Please.” Mirtoff stepped aside. She kept the main living space simply decorated in warm tones of browns, oranges, yellows, and greens. A large painting of Benzee and its three orbiting planetoids hung on the focal wall, surrounded by photos of their family—all those not selected for the evacuation of their world. They reminded her of her purpose and what she needed to accomplish, even if she didn’t like all the choices she had to make. The death of those left behind would not be in vain.

“Thank you.” Ecra’s full lips, typically in a bright smile, were narrow now. His gaze darted around, not meeting her eyes. He seemed nervous.

“You are always welcome, brother.” Two large sofas filled a portion of the living space, and built-in bookcases along the wall held family effects and books from Benzee. Three plush side chairs completed the room. Behind her was a door to her office.

Faa ran over to the couch, jumped up, and padded to his spot next to his favorite pillow. He curled up and watched them.

“Where’s Suloff?” Mirtoff asked. “I assumed she was to join us tonight?”

“She will arrive shortly,” Ecra said. “I asked her to give us some time to speak in private.”

“Would you like a cup of tuma? It’s fresh, still has a nice chill,” Mirtoff offered, pointing to the living section.

“No thank you, Mirtoff.” Ecra licked his lips. “I must ask you something.”

“Certainly. Come, let’s sit.” She led him to the sitting area. “What’s on your mind?” She sat in one of her side chairs, letting the soft cushion absorb her.

He sat on the couch, next to Faa, and rested his hand gently on the cádo, rubbing his back.

Faa shivered and one of his floppy ears fell over itself.

“Well, I’ve come to ask you…” Ecra stopped, and his breathing shook as he rubbed Faa’s rear. “I’ve come to ask you if Ra’pia and I may be joined in é’mawee?”

All tension melted away with his words. Her face relaxed as a grin tugged at the edges of her mouth, she wanted to laugh, but that would not be appropriate. “She asked you?” Mirtoff stood. “Finally. Oh thank J’Veesa.” She brushed the fallen strands of hair past her ears and rushed over to him. This was the best news she had received in weeks. She hugged him, reached up, and placed her hand on the side of his face. “Oh, Ecra, I’m so happy for you. Ra’pia is a wonderful female. Strong and intelligent, and she makes you so happy.”

“She really does, and Suloff has welcomed her,” Ecra declared. “They get along exceedingly well. I can’t be more pleased.”

Faa stretched out, extending his body so he took up two cushions on the couch. He reached out a gray paw and tapped Ecra, who began rubbing Faa’s back again.

“And what of her family?” Mirtoff asked. “Are they willing to join ours?”

“I believe so. However, you will need to ask them for their approval.” Ecra exhaled, and his shoulders relaxed.

“Who will represent her?”

Ten years had passed since her sister-in-law, Ka-shi, died on the agricultural ship from explosive decompression. After the incident Mirtoff insisted her brother and niece come live on the Speaker General’s ship. Even though they didn’t live in these quarters, they were on the ship not too far from her watchful eyes. She wasn’t going to lose any more family, and he was able to commute to his work on the agroship. Their living here replenished the well, too; otherwise, Ra’pia and Ecra never would have met.

If it can happen for Ecra and Ra’pia, perhaps one day love will happen for me.

“I’m not sure,” Ecra replied. “We have not yet gone to that level of detail.” His free hand shook. Small beads of perspiration dotted his upper forehead. “I told her I wouldn’t proceed with any planning until I got your approval. Will you grant me this?”

Mirtoff cleared her throat, taking on a serious tone. “You understand the situation we’re in, brother. With so much happening, New Benzee, the trouble from Liberi Dei…” She felt the joy vanish from her face. “I’m sorry, little brother. I can’t give you my app—”

“I see.” Ecra’s face dropped, and he sank deeper into the couch.

“Please don’t interrupt.” Mirtoff’s tone deepened. “I can’t give you my approval because we’ve yet to build the appropriate place on our new home world for your é’mawee. I refuse to have this important family event on one of these damned cultural ships like others have been forced to do. You deserve better, and we don’t want to anger the A’Ko Hune.”

