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Dedication

I dedicate Toxic Sphere to my parents. They encouraged me 
to follow my heart as well as my head. They taught me to do 
what needs to be done and say what needs to be said no matter 
the difficulty or risk.

My beloved Golias, though you are long gone from this world 
in body, you taught me patience and pure love in a way no 
human being ever could.
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Foreword

“Four great powers battle for dominance in our world 
of seventeen billion human souls: Cadona, Domataland, 
Sohn-Sur, and Visstel. Those less mighty find themselves 
caught in the battle of the giants. Starving bellies and 
malnourished factories feed the rage. Confrontation—instead 
of cooperation—taints our water, poisons our land, and fouls 
our air. In our blind aggression, we destroy the very things 
that sustain us. Yet we fail to see it.”

Bob Fullerby, Investigative Journalist
Andecco News Service

Year 1007 of the Enlightened Epoch





Maps of the World





The Primary Hemisphere

The Lost Hemisphere



Cadona

Population: 1,998,000,000
Capital: Cadona City



Domataland

Population: 780,000,000
Capital: Ver-Nuvelin



Izvyona and Bakhadaland

Population: 122,000,000
Izvyona Mainland: 70,000,000
Bakhadaland Region: 52,000,000

Capital: Villyana

*  Bakhadaland Region considers itself an independent nation and 
names Satur its capital. Only Domataland, Fletchia, and a 
handful of other nations recognize Bakhadaland’s independence.
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Chapt e r  1

Cadona, Land of the True God

Cadona City, Cadona
Friday, March 17, Year 1007 EE
8:00 p.m.

Why was he shouting again? Leeha Ritsagin slid lower 
in her seat. Pastor Townly terrified her. He not only 

sounded crazy, he looked crazy. Sweat soaked his slicked-back, 
brown hair. His masculine face flushed crimson red. Spotlights 
tracked his every move as he paced back and forth on the stage.

His pacing stopped. All-seeing eyes scanned the 
worshippers. Leeha froze. If she moved, would he notice? 
Would he single her out in this crowd of thousands?

Pastor Townly’s face then softened. “My good people, 
fellow True Followers, never forget how blessed we are to live 
in the world’s greatest nation—Cadona the strong!”

With no warning, his tender demeanor vanished. He 
clenched a fist and raised it above his head. The motion was 
slow, as if he held a great weight in his hand. Even from her 
position in the center of the auditorium, Leeha saw his tall, 
broad-shouldered body stiffen. His words vibrated through 
the sound array. “When we shake our mighty fists, the world 
trembles! When we sing our songs, the whole world listens.”

Again he paced, his head bowed, each step pounding the 
hard stage floor. Leeha recalled the big, mean bulls from her 
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youth—the muscular beasts that pawed the earth, their huge 
heads hanging close to the ground, their nostrils flaring. Rage 
filled their eyes as dust rose with each exhaled breath.

Pastor Townly stopped walking and looked up. Fury 
contorted his face. Leeha’s hands trembled in her lap. He was 
really angry!

“Today, our great nation suffers. Our government, under 
Allegiance Party rule, allows evil to run rampant. Because of 
their godless ways, God’s wrath falls upon us all!”

A man seated in the front row jumped to his feet. His voice 
reverberated through the auditorium. “Impeach President 
Meyfeld!”

“Impeach! Impeach!” many voices shouted.
“Send Meyfeld to Hell!” a woman shrieked.
This was no religious service. It was a call to battle. Leeha 

often voted for the Allegiance Party. Could those seated 
around her tell? What would they do to her if they knew?

She pushed a clump of light, reddish-brown hair away from 
her oily face and peeked at Jilly and Rebecca. Her friends had 
fallen victim to the raucous energy filling the giant room. The 
girls, their eyes wide, gazed with awe at the dashing, crazy 
pastor.

Why did she let Jilly and Rebecca talk her into coming? Why 
didn’t she tell them that she had to study for a test? Leeha glanced 
over her left shoulder and then the right. The enormous room 
was packed. Worshippers squeezed into every possible space. 
Some stood in the aisles. Others sat on steps or leaned against 
the walls. How could so many people want to listen to this 
stuff? She wished the service would end so she could go home 
to her little, quiet apartment.
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Pastor Townly, however, had more to say. “And now, Bezgog 
the Deceiver is arming his sons and daughters on earth.”

More war talk! How much longer was this going to last? 
Jilly and Rebecca had told her it was supposed to be a fun 
event. It gave people something to do on Friday nights instead 
of getting into trouble. How could anyone call this fun?

“My fellow followers,” Pastor Townly went on, “do not be 
tricked by President Meyfeld and his pacifists. The people of 
Domataland are Bezgog’s children on earth. Are they not the 
descendants of the tribe of Nastebya?”

The crowd erupted. “Yes! Yes! Yes! Death to Nastebya!”
Leeha hunched deeper into her seat.
The preacher’s passion grew. “Did the prophets of old not 

teach us evil spirits bedded with the people of Nastebya?”
Calls rose from every part of the auditorium. “Praise the 

prophets! Death to Nastebya!” 
Leeha heard familiar voices. Jilly and Rebecca shouted 

along with the rest.
“Beware, fellow followers,” Pastor Townly said. “The 

Evil One is rousing his children. The devils of Domataland 
awaken! At this very moment, the ungodly Goodwill Ship sits 
anchored in the Warm Sea. Our allies in Izvyona tremble at 
the sight of the Evil Beast.”

His face grim, he once again paced back and forth. A 
spotlight brightened. He stopped walking. “Let us unite with 
the One True God. Together, we shall defeat the Evil One. 
Then our land will once again be great and blessed.”

From every corner came shouts. “Blessed! Cadona, the 
triumphant! Death to Nastebya! Down with Meyfeld! Curse 
the Allegiance Party!”
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The preacher’s zeal rose further still. “As the people of 
Domataland are the children of the Evil One on earth, so we 
shall be the children of God on earth. We shall answer God’s 
call!”

People jumped up from their seats. Leeha’s chair shook. 
The floor shuddered. With fists clenched, the worshippers 
crossed their forearms before their faces, making the Mark 
of the Compass. “God’s children! God’s children! God’s 
children!”

Leeha’s body slid deeper into the chair. Her knees pressed 
into the seatback in front of her. Despite the multitude of 
people standing between her and the stage, she still saw Pastor 
Townly in the spotlights. He, too, made the Mark of the 
Compass. “Will you answer God’s call?” His fists trembled 
above his head. 

Shouts filled the room. “We will! We will! We will!”
A jolt struck the back of Leeha’s seat. She felt the blow in 

her lungs. What was it? Too hard for a child’s kick. Then she 
realized what was happening. The man standing in front of 
her slammed a foot into the back of the chair in front of him. 
A woman a few seats down did the same. Worshippers kicked 
chairs. Stomped their feet. Shook fists. Pulsed the Mark of the 
Compass.

The racket was deafening. Leeha put her hands over her 
ears. She had to get out of there. Escape would not be easy. 
Jilly and Rebecca had chosen seats in the middle of a long row. 
The aisles were far away. Too many people sat between her 
and freedom.

Then a strange thing happened. Scores of people left their 
seats. In a swarm, parishioners ran down the aisles leading to 
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the stage. Some shouted. Tears flooded the faces of others. 
Leeha had no idea where they were going, but the commotion 
provided cover. This might be her only chance to get away. 
She glanced at Jilly and Rebecca. They paid no attention to 
her. They shouted and stomped with the rest.

Leeha pushed her way to the nearest aisle. While masses 
streamed toward the stage, she darted for the exit at the 
back of the auditorium. No one gave her a second look. They 
swerved around her as if she were one of the pillars. At last she 
made it to the exit. Leeha shoved open the doors. She dashed 
through the doorway and into the lobby.

The doors swung closed behind her. Thank goodness! She 
was out at last.

Only a few people stood in the lobby. A man in a neat 
suit tried to calm a bawling baby. A woman with puffy hair 
stiff with hairspray and a face plastered with makeup tended 
to three unhappy toddlers. Leeha took a deep breath to calm 
frayed nerves and headed for the doors leading outside. To 
freedom.

Two men appeared. They looked like giants in black suits. 
One of the men studied her. His dark, narrow eyes almost 
disappeared beneath one thick eyebrow. He looked away, but 
Leeha kept an eye on him as her trembling legs carried her 
toward the exit. 

Something hard smacked into her left elbow. She had 
bumped into the lip of a tall table. As she rubbed her stinging 
arm, Leeha noticed a flier sitting on the tabletop. Printed on 
the flier was the familiar shape of the powerful nation of Sohn-
Sur. Embossed on top of the image were the words Beware! The 
Sun God of Sohn-Sur rises! Goodness! These people must hate 
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Sohn-Sur as much as Domataland and the Allegiance Party. 
Did they like anybody?

Just before pushing open the exit door, she spotted a poster of 
an old, balding man. Leeha recognized the man in the photo, for 
he was quite famous throughout Cadona—Pastor Leon Walls, 
leader of the True Followers of God Church. The words, See Pastor 
Walls Live Each Sunday Morning, were printed beneath the photo.

Leeha had heard about Pastor Walls’ Sunday Sunrise 
Service. Who hadn’t? She shivered at the thought of attending. 
Pastor Townly was crazy enough. Why would she want to see 
the head nut-ball—Pastor Leon Walls?

At last Leeha was outside. Darkness drenched the large 
parking lot that extended out before her. A handful of round 
lights set atop tall poles provided the only illumination. As her 
eyes adjusted to the low light, she saw row upon row of parked 
vehicles. Fear brewed in the pit of her stomach. Where the heck 
did she park?

She remembered a landmark. A light post. She’d parked 
really close to a light post. Her heart pounded as she ventured 
into the caverns of silent, shadowy cars. Anything could 
happen. Anyone could be waiting. A thief. A rapist. Someone 
just out for trouble. She listened for threatening sounds: 
breathing, voices, footfalls. But she heard nothing but the 
undulating growl emanating from a nearby superhighway.

Then a male’s voice came from the darkness. “Leaving 
already?” 

Leeha swung around. Fear gripped her. To whom was he 
speaking? Was it her?

The form of a tall man took shape in the shadows. He was 
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speaking to her. No one else was in sight. What should she 
do? Run? Cry out for help? Stand her ground? Leeha froze in 
place. The man moved closer. She watched his every move. 
A Cadona City policeman! Her body relaxed. She remained 
cautious, however. There were plenty of stories. Stories of 
people dressed up as cops or cops gone bad.

“Good evening, officer,” Leeha said. Her voice trembled. 
“Did I do something wrong?”

“No, ma’am. I was wondering why you were leaving before 
the service ended.”

Something told Leeha it was not a good idea to tell this tall, 
powerfully built man the truth. “Test! I have a test tomorrow.”

It wasn’t completely a lie, Leeha told herself. She was 
taking a self-paced computing course offered through 
WorldLink, and she was planning to take one of the tests 
tomorrow. She was ready for it, though. No need to spend the 
evening cramming for the exam.

“Too bad you couldn’t stay for the whole sermon,” the 
policeman said. “I listened to it at the earlier service. Very 
uplifting!”

The service—uplifting? Crazy described it better. “I’m 
sure it is … uplifting,” she said.

“Good luck on your test, ma’am,” the policeman told her. 
She watched as he walked away. He disappeared into the 

night. 
High above the ground, an illuminated emblem gleamed 

on the wall of the massive True Followers building. The 
bright pattern took the shape of the True Followers of God 
Compass—the symbol that pointed the way to God. The icy 
blue light almost seemed to radiate evil.



C. N. SKY

S 8 S

Leeha hurried to the place she hoped she had parked her 
car. There it was! Her old, brown Monarch was waiting for 
her. She wasted no time jumping into the driver seat and 
locking the door. What a relief! She had to start paying more 
attention to where she parked. She did this to herself all the 
time, and she got so stressed out. The seventeen-year-old 
engine rumbled to life. Safe at last.

A box of donuts sat on the passenger seat. A donut sure 
sounded good. Opening the lid, Leeha found three pastries 
inside. She grabbed one and took a big bite.

Driving at a crawl to avoid further police attention, she 
headed out of the parking lot and toward the street. There 
was only one tricky turn to worry about on the way home. 
Left. She had to stay to the left at the old rug factory. If she 
missed that turn, she would end up on the giant highway. The 
tangle of lanes and roads confused her. And everyone drove 
so fast! “Don’t miss the rug turn. Don’t miss the rug turn,” 
Leeha told herself. She didn’t. Not this time. The rest of the 
trip was easy. She knew the route well.

Leeha relaxed into the seat, but still her heart pounded. 
What a weird night it had been. How could people who are 
supposed to be religious hate like that? And what was up 
with that cop? It made no sense. Why would a Cadona City 
policeman care about her leaving a True Followers of God 
Church service early? And why would he feel the need to tell 
her how much he enjoyed an earlier service?

The apartment building came into view. She’d worry 
about the policeman later. Her concern now was making it 
safely home. It was nighttime and only every third streetlamp 
was illuminated. Sure, the city needed to save money, but 
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the darkness did make wandering around after sunset more 
dangerous. To make matters worse, none of the security 
cameras in the neighborhood were functioning.

Before turning off the engine and headlights, she scanned 
for danger. Nothing looked amiss. Leeha stuffed another 
donut in her mouth, turned off her Monarch, opened the car 
door, and made a dash for the front entrance of the apartment 
building. Her heart pounded as she waited for the scanner to 
read the nodes in her left arm. A green light popped on. A 
recorded voice said, Access granted. Leeha already had a hand 
on the door handle when the familiar click sounded. The door 
unlocked. She bolted inside. Another click. The door locked 
behind her. Thank goodness! She was safe. Another message 
greeted her: Welcome home, Leeha Ritsagin. The familiar gray-
green walls of the entranceway comforted her. Nothing had 
changed since she left for work early this morning. Even the 
two strips of moss-green duct tape were still there, holding 
two thin pipes in place.

Leeha was about to enter the stairwell when the door 
of the cranky elevator squeaked open. An elderly couple 
stepped out of the tiny, metal box. Leeha recognized the 
old folks. They lived a few doors down from her. The couple 
didn’t acknowledge her presence, but that was normal. 
People who lived here minded their own business. She 
watched the couple disappear into the blackness beyond the 
building’s entrance. Odd. Where would they be going this 
time of night?

The elevator doors squealed and shook as they closed. 
Why would anyone dare to ride in that thing? Fricken vertical 
coffin. Leeha shivered as she recalled the story of an elderly 
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woman who was stuck inside for over four hours. Four hours! 
It took forever for help to arrive. Taking the stairs was a much 
better idea. She pulled open the door leading to the gray, 
concrete-walled stairwell.

One. Two. Three. Leeha counted each step until she 
reached the fourth floor.

As she walked down the hallway, the only sounds she 
heard through the unadorned doors were the clinking of a 
metal pot and the faint sound of a movie playing. Nothing 
else. No conversations. No laughter. No footsteps.

At last she reached her unit. Leeha opened the door with 
her personal device. She walked in and locked the door behind 
her. Finally! She was home.

Through the living room window, she saw one of the few 
functioning street lights. It gave her comfort at night. Enough 
light shone in to make her feel safe walking in after sunset. No 
need to rush. No need to worry about a villain hiding in the 
darkness. How lucky she was to live on the street side! The 
people who lived on the other side of the building saw only 
a narrow alley, trunks of long-dead trees, and a run-down 
fence. No illumination whatsoever.

Leeha felt weak. It had been a while since she’d eaten. She 
set her purse down on the dented kitchen table and opened 
the old refrigerator. The appliance hummed and rattled as she 
reached inside and pulled out a day-old sandwich and two-
day-old fruit pie. 

Carrying the food in one hand and a small tray table in the 
other, she headed toward the sofa. After arranging her meal, 
she turned on a lamplight and pulled the viewing monitor 
away from the corner. One of the stand’s wheels squeaked. 
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The stand served its purpose, however. No need to spend 
hard-earned money on a new one.

Leeha settled into her old, comfortable couch. The worn 
cushions folded around her like a grandmother’s embrace. 
Her food smelled good. What could be better?

The viewing monitor lit up. 
Hooray! Current Affairs was playing. The faces of Andecco 

journalists Scott Walters and Angela Thirgal appeared on 
the viewplane.

“Angela, let’s talk about this year’s elections. More polling results 
have come in. What do they tell us?”

“Scott, we have results from three polls. The same trend contin-
ues. The Allegiance Party is losing ground while support for the 
Freedom Party is growing. Both the legislative elections in June 
and the Presidential election in October are too close to call. If 
a vote were held today, the results would be fifty-fifty.”

“And, Angela, the political stakes are high. As the elections draw 
near, an already vicious campaign could grow even uglier.”

Leeha took a bite of pie. My, it was scrumptious!

“The other big news, Angela, is the role of the True Followers 
of God Church in this election year. Mr. Bob Fullerby has been 
following Pastor Leon Walls on his visit to the New Cadonan 
Desert. Some say Pastor Walls is on a political mission, not a 
religious one.”

“That’s right, Scott. Pastor Walls has been in the West for several 
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days promoting Freedom Party candidates. Let’s turn it over to 
Bob Fullerby in New Cadona to find out what Pastor Leon Walls 
is saying about the role of the True Followers of God Church in 
the elections.”

“Let’s not!” Leeha turned off the viewing monitor. “Bob 
Fullerby, I love you, you’re the best reporter ever, but I’ve had 
enough of Pastor Leon Walls and the True Followers of God 
Church for one night.”

7
New Cadonan Desert, Cadona
Saturday, March 18, Year 1007 EE
9:00 a.m.

The New Cadonan Desert flatland that stretched out 
before Pastor Leon Walls was, in ancient times, a massive 
lake. On all sides rose rocky, dust-covered hills. The land 
glowed burnt-orange in the morning sun.

Blond-haired Richie wiggled in Leon’s arms. “Grandpa, 
what’s that?” The child pointed into the dusty distance.

“What’s what, Richie?”
“Those wiggly lines. See them, Grandpa?”
“Heat waves, my little toadstool.” Even though the hour 

was early, the sand and stone had grown quite hot.
Richie pointed toward the distant hills. “And Grandpa, 

what’s that? Those brown things sticking up.”
“Tree stumps,” Leon said. “When I was your age, juniper 

and pine trees grew on those hills. The stumps are skeletons 
of the trees.”
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Richie stared for a moment and said, “Grandpa, where did 
the trees go?”

“They died, Richie.”
“Why did they die, Grandpa?”
“Don’t worry about trees, Richie. Trees don’t matter. 

God doesn’t care about trees.”
Richie pointed to his left. “Grandpa, are those june-pers 

and pines?”
A few plants clung to life in the shelter of orange-colored 

boulders. “No, Richie, those are just tussock grass and desert 
brush. Just weeds. Big, prickly weeds.”

Images from the past crept into Leon’s mind. When he was a 
youngster, the valley was full of these hardy grasses and fragrant 
desert shrubs. Small animals, birds, foxes, desert dogs, and even 
deer lived in their shelter. Such reminiscence was dangerous. 
Leon reminded himself to be careful. These things of nature 
mattered not to God. It was contrary to God’s Will to mourn 
their loss.

“Does God care about grass and brush, Grandpa?”
“No, Richie, God doesn’t care about grass or brush or 

trees.”
“How about birds? Does God care about birds?” Richie’s 

eyes were focused on the sky. 
Leon looked up. A large bird flew overhead. Its dark 

feathers were tattered, evidence of a difficult life. “No, God 
doesn’t care about birds either. Birds don’t matter. Don’t 
worry about birds, Richie.”

“What does God care about, Grandpa?”
Hot, dry wind stirred up dust from the parched earth. 

Besides the whistling gust, Leon heard a flapping noise. Then 
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he saw it: the glorious national flag of Cadona. It clung to a 
silver pole rising from the baked earth. The sand-filled blast 
of hot air twisted and tugged at the enormous piece of cloth.

“See that flag, Richie?” Leon asked.
Richie nodded.
“That flag, Richie, is the symbol of the world’s mightiest 

nation—Cadona. Our nation. God’s nation. The greatest and 
most powerful the world has ever known. God has especially 
blessed us over all other peoples, over all other lands. God has 
chosen us. God has promised us. And God always keeps his 
promises. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Uh-huh.”
“Good. You must never forget it, my boy.”
A smile came to Leon’s face as he considered his good 

fortune. Because of his devoted service to God, wealth and 
fame had found him. The blessings f lowed to all members 
of his family. They lived in luxury, wanting for nothing. 
“My beloved Richie, someday my ministry will be yours. 
You will be a leader of men, as I am. As your father is. A 
great man. A man who shall see to it that all good people 
will know God and that all evil people shall perish. It is 
our calling.”

Leon’s gaze strayed out across the dry earth and dust-filled 
air. “Seventeen billion people in this world,” he said, more to 
himself than to Richie. “Cadona has fewer than two billion of 
these souls, yet we preside over it all. With a single punch of 
our mighty fist, we can bring any other land to its knees. No 
one has the might to stand against us. No one! Very soon we 
shall be even more powerful.”

“Why, Grandpa?”
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“God has blessed us with a new weapon. A very, very 
powerful one. We call it Toxic Sphere. We’re making the 
weapons right now. When the weapons are ready, we will be 
so powerful the rest of the world will have no choice but to 
do as we say.”

Richie rested his head against Leon’s shoulder. “I love you, 
Grandpa.”

“I love you, too. You must always remember, Richie, the 
world is full of evildoers. Many follow false gods. Some follow 
Bezgog the Destroyer himself. Children of Bezgog walk on 
this earth. They live in a land called Domataland. And they 
are not alone. Others also fall into the Evil One’s grip. Bad 
people from Sohn-Sur want to rob us and make us weak. But 
our God is much stronger than Bezgog. We shall prevail, my 
little one. We shall prevail! It is people like us who are God’s 
instruments on earth. We are the ones destined to see His 
Will done.”

Richie gave a wide-mouthed yawn and then kissed Leon’s 
cheek. “Grandpa, Mommy says you’re going away soon.”

“Yes, I must go back to work. Work someday you will do.”
“Where are you going, Grandpa?”
“Far away, to the east. Back to Cadona City. Cadona City 

is the capital of Cadona. Did you know that?”
“Yes, I know. Daddy told me. And Mommy said it rains 

there. Lots of rain.”
“It does rain there. Lots more than here, anyway.”
From somewhere behind him, Leon heard his daughter’s 

voice. “Daddy, Daddy, it’s time for you to go. Your plane is 
waiting.”

Like an angel Melindy seemed. Her youthful skin glowed 
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in the hot morning sun. The silken fabric of her long, flowing 
dress and her long, dark hair danced in the dry wind.

“Yes, it’s time, my dear.”
Leon took another look across the dry lands. Then he 

sighed and put Richie into Melindy’s arms. “Mind your mother 
and father, Richie,” he said.

“I will. But Grandpa, won’t you stay?”
“I wish I could stay longer,” Leon said. “I could use more 

rest.”
“You have much work to do, Daddy,” Melindy said. A 

soft smile formed on her pretty face. “The nation’s capital is 
waiting for you. They need you there.”

“Cadona City. You wouldn’t recognize it today, Melindy. 
It’s a terrible mess. Terrible. You can see Bezgog’s handiwork 
everywhere. It infiltrates everything. Absolutely everything. 
So much evil.”

“That’s why they need you there,” Melindy said. “God 
needs you there. Only from our capital can the light of God 
spread. From there the light can be seen in all corners of our 
country.”

“Yes, it must begin in Cadona City.” Leon’s heart was 
weary, but proud. “We cannot be God’s light to the world 
until we have God-fearing men running our government and 
leading our soldiers.”

“Why do you look so concerned?” Melindy asked. “The 
Freedom Party is gaining in the polls. The ruling Allegiance Party 
is faltering. Our Back-to-Basics Club leaders are doing well.”

“We are running out of time, I fear,” Leon said.
“Why, Daddy? Legislative elections are in June. Presidential 

elections in October. Change will come soon.”
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“I hope you’re right, Melindy. A power is rising in 
Domataland. Rising quickly. I can feel it. Their new president 
will be sworn in soon. Demnar Tarish. He’s an evil man. I 
have this feeling about him ….”

“What kind of feeling?”
“Somehow, I have this feeling … Demnar Tarish is the one 

who will rule Domataland in the Last War.”
“Daddy, are you sure? The prophecy says Domataland’s 

last ruler will be a mighty man. Powerful and wise as well 
as evil. Everyone says Demnar Tarish is a joke. They say he’s 
even less intelligent that Domataland’s current president. 
What’s his name? Oh, yes, Elann Vispar.”

“I’ve also heard Tarish is weak, and not too bright,” 
Leon said, “but he’s a war hero. A trained killer. And, I 
can’t explain it, honey, but something is wrong with him. 
Something is missing when I look at his eyes—even in 
photos.”

“Missing? Daddy, I don’t understand.”
“Neither do I, honey. That’s what frightens me.”
“Is Mark doing much to help you yet?” Melindy asked.
“Mark does bring in support from the young and poor. 

But he still isn’t showing leadership or initiative. There’s no 
woman in his life. A young man in his twenties should have 
keen eyes for young ladies, but not Mark. And he has these 
strange beliefs. But Mark is a bright young man, and he is my 
flesh and blood. He’ll come around.”

“I was difficult once, too. Remember, Daddy?”
“How could I forget, my dear!”
Carrying Richie in her slender arms, Melindy turned 

away and headed home. Leon followed. 
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As they neared her splendid estate, Leon spotted his son-
in-law. James waved at them from the green lawn that circled 
the white-walled mansion. Melindy had chosen a fine husband 
who loyally served the True Followers. God had blessed 
James and Melindy abundantly. Their property glowed like an 
emerald oasis in the thirsty, eroding desert, a desert cursed 
and then abandoned by God. Yet, in the midst of this forsaken 
land, sat this jewel filled with statues and gardens. A fountain 
shot blue water and white foam into a dusty sky. What better 
proof was there to be found of God’s willingness to reward 
his loyal servants? 

Leon’s heart, though, was heavy. Beyond the lush grounds, 
a jet from the True Followers of God Church fleet was waiting 
to whisk him away to Cadona City, capital of the great nation 
of Cadona.

“Daddy,” Melindy said, “don’t worry about Mark. He’ll 
come around. And don’t worry about Demnar Tarish of 
Domataland. Our God is stronger than his god.”
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Chapt e r  2

Domataland, Land of the Enemy

Ver-Nuvelin, Domataland
Saturday, March 18, Year 1007 EE
1:00 p.m.

Domataland’s president-elect, Demnar Tarish, sat in the 
large, ornate Guest Chair of Honor in the Office of the 

President of Domataland. Demnar had spent many hours in 
this office over the past six years, but this was the first time he 
had been in the office alone. It was also the first time he had a 
seat in this great chair.

Demnar twisted from side to side in the oversized piece of 
furniture. He felt like a child having his first meal at the adult 
table. A combination of boredom and fear churned in his gut. 
He hadn’t expected the ceremony to be overwhelming, but 
now he longed to go back in time and find himself sitting in 
the Finance Minister’s council chair once again. The elections 
were over, however, and when today’s formalities ended, he 
would take Elann Vispar’s place as Domataland’s president. 

Yesterday, he and Elann talked long into the night. Over 
an evening meal, they had discussed current dangers in the 
world. Afterward, the two men retreated to Elann’s private 
study. There, Elann spoke of the ancient Transition of Power 
Ceremony. 

Now the day had dawned when Elann would pass the Key 
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of Domataland to Demnar. Demnar’s seat in the Guest Chair 
of Honor marked the first step in this age-old tradition.

Demnar recalled Elann’s impassioned saga of how the 
Transition of Power Ceremony came to be. Demnar already 
knew the tale, of course. Every true Domataree citizen did. 
But beautiful speech was one of the outgoing president’s many 
gifts. Elann told it with such eloquence!

Age-old scripts, which were almost as ancient as the 
nation itself, recorded the legend. Domataland once had a 
king instead of a president. In one particularly perilous time in 
history, powerful invaders attacked the Domataree Kingdom 
from the northeast. Uncivilized the invaders were, yet well 
versed in the art of war. The king’s son was far away from the 
old capital city of Diina, for the prince took his place alongside 
Domataland’s soldiers at the front.

Then, from a distant land to the southwest, another army 
attacked, taking advantage of Domataland’s weakness. This 
army marched to the very gates of Diina. The king was gravely 
wounded in battle. As he lay dying, he called his most trusted 
messenger, the Master of the King’s Guard, to his side. He 
instructed the guardsman to deliver a message to the prince. 
The king’s death was imminent and the prince would soon be 
the new ruler. The king also entrusted the guardsman with 
the Key of Domataland. The guardsman was to place the Key 
in the prince’s hands, for the city of Diina was under siege. 
The Key would not be safe in the capital. The armies from the 
southwest succeeded in overrunning the great city of Diina, 
but they did not find the fabled key. The new king already 
wore the symbol of Domataland next to his heart.

A beautiful tale it was, Demnar believed. Full of despair, 
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death, love, perseverance, victory. But he also considered 
it a story belonging to another time. Another age. Another 
political system. Today, Domataland had a president, a 
parliament, and courts. Why spend so much energy reliving 
the past instead of dealing with the present? There were new 
enemies to deal with. Much work needed to be done.

Why did they have so many blasted ceremonies anyway? 
They could barely blink without having a ritual performed. 
Deep inside, however, Demnar understood the reason for 
his consternation. He didn’t like sitting in this giant chair. In 
reality, he loved to hear about the great ceremonies, steeped 
in history and culture. He also loved to watch the various 
protocols unfold—beautiful, proud, and graceful. However, 
having to participate in one himself was quite another story.

He rubbed his hands against his thighs to remove an 
uncomely film of perspiration from his palms. What was 
wrong with him? Where was this angst coming from? Demnar 
knew danger. He had served several years in the military. He 
spent most of that time fighting terrorists in the southern 
reaches of his country. Demnar had come face-to-face with 
death more times than he could remember. He left part of his 
right leg somewhere on a bloody battlefield in the dry, high 
mountains of Estdeventia. His country had decorated him 
multiple times for courage under fire. Yet here he sat in the 
huge chair, feeling like a frightened little boy.

Demnar observed his hands. They were trembling. Not 
exactly presidential. 

So different he was from Elann Vispar. Elann was bold 
and fearless in the limelight. Demnar never did understand 
Elann’s reasons for grooming him for the job, but Elann made 
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the decision years earlier and stuck with it. Elann believed in 
him. Demnar couldn’t let his friend down.

He checked the time. How it crept! According to 
tradition, the president-elect contemplated the future while 
sitting in the giant chair. Last night, while preparing for the 
ceremony, Elann told Demnar what he considered when he sat 
in the Guest Chair of Honor: Over and over I told myself, “I am 
the leader of my country and the protector of all that is in it. Never 
forget it!” Demnar forced these words through his mind again 
and again out of respect for his beloved teacher, but the words 
didn’t have much meaning. He already understood this. He 
understood it when he agreed to run for the nation’s highest 
office.

More time went by. Anxious for the traditional pomp 
and ceremony to end, Demnar sat upright, leaned back, bent 
forward, and stretched this way and that. He studied the 
elaborate patterns of the wood, cloth, and gems that made up 
this great chair. Though he heard nothing beyond the secure, 
soundproof walls, he knew that other people who had a role to 
play in this grand ceremony would be arriving. Elann would be 
among them. They would be gathering in the Hall of Waiting 
just beyond these office doors. He also knew that the news 
media would be reporting every detail: what the president-
elect must be thinking as he sat in the Guest Chair of Honor, 
who arrived when, what the various dignitaries were wearing, 
and what hat Elann’s wife had on.” 

Demnar’s thoughts then turned to his own wife, Itena. If 
not for her, he probably would’ve died years ago in a rickety 
stone hut in Estdeventia. Such sacrifices she made for him! 
Long ago, she left behind her family, her religion, her people, 
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and her beloved Estdevent mountains. And today she gave up 
her position on the Science Council to become the president’s 
lady. Itena loved privacy, but now her life went on display for 
all the world to see. “Thank you, my love,” he said aloud, with 
only himself to hear. “May this be your last sacrifice.”

A loud knock rattled the door. The time had finally come. 
The next stage of the ceremony had begun. Five knocks there 
were—hard blows, each spaced by one second. Demnar heard 
the door open. Though he could not see the door from his 
position, he knew that the door had only opened a tiny crack. 
This was also part of the ceremony.

A twinge of nervousness ran through him. There was 
a line he had to recite. “Who wishes to enter and for what 
purpose?”

He felt he flubbed the line. His voice emerged with too 
high a pitch and a tempo too quick for a man set to lead this 
powerful, rising nation.

However, through the open door, Demnar heard Elann’s 
wife, President’s Lady Betsa Ruzh-Vispara, cry out from the 
Hall of Waiting. She said to Elann, who Demnar knew would 
be standing close by, “What a strong, proud voice! Just like 
yours.”

Demnar found himself surprised and honored by her 
words. His insecurity lessened. It was really happening. Very 
soon now, Demnar would be Domataland’s president.

7
President Elann Vispar stood tall and proud in the Hall of 

Waiting. Nine years ago, he was the one sitting in the Guest 
Chair of Honor, but today he was the departing head of state. 
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Elann heard Betsa’s sobs, but he had a role to play, so, no 
matter how much it pained him, he had to ignore her tears.

How sensitive Betsa was, Elann knew. And so loyal. Both to 
him and to Domataland. Elann knew she had transformed the role 
of president’s lady from a passive companion to a champion of her 
country. To a stranger, the tearful sound of her voice would seem 
out of place for such a tall, proud, stout, sturdy woman. Holding 
a silk kerchief in a strong, wide hand, she delicately dabbed tears 
from her broad face and stern eyes. He loved her.

From the corner of his eye, Elann watched as Betsa swung 
her long arms around Itena Ruzh-Tarisha, the woman who 
would soon take Betsa’s place as president’s lady. Itena’s petite 
body nearly disappeared in the folds of Betsa’s pale pink suit. 
The next step in the ceremony had to wait for the sobs of the 
women to stop.

How rich and full their culture was. The women’s tears, 
so full of meaning. Such a glorious society. Complex. Deep. 
Robust. They cherished so much. They were passionate. They 
cried. They danced. They laughed. Yet they were disciplined. 
Strong. Bold. Courageous. Elann knew this contrast confused 
and frightened the people of many other races. Many other 
peoples considered the Domats unpredictable, erratic, 
untrustworthy, volatile, and dangerous.

Once the sobbing of the women subsided, the master of 
the president’s guard recited the next line from the script. “It 
is I, Master of the President’s Guard. Our president delivers a 
most urgent message.” The sheer significance of the event and 
the depth of its long history stirred even the emotions of this 
huge, fit, powerful man. Even the master of the president’s 
guard had tears in his eyes and tightness in his throat.
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Elann heard Demnar’s voice. The words flowed through 
the doorway. “Then let the Honorable President enter!”

The master of the president’s guard marched into the 
Presidential Office and disappeared from view. In a deep 
voice, the guard said, “I present to you the President.”

The sound of sharp footsteps flowed through the open 
door. Elann saw the guardsman again. The military man 
marched several paces, swung around, and then stood tall at 
attention.

Elann’s time had come. In moments, he would hand over 
the presidency to the man he trusted as a leader and loved as a 
son. Elann walked proud and tall into the Presidential Office. 
Soon it would no longer be his. He took his assigned place 
before the Guest Chair of Honor. As Elann waited for the 
dignitaries to file in, he studied Demnar. The former finance 
minister looked like a president. Gray flecked Demnar’s fine, 
brown hair. His pale, gold-toned skin was smooth, but wisdom 
and knowledge filled his hazel eyes. Young and fit he looked, 
with the energy needed to do the grueling job ahead of him. 
But also mature, experienced, and educated. Elann confirmed 
his choice. Yes, Demnar was meant to be their leader.

Once the dignitaries found their places, Elann bowed 
before Demnar, taking care to do it in the formal style 
expected for such a distinguished event: his arms straight at 
his sides, palms facing inward.

According to script, Demnar said, “Honorable President, 
what urgent message do you bring?” 

“I have come to pass to you the Key of Domataland, our 
beloved homeland.” Elann could not stop a lone tear from 
running down his high, puffy cheek.
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Betsa trotted to his side. With every step, the long feather 
sticking out from her saucer-shaped hat bounced and fluttered. 
Gently, despite wide wrists, she wiped Elann’s tear away. Her 
love gave him strength. He wished he could thank her, but 
he couldn’t. Not until the formalities ended. Elann said to 
Demnar, “Do you accept the Key of Domataland?”

“I accept it,” Demnar said.
“Do you agree to protect and defend our homeland with 

all means at your disposal to the very ending of your own 
life?”

“I agree to protect and defend her, my beloved homeland, 
with all means at my disposal to the very ending of my own 
life.”

Elann said, “Then I give to you, most Honorable President, 
the Key of Domataland.” That was it. Demnar Tarish, not 
Elann Vispar, was president.

7
Demnar stepped down from the Guest Chair of Honor. 

He wished he were a tall man like Elann or the master of the 
president’s guard. That would’ve made getting down from the 
giant chair an easier task. Mercifully, the Transition of Power 
Ceremony was almost over. One more rite remained. Demnar 
must take possession of the nation’s most treasured symbol: the 
Key of Domataland. Soon, Elann would give it to him.

The Key of Domataland lay hidden beneath Elann’s 
embroidered tunic. He took hold of a leather strap that draped 
over his neck. He pulled the strap over his head. “Oh, ooh” 
sounds rose from the ranks of the dignitaries. There it was, 
the most splendid of all keys. It dangled from the wide band.
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It was the first time Demnar had seen the Key in person. 
It was a simple thing, formed of dark metal and dark wood. 
Clearly it was old and rough-hewn. But the history of it was 
long and rich. Bloody yet prosperous. Enslaved then free. It had 
passed from one Domataree king or president to the next for 
untold centuries. It had survived fires and bombs. It had been 
whisked away to safety at great peril to those who protected 
it. Many a time had it witnessed the near destruction of the 
land it symbolized. But, like Domataland itself—so far—it 
had managed to survive.

Demnar lowered his head. Barely a second had passed 
before the Key of Domataland was hanging around his neck. 
With trembling hands, he took hold of the Key and guided 
it beneath his tunic. When the Key touched the flesh of 
his chest, Demnar at last understood the reason for these 
ceremonies. They were not solely for entertainment. They 
meant something. They represented continuity and peaceful 
transfer of power. Emotion overtook Demnar. He was the 
president of Domataland. He was its shield. Its guardian. The 
land was in his trust. Then, an unexpected thing happened. 
It was as if a power left Elann and moved into him, the new 
president. A more honorable and more grievous task could 
not be bestowed upon anyone. Personal ambition had to be 
completely set aside. It was all about doing what was best for 
Domataland.

Demnar watched tears spill like rivers from Elann’s old, 
wise, blue eyes. He saw Elann’s chubby body—broad and fit in 
younger days—tremble. “Take good care of my Domataland,” 
Elann said. Demnar found himself in Elann’s embrace.

Cheers rose up from those in the Presidential Office and 
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those who remained in the Hall of Waiting. Even though 
Demnar could not see it, he knew green, gold, and white 
flares had been fired into the air to announce to the outside 
world the transition of power was complete. Domataland had 
a new president: Demnar Tarish.

“Honorable President,” Elann said, “are you ready to greet 
the people?”

“Ready!”
The next thing Demnar knew, Elann was pulling him out 

of the Presidential Office. Those who had remained in the 
Hall of Waiting cheered or saluted as they walked by. With 
bold, quick steps, Elann steered Demnar down the Hall of 
Remembrance. Itena, Betsa, and the other dignitaries trailed 
behind.

Art and relics celebrating, honoring, or mourning the 
nation’s long, glorious, sometimes brutal, history decorated 
the brightly lit corridor. Demnar took note of them, some 
priceless beyond imagination, as he hurried by. There were 
many: a glistening battle helmet, a gleaming sword, a delicate 
vase covered with floral designs, a gilded serving platter 
embossed with fruit patterns, a sketch of an ancient Lotish 
temple in the mountains, a painting of a pastoral community, 
a centuries-old photo of the Goodwill Ship.

It was a lengthy walk, but at last they arrived at Celebration 
Doors. Behind the doors lay Victory Room. To the call of 
trumpets and music, they would soon enter—a parade of 
Domataland’s most powerful people. 

As Demnar stood before the doors carved with images of 
plants, animals, and vistas found in his beloved country, he 
felt Elann’s arm slip away from his. This was it; Demnar knew 
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he was on his own. When he was finance minister, Elann 
was always there, making the tough decisions and keeping 
everyone in line. Now, however, Demnar stood alone. Others 
would expect him to be the sage.

Demnar felt a gentle touch. Itena took her place by his 
side. His burden lessened.

Butterflies danced in Demnar’s stomach when military 
men pulled open Celebration Doors. A rumble of voices 
flowed through the doorway. Visitors were already inside 
Victory Room: people of importance, honored citizens, press 
from around the world. Across the room, giant windows let 
in dazzling afternoon sunshine. The polished, white stone of 
the floor and walls glistened, as did crystals and glossy metals. 
Beyond the windows stretched the magnificent Balcony of 
Peace. Its slender railings, high canopy, and intricate carvings 
glowed immaculate white.

A trumpet blew; the voices faded. Drumbeats rolled 
deep and low. Soldiers, all members of the president’s guard, 
marched into the room. They wore their military finery on 
top of perfectly fitted uniforms. Precise were their steps. 

The historic song Great Leader, Your Carriage Awaits began to 
play. “The music sounds so sad,” Itena said. Demnar trembled. 
This time it played for Elann Vispar. Demnar pictured the 
long, black vehicle that would soon carry Elann and Betsa 
away from the Presidential Compound for the final time.

Before departing, however, Elann must bid the people 
goodbye. Betsa and Elann were accustomed to formal 
protocols. The couple shared one quick glance and then, 
without missing a beat, walked into the brilliant light pouring 
through the open doorway.
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Demnar watched as those in uniform snapped to attention 
and saluted as Elann and Betsa passed by. 

As was tradition, the Domataree guests in the great room 
mourned the departure of the outgoing president. With tears 
in their eyes, some sobbing openly, they tossed flowers onto 
the aisle that formed across the center of the room. Green 
leaves and blossoms of every imaginable color and shape soon 
piled up alongside Elann’s and Betsa’s feet.

Four military men opened the huge glass doors that led out 
onto the balcony. As soon as the doors opened, the roar of a 
multitude of voices rose up from Zant Lorezik Square.

The tempo of the music changed. Demnar’s heart 
jumped. Itena gently stroked his arm. She was trying to 
comfort him, but he felt the tremble in her hand. She was 
likely more nervous than he. “We must go in now, my love,” 
Demnar said. She nodded. After a few clumsy steps, Demnar 
and Itena found their pace and entered Victory Room. With 
their entry, the people gathered inside went from tears to 
shouts of joy. He spotted his widowed mother in the crowd. 
Even from a distance, he saw pride in her pale eyes. Her boy 
rose from a humble, working-class background to president 
of the nation. 

Demnar smiled and waved as he and Itena strolled across the 
flower-strewn, white stone of the great room. His nervousness 
melted away. This wasn’t as bad as he expected. He glanced at 
Itena. Her olive skin glowed. Sunlight glistened off the bouncing 
waves of her gray-streaked dark hair. Demnar noticed that her 
hand no longer shook as it rested on his arm.

He and Itena took their places behind Elann and Betsa. 
They all stood near the open doors leading out to the Balcony 
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of Peace. A crisp, fresh March breeze blew in, cooling 
Demnar’s face. At the same time, sunlight warmed him. 

Demnar watched as the other dignitaries made their 
way across Victory Room. Two men walked away from the 
rest: the chief priest of the Lotish Church and Presidential 
Spokesman Aldon Turnik. They had important roles to play 
in the next round of formalities—introduction of the new 
president to the citizens of Domataland.

The music stopped. The rambunctious crowd gathered 
outside fell silent when the priest stepped out onto the balcony. 
His green robe, puffy hat, and silver crown shimmered in the 
bright sun. He held up a silver and gold scepter. The metals 
and embedded gemstones sparkled.

Smiling and exuding confidence, Aldon Turnik walked 
out next. He strode to the podium. His long legs covered the 
distance in a few steps. After taking a moment to scan the 
crowd he said, “Kind Ruzhmen and Ladies of Domataland, I 
present to you Citizen Elann Vispar.”

Demnar saw Elann’s body slump. The title President of 
Domataland had been stripped away. Elann leaned against Betsa 
as they walked out onto the balcony. The crowd broke into 
cheers. Horns blew; drumbeats floated through the air. Elann 
and Betsa waved at those gathered on the grounds below them. 
But despite Elann’s smiles, he seemed to age years in seconds. 
His erect posture and long, sure steps abandoned him as abruptly 
as fire melted snow.