A bit of her smirk slipped from her face. “I understand there are, however, some beautiful places on Earth for such an event. So, perhaps, you can be joined there? Maybe, the A’Ko Hune won’t haunt your é’mawee there. Having your joining on Earth would be a hardship, and a dishonor to the family and our people, but…” She finally gave up and laughed.

Ecra massaged the tips of his ears. “You, my sister, are evil, and I do not appreciate the jokes at my expense.”

“Oh, come now.” Mirtoff’s voice grew lighter.

Ecra’s shoulders firmed up as he relaxed.

“As your sister, my duty is to keep you at your best and to make your life a bit difficult from time to time.” She hugged him again. “This is the best news I’ve received in months.” She leaned over Ecra to Faa. “And you, little one, you knew, didn’t you? All this time, you kept the news from me.”

“I knew, Provider,” Faa replied as his ears twitched. “That is why Faa so happy. Ra’pia is good, and Faa like her. She gives good scratches.” One of his floppy ears fell over his eye, causing him to shake his head.

“How can I not approve of your joining with such an endorsement? Afterall, Faa has always been an incredible judge of character.” Mirtoff reached up and rested her hand on her brother’s cheek. “We have an é’mawee to plan…” Mirtoff leaned back on the couch, warmth filling her from head to toe. “As the Speaker General, people will expect the ceremony to be traditional.”

“I would have the joining no other way.”

She beamed. “I believe I still have our family’s A’Ko Hune statue father gave me.”

“J’Veesa be praised.” He sat taller, clearly pleased with the news.

“There is going to be a lot of planning involved. I hope you and Ra’pia will understand? The event won’t be easy, and the media, as well as our people, will be watching everything on both days.” She peeked over at Ecra who scratched Faa’s head. “I can try to make the ceremony private, but they will want to celebrate and share in our joy. We’re going to do this properly, but I’m sure we’ll have to include some humans in the event.” Her heart felt lighter as it beat steadily in her chest.

“Agreed.” Ecra nodded. “I will do everything that needs to be done. I’m familiar with the process—it’s my second joining. You, however, are not.” He adjusted his position, so he sat taller than her and easily met her gaze. “I hope you’ll trust my judgment on some things. After all, I’m not recently out of Emisaration like back then. I’m an adult with a child.”

“Be that as it may…” Mirtoff waved off his comment. “You are no ordinary male getting joined. You’re the brother of the Speaker General. So, I shall ensure everything is taken care of, per Nentraee tradition, as well as family tradition. I would like to show the Martween Clan we, the Za’entra, can have a proper é’mawee, one worthy of the speaker general’s office. I promise we’ll make Mother and Father proud.”

“As is our duty.” Ecra bowed to the photos on the wall.

They both fell silent. Mirtoff glanced at the images of their family and their home world. A small ache bit at her heart. Time moved quickly; over twenty years had passed. Twenty years traveling the stars to find a new home and they were practically there.

Ecra sighed and peeked at Faa, before turning to his sister. “You know, sister, perhaps Ra’pia and I should do what some of the humans do. Avoid all this fuss. You have so much to do, and I don’t want to add to your worry. I believe the humans call it eloping.”

Mirtoff tilted her head. “I’m not familiar with the term.”

“There is no unity bowl, no family dinner, and no day of joining. They go and get a license and sometimes they enjoy a meal. We can still host the é’maz po. Perhaps simple planning is best. That way, we won’t have everyone watching. Have our joining finished in one afternoon.”

“You’re insane,” Mirtoff exclaimed, shaking her head. “Do you want to destroy us and our family? Do you have any idea what traditionalists like General La-Enn would say or do?” She frowned at him, not at all amused. “Such things might be fine for the humans, but not for us and definitely not for you. You’re my brother, my only brother. I will not stand for—”

“Relax.” Ecra placed a soothing hand on her cheek. “I would do no such thing. Simply a joke. Ra’pia and I would never dishonor ourselves or our families in such a way.”