Once again, Demnar remembered yesterday’s conversation 
with his mentor. Elann admitted that he needed a rest, saying 
he was ready to pass the baton to a new patriot. Although it 
was time, it was not a change Elann’s heart welcomed.
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When the crowd quieted down, Elann walked alone 
to the speaker’s stand. Even his voice had weakened. “Fine 
fellow citizens of Domataland, it has been an honor to serve 
as your president for the past nine years. Today, I must 
say goodbye. For Betsa and me, tomorrow will be a very 
different day. Peaceful, but empty. I will miss all this—the 
celebrations, salutes, meetings, briefings, speeches. But most 
of all, I will miss serving you. Miss being your president. I 
have learned many things over the last nine years. First and 
foremost, I have learned the people of Domataland are the 
best to be found in the world. I say this with all sincerity and 
with great pride. I love my people, my country, my culture, 
and my language with all my heart. This parting for me is 
a difficult one, for I love Domataland more than I love my 
own life. But I leave knowing that my beloved country … I 
leave … I leave knowing that my beloved country is in the 
best of hands. My fellow citizens, a few moments ago, I gave 
the Key of Domataland to your new president. I know in my 
heart-of-hearts he will take good care of her, for he loves 
her as much as I. I beseech you to give our new president—
the finest of men—the same support that you have given 
me. So, kind Ruzhmen and Ladies of Domataland, it is with 
great honor that I present to you your new president, the 
Most Honorable Demnar Tarish.”

The crowd roared. Balloons floated into the air. Flowers 
rained from the sky.

Emotion struck Demnar hard. Sorrow for Elann’s grief. 
Fear he wouldn’t live up to Elann’s hopes. But also joy in the 
deep bond he shared with Elann. Joy in the opportunity to 



TOXIC SPHERE

S 33 S

have learned from the best. Pride in the opportunity to serve 
his country as president. Thankfulness for his mother’s quiet 
but steady support. Thankfulness for Itena’s love and the love 
of his three young sons.

Demnar squeezed Itena’s hand. “Ready to go out there, 
honey?”

“Yes, my love, I’m ready.”
Demnar and Itena walked out onto the Balcony of Peace. 

Those in uniform saluted. The cheers from the crowd grew 
even louder. Never before had Demnar been the center of 
attention on the political scene. Now he was the focus of both 
his own people and leaders from other lands. As long as he 
held this office, every step he took and every word he spoke 
would be dissected and scrutinized. 

Betsa Ruzh-Vispara held out her arms. Demnar gave her 
a hug.

“Honorable President,” Betsa said, “I am always at your 
service.” Then she bowed.

His relationship with Betsa had changed. In her eyes, he 
was no longer her husband’s youthful apprentice. He was the 
leader of the country she loved.

The time had come. He must address the people. Demnar 
wiped tears from Itena’s cheeks and said, “Well, my love, I’m 
off to give my speech.”

“You’ll do just fine, Demnar,” she said.
He gave her hand a squeeze and then walked alone to the 

podium where Elann waited. 
Demnar knew that Elann also saw him in a different light. 

Along with the deep respect that had always been there, 
Demnar noticed an air of servitude in Elann’s demeanor. As 
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written in age-old legends, the young prince had displaced the 
ailing king. Elann offered final words of counsel. “The people 
will look to you for leadership now.”

Elann put an arm around Demnar’s shoulders. “My fellow 
citizens,” Elann said, “I give to you your president. Honorable 
President, I give to you your people.” Elann released Demnar 
from his burly arm and bowed low and deep in the stiff, 
Domataree way. Demnar responded in kind. Elann then 
spoke words meant for Demnar, but all could hear. “God be 
with you, Son. May God’s divine light protect you and our 
beloved homeland. May God protect us from the trials that lie 
ahead. I praise God that we have you to lead us through these 
times. The waters will be rough.”

Elann bowed again and stepped away.
Demnar was now alone at the podium. The nation was 

his. Or, rather, he was the nation’s.

He gazed with pride and love across Ver-Nuvelin, 
Domataland’s new and shining capital city. Demnar took a 
moment to admire the first spring grass and resilient flowers. 
Snowy patches gleamed like saints’ halos in the bright sun. 
He then looked into the distance at the green and white lands 
that stretched beyond the city’s boundaries. Far away, he saw, 
against the clear horizon, on this chilly but sunny March day, 
where grasslands yielded to forests and where forests then 
yielded to the snowcapped mountains. Finally, the mountains 
yielded to the blue of the great sky.

To the core of his soul, he loved his country. For many 
generations, Domats—perhaps more than any other 
nationality in all history—bled and labored to save their 
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homeland from falling into the abyss. In loss and sacrifice, the 
Domataree nation found dignity and strength.

While Domats were known for long pauses in their 
speech, Demnar smiled when he realized his silence stretched 
out too much for even his people. Time to stop reflecting. 
Time to talk. He was Domataland’s president, and he felt it, 
even to the core of his soul.

“Honorable citizens,” he said, “I stand before you for the 
first time as your president. You, the people, have placed your 
trust in me to defend and protect our homeland, so dear to 
our hearts. I assume this most critical role with the greatest 
depths of honor and awe. I also know—the good people you 
are—even if you did not cast your vote for me, you hope in 
your heart of hearts your fellow citizens made the right choice. 
Together, all Domats must look to the future. Together, we 
must do what is best for our great nation.”

Demnar turned his thoughts to the past. “Fifty years ago, 
almost everyone, even the patriot with the staunchest heart, 
believed the demise of our nation was near. And it was near. 
But despite the odds, our people persevered. At this time, 
I salute the generation previous to my own, the generation 
of my father and my mother. The generation of our previous 
president, the most honorable Citizen Elann Vispar. Thank 
you, great Ruzhmen and Ladies, for saving our homeland 
from annihilation.

“Our enemies during the Great Crisis came from both 
within and from outside our borders. Our internal divisions 
along racial and religious lines nearly drove us asunder. 
Fortunately, my parent’s generation had the wisdom to see 
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these divisions were false. In fact there were no divisions 
at all. No matter our race or religion, we are together, one 
people—different pieces of one whole. Part of the healing, 
the reunification, was the bold decision to move Domataland’s 
capital from the great western city of Diina to this beautiful 
city of Ver-Nuvelin, which sits at the midpoint and major 
crossroad of our nation.

“Fifty years ago, our threats from the outside were many. 
Large corporations raped our land, sacked our resources, and 
stole our wealth. Foreign governments took advantage of our 
weaknesses and aided our enemies. They punished us with 
tariffs and penalties when we sought to protect our citizens, 
our land, and our treasures. But we stood our ground. We 
found our strength. We found it within us. Within our hearts 
and our souls.

“And look how far we’ve come! We have reclaimed our 
unity. We have reclaimed our wealth. We have reclaimed our 
nation.

“In our long history, we have learned many lessons. We 
have not always done the honorable thing. We committed our 
own crimes against the environment, against other forms of 
life with whom we share God’s beautiful world, and against 
the people of other nations. Even against our own people. 
Sometimes it took us too long to learn our lessons. But we 
finally have learned many. As I travel this great land, I am 
always astounded by what I see: pristine waters where once 
stood a toxic pool, clean air where once floated a brown haze, 
lush vegetation where once stood piles of contaminated soil, 
abundant wildlife where once lay only the bones of the dead, 
energy-efficient architecture where once stood dilapidated 
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slums, sterile hospitals where once stood dens of filth, 
employed citizens where once stood lines of homeless, rule of 
law where once reigned tyranny.

“Yes, we have come a long way. But make no mistake. Many 
threats remain. We still have terrorists piercing our sides. We 
still have foreign powers that lust for our wealth, desiring only 
to take, leaving nothing for us. We still have allies that are 
threatened by hostile powers, allies such as Bakhadaland, which 
suffers under the occupation yoke of Izvyona.

“Going forward, we must continue on with the courage 
and resolve of my father’s and mother’s generation. We 
must act decisively. We must act pragmatically. We must at 
all times be vigilant. We must never let down our guard or 
think our work is complete. Now is not the time to rest on 
our laurels. Those who threatened us in the past are still out 
there. They are tireless and determined to weaken us. They 
are ever determined to take us back to those dark days of fifty 
years ago.

“In this world we must be a fair people, a generous 
people, but also a strong people who look out for our own. 
And while war is a last resort, we know that diplomacy can 
fail. Sometimes it fails catastrophically. Therefore, our armed 
forces must be ready to take on a challenge from anywhere in 
the world. The threats are many.

“My role, as your president, is to protect Domataland with 
every bone in my body and every drop of my blood. I will 
do that. But it will take all of us, honorable citizens, to keep 
moving forward to leave a better nation, a better land for our 
children. Only together can we continue our progress in a 
dangerous world.
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“Thank you, my fellow citizens, and may great God above 
protect us all.”

The crowd roared. Music played. Aircraft flew overhead, 
drawing symbols of Domataland on the sky.

7
Elann Vispar heard cheers rolling out of Victory Room. 

He turned and looked upon a multitude of happy faces. Two 
men, however, stood out from the rest. They were anything 
but happy. Visstellin press badges were pinned to their suit 
jackets. The taller of the two men leaned toward the other 
man and spoke. Elann heard the words, for the open doors 
funneled the sounds to his ears. In accent-free Cadonan, the 
taller man said, “Something is not right here. Not right at all. 
It would appear Domataland has risen from its knees.”
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Chapt e r  3

Golden Cannons

Cadona City, Cadona
Saturday, March 18, Year 1007 EE
10:45 p.m.

Leeha Ritsagin’s fingers trembled as they hovered over the 
computer touchpad. Once she hit “send,” there was no 

stopping it. The answers to the test would fly away to some 
unknown data repository and be graded.

All went well with the first exam she took. Perfect score. 
But Leeha wasn’t so sure about this test. Did she make silly 
mistakes? And what about the two weird questions? They 
could be tricks.

Leeha’s pulse pounded in her neck as an index finger 
struck the touchpad. Before she could blink, the word 
“sending” showed on the viewplane. In seconds, the single 
word disappeared, replaced by two words: “send successful.”

She should’ve waited. She should’ve checked her answers 
one more time. Too late now.

Leeha stared at the viewplane. Soon her grade would 
appear. “Why is it taking so long?” Leeha spoke aloud even 
though no one was in her apartment to hear. It was hard to 
breathe, as if air wasn’t making it all the way down into her 
lungs. Her fingers swatted the touchpad. “Come on! Come 
on, you stupid thing! Just give me my fricken grade.”
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A new line appeared below a long list of other items. Her 
heart jumped. One hundred percent! Yes! Thank goodness 
that was over. Her heartbeat slowed, but the shakes set in. 
Leeha wanted to talk to someone, share her success, and 
unwind. Whom could she call? Too late to call her mother, 
but she could leave a message.

Her personal device wasn’t lighting up. What was wrong 
with the stupid thing? Then she remembered. She had turned 
it off to prevent someone from pestering her while she studied 
and took tests. Not that Leeha was expecting any social calls, 
but sometimes people called trying to sell stuff, and they had 
a habit of doing so at the worst possible times.

Leeha left a message for her mother.
Now what should she do? She pushed herself up from the 

chair and looked at her narrow bed. It was late. She should go 
to sleep. Leeha stretched her back and rubbed an aching knee. 
There was no way she could sleep. She was way too wound up.

Laughter and shouts came from outside. Leeha peered 
out her fourth floor bedroom window. Noisy drunks were 
meandering along the street. She closed the blinds.

She could call Jeremy. He lived in New Cadona. It was not 
yet eight o’clock over there.

“Hey, Leeha, that you?” Jeremy asked. Leeha’s niece 
squealed in the background.

“Yeah, it’s me.”
“What’s up?” he said. The child shrieked and then burst 

into wailing sobs.
“I, I took two tests today and—”
“Leeha, I’ll call you back. Skyla’s throwing a tantrum and 

Sonna’s having morning sickness all day again.” 
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The line went silent. Her brother no longer had time for 
her.

Who else would be up this late? There had to be somebody 
to talk to. She could call Deanna. Leeha did hear Deanna say 
she’d be up late Friday and Saturday nights.

A twinge of nervousness ran through Leeha as she called 
her coworker. Deanna was one of those pretty girls. People 
looked at her when she walked by, and she was in the popular-
people clique at the office. However, Deanna did smile at her 
when they passed each other in the hallway at work the other 
day.

Leeha heard laughter. “Hi, hi, this is Deanna.” More 
laughing.

“Deanna, hi. Leeha.”
The laughter faded from Deanna’s voice. “Oh, hi. Did … 

did something go wrong with the data load?”
“No. I … um … I’m not working tonight. It’s Jilly’s turn 

to monitor the process.”
Deanna didn’t say anything. Leeha heard voices, laughter, 

and music in the background.
“Um, Deanna, I … I wanted … I just wanted to tell 

someone about two tests I took today, and I remembered—”
“Um, Leeha, I’m kind of busy. I have company.”
“Oh, sorry. Sorry. Didn’t mean to bother you.”
“Leeha, we’ll talk on Tuesday, okay?” Deanna hung up 

before Leeha could say anything else.
What about Jilly? Leeha could call her. Jilly was working 

late, so she’d be up. Leeha sighed. It wasn’t a good idea. Jilly 
might invite her to one of those weird True Followers of God 
Church services again.
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Leeha wandered into the living room and pulled the 
viewing monitor away from the wall. An image popped up 
on the viewplane—bright green smoke pouring into a blue 
sky. What in the world would turn smoke such an odd color? 
The camera then showed a golden cannon. The green smoke 
billowed from the end of the ancient weapon. Music played 
and military men in fancy uniforms stood nearby. The camera 
backed away. She saw the soldiers from a distance now. They 
stood on a rooftop. Two other gilded cannons came into view. 
One pumped out a funny orange smoke and the other white. 
It was just some kind of weird celebration.

Her stomach growled, so she stuffed a leftover sandwich 
into the warmer. While her food heated, she listened to the 
sound array. A man was speaking in a foreign language. 

Leeha put her hot sandwich on a plate and plopped her 
tired body down on the cushions of her old sofa.

The viewing monitor showed a slender man standing on 
an enormous, white balcony. The next view was of a large 
crowd. People burst into cheers when the man on the balcony 
waved.

Then the symbol for Andecco News Service appeared 
at the bottom of the viewplane. Leeha heard Bob Fullerby’s 
voice.

“A new era has begun. After nine years, Elann Vispar leaves the 
international scene. Demnar Tarish takes Mr. Vispar’s place as 
President of Domataland at a time of growing international 
tension.”

Leeha’s personal device buzzed. She figured it was 
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Jeremy. It wasn’t. It was an automated message from Altage 
Enterprises. An interview? They wanted her to come in for 
an interview? The music and words pouring from the sound 
array drifted into the background. Leeha had applied for a 
job at Altage Enterprises two months ago. She had almost 
forgotten about it. Now they wanted to see her in person. An 
actual, live interview. A corporate memo was attached to the 
message. They wanted to know if she could meet with them 
on the 3rd of April. The address didn’t look familiar. She’d 
never heard of Vandvire Street. Where was this place? It must 
be far away. What if she’d have to move for the job? She didn’t 
want to move! Leeha’s hands trembled. What should she do? 
The job sounded good. It was full time and paid quite a bit 
more than her current position. Leeha drew a deep breath 
and touched her personal device. An automated acceptance 
message was on its way to Altage Enterprises. No way to back 
out now. 

Her sandwich nearly fell to the floor. “Leeha, you’re 
panicking,” she told herself. “It’s just an interview. Don’t 
worry. You can figure out where the place is later. Maybe 
it’s not as far away as you think. Come on, Leeha, focus on 
something else.”

Leeha munched on her sandwich while she watched 
international reaction to the inauguration of the new President 
of the faraway country of Domataland.
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Chapt e r  4

Bandits of the Mountains

Ver-Nuvelin, Domataland
Saturday, March 18, Year 1007 EE
3:30 p.m.

Demnar Tarish sat alone in a conference room near the 
Presidential Office. He’d inherited a world in crisis. His 

country’s Goodwill Ship hovered just outside the boundary 
of what the World Assembly considered Izvyonsk territorial 
waters. It was the flagship of Domataland’s foreign policy, 
but it was an ancient sailing vessel, and it lacked weapons. 
Yet, the ship’s presence near the Izvyonsk breakaway region 
of Bakhadaland rattled the world. Demnar shook his head. 
Everyone was up in arms over an old boat. Proof of how un-
stable the world really was.

A red light flashed on the conference room table. The voice 
of Presidential Assistant Druzha Timkensha said, “Honorable 
President, Defense Minister Rivar Henik has arrived.”

“Thanks, Druzha,” Demnar said, “please send him in.”
Rivar strode to the conference room table and bowed. 

“Good afternoon, Honorable President. Fine ceremony today.”
“Yes, it was. And a lovely day for it.”
“Lovely, indeed, Honorable President.” Rivar settled into 

his chair.
Demnar was glad that Rivar looked at ease. The last time 
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he and Rivar had met in this room, they were equals, both 
ministers reporting to Elann Vispar. Now Demnar was Rivar’s 
boss. Rivar seemed his usual self, however. Nothing about his 
demeanor suggested even the slightest discomfort with their 
new relationship.

Druzha’s voice again came through the ultra-secure 
communication link. “Honorable President, Intelligence 
Chief Rozula Kolensha has arrived.”

“Send her in, Druzha.”
Rozula walked in, serious and full of purpose. Before 

sitting, she bowed and said, “Honorable President.”
Demnar pondered the contrast between Rozula and Rivar. 

He had known both for years. The two worked together well, 
but their differences went far beyond gender.

Rivar was an older man, burly, broad, and overweight. He 
came of age in a small, impoverished, remote village in the 
midst of Domataland’s Great Crisis of fifty years ago. He knew 
hunger, want for the basics, and grueling physical labor. Rivar 
had been a lifelong soldier. Starting from the lowest rank, he 
worked his way up to Commanding General and had served 
his country in many conflicts. Domataland’s powerful military 
respected him, so after his retirement from service, he had 
worked as a consultant with the armed forces. Then the day came 
when Elann Vispar selected Rivar for the position of Defense 
Minister. Demnar never once considered replacing him. For 
Rivar, leaving military service was difficult. Civilian life did 
not suit him. He struggled with business clothes, twisting and 
fighting against the fabric whenever he had need to wear it. Even 
now as he sat there, Rivar tugged at the snug collar. He was still 
more at home in a uniform. Rivar did, however, let his graying, 
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coarse hair grow a little longer these days. And he stopped 
grooming his thick, bushy eyebrows. They hung in an unruly 
fashion above his dark brown eyes. Ethnic Nuvelinsk blood ran 
through his veins. Rivar bore the typical characteristics of the 
Nuvelinsk race: short, wide bone structure, muscular frame, 
brown hair and eyes, and gold-toned skin.

Intelligence Chief Rozula Kolensha, on the other hand, 
stood tall and slender, with light blue eyes and clear, smooth, 
pale, almost translucent skin. Gentle waves of shiny, white 
hair billowed over her shoulders. She carried the physical 
traits of another race: SoDimit. Unlike Rivar, Rozula found 
it natural to dress in business and formal attire. Her presence 
at the Transition of Power Ceremony did not go unnoticed. 
The press had plenty to say about her grace, style, and beauty. 
Younger than Rivar, she came into the world at the tail end 
of the Great Crisis. While Rivar was enduring backbreaking 
military service, she spent her childhood in an affluent 
section of the old Domataree capital of Diina. Rozula’s formal 
education began at a time when Domataland had already 
begun its ascent from the abyss.

Life did play tricks on people. Demnar inherited the 
worst traits of both races. He took his short height from the 
Nuvelin and the slender body frame from the SoDimit. Was it 
too much to ask to be tall and muscular?

There were good things to ponder, however. While long 
and bloody wars between the two races filled Domataland’s 
history, they finally made peace. With the passage of time, 
many Domataree citizens became a mix of SoDimitin and 
Nuvelinsk blood. As the distinction between the two races 
faded, most citizens of Domataland came to refer to themselves 
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simply as “Domat” regardless of their ancestry. If the SoDimit 
and Nuvelin had made lasting peace, so could other races. 
Perhaps the day would come when even the Estdevent would 
be proud to call themselves Domats. Perhaps even one day the 
Bakhads and Izvyon would think of themselves as one people.

Demnar heard a series of soft clicking sounds. Rivar was 
tapping his fingers on the conference room table. The defense 
minister was growing impatient, and rightfully so. Enough 
daydreaming. Time to get down to business.

“Rivar, Rozula, thank you for coming,” Demnar said. “I 
know it’s not the norm to brief on the Transition of Power 
Day. But, you both know me, I want to get to work.”

Rivar and Rozula both smiled. Yes, they knew this well 
about their new boss and former colleague.

Despite her smile, however, strain showed on Rozula’s 
pretty face. She tried to hide it, but Demnar knew her too 
well. What was it? Was she uncomfortable with their new 
reporting relationship? He decided not to ask. Instead, he 
stuck to business. “Rozula, what’s the latest on the upcoming 
Cadonan elections?”

“The same trend continues, Honorable President. The 
Allegiance party continues to lose support and Freedom Party 
support is growing. Polls in Cadona show if elections were 
held today, the vote would be split right down the middle. 
If their economy continues to worsen, it would benefit the 
Freedom Party. If it improves, it would benefit the Allegiance 
Party.”

“From an intelligence perspective, any sign the Cadonan 
economy will improve before the elections?” Demnar asked.
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“No, Honorable President. Our prediction matches that 
of the Finance Ministry. We expect the Cadonan economy to 
worsen.”

“So we expect the Freedom Party to dominate the 
Cadonan legislature come July and a Freedom Party member 
to be sitting in the president’s office in October?”

“It looks that way, Honorable President.”
Demnar said, “Rivar, have we learned anything new about 

Toxic Sphere? Has Cadona made progress?”
“They’re still struggling with funding,” Rivar said. “The 

Cadonans are close to perfecting it, but they need more funds 
to work out the remaining glitches. The ruling Allegiance 
Party, including President Meyfeld himself, wants to delay 
work on Toxic Sphere and focus on getting the economy back 
on its feet. But the Freedom Party and the Back-to-Basics 
Club want to increase spending on the weapon.”

“Have we learned anything more about the weapon’s 
capabilities?” Demnar asked.

“Not much. Security is tight,” Rivar said. “When it comes 
to Toxic Sphere, the Cadonans aren’t making mistakes.”

Demnar had hoped for a different answer. “Keep on it.”
“We are, Honorable President. It is our top priority, of 

course. Rozula and I are working together closely.”
“Rozula,” Demnar said, “the Cadonan Back-to-Basics 

Club has been coming up often lately. Elann told me to watch 
it carefully. What’s your assessment of the Club? What’s its 
impact?”

“Honorable President, last count they were up to one 
hundred fifty million members and growing. It’s now clear 
that Pastor Leon Walls, Senator John Rineburg, Senator 
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Mitch Fischer, and General Douglass Willirman are the Club’s 
primary leaders.”

“I don’t get it,” Rivar said. “Why would any straight-
thinking person join that band of crazies?”

“The Back-to-Basics Club makes a point of helping its 
members,” Rozula told him. “They assist with house payments 
and medical bills, for example, and they offer cheaper loans 
than banks. They’ve even started a job service. Then there’s 
Pastor Mark Walzelesskii. He manages programs to help the 
poor. Soup kitchens, food banks, clothing distribution centers, 
those kinds of things. The programs have a broad reach. Pastor 
Walzelesskii isn’t officially a Club member, but he sometimes 
attends their weekly meetings, so people associate him with 
the Club.”

“Rozula, what about Senator Sandra Pettock?” Demnar 
asked. “Is she still a Club member?”

“Yes, but Walls, Rineburg, Fischer, and Willirman keep 
her at a distance. They do their best not to let it show. Senator 
Pettock has a strong base of support, so they need to deal with 
her carefully.”

Demnar studied Rozula. She answered his questions, but 
there was something else. Something she held back. “Rozula, 
you look like you have something on your mind. What is it?”

She stirred in her seat. It wasn’t like her to lose composure.
“Honorable President, I’m not sure if it’s important. My 

people haven’t quantified it yet.”
“I understand. Go ahead. Tell us anyway.”
“Cadona is … changing. It’s almost as if its government 

has … well … two faces. The one we see, and the one holding 
true power.”
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“The evidence?” Demnar asked.
Rozula flinched before speaking. “One piece concerns 

General Douglass Willirman.”
Rivar made a sour face. “Willirman! What’s the old geezer 

up to?”
“He’s officially a leader of the Back-to-Basics Club,” Rozula 

said. “As a member of the armed forces, he’s supposed to be 
publicly apolitical. President Meyfeld has reprimanded him, but 
no action has been taken. And Willirman is still openly a Back-
to-Basics member.”

“That’s because Willirman is buddy-buddy with Rineburg, 
Fischer, and Walls,” Rivar said. “They’re protecting the good 
general. Even worse, since Willirman became commander 
of the Combined Armed Forces, we’ve been monitoring an 
unusually high turnover rate in the Cadonan officers corps. 
Increased resignations. Increased medical, mental, and 
dishonorable discharges. When we look at who’s promoted 
and who’s kicked out, there’s a definite trend.”

“Which is?” Demnar asked.
A pout formed on Rivar’s lips. “They are promoting 

officers who think like Willirman and getting rid of those 
who don’t.”

“The same thing is happening in the Cadonan Intelligence 
Directorate,” Rozula said. “They’re stacking the deck with 
their own people.”

“Higher-ups always change when the political wind does,” 
Demnar said. “Why does it surprise you now?”

“It’s the speed of the change,” Rivar told him, “and the 
scale. It’s not only the top-ranking officers. They’re cutting 
deep into the officers corps.”
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“Same in Cadonan Intelligence,” Rozula said. “The only 
areas that haven’t been purged are those close to Toxic Sphere.”

Rozula rubbed her forehead. Something else Demnar rarely 
saw her do. “Your interpretation, Rozula?” Demnar said.

“The Cadonan military and Intelligence Directorate are 
taking orders from the Freedom Party. From Senator John 
Rineburg and Senator Mitch Fischer. Not from President 
Meyfeld or Defense Secretary Richard Karther. The Cadonan 
president is losing control of his armed forces.”

Rivar looked glum. “Rozula very well may be right.”
“A merger of the armed forces with a political party,” 

Demnar said. “Not good.”
Emotion leaked into Rozula’s words. “No, not good, 

Honorable President. And it may actually be worse than that. 
I believe it may be a merger of the armed forces, the Freedom 
Party, and the True Followers of God Church.”

“Explain, Rozula,” Demnar said.
“The Back-to-Basics Club meetings take place in the True 

Followers of God Church headquarters in Cadona City. Pastor 
Leon Walls himself runs the meetings. Many of the Back-to-
Basics programs, like the Medicine for Life Protocol, have 
strong ties to Walls’ church.” Worry creased the smooth skin 
of Rozula’s brow. “Honorable President, how much do you 
know about the True Followers of God Church?”

“I know they don’t like us. I know last year they became 
the largest religious organization in Cadona. I know they are 
still growing while the old Kettish faith bleeds members. But 
you have other concerns, Rozula, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do.” Hesitation filled her voice. “They have this 
odd belief.” Rozula glanced at both Demnar and Rivar. “This 



C. N. SKY

S 52 S

is going to sound strange. I thought so myself when my people 
first brought it to my attention.”

“What’s the belief?” Demnar asked.
“The True Followers say we Domats are the sons and 

daughters of Bezgog.”
Was Rozula joking? Demnar looked into her eyes. He saw 

hurt and anger. No joke.
Rivar, however, laughed and shook his head.
Demnar said, “Sons and daughters of Bezgog! How did we 

earn this honor, Rozula?”
“The True Followers believe Bezgog sent his demons to 

earth long ago to mate with an ancient group of people called 
the Nastebyans. Church doctrine claims we Domats are the 
descendants of the tribe of Nastebya—therefore, Bezgog’s 
offspring.”

“This is crazy,” Rivar said. “Why would a religion preach 
demons mated with humans?”

“Apparently, Bezgog needs people on his side to do his will on 
earth and fight his war,” Rozula told him. “They believe Bezgog 
was looking for a people who were gullible, weak-minded, of low 
morals, but warlike and cruel. So he chose the Nastebyans. Us.”

Rivar’s belly bounced as he chuckled. “So we are going to 
help Bezgog in a war. What war?”

“This is going to sound even stranger,” Rozula said. “The 
True Followers believe a huge war is coming. Soon. They say 
Bezgog is already arming his children—us. They say he gave 
us undersea and air technology to make weapons. They preach 
we are the bad guys in this war and the Cadonans are the good 
guys. Bezgog against God. Evil against good.”

“Someone in the True Followers of God Church actually 
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said Bezgog gave us undersea and air technology to make 
weapons?” Demnar asked.

Rozula’s eyes were passionate. “Yes, more than one person 
from the church. Many. Including Pastor Leon Walls himself.”

“Well, Rivar,” Demnar said, “now we have more evidence 
the Cadonans know about our Silver Star and Whisper 
projects.”

“It would seem so,” Rivar said, “but I sure wish Bezgog 
would’ve given us the machines instead of just the technology. 
It would’ve saved us a great deal of time and money.”

Demnar laughed, but Rozula was not amused.
“Sorry, Rozula,” Demnar said, “you’re right. It is hard 

to believe. However, their religious babble may betray their 
military secrets. Let’s keep an eye on their rhetoric.” 

“Yes, Honorable President,” she said.
Demnar took a sip of tea. Were the True Followers 

serious about this nonsense? “Rozula, the True Followers of 
God Church has been around for forty years. Why haven’t we 
heard about this belief earlier?”

“My people have learned the True Followers have some 
kind of manifesto that only a few top leaders of the church 
know about. The belief was recorded in it since the church’s 
early days. The part about us Domats being the descendants 
of the Tribe of Nastebya came first, but not long afterward, 
the True Followers came up with the Bezgog’s children part.”

“So this was a hidden belief,” Demnar said, “privy to only 
a few in the church. Why publicize it now?”

“We don’t know, at least not yet,” Rozula said. “But I can 
speculate.”

“Go ahead,” Demnar told her.
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“In Cadona, we are witnessing a merger of religion and 
politics. By preaching the belief, it changes our status in the 
eyes of the Cadonans who follow the Back-to-Basics Club and 
the True Followers of God Church. Not only are we Domats 
Cadona’s geopolitical enemy, we are God’s enemy also. The 
Freedom Party can use it as another excuse to push forward 
with their new Toxic Sphere weapons system despite its 
enormous cost. They can also use it as a pretext to war. War 
against us. War to take our resources and our land.”

Demnar found himself intrigued. And worried. “Rozula, 
how much do you know about their leader, Pastor Leon 
Walls?”

“He was born with another name: Leonard Walzelesskii. 
He’s the middle child of seven children. His roots are from 
a polluted inner city slum in Ramsten, in the New Cadonan 
Desert. He spent his childhood in one of those huge, old 
apartment buildings just outside the industrial sector. His 
parents worked in factories. Walls was a good student, 
though. Good enough to be accepted into a middle class 
school. From an early age, he could influence people. We 
found some negative notes in his records, however. A couple 
of teachers described him as a dreamer. He was also accused 
of being a bully a couple of times.”

“Rozula, I don’t get it,” Rivar said. “If he was born Leonard 
Walzelesskii, why does he go by Leon Walls?”

“He changed his name twenty years ago. He said it was 
easier for Cadonans from all parts of the country to pronounce 
and remember.”

“What about his religious background as a child?” Demnar 
asked.
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“He comes from a line of devout Kettish believers, but 
when he was still young, he decided the religion was old-
fashioned, so, when he was in secondary school, he formed a 
prayer group. That was the start of the new religion.”

“A secondary school prayer group grows into the largest 
church in Cadona,” Demnar said. “That’s remarkable. 
Especially for someone with no money.”

“The speed at which the church has grown is also 
remarkable,” Rozula said. “In the beginning, they met in 
people’s homes, but it wasn’t long before they had too many 
members, so they had to find other places to meet. Back 
then, they didn’t have money, so they’d sneak into vacant 
buildings. Several of them, Walls included, were arrested for 
trespassing. Walls himself has said this was when they chose 
the name of their church. They must be the true followers 
of God because they were being persecuted. Eventually, they 
started collecting donations and paid for places to meet. The 
rest is history.”

“How did the kook get so wealthy?” Rivar asked.
“Leon Walls has a knack for making money. Financial 

wizard, it seems. And an effective speaker. Some say the guy 
can hypnotize an audience. Walls himself attributes his good 
fortune to God. He’s doing God’s will, so God has blessed 
him with abundance.”

The more Demnar thought about it, the more his concern 
grew. Pastor Leon Walls had influence, both with the Cadonan 
population and with powerful politicians. “Rozula, what do 
you know about the pastor’s family?”

“He has three children and a wife. All of them are 
involved with the church, but his wife, Melanie Walls, 
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avoids the limelight. Two of his children are married and 
live in New Cadona. There’s a son, Phillip Walls, and a 
daughter, Melindy Sanford. Pastor Mark Walzelesskii is the 
third child. He’s a bachelor and lives in Cadona City. He has 
an office next to his father’s in the True Followers of God 
Church headquarters.”

“Is this the soup kitchen Mark Walzelesskii?” Rivar said.
“Yes.”
Rivar tapped his hands on the table. “So Mark Walzelesskii 

is Leon Walls’ son. Why is he called Walzelesskii but the father 
Walls?”

“We don’t know,” Rozula said. “We only know Mark 
changed his surname from Walls to Walzelesskii when he came 
of legal age.”

The weather-beaten skin surrounding Rivar’s eyes 
crinkled. “Maybe the son and father don’t get along.”

“Interesting point,” Demnar said. “Rozula, let’s keep an 
eye on Walls’ son, Mark. Let’s see if father and son are at 
odds.”

“Yes, Honorable President,” Rozula said.

Demnar took a long drink of tea. The escalation of hate 
in Cadona against Domataland troubled him. How was it 
possible for a man as successful as Leon Walls, one who pulled 
himself up from the ashes, to believe in something as bizarre 
as demons mating with people?

“Rozula, an estimate,” Demnar said. “How many Cadonans 
heard these Bezgog’s children stories? How many saw it on 
WorldLink?”

“Honorable President, we have those figures.” Her 



TOXIC SPHERE

S 57 S

long, slender fingers touched a command stick. Information 
displayed in front of him and Rivar.

The figures that Demnar read seemed impossible. The 
number he saw was in the hundreds of millions. Every month, 
hundreds of millions of Cadonans listened to a True Followers 
of God pastor preach that Domats were the children of 
Bezgog. Hundreds of millions more had the opportunity to 
see it on WorldLink. The sheer volume frightened him. This 
was not coming from some obscure group. It was coming 
from the largest religious organization in Cadona. A religious 
organization with ties to the Freedom Party, the Back-to-
Basics Club, the Cadonan military, and Cadonan intelligence.

“What’s the reaction from President Meyfeld and the 
Allegiance Party?” Demnar asked.

“No response,” Rozula said. “Politically, it would do them 
no good to fight such beliefs. Many Cadonans who oppose 
the Freedom Party don’t like us either. It’s not like we have 
large numbers of Cadonans out there worried about prejudice 
against Domats.”

It was Demnar’s first day on the job, and already he felt 
its weight. “This is not a good situation. Most definitely a 
worrisome trend.”

“Honorable President, if I may say so,” Rivar said, “we’ve 
got more important things to worry about than a bunch of 
nut-jobs. I doubt many Cadonans believe the nonsense. Most 
probably belong to the True Followers of God Church and the 
Back-to-Basics Club to reap the financial benefits until their 
economy picks up.”

“You may say so, Rivar,” Demnar said. “I value your 
opinion. And yours, Rozula.”
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Demnar then withdrew in thought. Just how big of a 
threat were these fanatics? Rozula saw them as a threat. But 
she would. She was deeply spiritual. In her mind, she could 
see how people would believe such things. Rivar wasn’t 
concerned. But he wouldn’t be. He was earthy. Grounded. He 
would expect most people to see the absurdity of it. People 
would be practical and do what they needed to do to receive 
aid. But they wouldn’t believe the nonsense. So the question 
was, would enough Cadonans believe that Domats were the 
children of Bezgog to pose a threat? This was an important 
question. Despite its current economic plunge, Cadona still 
possessed the most powerful military force on earth. And 
soon it would grow even more powerful. Despite funding 
problems, Cadona’s new super-weapon, Toxic Sphere, was 
nearing completion. Eventually, it would be ready. The 
glitches would be fixed. Although Toxic Sphere’s capabilities 
were not yet clear, all indicators showed it was vastly more 
powerful than any weapon ever created.

Demnar stood up. “Excuse me for a moment.” He walked, 
deep in thought, to a window. It looked out over a garden 
newly free of snow. Brilliant green grass and shockingly bright, 
low-growing flowers of yellow, purple, and white covered the 
earth. He studied the pale bark of leafless trees and the boughs 
of the evergreens. All glowed in the spring sun.

The splendid spring image faded before his eyes. He 
recalled a day of war long ago. He was fighting terrorists 
in the desolate southern mountains of Estdeventia. He was 
moving with his unit through the misty first light of dawn. 
Quiet as feathers blowing along the ground, he and the rest 
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of the soldiers crept through a narrow valley that meandered 
between two steep, brown hills.

Out of nowhere came gunfire. Whistles and bangs. 
Pinpoint flashes of light. Ambush! A group of local Estdevent 
bandits pounced.

He was much younger then, but Demnar remembered 
the details. He found himself lying on his back, first feeling 
nothing and then feeling excruciating pain. His vision monitor 
blinked off. The world around him grew dark. All became 
silent—too silent. The cold, stony earth chilled his back. 
He strained to hear any sound at all from his companions: 
footsteps running away, the slight rustle of fabric as a man 
takes a firing position or prepares his weapon, a cry or moan. 
Something. Anything. But there was nothing. No sounds from 
his compatriots. No sounds from the bandits.

Demnar recalled burning pain. He wasn’t sure where 
the wound was, but he knew the injury was severe. The 
enemy was still out there, so he ever so slowly slithered into a 
position that gave him a view of his body. In the low light, he 
saw his army boot. It lay on its side. His right foot wouldn’t 
move. He couldn’t make his toes wiggle. At that moment, 
more light slipped into the shadowed valley. The full extent 
of his injury was revealed. He almost passed out. His right 
leg below the knee was pulverized. Not just shot up, but 
turned into a flat, bloody mess. Beyond that, a bloody stub 
stuck out of his boot.

“Well, that leg’s gone,” Demnar told himself.
He rolled his head to the left. Mounds stuck up from the 

earth—the bodies of his men. Demnar didn’t see all of them, 
but of those he saw, none survived.
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He figured he’d be joining them soon. He was bleeding 
to death.

Gunfire broke the silence. Demnar knew the sound. It was 
the bandits’ weapons that fired those shots. He then watched 
camouflaged bandit fighters appear. Like whispery shadows, 
they peeled away from the rocky hills. 

A giant of a man approached. Demnar saw the fighter’s 
worn, dusty boots. The bandit raised a weapon into the air. 
The butt of the firearm loomed over Demnar’s head. 

Demnar’s injuries had weakened him. He lacked the 
strength to roll out of the way. 

Another man, an impossibly ugly individual, stopped 
the blow. He appeared to be the one in charge. In accented 
Domataree words, the ugly man said, “Don’t kill. Quick death 
too good. Let suffer him great.”

The bandits began speaking to one another. They likely 
didn’t realize that Demnar understood much of what was 
said. The Estdevent words confirmed Demnar’s worst fears; 
he learned that all of his comrades were dead.

The man who had tried to bludgeon Demnar squatted 
down and slipped a prehistoric tourniquet band around 
Demnar’s shattered leg. 

The ugly man pushed the crude medical device aside. He 
spoke in Domat. “Let leg scavenger eat.” He then switched 
to his own Estdevent language. “And then he can see the 
scavengers pick at the rest of his body once he is too weak to 
shoo them away.”

It wasn’t long before the bandits stripped what they wanted 
from the bodies of Demnar’s fallen comrades, but they didn’t 
find Demnar’s weapon. It lay hidden beneath his left arm. 
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The looters carried away the pilfered gear. Only two fighters 
stayed behind: the man who was going to bludgeon Demnar 
and the ugly man. The ugly man sat down on a rock and the 
other man served his leader food and drink.

“Now,” the ugly man said to Demnar in the Domataree 
tongue, “I watch die you.” He reverted to his own language. 
“I’m going to enjoy watching you die. My soul will rejoice. 
God the avenger! God the glorious!”

Somewhere in the distance, Demnar heard the whine of 
an engine. He guessed it was a bandit vehicle carrying off the 
booty.

The ugly man pulled out a knife. “Know what is this, 
Domataree pig?” he hissed in Domat. “I use to cut presents for 
buddies and girlfriends.”

Demnar knew exactly what he meant. Years ago, the 
Estdevent terrorists had taken to cutting off body parts from 
slain Domataree soldiers and leaving the severed pieces for the 
soldiers’ families or other military members to find.

Demnar knew he didn’t have long to live, but he knew 
there was one more task he had to perform. He would not 
let his men who died with him here on this hellish rock be 
dishonored. The natural scavengers of this land would have 
them, not these human butchers.

His time was short. He’d have to act fast.
Demnar overheard the two bandits praying, thanking 

God for the kill. “These enemies of God died at God’s hands. 
These evil Domats. They are enemies of God. God the Glorious 
brings his enemy to horrible death.”

As the terrorists prayed, Demnar quietly maneuvered his 
weapon into position over his stomach. He set the weapon to 
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fire on spray mode. He did not miss. Both bandits fell over 
dead.

Demnar’s memory of war faded. He had recalled the 
lesson he learned in combat many years ago. The scene of 
the beautiful Ver-Nuvelin spring garden erased the gruesome 
visions of that long-ago day. Demnar nodded as he confirmed 
his decision. He had made up his mind. The religious radicalism 
that had struck Cadona was a critical issue for Domataland 
and the world.

Still lost in grim thoughts, he made his way back to the 
conference room table.

Both Rivar and Rozula looked upon him with concern. 
For a moment, Demnar had stepped into a soldier’s shoes. 
Rivar and Rozula knew him best as Finance Minister. As a 
husband and father. A scholar. Not as a military officer. Not a 
combat veteran.

“Are you all right, Demnar?” Rozula asked.
“Yes, I’m fine.” He sat down. “Rivar, we must take this issue 

of extreme religious fervor in Cadona seriously. Sometimes 
you do have a bunch of witless nut-jobs whom few will follow. 
But sometimes these thoughts can permeate a society and take 
the minds of the people. It can be a dark cloud that blinds 
people into believing terrible things and spurs them into 
horrific action. We must proceed as if this is the case until we 
have convincing evidence to the contrary.”

“Understood, Honorable President.”
“Rozula,” Demnar said, “keep a close eye on this thing. I 

want regular reports. Well done, by the way. Good instincts 
on this issue.”
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Rozula blushed. “Thank you, Honorable President.”
She seemed herself again.
“Anything else on Cadona, Rozula?” Demnar asked.
“Yes, there’s the issue of the press. Freedom Party or Back-

to-Basics Club members have their people in control of every 
major media outlet in Cadona except Andecco News Service. 
It’s the only free press left, and the pressure is on. We don’t 
believe Andecco has much time.”

“Okay, Rozula, let’s see what you got.”
She sent him and Rivar the information.
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Chapt e r  5

Hatchets Bar

Cadona City, Cadona
Saturday, March 25, Year 1007 EE
7:30 a.m.

“Latte café, hot, please,” Andecco News Service journal-
ist Bob Fullerby said.

The young woman working in the small, red-and-white 
striped coffee cart jumped to her feet. “Coming right up, sir.”

While Bob waited for his drink, he noticed a dappling of 
sunlight on the pavement. A large tree had recently unfurled 
delicate spring leaves. He looked up and studied the tangle 
of branches—a patchwork of green and pale gray against a 
bright blue sky. Bob realized how seldom he bothered looking 
up. One didn’t see many trees or smell many flowers these 
days. Not much grew in this city any longer. He stared at the 
tree. Who knew how long it had been standing here. Who 
knew how long it would be allowed to stand before someone 
decided it was in the way and cut it down.

“Your latte café,” the vendor said.
Holding the steaming coffee cup, Bob walked away from 

the cart and the shadow of the tree. The sun’s heat struck his 
shoulders. Sure was warm for a March morning. Bob gazed 
overhead. Any remnants of salmon, pink, and yellow were 
fading fast, replaced by shocking blue up above and dirty 
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white on all horizons. The day before, a stiff wind had blown 
through, clearing away the exhaust and industrial fumes that 
usually hung above Cadona City. It would not be long before 
pollution would once again reach its noxious fingers through 
the sky, but, for now, the air smelled fresh.