“You’ve never been funny, Ecra.” Her lips pursed. She sighed and adjusted one of the braids in her hair. “Now is not the time to start. However, as I mentioned, a nice location on Earth to host the event has merit. There are some beautiful outdoor locations. Places similar to the coasts of Oraibi Raee or Ber-Bera. Maybe I should talk to Mi’ko and check if this is something we can recruit Todd’s help on.”

“Now who’s trying to be funny?” Ecra shook his head. “I won’t have a human help with such a thing, even though Todd is capable and we owe him a great deal.”

“Don’t be xenophobic,” Mirtoff reprimanded with a firm nod. “We get enough of that from the Liberi Dei.”

Ecra bowed. “Apologies, sister. My hope is to keep the planning small; family only.”

“In fact—” Mirtoff stood, ignoring his apology. Her brother wasn’t xenophobic. She enjoyed teasing him, especially with something as joyous as this. “—this may be the pail of water we need. Have the special envoy assist you with the planning. This wedding would give the humans an inside look at one of our most important ceremonies.” She nodded. “I should make a note of this and speak with Mi’ko in the morning.” She glanced at the seating table. “Where did I leave my datapad?” She headed for her study.

“Funny, sister, very funny.” Ecra stood. “Perhaps I should have Danu assist me. He is quite helpful with a great many things and would be pleased to work closely, not only with me, but with you.”

“Leave Danu out of this.” Mirtoff frowned, but a tug of her heart warmed her with the mention of his name. “I’m quite serious, Ecra.” She disappeared into the study.

“Mirtoff, this is no longer amusing,” Ecra called. “I will not have a human plan my é’mawee. They are my days, not his. Mirtoff, do not ignore me.”

Mirtoff chuckled as the door chimed with Suloff’s arrival.


Chapter Three

Finding Trust

MI’KO CONTINUED TO be impressed by Todd. Todd had grown so much since he started working in his position as special envoy. Mi’ko had seen Todd’s masterful handling of the GNN Interview, despite some of the questions posed by the reporter, questions Mi’ko had hoped would not be asked, but Todd handled himself well.

J’Veesa have mercy on me as I’m sure Todd will want answers; answers I don’t have.

Mi’ko believed his performance today had a lot to do with how much better Vi-Narm and Todd worked together; their relationship had grown greatly, and this well pleased him especially with how it now filled and thrived.

Mi’ko continued to be amazed that Vi-Narm and Todd were able to bond over something as wonderful as an enjoyment of literature. Perhaps he should suggest his favorite Ultween book, The Two Loves of Calda. A good novel providing quite a bit of history of his clan while still making an entertaining tale with romance and a fair amount of adventure despite the tragic loss of one of his favorite characters in the book.

From his conversation with Vi-Narm, Mi’ko understood she was going to suggest the Dentraee classic, Across the Sea of Yaá-Ha. The novel was a pre-Clan War masterpiece; one he only knew by reputation. From what he had picked up, the novel had a romance between the two female protagonists and ended up being both tragic and touching. From what Vi-Narm revealed, the work held comparisons to what Mi’cin and Todd were going through now, overcoming their different clans at a time of turmoil.

Perhaps Todd will enjoy the novel.

He focused on his datapad, reviewing the reports on the upgrades to the Rádo. The news of Mi’cin’s involvement with the ship’s modification pleased him as did his pilot training. The change would be good for him.

He scanned the update on the group from NASA that would be coming to the ship, including Brad, Todd’s brother, to conduct experiments with a new carbon-based ribbon structure. He was curious to see how these tests went. Would the humans be able to create a lift system from Earth to a new proposed station in geosynchronous orbit with the Earth? He wasn’t sure, but the idea fascinated him. If the technology worked, they might need to buy the system from the humans to use on New Benzee.

New Benzee. Who would have imagined some of the humans would take issue with the name change? But some have.

Mi’ko huffed and went to adjust his hair tie but found it tight enough already. A slight twinge in his shoulder and arm, a reminder of the attack in San Jose and his injuries. Todd had presented him with a hair tie that, once fastened, needed no additional adjusting. His cheeks pulled up as he nodded.

Yes, Todd has done well. And Mi’cin is doing well by being with Todd.