Bob set his drink and his battered, brown briefcase on the 
nearest outdoor table and took a look around Capital Plaza. 
All was quiet, for it was Saturday and still early. The sun’s rays 
elongated shadows of statues and monuments across the white 
stone floor of the broad central square. The bored coffee 
vendor was reading an autopad. A handful of people relaxed 
at other tables that dotted the open space. Rows of delicate 
trees showed off freshly bloomed blossoms of white, pink, and 
lavender. The petals’ fragrance smelled sweet as it wafted on 
the soft breeze.

Yet, just beyond the borders of this pristine setting lay 
desperation, despair, and dilapidation. Grime and poverty 
covered most of the city. Capital Plaza was a little piece of 
heaven in a giant expanse of hell.

Even the serenity of these lovely grounds was deceptive. 
On three sides, ornate government buildings ringed the broad 
square. The structures did not look large because of the size of 
Capital Plaza, but they were. And behind those bulky walls, 
security forces waited for any sign of trouble. This was the 
place—the heart of Cadonan might.

Bob took a seat by the outdoor table. Sore from too 
many hours of work and too little sleep, he stretched his stiff 
shoulders and tired back. Bob rubbed his round, pudgy face. 
His fingers felt the deep lines etched in his forehead and the 
puffy bags under his eyes. He was getting old. Fifty-five and 
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felt eighty-five. A gray hair fell from his head and landed on 
his protruding belly. Bob brushed the hair away. He couldn’t 
afford to lose many more of those. Bob tapped his belly. He 
could afford to lose some of that, though.

Despite it all—habitual lack of sleep, numerous brushes 
with death, and a list of enemies as long as Stroyger Falls—
Bob loved his job. He was born to do it. Little satisfied him 
more than making the scrums tremble. For over thirty years 
he scared bad guys. In the past, however, most of the scrums 
infected other lands. Not prosperous, peaceful, powerful 
Cadona. Time changed all things. Now the infestation was 
here, right at home. Cadona was a nation in peril. Most 
citizens didn’t yet realize how bad the situation had become.

Bob checked the time. Despite the beauty of this place, he 
didn’t come here for pleasure. He was here for business. Bob 
slurped the foam threatening to roll over the lip of the cup. 
Coffee, even the smell of it, helped him think. Bob pulled 
a computer from his much-used briefcase and unrolled the 
device on the table. If all went as planned, he would soon meet 
a young man he had counted among his adversaries: Pastor 
Mark Walzelesskii. Mark had requested the meeting, but 
Mark refused to give details by personal device. Even though 
they had never met, Bob knew many things about the son 
of Pastor Leon Walls, for information was easy to come by. 
Mark’s popularity had been soaring in recent months, and, 
at age twenty-five, he was considered one of Cadona’s most 
eligible bachelors. The True Followers of God Church and the 
Back-to-Basics Club put Mark in the spotlight, especially for 
his missionary work to help the poor.
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Maybe the Walzelesskii kid was going to tell him to stop 
harassing Pastor Leon Walls. It seemed plausible. Bob had 
several public altercations with Leon over the years.

The Agel Yungst murders. That was a good one. Bob 
remembered reporting on the incident. It was a gruesome 
scene. Seven people at Hughes Medical Center had been 
gunned down: two doctors, three nurses, a receptionist, 
and a security guard. Cadona City Police Detective Carl 
Brunish arrested Agel Yungst within hours of the crime. The 
murders stayed in the headlines for weeks. Agel gave quite 
a performance. He bragged about the killings, saying he had 
borrowed his brother’s high-powered rifle because hostile 
authorities unjustly denied Agel the right to buy his own 
weapon due to his frequent fits of anger. Agel said he and his 
partners in the Soldiers of God Justice Group targeted Hughes 
Medical Center because the Center received government 
funding even though abortions were performed there. 
He also encouraged the public to take up arms against the 
godless Allegiance Party and remove President Meyfeld from 
power—by assassination, if necessary. Although he provided 
code names of those who helped him carry out the attack, 
Cadona City prosecutors determined he acted alone. Agel, 
with limited financial resources, was sentenced to an upscale 
facility that was more like a country club than a prison.

The real story, however, never went public. Months before 
the murders, Bob and his team found evidence of a shadow 
group tied to the Back-to-Basics Club’s committee overseeing 
the Medicine for Life Protocol. After the Hughes Medical 
Center shootings, Detective Brunish gave Bob evidence linking 
Agel Yungst to this mysterious group. Due to the shooter’s link 
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to the Back-to-Basics Club, Bob and his boss, Bill Marantees, 
decided not to publish the story without solid proof. The 
Back-to-Basics Club exerted great power, and the Club grew 
in influence every day. Releasing the information would put 
Andecco reporters and sources in danger. He and Bill needed to 
protect their people.

Bob recalled how he felt at the time. He couldn’t let Pastor 
Leon Walls walk away without at least firing a warning shot. 
Since Andecco News Service wouldn’t print evidence of 
wrongdoing, Bob attacked from another angle—one he knew 
would rile Leon more than any accusation of shadow groups or 
of interference with the justice system. Bob charged Leon with 
hypocrisy.

The idea came to Bob when Pastor Leon Walls refused 
to condemn the shootings. Agel, Leon had admitted, was 
troubled. Leon qualified it, however, by saying Agel believed 
he was defending innocent lives—the lives of the unborn. 
Shortly after the statement, Leon said he was planning a 
vacation to a hunting farm to shoot a deer and maybe even bag 
an elk or moose while he was at it. Leon bragged about his 
plans to frame a picture of himself with his kill.

Bob challenged Leon by saying his defense of Agel Yungst 
was unfounded. If Leon truly believed in defending innocent 
life, he wouldn’t go hunting with the intent of taking innocent 
life purely for pleasure.

It worked. Pastor Leon Walls spewed his outrage against 
Bob for weeks, even at Leon’s famous Sunday Sunrise Service. 
Bob laughed as he remembered Leon’s spitting words. God will 
condemn Mr. Fullerby to the deepest dungeons of Hell for equating 
unborn human life to the life of a beast. Bob Fullerby’s heart is 
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blackened by lies and his mind is filled with false beliefs. Bob Fullerby 
is under the command of the Evil One himself.

Bob chuckled. That was a fun one. If it weren’t for people 
like Pastor Walls, he’d be out of a job.

A flicker caught Bob’s eye. A red convertible, its white roof 
up, swung into the parking lot. Ah, here was Mr. Walzelesskii 
now. Probably got his top up because he didn’t want to mess 
up his pretty-boy hair. Bob had done his research. This red 
convertible was one of Mark’s favorites. It was an older model, 
but sporty. Very expensive. Even if Bob saved every coin he 
earned in his entire life he couldn’t afford that vehicle.

The car pulled into a parking slip.
Oh, but wasn’t this surprising? Mark was parking in 

a regular parking lot instead of one reserved for important 
people like his old man. From over the top of his computer, 
Bob watched a dark-haired young man pull his tall, thin 
body out of the car. He carried a tan, bulky satchel that was 
common among younger people. The youthful pastor wore 
loose-fitting, light-gray pants and a dressy shirt. The top few 
buttons of the shirt, however, were unfastened, and he wore 
no tie. On top of his dark hair sat a light-colored straw hat—
the type rich guys wore when they played golf in places Bob 
would be forbidden to enter. Bob could have a hat like that if 
he didn’t want to eat or pay rent for a year.

He watched as Mark strolled away from his prized 
automobile. Mark’s straight, shiny hair was longer than Bob 
remembered from news clips. It was now long enough to hide 
his ears. The young man’s skin, however, was as pale as Bob 
recalled.
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Bob glanced at the time. Mark had arrived exactly as 
scheduled, but he walked off in another direction. “Young 
Mark,” Bob said to himself, “where are you going?” Mark 
disappeared from view.

In minutes, Mark reappeared. He carried something 
wrapped in brown paper. Some kind of food. He took bites 
from it as he strolled to the coffee cart. Soon he was carrying 
a big, full cup of foaming coffee as well as the paper-wrapped 
food. He held the cup gingerly as he stepped toward Bob’s 
table. A few drops of coffee spilled just before the bottom of 
the cup touched the tabletop. Mark wiped up the drips.

“Oh, that is hot!” he said in a clear voice. “Do you mind if 
I have a seat?”

“Be my guest.” Bob gestured toward the bench on the 
other side of the table.

“It won’t be long before coffee will be too hot for the 
weather,” Mark said.

Bob observed him. He looked happy. Approachable. No 
airs.

“You are Bob Fullerby, the reporter, no?”
“I am.” Bob reached into a pocket that drooped from the 

side of his brown sweater and pulled out his press badge. He 
showed the badge to Mark.

“Glad to meet you at last, Mr. Fullerby. I’m Mark 
Walzelesskii.” Mark took a few careful sips of frothy coffee and 
then munched on his food, which turned out to be a common 
breakfast wrap. After chewing a large bite, Mark said, “I hope 
you don’t mind if I eat while we talk. Got up late and didn’t 
have time to squeeze in breakfast.”

“Be my guest, Pastor Walzelesskii.” Bob noticed how 
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his own voice was growling and coarse compared to Mark’s 
smooth, clear words.

Mark’s youthful face turned serious. “Thank you for 
meeting with me.”

“You’re welcome, Pastor. How may I help you?”
“I don’t exactly know where to begin. I think my father 

may be in trouble.”
So this meeting was about Pastor Leon Walls. “Go on, 

Pastor Walzelesskii.”
“There’s some kind of document. I don’t know what it is, 

but my father is involved. Something’s wrong. They want to 
do the strangest thing with it.”

When Mark didn’t continue, Bob asked, “They. Who’s 
they?”

“My dad, Senator John Rineburg, Senator Mitch Fischer, 
and General Douglass Willirman.”

The names caught Bob’s attention. John Rineburg and 
Mitch Fischer were prominent senators in the Freedom Party 
and Back-to-Basics Club leaders. General Douglass Willirman 
was recently promoted to head the Cadonan Combined Armed 
Forces. The general had publicly complained about President 
Meyfeld’s dovish stance and had frequent confrontations with 
Defense Secretary Richard Karther.

“You said they want to do something strange with a 
document, what do you mean?” Bob asked.

“After the last Back-to-Basics Club meeting, I overheard 
my dad and the other three men talking. They huddled in a 
corner. They seemed really worried. They were making plans 
to give the document to a young woman tomorrow at eight 
a.m.”
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“And this is strange, why?”
Mark hesitated, as if he was filtering his words before 

speaking. “Because of how they were planning to give it to her. 
The young woman will be driving a brown, fifteen-year-old 
Cavalier sedan. She’ll park in front of a place called Hatchets Bar. 
The passenger side of the car will face the sidewalk. The rear 
passenger side window will be open. While the car is parked, 
the woman will be preoccupied with something—looking in 
her purse, for example—while sitting in the driver seat. She 
will not get out. While she is occupied, someone is going to 
toss the document into the back seat of the car through the 
open window. And, Mr. Fullerby, they did their homework. At 
eight on Sunday morning, that street should be fairly deserted. 
Hatchets Bar’s surveillance system doesn’t cover the edge of the 
sidewalk on that side of the building. The surveillance systems 
on the opposite side of the street are not functioning. The traffic 
cameras will be turned off at that time. These are the details I 
remember. So whatever it is they are doing, they want to keep 
it secret.”

“Do you know who this young woman is?”
“No, the only thing they said was she has long, light hair. 

And she will be driving a fifteen-year-old, brown Cavalier.”
“Pastor, how was it you came to overhear the conversation?”
“After the Back-to-Basics meeting, I went back into the room 

to help clear out the cups and snack trays. I’m not entirely sure 
they knew I was there. It was strange, though. They stopped 
talking immediately when Senator Sandra Pettock walked in.”

“What did you do while the conversation was going on? 
Did you ask them questions? Walk over and join them?”

“No, I just kept picking up leftover food and drinks.”
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“This Back-to-Basics Club meeting, what did they discuss?” 
Bob asked.

“I don’t know. I left after giving the opening prayer.”
Bob had learned an important lesson long ago. 

Understanding the source—reliability and motive—was as 
important as the information itself. “Pastor Walzelesskii, why 
did you not attend the meeting?”

“I’m not interested in politics, Mr. Fullerby. I’m interested 
in God.”

“Could you have stayed for the entire meeting if you 
wished?”

“Yes.”
“Your father stayed for the entire meeting?”
“Yes, or at least I never saw him leave.”
“Why did you, rather than your father, give the opening 

prayer?”
“Dad asked me to. I think they like to have younger people 

involved in these kinds of things.”
“Pastor Walzelesskii, are you a member of the Back-to-

Basics Club?”
“Mr. Fullerby, as a reporter of your stature, I would think 

you’d know I am not a member. I have no intention of joining.”
“Is it because you don’t agree with them?”
“It’s because I do not want to get involved in politics.”
“I see.” Bob took a sip of coffee. “Pastor, this must be 

difficult for you. Telling me about this document drop. Why 
did you do it?”

“I’m worried about my father. Even for politics, this whole 
thing sounds strange. I don’t know what’s in the document 
or how my father is involved. But clearly he was part of the 
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discussion. To be clear, I do not feel I’m betraying my father. I 
feel I am helping him.”

“Helping him by coming to his enemy?”
“Enemy? Mr. Fullerby, we have just one enemy, and that is 

Bezgog.”
As Bob studied Mark, Bob realized he liked him. This 

was not to say he trusted him, but he sensed sincerity in the 
young man. A desire to do what was right. “Okay, Pastor 
Walzelesskii, thank you for this information. Now that I have 
it, what do you want me to do with it?”

“I don’t know,” Mark said, “you’re the reporter. The 
investigator. You’ll need to figure out that part.” Mark stood up 
to leave.

“One moment, how may I contact you?” Bob asked.
Mark took a business card from his wallet and handed it 

to Bob.
“A paper card! I haven’t seen one of these in a long time,” 

Bob said.
“Many people I minister to can’t afford PDs, so I carry 

paper cards,” Mark told him.
Bob took the card and slipped it into his sweater pocket. “I 

wouldn’t call unless absolutely necessary.”
“I appreciate your caution. Good day, sir.”
“Good day, Pastor.”
Bob watched as Mark returned his cup to the coffee cart 

and dropped the brown paper from the breakfast wrap into 
the compost bin. When Mark turned to head back to his car, 
Bob called out one more question, “Pastor, why do you go by 
the name of Walzelesskii instead of Walls?”

“It’s how I was born. It seems that’s how it should be. Do 



TOXIC SPHERE

S 75 S

not take it to mean that I do not love my father or that I am 
rebelling against him. I am not rebelling. I do love him.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Do have a good one.”
Mark nodded and then walked to his vehicle. He folded his 

lanky body and settled into the driver seat of the cherry red 
convertible.

Bob watched the shiny car drive away.
A young couple walked by. So did a man in uniform. Bob 

pretended to work on the computer as he sat there. Images 
of President Demnar Tarish of Domataland flashed on his 
viewplane. At the moment, though, Bob’s thoughts were on 
the young True Followers of God pastor, Mark Walzelesskii. 
Bob’s thick fingertips and carelessly clipped nails tapped the 
table next to the computer touchpad. Mark was an interesting 
kid. He seemed straight-shooting. Was it real or an act?

Bob generally trusted his ability to judge a person’s 
character. Over the years, he developed a knack for truth or 
lie. However, when he concluded someone was honest and of 
more or less good character, Bob was suspicious of his own 
evaluation. All too often, a story existed because someone 
had done something bad, had no principles, or was just plain 
insane. Good people rarely generated news. In his younger 
days, Bob would have been nervous about not being able to 
read an informant. But now, with years of experience to guide 
him, he classified Mark as an unknown, which fell into the do 
not trust category.

His mind then turned to the message Mark had delivered. 
Such a silly thing. National leaders plotting something as goofy 
as a double-agent style drop. So what was this? A setup? Did 
Leon expect his son to squeal? Was the kid in on the plot? 
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Was it a simple-minded plan to catch Bob in front of a sleaze 
joint on a Sunday morning? On the other hand, maybe this 
whole thing was about a risqué tryst with some lover. Heck, 
with the principles of that bunch, it might be a group-tryst. 
Bob chuckled at the thought. Well, might as well check it out. 
Could be nothing or it could be the tip of an iceberg. If it was 
the tip of an iceberg, it could be one darn big chunk of ice.

Bob reached for his personal device. Secure line. “Sorry 
to do this to you on a Saturday morning, Ang,” he said to 
himself. “Duty calls.”

7
It was a great day for Angela Thirgal to play at the shooting 

range. Only an occasional muffled whistle of weapons-fire 
echoed in the small-arms firing gallery. Few people were 
around. No lines, no waiting, no distracting noises. Just 
Angela and her weapons. She aimed her pistol at man-shaped 
silhouettes down her firing lane. Bang! Bang! Bang! Angela 
knew that she had shot well. Her breathing, concentration, 
and posture were all dead-on. The computer confirmed her 
performance. The viewplane displayed nice tight hits on all 
targets. One round was a bit of an outlier, but just by a tiny 
margin—not enough to make a difference in the outcome of 
a real-world encounter.

“Okay, let’s go for the big stuff,” Angela said to herself. All 
she had to do was clean her small pistol; then she’d be off to 
the machine gun range.

Just as she finished wiping down the last spot, her personal 
device vibrated. It was her boss, Bob Fullerby. Angela had an 
assignment waiting. Maybe it would be something more fun 
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than shooting some old-fashioned, smelly machine gun, but 
probably not. She removed her hearing protection and called 
out to the young man behind the counter. “Hey, Jimmy! Duty 
calls. I need to leave. I’ll need to cancel my appointment for 
the machine guns.”

“That’s a bummer,” Jimmy called back. “Got’cha covered. 
I’ll cancel your appointment.”

Angela flung her old, stained backpack over her shoulders 
and headed toward the exit. She loved this big, old building. 
Reminders of when it was a Home Guard base remained, 
giving it the feel of a wartime bunker. As she walked by the 
combat forms training room, she saw a group of students 
practicing. Angela had a fighting class on Monday. Something 
fun to look forward to!

The steel door leading to the hallway squeaked as she 
pushed it open.

A security guard stood behind a desk. “Leaving already, 
Ang?”

“Yeah, gotta work.”
“Sorry to hear it. Have you ever considered being a cop or 

joining the military? Then you can get paid to shoot and fight.”
“Yeah, thought about it. I was afraid it would cramp my 

style. Or they might ask me to do something I didn’t agree 
with.”

The guard laughed. “Makes sense, knowing you.”
“Anyway, I love my job most of the time,” Angela said. 

“I work with great people, and I feel like I’m actually doing 
something worthwhile.”

“Glad to hear it. I do this security guard gig for the 
shooting, myself.”
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“The bennies do make it tempting,” she said.
“Have a good one, Ang. See you soon.”
Light flooded the hallway when she opened the bulky steel 

doors leading outside. Wow, it was bright! Angela pulled hair 
clips from a pouch on the top of the pack and pinned up her 
dark, curly hair. She slipped on sunglasses and cinched the 
backpack around her waist. Coffee sounded good, but there 
wasn’t time. She signaled her office. It wouldn’t take her long 
to get there—about a half an hour if she ran fast enough. She 
headed out across the broad, treeless parking lot. 

Mr. Fullerby didn’t drop any hints to explain the reason 
for his message. What if Mr. Hutchinson caved in and sold his 
Andecco shares to some Back-to-Basics creep? Mr. Hutchinson 
was the only obstacle to Back-to-Basics control of the press. 
Angela hoped he knew it.

The run did Angela good. She felt refreshed when she arrived 
at their temporary office. It was a good location—a small, stand-
alone building in an aging, tired suburb of Cadona City. Much 
time had gone by since prosperity last touched this neighborhood. 
Many nearby buildings sat vacant. Some had been empty for quite 
some time. Most of the remaining businesses were struggling. All 
of these things made security simple. Few people moved about, 
and it was easy to keep an eye out for suspicious activities. Most 
who lived in the area were elderly or poor. They spent most of 
their time working in other places or sitting at home.

As Angela walked across the weedy lawn to the front 
entrance, she saw the cardboard sign behind the large, dirty 
window: Print Shop. That’s all the sign read. The old building 
was a good place to lie low. Not many people printed things 
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these days. If a customer did happen to come along, it was 
usually an elderly person wanting a simple photocopy or 
printout of an electronic photo. Old people were funny that 
way. They liked things on paper.

A little bell tinkled as Angela pulled open the front door. 
A counter extended all the way across the room. A good 
security feature. She and her team had reinforced the counter 
with anti-ballistic materials, but, on the outside, it appeared 
to be constructed of nothing more than aging wood panels.

A door behind the counter opened.
“Hi, Ang,” Rona Betler said. Rona’s flawless, pink skin 

and copper-tinted hair glowed in the light pouring in through 
the windows. The boxy counter dwarfed her petite frame.

“Hey, Row. How goes it?”
“Okay. Quiet today. Our new security equipment is 

awesome. It saw you coming from a long ways away.”
“Is Mr. Fullerby here,” Angela asked.
“Yeah, he’s in back.”
Rona lifted a hinged panel built into the countertop, and 

Angela followed her through a door that opened into the 
windowless back room.

Bob Fullerby sat at an old, chipped, wooden table that 
came with the building.

“Sorry to bother you on a Saturday,” Bob said without 
looking up from his computer.

“No problem.” Angela took a seat across the table from 
him. “What you got?”

“I need you to put surveillance devices on the outside of a 
couple of buildings,” he said. He rotated the viewplane so she 
could see it.
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“Oh, nice neighborhood,” Angela said. “Why do so many 
things needing surveillance happen in dumps?”

Bob pointed at a specific spot on the map. “I need 
surveillance equipment placed so it captures activity in front 
of Hatchets Bar. It’s located here.”

“I know it,” she said. “So what’s going to happen in front 
of Hatchets?”

“I’m not going to tell you much about this case, Ang. 
What we need to capture are cars that may park in front of the 
building and any activity on the sidewalk next to the parked 
car. Most likely, the car will be facing east.”

“Do you have a timeframe, Mr. Fullerby?”
“Yep. Point-time is eight tomorrow morning. The best time 

for you to set up the surveillance devices will be late tonight 
when the young revelers are out there in the streets. That way, 
you can get lost in the crowd. You’ll need to be careful on this 
one. I suspect other eyes will be watching.”