Mi’ko gazed over from the datapad to view Laina as she pulled the last of the pins out of her tight braids, her soft brown hair brushing the pointed tips of her ears as the released locks cascaded down her back. He always loved the way her hair framed her face and the gentle ridges of her upper forehead. All their children had her delicate ridges. He sighed.

It’s been a long couple of days.

Luckily his afternoon had been quiet. None of their boys were home, and Todd had done well with the interview. Moments like these were Mi’ko’s joy. He got to speak with his wife and enjoy her company. Today was a good day. He placed the datapad next to him.

“How has Todd been doing with setting up all the symposiums?” Laina glanced over her shoulder at him.

“He’s doing well.” Mi’ko leaned back, lifting his legs to rest on the ottoman in front of his chair. “The November date is set and there are a few others later in the year. We anticipate strong attendance from both Nentraee and humans, especially those in the scientific fields.”

She glided over to him and picked up the datapad from the chair. She placed the device on the side table.

“It should be an informative week. I’m sure the humans will appreciate your presentation.” Mi’ko crossed one leg over the other and patted the spot next to him for Laina to join him. “You should enjoy the medical conference at the World Health Organization.”

“I’m sure I will.” Laina moved to sit on the sofa, her soft cream dress wafting out behind her. “My team and I have been pulling our research together in bio-nanotechnology since the conference’s announcement.” She placed a hand on his cheek. “Speaker Syde’s office has been hovering about like a bothersome yép. He means well, and I appreciate his efforts…” A smile bloomed across her lips.

Mi’ko chuckled. “He is a good male, but sometimes—”

“He can be in the way despite his best efforts,” Laina finished.

Mi’ko nodded. “Our people love him. Speaker Syde’s personality is much more welcoming than General Yee or Gahumed, and the human media seems to respond well to his charm and his humor.”

Laina nodded and sighed. “It’s only a conference for scientists and medical personnel, a place to share ideas. I don’t understand the need for such diligence and oversight. Must he be involved in every detail? Security is understandable…” She strengthened her core. “It’s as if he does not trust my team.” She ran a hand through her hair to help loosen the braids further. “This event is similar to the cultural and technological exchanges that have been conducted.”

“The medical conference is, perhaps, our most important meeting. More so than our cultural and technological meetings,” Mi’ko expressed.

“We already identified we are biologically compatible and neither race poses a viral threat to the other. There are other viruses and bacteria that can be harmful, but that is why we are having the conference.” A sigh escaped her lips. “I’m worried the focus on possible medical and scientific problems may potentially give Liberi Dei more cause to hate us.” She checked Mi’ko’s hair tie and nodded absently.

“Considering the ramifications, should we not fully understand the potential for viral or biological threats?” Mi’ko asked.

She pursed her lips and nodded.

“I can understand why this conference is a bit of a worry to everyone.” He reached out and stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “It would not be a deadly mistake if we did not understand one another’s humor or music.”

Her laugh filled the space between them. “Yes, my love.” Her face softened, and she glanced out the large window to the trees in the ship’s gardens. “I’m too protective of my team and my work. Poor Dr. Jarain has been rushing about for weeks trying to ensure my presentation and our research material meet the human standards. He’s keeping our findings clear and in line with the regulations set forth by the Speaker’s House and the House of the People.”

Mi’ko gently pulled her closer to him.

“Scientific research shouldn’t require the Speaker’s House involvement,” Laina stated. “The oversight is reminiscent of the times before the Clan Wars, when we were so untrusting of one another.” She shook her head. “Our prior untrusting nature very nearly ended us.”

Mi’ko let out a sigh; she was correct, as always, and he felt her frustration. The lack of trust on their world had brought them war. And those wars had caused them to use biological and nuclear weapons, which had destroyed so much and cost them a great deal.

So much waste.

“Instead, our planet died from a supernova.” The words were bitter on Mi’ko’s tongue. “My love, the Clan Wars were so long ago. Things are different now. We are different.” He brushed a stray hair from her face.

She closed her eyes and took a slow, steady lungful of air.

“We’ve learned a great deal since then,” Mi’ko countered. “We aren’t the childish race we once were.”