“Got it.”
“I want you to take Kever along,” Bob said.
“Those buildings aren’t all that tall, Mr. Fullerby. I think 

I can do this one alone.”
Bob was firm. “No, I want to make sure you stay safe. And 

I want him to take pictures of the crowd. You’re good with 
the photos, but I don’t know anyone who can take sleuth shots 
the way Kever can.”

Mr. Fullerby was right about that. Angela respected 
Kever. Even liked him. But he had a way of annoying the 
heck out of her. Nonetheless, she knew Bob was right to 
include him. To get the bug-eyes in the right places may 
require some careful climbing. That, too, was Kever’s 
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forte. He definitely had his talents, but Kever Carsen had an 
eccentric streak. He only worked part time, just enough to 
pay the bills and afford his exotic trips abroad. He loved rock 
climbing, mountaineering, trekking across the wilderness, 
diving, and kayaking as much as she loved weapons and 
fighting techniques. Women tripped over themselves to get 
his attention. For the life of her, Angela couldn’t understand 
why.

“Okay, Mr. Fullerby, Kever goes with.”
The monitor alerted them of someone approaching. 
“Here’s Kever-o now,” Rona said.
Kever carried a brown bag. He held it up for all to see. 

“Got’em!”
“Good,” Bob said, “test the bug-eyes well. We’ll only get 

one shot at this. They must work.”
Whistling, Kever pulled a small, black, round object from 

the bag. “A bug-eye it is!”
Angela grimaced. “Yes, Kever-o, we know. It’s a bug-eye.”
He ignored her irritation. Humming an annoying tune 

from a popular ad, he swaggered his way to a wall and slapped 
the bug-eye against it. He held it in place, straining, as if 
holding a great weight. He then let go. The object clung to its 
place. “Ta da!” He spun around and bowed.

“Ugh! Kever-o! Will you please stop doing that!”
Kever didn’t stop. He whistled, danced, and made all sorts 

of obnoxious noises. Angela was missing half of what Bob was 
telling her. “Kever-o,” she said, “will you cut that out!”

“Cut what out, Ang?”
“Slapping those things on the wall. And dancing and 

whistling. I can’t hear myself think!”
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“Mr. Fullerby told me to set the bugs up for a test,” Kever 
said.

“He told you to test the bugs, not act like an idiot.”
“Ang,” Bob said, “I need you to pay attention.”
“I’m trying. He’s annoying me.”
“Ignore him for now.” Bob sounded like a father scolding 

a child.
“Right.” Angela did her best to ignore Kever as he hopped 

about like a floundering puppet.

“Ang, Row, any questions?” Bob asked.
“Nope,” Angela said.
Rona shook her head.
“Good. Remember, no heroics.” Bob stood up, folded his 

computer, and pushed it into his old briefcase.
Rona said, “Are you leaving already, Mr. Fullerby?”
“Yep, I need to read up on what’s happening with 

Domataland’s Goodwill Ship. Izvyona called an emergency 
session of the World Assembly over it.”

“So I guess Tarish is going to follow through with Elann 
Vispar’s plans and not call the ship home,” Angela said.

“Sure looks that way,” Bob told her. “In fact, he’s ordered 
the ship even closer to the Bakhadaland Region.”

Bob swung his old, brown sweater over his arm. “Ang, 
you’re in charge of Hatchets Bar surveillance while I’m 
away.”

“Got it covered, Mr. Fullerby.”
“Test those bug-eyes well,” he said.
Kever spun around in a circle. “Will do.”
“And make sure you clean the bugs thoroughly. In case 
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they’re compromised, we don’t want your fingerprints or 
DNA on them.” Bob’s voice was unusually serious.

Kever bowed as would a drunken clown. “Rodger that.”
“Call me if anything comes up,” Bob said. He left through 

the back door.

“Come on, lovebirds,” Rona said, “let’s get the bug-eyes 
tested.”

“Lovebirds!” Angela shuddered at the thought. “Ick! That’s 
just gross.”

Kever placed his hands on his hips and leaned to the side. 
“Don’t knock it ‘till you tried it, babe.”

Angela shook her head. Now Kever was pretending to be that 
creepy … movie star guy. She couldn’t remember the name.

Rona took a seat in front of a thin, gray monitor and 
touchpad. “Testing unit one,” she said.

Kever danced in front of one of the devices.
“Kever-o,” Rona said, “that’s unit two you’re weirding in 

front of. But unit one saw you from the side just fine. Looks 
like unit one works.”

A few seconds later, Rona said, “Testing unit two, so do 
your thing, Kever-o.”

“The praying mantis dance,” he said.
Rona laughed. Angela wanted to wring Kever’s neck … 

and shake some sense into Rona for encouraging his antics. 
Suddenly, Kever leapt into the air and ran up the wall. He 

then spun around in midair and ran down the wall before landing 
smoothly with both feet on the floor. Angela was moved both by 
the level of his immaturity and the degree of her jealousy. She 
had practiced various fighting forms since she was a small child. 
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She was able to execute some of those aerial moves, but not with 
Kever’s ease and grace.

Angela struggled to focus on Rona’s words. “There’s no 
rain in the forecast, and the humidity is supposed to stay low, 
so we probably don’t need to test them for water tightness.”

When all of the units were tested for angle, color resolution, 
scale, and picture quality, Angela said, “Row, bring up a view 
of the Hatchets Bar area, please.” Angela studied the buildings 
and roads.

“What do you think, Ang?” Kever asked.
“This building has a nice edge,” she told him. “It’s wide 

enough, and check out the angle. If we put a bug here, it 
should give a nice view of the whole street.”

As Kever leaned forward to get a better look, a clump of 
fine, straight, dishwater blond hair fell from its resting spot 
behind his left ear and flipped over his cheek.

“Kever-o, why don’t you do something with that hair?”
“When I shaved my head, you didn’t like it. So I let it 

grow.”
“Why can’t you pick something in between, like normal 

people?”
“Ang, are you insinuating that I’m not normal?”
“No! Why would I insinuate something like that?”
“You two remind me of my parents,” Rona said. “I don’t 

know how you ever get anything done.”
Angela knew about Rona’s parents. They used to squabble 

often. They even took separate vacations. Rona, however, knew 
they loved each other. Her mother died six years ago, when 
Rona was just thirteen. Rona described her mother’s death as 
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long and painful. She had been exposed to toxic chemicals at 
work. Though her mother was in agony, Rona had seen relief 
in her mother’s eyes whenever her father walked into the 
hospital room. After her mother died, Rona’s father melted 
away. His life ended less than a year later. Police labeled it an 
accident, but Rona believed he committed suicide. When her 
parents fought, her mother often ended the fight by saying, 
Why don’t you go throw yourself in front of a train? That was how 
her father died—struck down by a commuter locomotive.

“Sorry, Row,” Angela said while Kever studied pictures of 
buildings near Hatchets Bar. “I’ll try to not let him get to me.”

“I think we have a good plan, Ang,” Kever said.
“I agree. We should have nice, clear views of the street in 

front of Hatchets.”
Rona said, “Okay, let’s get clothes picked out for your big 

night. I’ll need to dress you so you fit into the reveler crowd. 
You guys are a little old, but you still look young enough to 
fit in.”

Rona walked off to dig in the closet.
“Ang, did Mr. Fullerby tell you much about this case?” 

Kever asked.
Kever was serious now. If only he’d always act this way. 
“No,” she said, “he told me he wasn’t going to tell me 

much about it. But he did say we need to be careful. We may 
not be the only ones conducting surveillance out there.”

“He told me the same thing,” Kever said. “So this is not 
some low-level event. No doubt major players are involved.”

“I agree.”
Rona returned with a stack of clothes. “I found some good 
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stuff. Ang, the outside world knows you more than Kever-o, 
so I’m really worried about someone recognizing you. These 
glasses will make your eyes look lighter. You’ll go from dark 
brown to light brown with a green tint. They’ll also make 
your eyes look longer and less round. You can use this hat 
and scarf to cover parts of your face, but you don’t want to 
look too covered. That’ll draw suspicion. This underwear 
will make you look chubbier and round out your shoulders. 
I’ve got fake skin and makeup for both of you, too. Kever-o 
here’s some stuff for you. We need to bulk you up. You need 
to look like someone who eats lots of those reveler hotdogs.”

“You’re sure going all out to hide us, Row,” Kever said.
“If others are watching, they may have face recognition 

tools,” Rona told him. “I want to do as much as I can to keep 
anyone from recognizing you.”

“The weather’s good,” Kever said, “so the reveler crowd 
should be huge. That’ll help. Anyway, why wouldn’t Ang and 
I be out there partying it up? Not to mention the food they 
sell out there on reveler nights. Good stuff! Especially the 
hotdogs.”

Angela shook her head. The good, serious Kever had 
disappeared again.

“This is going to be fun,” Rona said. “I wish I were going 
to Hatchets Bar with you.”

“If you weren’t so young, Row, I would be glad to have 
you go in my place,” Angela told her. “Lovely neighborhoods 
around there. It’s the sewer of Cadona City. Stinking, polluted 
slums.”
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Chapt e r  6

Lost in Hell

“We steal from the hands of the starving to satisfy the bellies of the 
rich. We take from those in greatest need to add to the stores of those 
who have so much they couldn’t, if they lived many lifetimes, use it all. 
We rob from the land, the waters, and the air. We take all that is good 
and leave utter devastation in our wake. Yet we fail to see it.”

Thomas Fillimore
“Treacherous Chronicles,” verse 10
Year 7999 of the Awakening Epoch

Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, March 26, Year 1007 EE
7:00 a.m.

Leeha Ritsagin’s tense fingers gripped the steering wheel 
of her old, brown Monarch. Exit 62 was coming up. The 

next exit should be 65B. So far, so good. She was heading in 
the right direction. Leeha, however, worried about driving 
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in unfamiliar territory. On top of that, the True Followers of 
God Church service she had attended last week still gave her 
chills. She reached for a cream-filled chocolate bonbon and 
shoved it into her mouth.

Why was Altage Enterprises so far away? Why did the job 
have to sound so good? Leeha had to find the place. She’d 
look like an idiot if she showed up late for the interview. Early 
Sunday morning was a good time to venture out, though. 
Only a few vehicles drove along the superhighway, giving her 
plenty of time to change lanes and read signs. “It’ll be okay,” 
Leeha told herself, “I’ll find the place and then find my way 
back home. It’ll soon be over.”

An overhead traffic sign caught her attention. Exit 65B 
was next. But something was wrong. An orange warning strip 
with black lettering lay diagonally across the sign. Leeha was 
now close enough to read the strip. It bore one word: CLOSED. 
“What! Now what the heck am I supposed to do?” Leeha’s 
heart raced. She didn’t know this section of Cadona City, so 
she trusted WorldLink Direction Finder. Big mistake. Leeha 
ate another bonbon. Maybe the exit wasn’t really closed. 
Maybe they just forgot to take off the closed sign.

They hadn’t forgotten. Concrete barriers blocked the exit 
ramp.

“I can’t believe it! Stupid WorldLink!” Leeha glanced at the 
map displayed below the windshield. Exit 66A was coming up 
fast. She’d take it. The route was less direct, but it looked like 
it could get her where she needed to go.

“God, I hate this,” she said to herself. Her car swung onto 
the unfamiliar curves of exit 66A. Leeha glanced again at the 
map. It showed a tangle of twisted streets. The roads looked 
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like a pile of spaghetti. Maybe it wouldn’t look so bad when 
she actually got there. She was wrong. Lanes curled, rose, 
and fell like knotted tentacles. Unlike the quiet superhighway, 
monstrous vehicles as terrifying as beasts from a nightmare 
poured in from all sides. Knobby wheels, each the size of a 
house, growled as they spun a hand-length from her door. 
Leeha slowed her automobile to a crawl. “You’ve got to be 
kidding me! Which one of these stupid roads am I supposed 
to take?”

A horn screeched. The image of a rusted grill and scowling 
headlights filled her rearview mirror. She was going to get 
squashed like a bug! No time to study the streets. She’d have 
to go for it.

A large sign read Endeavor Avenue.
That’s it! Endeavor. She was on right road. So far so good.
Just as Leeha felt her body relax, she realized something 

didn’t make sense. The big sign for Endeavor Avenue hung 
over a road climbing to her right. The sign wasn’t over her 
lane. “Oh, no! I’m on the wrong fricken road! I’m supposed 
to be over there.” A vehicle akin to a gigantic dust mite and 
spewing black smoke blocked the way. Endeavor Avenue rose 
higher and turned away. Her road sank until it merged with 
other streets. Most of the trucks rolled along with her like 
insects flushing down a drain.

Leeha clenched the steering wheel. Ugly buildings glared 
down at her from both sides of the road. Menacing chimneys 
and grotesque towers belched plumes of black and brown 
smoke. The sky turned a sickly orange. The air burned Leeha’s 
nose.

“How I hate looking for a stinkin’ place! Oh, why am I going 
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to this stupid interview next week, anyway?” She should just 
stay put where she belonged. Sure, her current job was part 
time. But it paid the bills, and, when she wasn’t working, she 
could take classes over the computer right at home. On the 
other hand, Altage offered job security and higher pay. Security 
and higher pay, however, meant little at the moment. Leeha was 
lost, and WorldLink Direction Finder wasn’t proving useful.

To calm her nerves, she reached for another bonbon. Her 
fingers tapped around inside the box. “Oh, please! How could 
all twenty-four of them be gone?”

Her left shoulder slammed into the door. Something 
scraped the bottom of the car. The empty bonbon box bounced 
high then tumbled to the floor. Sacks full of recycle materials 
rattled in the back seat. The vehicle lurched to the side as if 
a giant hand grabbed it from beneath. At last, the Monarch 
came to a stop on gray gravel.

Leeha gathered her wits and peered across the lifeless 
ground in front of her. A pockmarked, gray building filled the 
view through the windshield. Beyond a thick-walled archway, 
Leeha saw red flames, twisted pipes, and pale smoke. A 
fan, almost as high as the structure itself and covered with a 
tarnished grate, protruded from a wall next to the arch. Men 
in stained orange vests and mangled hardhats stopped what 
they were doing and stared at her. 

A group of at least ten workers approached. One of the 
men shouted across the dusty, gravelly expanse. “Hey, lady, 
where do you think you’re going? I like your car. Will you give 
it to me? I could use a new car.” He twirled a rusted bar in the 
air. The other men laughed.

Leeha’s heart pounded. They were coming for her! She 
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twisted in her seat and looked out the back window. Leeha 
realized what she had hit: row after row of railroad tracks. 
Somehow, she had missed a curve in the road and drove over the 
rails. The train tracks stuck up between her and the highway. 
“I’ve got to get back on that street,” Leeha told herself. The 
gravel crackled as she turned the car around. “Go slow, Leeha, 
so it won’t shake so much.” The tires bounced over the first set 
of rails. A screech, then her vehicle would not move.

The man’s voice was louder this time. “Hey, lady! Be 
careful with my new car!”

The men were getting closer.
Leeha tried to back up. Her Monarch still wouldn’t move. 

She stomped on the pedal. Finally, the auto bounced free 
of the rail. Crossing the tracks was not an option. She’d get 
stuck, and the dirty guys would get her. To her left, a street 
ran between crumbling buildings. The way was narrow, but it 
had to lead back to the main road somewhere.

Driving down the street was like venturing into a deep 
canyon. Ugly facades pressed against the edges of the road and 
reached for the sky. Up and up and up the walls climbed. She 
had never seen buildings of such scale in real life. Block after 
block, the dingy, gray-black structures went on and on. 

The guys in the hardhats! She had nearly forgotten about 
them. Almost too scared to look, Leeha glanced in the mirror. 
Thank goodness! The men were not following. 

A flash shot up from the dashboard. WorldLink Direction 
Finder blinked off. Direction Finder didn’t know this area, 
but at least it connected her with the outside world. Now that 
comfort flickered away. What else could go wrong? Then her 
heart nearly stopped. Just ahead, a fat chimney had toppled 
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over. It rested on the shattered roof of a building across the 
street from it. The road transformed into a dark tunnel. Surely 
the entrance to Hell looked like this. She took another street 
that ran to the right. The way was passable, but still debris 
crunched beneath her tires.

Finally! The rows of gargantuan buildings ended. Leeha 
brought her Monarch to a stop at the brink of a yawning trench. 
She leaned forward and peered over a shattered barrier. Far 
below, where the concrete retaining walls came to an end, a 
stream of water trickled through mucky garbage. This trough 
must have once been a canal, and a giant one at that. To her 
right, a crumbling bridge crossed the deep, broad chasm. 

The crossing did not look safe. Something told Leeha 
that cars had not driven on the bridge for ages. The bridge 
belonged to children now. Youngsters with dirty faces peered 
over the sides or dragged odd items behind them: chunks of 
wood, metal plates, and rusted bars.

Leeha saw no other way to cross. She drove onto the 
battered structure. The children gawked as she passed by. It 
was as if her old Monarch was a sight they had never seen. 

Luck was with her. She reached the other side.
Then the whole car shook. Her front tires had dropped 

into a hole. The auto bounced free, but then the rear end 
slumped into the pit. The undercarriage let out a squeal as the 
ground scraped against it.

The children were watching. Some of them were neither 
very young nor small. Leeha stomped on the accelerator. 
The Monarch lurched before rolling out of the ditch. Thank 
goodness! She’d made it!

The view ahead of her, though, was not comforting. A 
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road, marred with potholes the size of craters, led up a 
weed-covered embankment. Beyond the pale ground, huge 
buildings reached into a brown sky. When Leeha drove past 
the first aging structures, deep shadows again struck her face. 
This, however, was not an extension of the industrial sector. 
People lived here—many people. Except at transportation 
hubs, she had never seen so many bodies clustered in one spot. 
The place stank, but not from the acrid stench that spews 
from smokestacks. What she smelled more resembled sewage 
mixed with the musty odor of mold.

As Leeha’s vehicle crept down the narrow street, people 
stared. Anger, even rage, filled their eyes. On most days, 
Leeha’s wish was for others to notice her, but to be glared at 
with looks of malice was worse than invisibility. She slouched 
into the car seat.

Leeha spotted a group of women standing on the street 
corner. One woman with frizzy, red hair and wearing a short 
skirt that didn’t fit too well caught Leeha looking at her. 

The woman pursed her lips. “What are you lookin’ at, 
witch!”

A black-haired woman with dark circles hanging below 
puffy eyes shouted, “Where do you think you’re goin’, fricken 
slut.”

Another with pink-framed eyeglasses and bushy, white 
hair made an angry face. “You shit-ass whore-hole!” She swung 
a large, bulging purse. It struck the trunk of the Monarch.

Tears spilled down Leeha’s cheeks. Why were they mad 
at her? She didn’t do anything. She dried her eyes with a 
shirt sleeve. When Leeha’s arm slid away from her face, 
she slammed on the brakes. A girl stood a hair’s breadth 
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from the bumper. The girl was young, sixteen at best. She 
stomped across the street in impossibly high heels. She was 
yelling at someone who wasn’t really there. The red satin 
skirt that the girl wore wasn’t quite long enough to cover 
her hips. Green slime slid down the insides of her shapely 
thighs. Gross! Who knew what kinds of diseases she had.

On the next corner, a man with matted, graying hair 
and wearing a red shirt with buttons in the wrong holes 
hollered and cursed as he stumbled off the sidewalk. It was 
hard to tell his age. He was skinny. Too skinny. Shriveled 
skin hung from his face. He was glaring at Leeha. His bony 
right fist smashed into the hood of her car. Liquid spilled 
from the crinkled bag he clutched in his left hand. Leeha 
gripped the steering wheel until her fingers hurt. Why 
didn’t she just stay home? She was never doing anything 
like this again. Never!

The street curved to the right. Leeha hoped the worst 
lay behind her. It didn’t. Patchworks of wood and metal 
scraps covered shattered windows and doors. Clothes hung 
from strings beneath grimy windowsills. The stench grew in 
potency. A commotion was taking place just ahead. Vehicles 
made U-turns. Then Leeha spotted curls of black smoke. 
The beat-up jalopy in front of her moved out of the way. She 
saw the source of the plumes. A pile of trash, easily four cars 
tall, burned in the middle of the street. A mob circled the 
smoldering rubbish. People shouted and cheered. Some in 
the crowd covered their faces with makeshift masks. Near 
the pile, Leeha noticed a battered police car—the armored 
kind. Its hood folded over itself. One of the doors barely 
hung onto the vehicle’s body. No policemen were in sight.
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Leeha had just one escape route. She turned to the right 
onto a crumbling road. The crowds thinned as she drove 
along, but the garbage did not. Trash spilled from alleyways 
and into the street.

Dread ran through her. Where were all the other cars? 
Then finally! Another vehicle was parked by the curb. Not far 
ahead, another. And still another. But something wasn’t right. 
Doors were missing. So were wheels. Even seats.

An image popped into Leeha’s mind. She saw her own 
car parked alongside the road. Doors missing. Windshield 
smashed. Blood on the seats. Her blood. No body, just blood. 
This was life and death. Time to call the police. Leeha tapped 
her personal device. Why wasn’t the stupid thing working? 
She looked more closely at the touch screen. No reception! 
“You’ve got to be kidding! I’m in the middle of fricken Cadona 
City and there’s no PD reception?”

Leeha heard a retching cough. A man clung onto the 
twisted remains of a street sign. Even though the Monarch’s 
windows were rolled up, she heard his strangling breath. 
Another cough sent his body forward. If not for the post, he 
would’ve fallen to the pavement. Hacking sounds spilled from 
his mouth along with clumps of vomit. How gross! What 
was wrong with that guy? Not far ahead, a little girl sat on 
the sidewalk, her face ghostly pallid. Brown goo spread out 
beneath her bottom. A woman lay next to the child. A gritty, 
gray coat covered the woman’s trembling body. What was 
wrong with these people!

Something in the gutter fluttered in a gust. Somehow, it 
didn’t look like a piece of trash. When Leeha got closer, she 
saw what had moved: rat fur. A huge, dead rat lay there. Legs 
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stuck up from a bloated body. Why was that poor thing lying 
dead out here?

Leeha’s car bounced. A tire had run over the end of a 
discarded metal pipe. “Be careful, Leeha,” she told herself. 
“You don’t want to get a flat tire.” Her Monarch was the only 
thing protecting her from certain death. 

A stream of litter spilled from an alleyway. The trash pile 
choked the narrow space between two old buildings. A rusted 
dumpster peeked through the debris. Items with odd shapes 
hung over the lip of the garbage bin. “Oh, no! Those look like 
people’s legs. It can’t be.”

Not far ahead, a pile of clothing rested next to the curb. 
Something about the stack of cloth seemed strange. Then 
Leeha figured out why. A body wore the clothes. It was a 
man. He lay on his stomach. His face pressed into the gutter. 
The body didn’t move. Not even a twitch or the rise or fall of 
breath. His right hand stuck out from the end of a white and 
blue sleeve. The palm faced up, the gray fingers motionless—
as still as the little hands and feet of the poor, dead rat.

Sweat dribbled down Leeha’s face. Her stomach burned. 
She slapped the steering wheel. “Leeha, you are such an idiot.” 
Why didn’t she stay home and leave well enough alone? She 
would never do this again. She would never apply for some 
stupid job in a strange place again. Never! “I’m going to die 
out here. I’m such a stupid idiot.”

Four filthy people emerged from unknown places. They 
hovered over the man’s body. Something gross dripped from 
the untrimmed beard of one of the onlookers. Leeha’s heart 
raced. She had to get out of there. But debris covered the road. 
If she drove too fast, some pointy thing might pierce a tire.
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An old lady limped into the street. She slammed two 
skinny, dirty hands against the hood of Leeha’s car. 

The woman’s voice was raspy. “Did you come to take these 
bodies out?” Yellow crust peeled from around her dry, bluish 
lips. “It’s startin’ to stink. Lots of us are dyin’. Who’s taking 
the bodies out?” She sidestepped to the driver side door. The 
lady’s sunken cheeks, bad teeth, and ratty hair loomed large in 
the driver side window.

Why wouldn’t the car back up? Finally, the old Monarch 
jumped backward, but then the engine died.

The old lady staggered toward Leeha’s stalled vehicle and 
said, “Where do you think you’re going? I’m talking to you! 
You self-righteous, wretched criminal. You come here and 
live with us you rotten filth.”

The Monarch’s engine rumbled to life. Leeha sped away.
She had not driven far when a cramp seized her left hand. 

Leeha pried her fingers from the steering wheel. She was 
going to die out here. No one would find her. No one would 
even miss her until she didn’t show up for work. Like a movie 
it played. Dirty, stinking men would drag Leeha from her car. 
They’d rip the clothes from her body. She’d be raped. Sore-
covered penises would press into her. She’d be beaten. Then 
she would die. Terribly. And in great pain.

More smoke. “Oh, great. Now what?” Gray plumes 
streamed from an alley. Five children sat around a small fire. 
Two of them held something over the flames. The other 
three were eating. The oddest memory popped into Leeha’s 
mind: roasting marshmallows with her grandparents on a 
crisp country night. What was she thinking? This was not 
the countryside and this was no ordinary campfire. One boy 
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looked in Leeha’s direction. He elbowed the youngster next 
to him. The other child also took an interest in the Monarch. 
He even leaned to the side for a better view. As he did so, his 
roasting stick moved. Leeha caught a glimpse of what he was 
holding over the flame. A running shoe? What the child held 
over the fire had a running shoe on one end. “No, no, no! 
Don’t even think about it, Leeha Ritsagin.”

How far or in what direction she had driven, Leeha wasn’t 
sure, but at last she pulled herself together. A cold sweat 
covered her body. “Leeha, no matter how scared you are, 
you’ve got to look around,” she told herself. “You’ve got to 
find your way out of here.” She forced herself to look out the 
windows. Ahead, the road ran straight, each block as dismal 
as the previous. To the right, however, ran a wide street with 
less garbage. It seemed less dangerous down there. She turned 
right.

Then, up ahead, an amazing sight. At one intersection, a 
traffic light glowed red. One that actually worked! Maybe it 
would be okay now. This place didn’t look as scary. As her car 
idled at the red light, she checked her personal device. Still no 
reception. Her heart sank, but at least there weren’t bodies 
lying in the street or hanging out of dumpsters.

Leeha glanced up at the signal. Still red. Then it struck 
her. What was she doing? She didn’t need to wait for the light. 
She was such a total idiot!

Then came a jolt. The entire car shook. It swayed to 
the left. Then right. Two figures moved in front of the 
car, upright and human. There were others. They circled 
her vehicle. Metal scraped against metal. The screech hurt 
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Leeha’s teeth. The dirty face of a young man appeared. He 
glared at her through the windshield. Sounds welled up 
from his throat. Not words, but howls and growls. Leeha 
saw his teeth—mangled, sharp, and yellow. Out came a 
long tongue. White slime coated it. With long strokes, he 
licked the glass. His crazed eyes met Leeha’s. The look he 
gave was wild and primitive. Leeha was not a fellow being to 
him. She was the hunted.

Leeha was too scared to move. Too scared to breathe. 
The vehicle shook again. The attackers pulled on the door 
handles. The doors didn’t open. The guys grew angry. They 
pounded the car’s sides. One of them thrust an elbow into the 
front passenger side window. The glass flexed. It was going to 
break! Yet Leeha remained frozen.

Another man climbed onto the hood. He crawled on hands 
and knees. He bared his teeth. His palms slapped the metal. 
On all fours he jumped. With each thrust the car bounced. 
He glared at Leeha. He saw her as prey. Leeha squeezed the 
steering wheel. Paralyzed with fear, she could not flee.

A squeal came from behind. Leeha swung her head 
around. A rusted bar pushed through the molding above the 
rear passenger side window. Then fingers entered the breach. 
Like thick worms, they groped the inside of the car. The glass 
arched.

Leeha heard a thud. A large hand pressed against the driver 
side window. Grime soiled the creases in the man’s fat palm and 
fingers. He was right there. So close!

She cried out. The force of it hurt her throat. Time crawled. 
Leeha noticed everything. There were seven attackers. All 
dirty, all male, all crazed, all young. The oldest was in his 
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mid-twenties. The youngest, perhaps twelve. Human faces 
peered down from buildings. A group formed on the sidewalk. 
No one made a move to help. If anything, they hovered about 
to wait for the spoils. What part of her or the car could be 
theirs?

Leeha stomped on the accelerator. The tires spun. At last 
they gripped the pavement. The smell of rubber leached into 
the air. Her car twisted left and right before taking off.

She felt two thumps. Did she hit someone? Leeha did not 
look back.

Sunlight hit Leeha’s face and shone in her eyes. A rush 
of air filled her lungs. She wasn’t sure how long it had been 
since she last drew a full breath. Where was she? Leeha 
surveyed her surroundings. No giant towers here. Few 
structures stood more than four stories tall. Alleys, even 
some scraggly lawns, separated the buildings. All seemed 
quiet. Only handfuls of people moved about, but this area 
was rundown and her car remained the only one on the 
road. Leeha checked her personal device and WorldLink. 
Still no connection.

Up ahead, a fence made of warped wire blocked the way. 
Its posts dug into crumbling concrete stumps. Leeha had two 
choices: turn left and follow the fence or go back the way she 
had come. Going back was not an option. She turned.

On the other side of the wire, a hill angled down toward a 
narrow river. Sparse patches of weeds and needle-thin blades 
of tall, pale grass grew on the slope. The plants ended at the 
river bank. Even hardy weeds were unable to survive there. 
An oily sheen and plastic debris drifted in the gray water. 
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Leeha remembered the healthy earth on her parent’s old farm. 
It didn’t look anything like the soil along the water’s edge. A 
rusted washing machine, still bearing some white paint, lay 
on its side on the muddy bank. Murky water floated around 
the bottom edge of the abused appliance. How on earth did 
that machine ever get down there?

Leeha studied the cityscape on the opposite side of the 
river. She saw short buildings, tough fences, and open areas 
covered with cracked concrete. Orderly piles of metal, car 
parts, aged wooden beams, and tangles of wire rested on the 
hard surfaces. It looked safer over there.

Ahead, the road led downhill to an old bridge. Industrial 
the bridge looked. Certainly not built for aesthetics. Leeha’s 
car rattled as she drove across the bumpy deck. The trusses’ 
light green paint was chipped and dull. Nonetheless, the 
bridge appeared stable, and it took her away from that awful 
place.

“Thank God! I’m out of there,” Leeha said.

Once across the bridge, Leeha didn’t see anyone, no 
people at all. The traffic lights were working. Street signs 
existed once again. The road she found herself on housed blue-
collar businesses and small-scale industry. Here and there, a 
tattered—but living—tree grew. The outdoor planter boxes 
were not as successful, but at least an attempt was made 
for life. The parking lots, outdoor storage yards, and short 
buildings allowed many of the sun’s rays to reach the ground. 
This was the exit from Hell.

A flicker caught her eye. WorldLink Direction Finder 
popped back on. Leeha checked her personal device. It was 
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working! She slumped in the seat. “I’m safe,” she told herself. 
As her body relaxed, a tremble took hold. Her shaking hands 
lost control of the steering wheel. The car nearly hit the curb. 
Leeha knew she had to pull over. Moving at a crawl, she parked 
along the sidewalk. The nearby building looked like a bar or 
pub. Beer and cocktail advertisements covered the windows. 
Maybe not the safest place to stop, but it was clean. The bar 
was closed, no doubt because it was Sunday. All seemed quiet. 
No one was in sight. No other vehicles, no people.

Leeha shut her eyes. Her head flopped against the headrest. 
Thank goodness that was over! She was okay, but she wasn’t 
so sure about her vehicle. Leeha pushed open the door. The 
sweat on her thighs and back felt cool and damp as she swung 
her legs out of the car, but her knees were knocking. She 
lacked the strength to stand.

When strength returned, Leeha pushed herself to her feet. 
She found the driver door undamaged, but a deep groove ran 
horizontally across the rear door. A line of silver metal etched 
deeply into the brown paint. The left taillight was smashed. 
And the poor license plate! It was bent and twisted.

Her body almost crumpled as she stepped onto the 
sidewalk. She found her balance just in time. “Oh, no! What 
did they do to my door?” she said aloud. The rear passenger 
side door had a dent in it. The window had slid down almost 
half way. Leeha shuddered at the memory of the man’s 
fingertips wiggling their way inside. “Don’t think about it. It’s 
over,” she told herself. Leeha reached through the window and 
opened the car door from the inside. With trembling fingers, 
she tried to close the window, but it would not roll up. How 
wonderful! The window was busted. She shut the door.
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The front passenger side door bore only a few scratches, 
but her poor hood! A deep hollow dipped into the right side. 
She shook away the image of the man bouncing up and down 
on the front of the car. Headlights looked okay, though.

A pain shot through her right knee. It nearly gave out as 
she stepped off the curb and back onto the street. Her body 
fell into the comfort of the driver seat. She pulled the door 
closed. A noise came from behind. What now? Leeha swung 
around. The rear passenger side window had slid down even 
farther. Oh, how wonderful. Now it was way, way open. 
She’d need to get that fixed really soon. It wasn’t safe to drive 
around without a window.

Leeha wiped away tears with the backs of her hands. She 
didn’t want to deal with this. None of it. She didn’t want 
to go to the repair shop. She didn’t want to spend money. 
Everything sucked.

To make things worse, she felt gross. Her whole head 
felt like it was coated in sweat and grease. Leeha cringed 
as she tilted the rearview mirror to have a look. Red veins 
crisscrossed her eyes. The perspiration on her face had dried, 
but it still matted down her light, reddish-brown hair. Oily 
acne blemishes glowed red and bright on her flushed cheeks 
and forehead.

On top of it all, Leeha still hadn’t accomplished what she 
set out to do: find Altage Enterprises in preparation for her 
interview next week.

What a mess she was in! If she got the job, she’d have to 
move. But she didn’t want to. She liked where she lived. She 
was comfortable there.

Even before this grueling morning, relocating was not 
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an appealing notion. Now, however, changing residences felt 
unimaginable. Leeha thought about how much she had changed. 
As a child, she spent a great deal of time wandering around her 
rural hometown, dreaming of grand adventures in faraway, 
exciting places. As a young adult, she moved to the big city and 
started a career. Leeha’s world should have expanded. Instead, 
it had shrunk. The world she once thought would be exciting 
was frightening instead. She felt the most content when sitting at 
home reading, doing computer work, and watching romantic old 
movies. And that was exactly what she wanted to do right now.

“I don’t think this job was meant to be,” she told herself. 
“I’m not going to try to find the stupid building. I’m just going 
to go home. To heck with the interview.”

Leeha was about to consult WorldLink Direction Finder for 
the trip home when a thought occurred to her. She needed to 
report the attack to the police. It sucked, but she had to do it. 
Her personal device found a nearby police station. According 
to Direction Finder, the satellite police office was just sixteen 
blocks away. What do you know! WorldLink knew this 
neighborhood. She hoped it was right and she didn’t end up in 
some other god-awful place. This time, Leeha studied the map. 
She memorized the street layout in case there was some obstacle 
or one-way road the computer didn’t know about.

Voices startled her. Women’s voices. Three middle-aged 
women were walking down the sidewalk. They were heading 
her way, and they were carrying stuffed shopping bags. The 
women were conservatively dressed, but their clothing looked 
expensive. Certainly, these ladies didn’t look like people of the 
street. And they seemed nervous. Leeha could relate. Maybe 
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they recently had an experience like hers. She considered 
asking them if they needed help, but she decided against it. 
There didn’t appear to be any immediate danger, and it was 
still early in the day. Besides, she didn’t have any idea where 
she was, so what help could she be?

Leeha continued to study the map, but then she heard 
rustling paper. She looked back. Nothing bad. One of the 
women dropped a paper bag. It had fallen onto the sidewalk 
next to Leeha’s car.

“Hey, you dropped this,” one of the ladies said. “Here, let 
me carry some of your things.”

Leeha heard another voice say, “Thank you.”
After a few more sounds of crinkling bags, the three 

were on their way. When Leeha next glanced in the rearview 
mirror, the ladies were already a few blocks down the street. 
She saw them turn to the left. Soon they disappeared from 
view. Although Leeha was still concerned about getting lost 
again, she was feeling much better. If there were people like 
those ladies around here, this mustn’t be all that bad of a place.

Confident that she knew the way to the police station, 
Leeha started the engine and crept away from the curb. After 
driving a few blocks, she finally saw another vehicle on the 
road. “Wow! That car looks just like mine,” Leeha said aloud.
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Chapt e r  7

The Drop Case

Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, March 26, Year 1007 EE
7:00 a.m.

When Bob Fullerby arrived at the print shop building, 
reporters Kever Carsen and Rona Betler were already 

there. Kever lay asleep on a folding cot, but Rona was alert, 
focusing on a computer.

“Good morning, Mr. Fullerby,” she said. Her face flushed 
with excitement.

“Morning, Row. You’re here early.”
“Yep, I want to make sure everything’s ready. The bug-

eyes are set to go off at seven thirty.”
The conversation didn’t wake Kever. He could sleep 

through an earthquake.
“So, Row, I take it all went well last night?” Bob said.
“Yep. Kever-o reported in at four a.m. He said they got 

our four bug-eyes set up. But someone else planted a bug 
out there. Ang noticed two suspicious guys hanging around 
an outdoor fire escape, so Kever-o and Ang checked it out 
after the guys left. They found a bug-eye on the railing. 
Kever-o dropped ketchup on the lens.”

Bob laughed. “Sounds like our Kever-o. Any idea who the 
two guys are?”
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Rona took a sip of coffee and checked something on the 
computer. “Not yet, but I have scans running.”

Bob took a seat and watched Rona as she worked. The 
fingers of her right hand flashed over the touchpad. She clutched 
a mug of coffee in her left. Rona had talent. Natural talent. 
One of the best he’d seen in his long years as a journalist. But 
she was young. Just nineteen. Rona had not yet learned the 
art of patience as Kever and Angela had. Bob also suspected 
Rona’s tragic childhood imprinted on her a tendency to worry. 
Those same experiences, however, embedded in her a sense 
of justice. Little Rona wanted to do something good in the 
world. Such dedication was uncommon.

“Row, how long have you been here?”
“About an hour.” She didn’t look up at him as she spoke. “I 

thought it would be too suspicious showing up at a print shop 
any earlier, especially on a Sunday.”

“How long has Kever-o been here?”
“He showed up about six thirty. He said he was hungry, 

and there was food in the frig.”
“Anything left in there?”
“I’ll look.” Rona jumped up. She yanked open the old 

refrigerator door. “Yogurt, juice, milk, and some two-day-
old pancakes. Kever-o finished off the cereal and breakfast 
potatoes.”

“Mind grabbin’ me a yogurt?”
“Sure. Want java?”
“Not right now, Row, thanks.”
Rona filled her mug with coffee before pulling a spoon 

from the dish rack and tearing a paper towel sheet from the 
spool.
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“Here you go, Mr. Fullerby.” She handed him the yogurt, 
spoon, and paper towel.

“Thanks, Row. Why don’t you get some rest? I need you 
to be at your best when the action starts. I’ll wake you just 
before seven thirty.”

“I’ll try, but I don’t know if I can. It’s so close to show time.”
Rona zipped across the room and pulled a folding cot from 

the closet. In a flash, she had the cot set up along the wall near 
her computer. She threw herself onto the cot. Bob could tell 
she was tired. It had been a long night. But Rona was restless. 
The cot squeaked and groaned as her petite body twitched and 
turned. Kever, however, never stirred.

Angela arrived at seven twenty a.m. She looked tired, but 
her eyes were only mildly red, so she must’ve managed to get 
at least a little rest.

Rona sat up. Angela smiled at her. “Good morning, Row.”
“Morning, Ang. Java?”
“Sure, thanks.”
Angela took a seat at the wooden table and said, “Far 

as I know, all went well last night, Mr. Fullerby. You were 
right. Someone else was watching. Two guys planted a 
bug-eye. It’s pointed right at the street in front of Hatchets 
Bar. We didn’t find any others, but that doesn’t mean they 
didn’t plant more.”

“Row told me,” Bob said. “Any idea who the guys may be?”
“We didn’t recognize them. They’re about my age. Late 

twenties to early thirties,” Angela said. “Kever-o got some 
photos.”

“No matches yet,” Rona called out.
“Anything else interesting, Ang?” Bob asked.



TOXIC SPHERE

S 109 S

“No, except Kever-o made me eat one of those horrible 
hotdogs they sell down there on reveler nights. Yuck!”

“How many did Kever-o eat?”
Angela grimaced. “Four.”
Bob said, “Sounds about right. Kever will be Kever. Row 

told me about him putting ketchup on the bug-eye.”
“Yeah, Kever-o has his moments,” Angela said. “That was 

a good one. He pretended he was drunk and missed getting 
ketchup on his gross hot dog. It should at least cloud the image if 
it doesn’t block it altogether. We thought about taking the bug. 
Or smashing it. But we didn’t want to risk someone catching us.”

“You made the right call,” Bob told her. “Best not to give 
whoever planted it a reason to think someone was watching 
them. We got the guys’ photos and Row has scans running. 
We can work on identifying the culprits later.”

An alarm sounded. It came from Kever’s direction. He 
pushed himself upright, his eyes squinting. It took his fumbling 
fingers a few seconds to silence his buzzing personal device. 
“Action time,” he said. He swung his long legs over the side 
of the cot.

It was now seven twenty-six. If all went well, surveillance 
of the street in front of Hatchets Bar would begin in four 
minutes. Rona turned on the wall monitor. The bug-eyes had 
not yet switched on, so all that the computer displayed was 
a rust-red background. Thick lines divided the viewplane 
into four sections, one for each bug-eye. At the bottom of the 
image, numbers flashed by, counting down to the moment the 
bug-eyes would start sending data.

Bob now shared Rona’s excitement. “Is record activated?” 
he asked.
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“It is activated,” Rona said, “for all four bugs.”
Time crawled. Seconds seemed like hours. Finally, 

images of the street in front of Hatchets Bar appeared on the 
viewplane. All four bug-eyes were working, the color and 
clarity excellent.

“Will you look at that?” Kever said. “It’s hard to believe 
it’s the same place. Last night it was packed with people. And 
look at it now—not a soul around.”

“And look, no garbage,” Angela said. “The early morning 
street sweepers sure did their duty.”

Rona grew impatient. “Nothing’s happening.”
“Remember,” Bob said, “show time is eight o’clock. 

We activated the bugs early to give us a window to correct 
technical problems. Fortunately, we don’t have any of those. 
And it’s always a good idea to start surveillance early just in 
case things start rolling ahead of schedule.”

Bob studied the images. The only movement he saw was 
a leaf or two twitching on one of the scraggly trees lining the 
road. “Row, can you pan out a little on number three? I’d like 
to have a look around.”

Rona expanded the view of bug-eye number three. The 
position was good. With this view, they would be able to see 
cars or people approaching the area from a distance. This 
might give them additional clues. But there was nothing. All 
was silent.

Fifteen minutes went by with no activity. Then a light 
began to flash in the upper left corner of viewplane number 
three.

“We’ve got movement!” Rona said. “There! Off to the left, 
I see people walking.”
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“Record is on, right?” Bob asked.
“It is on!” Rona said. “We are filming.”
Bob leaned forward in his seat. “Zoom in on them with 

number two, please. I want to get a better look at them before 
they go behind that next building.”

Rona zoomed in on the people. The pedestrians were 
three women. It looked as if they had been shopping. They 
were carrying bags of various kinds and sizes. All of the bags 
were stuffed full. Something stuck out from one of the bags. 
It looked like a long loaf of bread.

“Where would they be shopping around there at this 
hour?” Bob asked.

No one had an answer. Angela said, “I’ll look for grocery 
stores or bakeries within walking distance of Hatchets Bar.”

Kever rubbed his sleepy eyes. “These women are definitely 
not leftovers from the reveler crowd. They’re too old. These 
women must be in their forties or fifties.”

Bob looked closely at the three women. None were familiar. 
Two had obvious gray in their hair and the third had hair dyed a 
reddish color. Two wore below-the-knee length dresses with high 
necklines. The third wore loose-fitting dress pants and a button-
up, white blouse. Though conservative in style, the clothing that 
the women wore did not come from a bargain shelf.

“Anyone recognize these ladies?” Bob asked.
No one did.
“Row,” Bob said, “zoom in on their bags of groceries. Let’s 

see if there’s anything written on them to show where they 
shopped.”

Some of the bags were made of typical brown paper. 
Others were made from white plastic. No writing or logos.
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The women disappeared behind a building near Hatchets 
Bar. “Zoom back out,” Bob said. “Let’s see where they go.” 
The women didn’t reappear on the other side of the building. 
Nor did they walk down a street leading away from the 
surveillance area.