She opened her green eyes. “Obviously.” Her gaze fixed on him and she reached up to touch his cheek. “Now tell me, how are the other conferences coming?” A mischievous grin crossed her lips. “Please tell me they are experiencing similar difficulties.”

He laughed. “They are all moving along. Todd has been doing an amazing job. The Speaker has asked I keep him busy, so I have. Still, there is a lot he doesn’t understand and is still learning, especially when it comes to Ecra and Ra’pia’s é’mawee. However, he takes each new task all in stride and asks for help when needed, so that’s good. I’m pleased Vi-Narm and he have moved past their personality difficulties. I have complete faith in him.”

“And does that faith apply to our youngest son as well?” Laina asked.

“Mi’cin is doing well.” Mi’ko’s shoulders straightened. “I’m quite pleased, and I’m keeping him busy with his internship and his flight training. I must remind him constantly not every task he will be doing will involve Todd.” He sighed. “You know how these things are.”

“Reminds me of a young male I once knew,” Laina mused. “He was so focused on winning my attention the internship his mother got him on Calda suffered, almost to the point of his dismissal.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say suffered. I had a fire inside me and knew from the moment I saw you I wanted you to ask me to be joined.”

“As with our son.”

“Mmm, I hope…”

“Do not look for trouble that isn’t there, Mi’ko. If trouble finds them, we will be there to guide both Mi’cin and Todd. They are still learning about each other—”

The door to their shared quarters opened, and Mi’cin walked in, a jacket draped over his shoulder.

“Welcome home.” Mi’ko stood.

The way Mi’cin carried himself reminded him so much of Laina. So self-confident, so graceful. Even the way his soft, brown hair and green eyes matched hers, there was no confusing him as anybody other than her child. At least Mi’cin got Mi’ko’s strong shoulders and sturdy frame, even if Mi’ko’s were long gone. Ah, youth.

“Would you like me to make you something to eat?” Mi’ko asked.

“No, thank you.” Mi’cin removed his coat and hung his jacket on the nearest chair. “I ate with Luvan, Teí, and Vi-un.”

“And how are your friends?” Laina stood and met Mi’cin. She reached out and touched the side of his face with her hand.

“They’re well,” Mi’cin replied. “We went to see the new botanical gardens Luvan is working on. They are preparing them for the transition to our new planet.”

“The plants won’t be needed for months.” Mi’ko returned to his seat.

“Still, they need to prepare the trees,” Mi’cin responded. “They have been testing the dirt on New Benzee to determine what will need to be done to enhance the soil, to ensure our plants can prosper in the new environment. Then we took our meal on the promenade.”

“Excellent.” Laina returned to the sofa next to Mi’ko. “We also appreciated our time alone.”

“There were humans enjoying the afternoon,” Mi’cin shared. “Seeing them here, and in such numbers. I suppose we’ll get used to them and their ways.”

“As we should, especially now with the NASA office open, along with the various state embassies, the number of humans has increased greatly.” Mi’ko tweaked the cushion on the sofa and leaned against the pillow. “As with the greater number of our people on their world. Dan Rios is working on bringing even more humans here with the guidance of Speaker Rosta.”

“I assumed he fell under Speaker Syde’s charge?” Laina brushed her hair over her shoulders.

“They are both working on this venture together, but I don’t receive updates any longer.” Mi’ko shook his head. “They might pass the enterprise down to the House of the People and have them manage the program, but that’s not confirmed yet.” He chuckled. “I have to admit, it’s been humorous seeing them both bicker back and forth.”

“Well, Teí isn’t appreciative of having the humans here,” Mi’cin declared.

Mi’ko raised his brow. Considering all that happened with the humans and Liberi Dei, the Speaker’s House did not need to have their own people make the process of building a new world any more challenging than need be.

“Teí makes a valid point.” Mi’cin stood taller. “If they don’t want to share their world with us, why should we allow them to come here? Teí believes we should have left for another system, and he doesn’t think we should share our technology with them.”

“Teí doesn’t speak for the people or the government.” Mi’ko pinched his lips, feeling the tips of his ears start to warm. “Compromise was the best option. Going down to Earth in greater numbers will bridge our two people together and show everyone we have much in common.”

“Mi, this isn’t a debate.” Laina’s tone chided him, but her gaze softened the sting of the words.

Mi’cin fell quiet, his shoulders faltering slightly.

“We cannot colonize New Benzee without the assistance of the humans and their traded resources or their technology. Yes, we are more advanced in some areas, but they are also more advanced in technology we need,” Mi’ko reminded. “These troublemakers, including Teí, have no business getting involved.”

“Mi, there is no disagreement here.” Laina whispered serenely through the room as she rested a hand on Mi’ko’s shoulder.

Mi’ko sat taller in his chair, his ears burning and aching from the swell. “I believed you of all people would agree, considering whom you are spending time with.”

Mi’cin closed his eyes and clucked his tongue. “This has nothing to do with my relationship with Todd. I only stated he made a valid point.”

“Are you sure?” Mi’ko asked. “Teí did not manage his emotions well when the two of you stopped seeing each other, and as I recall, he needed two years before he spoke with you again.”

“Mi.” Laina’s gaze fell on Mi’ko.

“Yes, Father, I’m aware.” Mi’cin steadied himself. “We were both still in school, and he’s older.” His words were slower to emphasize each one. “He could not expect me to pine for him until I was able to join him. He understands now.”

“Is he still involved with Vi-un?” Laina asked with a relaxed tone.

Mi’ko took a deep breath of air, trying to will his ears back to normal.

A beep from his datapad saved him. Frustrated with the conversation, the room fell quiet as he reached for his device and pulled up the current reports on the construction of New Benzee. He and Mirtoff would be heading there in a few days for a site overview and inspection. A meeting update request from Mirtoff came through as well.

Mi’cin’s shoulders leveled.

Mi’ko glanced up at his son and wife, Mi’cin clearly waiting to regain his father’s attention.

“No. They are no longer involved.” Mi’cin shook his head. “He decided to break with her, and we are all better for the change. The two of them together wasn’t easy to deal with.” He sat down in the chair next to his father.

“And yet you are all still friends.” Laina sat on the side of the chair. “I don’t believe I’d maintain such relationships.”

“That was a long time ago. Things change.” Mi’cin crossed his leg over the other.

“Our little yép is calling us old.” Laina reached out and batted Mi’cin’s hair tie and ponytail.

“Mother!” Mi’cin yelped, fixing his hair tie. “I’m no yép.”

Mi’ko chuckled and glanced over his datapad at them.

“Mi, put down that stupid device.” Laina frowned. “This is family time. No more work. In a few days, Mi’cin will be in his new home.”

“Sorry, my love.” Mi’ko bowed his head, closed the files, and put the device on the side table.

Mi’cin shook his head. “Anyway, we’ve all been friends too long to let something like a broken relationship get in the way. Besides, they are all interested in spending more time with Todd and getting to know him better.”

“Despite not wanting humans on our ships?” Mi’ko poked.

“Teí isn’t the only one, Father. There are others who are not happy with our compromises.”

“Oh, I’m sure there are.” The words from Mi’ko landed harder than he wanted.

I’ve seen the reports and I’ve heard the grumbling, even in the House of the People.

Mi’cin stood up. “I’m going to finish my packing.”

“Now, Mi’cin, please don’t be upset.” Laina reached out to Mi’cin and tried to take his hand.

“I’m not.” Mi’cin stopped, glanced at his mother, before walking over to her and gently touching her cheek with the back of his hand.

“Then why are the tips of your ears swelling?”

“The chill in here.” He rubbed his ears. “I’ve got a lot to do before I take over the apartment. There is much still to go through and ensure if I’m going to have all I need. I do not wish to rely on the two of you forever.”

Laina smiled and returned the touch to Mi’cin’s cheek.

Mi’ko observed the display and stood. His last son. Soon to be on his own. This change was possibly affecting him more than he supposed.

“If my words upset you, I’m sorry.” Mi’ko stood tall and ensured his shoulders were as straight as possible to show his sincerity. “Teí and you have been friends for many years.” He reached out and touched Mi’cin’s cheek. “Forgive me if I’m being overly sensitive about such things.”

Mi’cin chuckled. “Father, I know you worry for all of us and not only Shif, Ko, and me, but all our people. Teí can be judgmental, especially when it comes to the humans, but he has become a good male and he will make an excellent doctor of psychology.”

“And our people need that, considering all we’ve been through.” Laina nodded. “Perhaps, it is that empathy that causes him to be callous toward the humans.”

Or it’s because he’s a whiny vak yép who likes to manipulate people to get what he wants.

“Yes, that may be the case,” Mi’ko agreed. “However, he doesn’t have all the facts. Few do.” He held the distaste from his words. He assumed his dislike of the male had to do with the age difference, but no. He always felt there was something more about Teí he didn’t trust, and now hearing what he’d been saying to Mi’cin about the humans, these statements didn’t improve his opinion. When Mi’cin had stopped their relationship, relief had washed over him. Now he wished Mi’cin would remove Teí entirely from his life.

“Perhaps, then the Speaker’s House should be more open with the information they have and why they are making the choices they make.” Mi’cin’s ears began to swell again and turn an angry shade of blue.

Mi’ko remained silent but continued to hold his son’s gaze.

“Please. Both of you.” Laina reached up and touched Mi’cin’s left ear and rubbed. “Enough of this conversation. Now go pack, let your father and me return to experiencing the quiet joy of what our home will be like once you leave.”

Mi’cin bowed, and a hint of a smirk pulled at his lips as he reached up and stroked his mother’s hand. He glanced over at his father and offered him a slight bow as he walked off to his room.

Once the door shut, Mi’ko dropped to the chair.

“Why must you constantly throw rocks in an already turbulent river?” Laina sighed.

“He is my youngest son and I don’t want there to be any harm coming to him,” Mi’ko answered.

“Soon, he will have a life and home of his own.” Laina sat next to Mi’ko and ran her soft hand through his hair.

“I worry about him the most.” Mi’ko huffed.

“You always have.”

They both glanced down the hall to where Mi’cin had vanished.


Chapter Four

Uncertain Future

DR. DEJAN LUPU tapped his thick fingers impatiently on the desk, waiting for a response. “Is everything set?”

“Obviously,” responded his new agent from the monitor.

“Are you sure?” Dr. Lupu’s thick Moldovan accent was digitally altered by a new software provided by one of his allies in Silicon Valley. The technology softened the vowel sounds, removing the emphasis. His voice and his words sounded flat.

“I know what I’m doing.” A breathy sigh washed through the speaker with its own form of audio crackled distortion. “The shuttle will arrive at 0930 Nentraee Standard. That is the Nentraee’s busiest time of day. Once the shuttle is on approach, the docking bay will be in for a big surprise.”

“And you’ve confirmed the explosives won’t be detected?” Dr. Lupu asked.

“Assuming the intelligence your Canadian friends provided can be trusted, there isn’t an issue. I should have enough time to set the device and clear the area.”

“You can trust them.” Dr. Lupu leaned forward, frustrated he had to reassure people all the time, when there were more important questions. Did Martha have these issues? “Are you sure you’ll be ready?”

New members are always risky, but this one offers us opportunities we wouldn’t have otherwise, which makes me all the more skeptical. We’ll see how he performs. If he gets killed, no loss.

A laugh reached his ears. “If you want to do it yourself, feel free—”

Dr. Lupu raised a dismissive hand and shook his head. “Don’t screw this up.”

“Don’t worry, I’m in no hurry to meet—” Silence hung for longer than what there should have been. “—well, not until our world and our solar system is cleansed.”

“Praise him.” Dr. Lupu’s neck shook.

“Praise Liberi Dei.”

The transmission ended. Dr. Lupu stood and glanced up at the heavens, pleased. “Soon, very soon.”

 

“IT’S SO GOOD to see you.” Todd smiled to his brother as they walked into his apartment. “I mean really see you. It’s been too long. How was the flight up?”

“Good.”

Todd tossed his jacket over the dining room chair, leading Brad into his quarters. “Did Lori and the kids get to see you off? What did they think of the shuttle?”

“Toddy, oh yeah, the shuttle is amazing.” Brad smiled. “Kevin and Michelle were so excited to have the tour, including the flight deck. The tour was priceless. I hope it’s cool there will be pics all over social media of Michelle and Kevin there and maybe a few of me and Lori.” He chuckled and ran a hand over his chin.

“Nah, it’s all good.” Todd brushed off the comment. “I don’t suppose Mom and Dad came to check the ship out.”

Brad shook his head.

“Too bad. Maybe next time.”

“Hey, this looks great.” Brad glanced around the apartment and waved a hand at the main wall. “I like the deep-blue accent wall; it really compliments the two-toned tan.”

Todd grinned. “Thanks. Mi’cin and I spent the day painting. We had fun but ended up getting paint all over everything and each other.”

The shower to clean up was even more fun.

“Mhmm,” Brad responded with a raised eyebrow. “Anyway, so the flight up. I guess the commute wouldn’t be bad, if you wanted to live at home. Especially considering you have a shuttle available for your use as opposed to flying economy like rabble.” He tossed his duffel bag on the couch.

A chirp caught Todd’s attention. “Let me check this.” He walked over to his dining table, picked up the device, and flipped through the new message.

“Expecting something?” Brad asked.

“I hoped to hear from Dan. I haven’t received a peep from him since he went down to take care of his mom, or whatever.”

“Is it him?”

“Nope, the vice speaker. You know the interview I did, well, when the reporter made a comment about Speaker Syde possibly not using Dan anymore, I hadn’t heard anything about it.”

“So?”

“It’s a big deal for Dan. I asked the vice speaker about the report, and he said he would get back to me.”

“And?”

“Nothing.” Todd pointed to the datapad. “This is a message forwarded to me by the vice speaker. They are looking at various options for business partnerships and apologized for not letting me know before the interview.”

“That’s all?”

Todd shrugged. “I guess so. Still, they better not be screwing Dan over. I mean, I get they don’t want to rely on only one person for all this, but still. There is something shady happening and I feel like I’m out of the loop, and I hoped to have more info for when Dan returns.”

“So talk to Mi’ko in person?”

“Oh, I will…now.”

“Now, about your personal shuttle,” Brad started.

“The shuttle’s not my personal shuttle. I talked to Vi-Narm, and she arranged transport. You could have taken one of the general service transport shuttles. Like Dan and Kati are in a few days.”

I wonder why Dan didn’t ask me to arrange for the vice speaker’s shuttle.

“I’ll never fly economy again.”

“Got it. Princess class for both you and Dan from now on,” Todd teased. “Dan’s loving the perks of working with Speaker Syde and Speaker Rosta. I swear he’s spoiled.” His stomach lurched; he wanted to find out what that whole question from Nancy was all about before Dan got back so he didn’t freak out, or freak out any worse than he might already be.

I imagined I’d be done with the political BS when I left corporate life on Earth. Guess not.

Brad smiled and strolled over to the large living-room window and opened it, glancing out at the gardens. “It’s amazing they have trees and parks in space. They’re more expansive than anything we might have developed.”

“For now.” Todd joined Brad, checking the latch on the screen he had installed to ensure Bianca didn’t fall out. “I’m sure you guys have plenty of plans for the moon development. I know the design has been changed several times.”

“Toddy, you have no idea.” Brad peeked over his shoulder. “Where’s Bianca? She’s not gonna get out, will she?”

Todd laughed. “Nah, she’s fine, probably off hiding in the bedroom or lying on the bed where she doesn’t belong.”

Brad glanced around. “This is so impressive. The air-filtration system alone is unlike anything we have. Think about all the cádo fur and dander alone, not to mention the addition of Bianca, or the birds, the dust, skin cells, all that.” He pulled a piece of her hair from his shirt. “I can only imagine what they are planning for New Benzee.”

“They tried to explain the air filtration and the water filtration to me, but the tech is way over my head.” Todd raked a hand through his hair. “I’m sure you’ll understand all these systems a lot more, especially with your big science brain.”

Brad turned to the window, sniffing the air. He faced Todd, the smile gone from his face. “I guess we won’t see you much when you relocate there?”
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