“Maybe they went inside,” Rona said.
“Anyone know what that building is?” Bob asked.
Angela knew. “It sells lighted signs, like for advertisements. 

It’s closed on Sundays.”
“What’s the building across the street to the south?” Bob 

asked. “They might have gone in there.”
“Plumbing supply store,” Angela said, “also closed on 

Sundays.”
Rona pointed at the wall monitor. “Hey! There’s a car 

on bug-eye one. It’s heading east.” The car, however, did 
not approach Hatchets Bar and soon disappeared from view. 
“Darn!” she said.

But only moments later, another vehicle appeared. An old, 
brown car. Moving at a crawl, it drove on the street directly 
in front of Hatchets Bar.

“Here we go!” Kever said.
Angela stopped the grocery and bakery search on her 

personal device. There was time for that later. All attention 
was focused on the large wall monitor.

Bingo! The car pulled to a stop directly in front of Hatchets 
Bar. The trunk of a thin, young, leaf-tree blocked the view of 
the driver from the side. The easterly sun reflected off the 
car’s windshield, obscuring the view of the driver from the 
front. Rona zoomed in on the car’s rear license plate. It was 
too bent and twisted to make out the numbers and letters.
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“Is there a front plate?” Bob asked. Rona zoomed in. No 
front plate. It was not unusual. Many counties in the area didn’t 
require a front license plate. “Get a few more shots of the rear 
plate,” Bob said. “We may be able to piece it together to figure 
out what at least some of the letters and numbers are.”

After taking additional shots of the rear plate, Rona guided 
the camera lens over the vehicle.

“Is it a Cavalier?” Bob said.
Kever focused on the image. “Nope, it’s a Monarch.”
“Are you sure it’s not a Cavalier, Kever-o?” Bob asked. 

Pastor Mark Walzelesskii had told Bob the car would be a 
fifteen-year-old Cavalier, not a Monarch.

Kever took another look. “It’s definitely a Monarch, Mr. 
Fullerby. They quit making them over ten years ago, and the 
older-model Cavaliers look a lot like Monarchs.”

All was quiet for a while, but then the driver opened the 
door. After sitting for a time, the driver stood up. That wasn’t 
supposed to happen. The driver wasn’t supposed to get out. 
But, despite a tree trunk being in the way, Bob could tell the 
driver was a woman with long, light hair. That part matched 
Mark Walzelesskii’s account.

In short steps, as if it was difficult for her to walk, the 
driver shuffled toward the back of the car. Rona zoomed in. 
The camera revealed a young, plain-looking woman. She was 
a bit overweight. Oil covered her skin and the roots of her 
long hair. Acne blemishes dotted her face.

“Anyone recognize her?” Bob asked.
No one did.
Kever studied her. “She looks upset or scared to me.”
“She really does,” Angela said.
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The chubby woman inspected her vehicle. With fingers spread 
and trembling, she reached for the center of a long scratch on 
the rear driver side door. The woman took a few more shuffling 
steps. Then she raised her hands to her face, as if in shock.

“Look,” Kever said, “the taillight is broken. Wonder if she 
was in an accident or something.”

Bob watched as the woman stepped onto the sidewalk. 
She opened the rear passenger side door from the inside 
by reaching a hand through the window. She then shut the 
door.

“Wonder what that was all about?” Kever said.
The woman walked to the front of the vehicle and then 

stumbled as she stepped back onto the street. “She definitely 
looks upset,” Bob said. He watched her climb back into the car.

Kever pointed at the viewplane. “Hey! She’s looking at 
something on the dashboard monitor. Zoom in!”

Rona zoomed in and took some shots, but the image of the 
dashboard was fuzzy.

Angela leaned forward and squinted. “It looks like a map, 
from what I can tell.”

“Row, can you please zoom in on that scratch on the back 
door?” Kever asked.

Rona zoomed in.
“It looks like a fresh scratch,” Kever said. “Look, where the 

paint’s gone, it’s still silver. There’s no rust or dirt.”
Rona waved her arms over her head. “Whoa! We’ve got 

action on bug-eye number three!”
The bug-eye captured new images of the same three 

middle-aged women.
“They’re on the move again,” Bob said, “so they must have 
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either gone into that building or were standing in front of it 
where we couldn’t see them.”

The camera followed the women as they walked, many 
bags in hand, toward the parked car.

“They look kind of jumpy, too,” Kever said. “Strange, 
nothing seems threatening. I wonder why they’d be afraid?”

Bob had now wiggled to the end of his chair. Events were 
unfolding darn close to how Pastor Leon Walls’ son, Mark 
Walzelesskii, said they would.

One of the women lost her grip on a small paper bag. It 
fell onto the sidewalk. All three women stopped walking, and 
the woman wearing the slacks bent down to pick the bag up 
off the ground.

Kever was totally awake now. He jumped to his feet. “Did 
you see that? Did you see that? The lady just threw that bag 
into the back seat of the car. Did you see that?”

“Yes, Kever-o,” Angela said, “we saw it. We’re sitting right 
here, you nut-head.”

Rona zoomed in on the back seat. “Hey, look at all the 
bags back there! Is she making rounds?”

“There it is,” Kever said, “there’s the bag the woman just 
threw in. Look at the way it’s folded. That’s it.”

The bag bore no writing, but whatever was inside was 
about the size of a full roll of paper towels. But not as round. 
More like a flattened roll.

After exchanging and adjusting the various bags they 
carried, the three women walked away and then turned on a 
street heading south. The Monarch remained parked a little 
longer before pulling onto the road. The vehicle crept away, 
going in an easterly direction. Rona scrambled to zoom in on 
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the dashboard computer monitor. She took some shots, but 
what the monitor displayed was still not discernible. The auto 
disappeared from view.

Kever said, “Was that what you were expecting to happen, 
Mr. Fullerby?”

“It sure was. Let’s see if anything else happens, if anybody 
else shows up. Someone besides us could be watching. 
Someone has a ketchup-covered bug-eye to collect.”

For a while, all was quiet in front of Hatchets Bar. 
Then a light began to blink. Bug-eye number two picked up 
movement. Rona pointed at the wall monitor. “Hey! Here 
comes the brown car again.”

“It doesn’t look like the same car,” Kever said, “unless she 
got the dent pushed out of the hood that fast.”

The vehicle sped along the street leading to Hatchets Bar. It 
came to a sudden stop in the same place as the first car, but this 
time, the tree trunk didn’t block the driver’s face. Rona zoomed in.

“That is not the same girl,” Kever said. “This one’s a looker.”
Rona focused a camera on the rear license plate. It was not 

bent. Also, the taillight was not broken.
“Damn, that is a different car!” Angela said. “Are they 

making multiple drops?”
“Maybe. Didn’t expect it,” Bob told her.
“Uh-oh,” Kever said, “Mr. Fullerby, remember when you 

asked me if the first car was a Cavalier?”
“Yes.”
“Well, Mr. Fullerby, here’s your Cavalier. An older model. 

It’s got to be over a decade old.”
The case had just grown more interesting.
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This driver was in much better spirits than the earlier 
one. She was chatting on her personal device and seemed 
happy. Her hair was straighter and lighter than the first 
driver’s. She wore more makeup, and her smooth skin 
lacked blemishes. From what Bob saw of her face, neck, 
and arms, she looked thin—certainly thinner than the 
previous driver.

After talking on her personal device, she flipped down the 
vanity mirror and fixed her makeup. Once again, she called 
someone. Several minutes later, the young woman no longer 
seemed as happy. She twisted in her seat, swinging her head in 
all directions.

“She’s acting like she’s expecting someone,” Kever said. 
But no one showed.

Several minutes had gone by. The bug-eyes would turn off 
in ten minutes. The driver made another call on her personal 
device, but this time she looked worried. More time went by, 
and she became agitated.

“Hello,” Kever said, breaking the silence in the print shop, 
“somebody steal your take?”

“Okay, this is weird,” Angela said. “Two cars show up, 
same color, similar style, both driven by a young girl with 
long, light hair. They park in the same place. The first driver 
seems nervous. The second one looks happy at first, but now 
seems pissed off. And where are the three old ladies?”

“Out of camera range,” Rona said.
“So what do you think?” Kever asked. “Do you think this 

car is a backup or do you think that someone did steal her 
goods? Someone else knew about the action, whatever it is, 
and got in on it.”



C. N. SKY

S 118 S

“If this is a backup car,” Angela said, “the second driver 
doesn’t seem to know it.”

The driver appeared flustered, repeatedly running her 
fingers through her hair and twisting in the seat. Finally, she 
gunned the engine and drove away. The vehicle headed east 
for a few blocks and then turned south.

The bug-eyes shut down on schedule without any other 
activity.

“Okay, team,” Bob said, “I’m not sure what happened 
here, but this investigation could prove interesting. Let’s 
pursue it.” He leaned back in his chair. “I have a new 
informant inside the Back-to-Basics Club. For everyone’s 
benefit, I’m not going to reveal the identity. Even the boss 
doesn’t know the name.”

“Mr. Marantees didn’t make you tell him?” Angela asked.
“No, Bill’s okay with not knowing. I don’t have many other 

details for you. The package you saw land in the back seat of the 
first brown car—the Monarch—is a document. I don’t know 
what it is, but it’s very important to the Back-to-Basics Club 
leaders: our old friends Senator John Rineburg, Senator Mitch 
Fischer, General Douglass Willirman, and Pastor Leon Walls.”

“Interesting,” Kever said, “our same friends from the 
Soldiers of God Justice Group investigation.”

“Only our friends’ connection to the document is more 
direct than their link to the Justice Group. Okay, so we’ll 
start by figuring out who our persons of interest are. We need 
to identify the two drivers, the three women with the bags, 
and the two suspicious fellows who planted the bug-eye on the 
fire escape. We’ll label this one the Drop Case.”
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Chapt e r  8

The Helmsey District

Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, March 26, Year 1007 EE
8:20 a.m.

“The police station, thank goodness!” Leeha Ritsagin 
said to herself. White letters spelling POLICE were at-

tached to the wall of an old, brick, four-story building. “Thank 
you, WorldLink. You didn’t fail me this time.”

A sign on a post read PARKING. An arrow pointed down a 
narrow alley. The path squeezed between the building and a 
concrete fence topped with twisted barbed wire. The narrow 
passage opened into an empty parking lot. “Wow! Look at 
the pretty plants!” Leeha said aloud. Cracks snaked through 
the pavement, but bright strips of paint outlined parking slots. 
This seemed a nice place.

Leeha parked in the shade of a mature tree. When she 
stepped out of the car, a sweet sound whistled overhead. A 
small, gray bird with a beautiful voice fluttered among the 
spring leaves. It tweeted happily, as if to say, “Hello! Hello!” 
Soon a second bird joined in, and, for a few moments, she 
watched the two hop about in the branches. What a rare 
sight! Life!

Her mood fell when she remembered where she was and 
why she was here.
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A middle-aged woman looked up as Leeha pulled 
open the battered steel door to the police station. A name 
tag pinned to the woman’s white blouse spelled Beal. Even 
though the woman was not wearing a uniform, her bleach-
blond hair, pockmarked face, and cold expression made her 
an intimidating figure. Ms. Beal sat in a tiny room behind 
a thick-paned, scratched window. A chunky piece of metal 
pierced the glass. Ms. Beal spoke into the boxy device. “How 
may I help you?” There was no trace of welcome in her voice.

Fear stole Leeha’s words.
“How may I help you?” Ms. Beal’s speech was slower and 

deeper this time.
Leeha didn’t know where to begin. Maybe she made a 

mistake coming here. Ms. Beal glared at her with hard eyes.
“I got lost,” Leeha said, “and seven men tried to break into 

my car at a stoplight. They were shaking my car, hitting the 
windows, jumping on the hood. One licked the windshield 
with his tongue. I hit the gas and drove away, but my car is 
damaged. There were dead bodies everywhere. And I’m 
scared to death.”

“Are you injured?” Ms. Beal was focusing on a computer 
now. She remained unmoved despite Leeha’s terrifying 
story.

“No, I don’t think so.”
Ms. Beal was more than a little annoyed. “You are injured 

or you are not injured. Which one?”
“Not injured.”
“What’s your name?”
“Leeha Ritsagin.”
“What’s your address?”
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Leeha gave it to her.
“When did this happen?”
“Just a little while ago.”
“When was ‘a little while ago’?” There was a snarl in Ms. 

Beal’s voice.
Leeha felt a wave of panic. She also felt foolish. When 

did it happen? She had no idea. Leeha glanced at her personal 
device. “I’m not exactly sure. Let’s see, it’s eight twenty now. 
I guess I must’ve crossed the bridge around eight o’clock. I’m 
not exactly sure what time it happened, but I’d say around 
seven thirty.”

“Seven thirty this morning?”
“Yes.”
“Where did the attack happen?”
Leeha swallowed hard. She didn’t know that either.
Ms. Beal was scrutinizing her again. The pale skin around 

the lady’s cold, stern, blue eyes crinkled. “Well? Where were 
you attacked?”

“I’m not exactly sure, ma’am. I was lost. It was on the 
other side of the river, across a green bridge. There were these 
huge, huge buildings. All dark and dirty and run down. None 
of the traffic lights were working. One was lit, but it was stuck 
on red. That’s where it happened.”

“Sounds like the Helmsey District.” Ms. Beal tapped on 
the computer touchpad. “What were you doing there?”

“I was lost. I was supposed to take exit sixty-five B off of 
Interstate Eleven. But the exit was closed for construction. So 
I took the next one.”

Leeha tried to swallow, but it didn’t feel right, as if 
something blocked her throat.
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“So you took the next exit. What exit was that?”
“I don’t remember. Whichever one is after exit sixty-five 

B.”
Ms. Beal sighed and shook her head. “Which way were 

you heading on eleven?”
“I’m … not sure.”
Ms. Beal’s sigh sounded more like a growl. “How did you 

enter Interstate Eleven?”
Leeha felt a bit of relief. She knew the answer to that one. 

“From Standish Road, out by Warrenton.”
“So you were heading east on Interstate Eleven. Sixty-

five B was the exit you wanted, but it was blocked due to 
construction. So you took the next exit which would be exit 
sixty-six A.”

“Yes,” Leeha said, assuming Ms. Beal knew the layout of 
the exits.

Ms. Beal remained silent as she recorded the information. 
When she finished, she said, “The Helmsey District is not a 
good place to be, especially for a young woman alone.”

Talk about an understatement! “No kidding!” Leeha said.
“You said you were lost. Where were you trying to go?”
Leeha struggled to swallow. “To Altage Enterprises.”
“Why were you going there?”
Leeha felt as if she was choking. “I have a job interview at … 

there next week.”
“If your interview is next week, why were you driving 

there today?”
“I don’t know how to get there. I wanted to make sure I 

could find the place so I wouldn’t be late.” Leeha didn’t like all 
the questions. What did it have to do with the attack?
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Ms. Beal eyed Leeha with suspicion. “Do you have a 
corporate memo?”

Leeha nodded. As she struggled to push down accumulating 
saliva, she held up an autopad.

A tray slid out from the edge of the security window. “Put 
the pad on the tray, Ms. Ritsagin.”

Leeha placed it on the tray, and the tray disappeared into 
the wall. After a few beeps sounded, Ms. Beal opened the hatch 
and removed the autopad. She typed on her computer again. 
Leeha noticed how Ms. Beal’s stern expression softened.

“Take your pad, Ms. Ritsagin.”
The tray slid open on Leeha’s side. With numb fingers, 

Leeha took the autopad from the tray.
“Did you ever find the building?” Ms. Beal asked.
“No, after the attack, I came straight here.”
“What do you want the police to do?”
Such a crazy question! Wasn’t that what the police were 

supposed to figure out? “Investigate the crime!” Leeha said. 
“They scratched and dented my car. They tried to get in. They 
succeeded in breaking one of the windows and a taillight.”

“Did they hurt you in any way?”
“No. You asked me that already. I think they were about to 

force their way in, but that’s when I drove away.” Then Leeha 
paused. “I think I might have hit one of them—with my car—
while trying to escape.”

“Did you hit one of the attackers? Or did you not hit one of 
the attackers?”

Leeha was feeling more exasperated than frightened. “I 
don’t know. There was a guy kneeling on the hood when I hit 
the gas. Another guy was walking to the front left of my car. 
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One guy had a hand part of the way in the rear passenger side 
window. Another creep was standing right next to my door. 
He slapped a gross hand against the glass. I don’t recall where 
the other three were. I remember feeling some thumps when 
the tires caught the road, but I don’t know if it was one of the 
guys or something else in the road, like a piece of garbage or 
a bump.”

“You didn’t stop to look?”
“What! No way! I felt my life was in danger, and I got the 

heck out of there.”
“All right! All right! Ms. Ritsagin, calm down!”
“Calm down? I could’ve been killed!”
“Yes, that is very probable,” Ms. Beal said.
“It’s probable that I would’ve been killed and you ask me if 

I stopped to see if I hit somebody? There were bodies lying in 
the road. There were legs hanging out of dumpsters. But I was 
supposed to stop to see if I hit someone?”

“Calm down! Do you want us to help you or not?”
Leeha’s heart pounded. She felt dizzy. Swallowing grew 

even more difficult. “Sorry. Yes, I want you to help me.”
“How bad is the damage to your car?”
Leeha tried to relax and hoped the dizziness would pass. 

“Some dents and scratches. Broken window in the back. Bent 
license plate. Broken taillight.”

“It is drivable?”
“Yes, I drove it here. It seems to run okay.”
“Very good.”
Ms. Beal pointed to a vault-like door. “You’ll hear a buzz. 

Then you’ll be able to open the door and go in and have a seat. 
An officer will be with you shortly.”



TOXIC SPHERE

S 125 S

“Thank you,” Leeha said, glad to have this part of the 
report over.

A buzzer sounded. Leeha pulled on the door handle. The 
door opened slowly, with resistance. She walked into a small 
chamber. It reminded her of a narrow, elongated elevator. 
The sides, ceiling, and floor of the room consisted of the 
same material: a brushed silver metal. It was bright inside, 
but Leeha didn’t see any source of lighting. The material itself 
gave off a glow.

At the other end of this short passageway was another 
door. Leeha tried to turn the metallic handle, but it didn’t 
move. She pushed on the door. It didn’t budge. What was 
wrong with the stupid thing? Did something break? She 
shook the handle. Nothing. She pulled, pushed, and lifted 
it. Still nothing. Just great. She was trapped! The air grew 
thin. Leeha’s heart pounded. She must get out! The walls 
felt so close! And they were thick and solid. She thrust her 
shoulder against the door. It didn’t give. Just as she was 
about to call for help, another buzzer sounded. Leeha again 
grabbed the handle. It turned! Bit by bit, the door slid open. 
Leeha jumped out as soon as the opening was wide enough. 
It would’ve been nice if Ms. Beal had told her about the 
second door.

She found herself in a windowless, concrete-walled waiting 
room. No one else was inside. Folding chairs were lined up in 
straight rows. Leeha was about to take a seat, but gross stains 
covered the red cushion. Who the heck knew what that was. 
Disgusting! She sat in a chair without padding.

A few seconds later, her body swooned. The room swayed 
before her eyes. Her tongue felt swollen in her mouth. Leeha 
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pressed on her throat to help her swallow. “Man, I’m thirsty,” 
she said to herself. She looked around for a drinking fountain. 
There wasn’t one. In fact, there wasn’t much of anything in 
the room besides the chairs. She saw the strange door she 
entered through; a few tiny pieces of mounted surveillance 
equipment; and one old-fashioned, round clock with a white 
face, black casing, black hands, and black numbers. There was 
a second door—this one normal looking—on the opposite 
wall from where she entered.

Leeha desperately needed to find water. She stood up. 
The floor swayed. Once the motion subsided, she headed for 
the normal door. It was locked. A drink of water would have 
to wait. Leeha was about to sit down again when the normal 
door opened. A young police officer stepped into the room. 
He looked mean, like a military man from those old movies—
muscular and strong with a wide jaw and massive neck. His 
skin was fair and his eyes light steel gray. Hair, too short to tell 
what color it was, stuck out from his head like a stiff brush. 
No trace of a smile creased his face.

His voice was deep and clear. “Leeha Ritsagin?”
“Um … yes.”
“This way, ma’am.”
Leeha followed him down a hallway to a cramped office. 

A white window let in light but gave no view of the outside 
world.

“I’m Officer Dailey. Please have a seat.” He gestured 
toward a wooden chair.

Leeha sat down. This was a real, solid chair. It wasn’t 
made of the flimsy materials so common today. It reminded 
her of the chairs in the upstairs study of the old library. The 
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library burned down a few years ago, so she wondered if the 
police department salvaged some furniture.

Before the officer sat down behind his desk, Leeha asked, 
“Could I please get a drink of water? I’m very thirsty.”

“Oh, sure. I’ll be right back.”
While he was away, Leeha tried to calm herself with deep 

breathing, but it didn’t help much. The officer wasn’t gone 
long. He returned with water, without ice, in a plain, clear, 
plastic drinking glass. He handed the glass to Leeha. She 
grabbed it and gulped all of the water at once.

Officer Dailey cracked a smile. “Wow, you were thirsty.”
“Yes, very.” Suddenly she was concerned. Did she look 

like a barbarian, slugging down her drink rather than sipping 
it like a lady?

“Do you want some more?”
She did, but she didn’t want to admit it. “No, thank you. 

I’m good.”
Officer Dailey read something on a computer. “Sounds 

like you had quite a morning.”
“Yes, quite frightening.”
“Did you have physical contact with any of the attackers?”
“No.” She shivered. The thought of one of those dirty guys 

touching her made her cringe.
“Your car took some damage?”
“Yes, it did.”
“Is that your brown Monarch parked in our back lot?”
“Yes.”
Officer Dailey jumped to his feet. “Let’s go have a look at 

it.” He picked up a small, black, electronic device and headed 
out of the office.
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Thankfully, they left the building through another 
door, one where they didn’t have to spend time locked in 
some little, shiny, elevator-like room. The ground swayed 
beneath Leeha’s feet as she followed the policeman across 
the parking lot. Her head felt as if it might f loat away. 
“Leeha, don’t you dare pass out,” she told herself. “He’ll 
think you’re drunk.”

Officer Dailey examined the wide groove scarring the rear 
driver side door. “This scratch is clearly new, and the cracked 
taillight cover, that looks like a recent break. The license plate 
is bent, but an auto body shop should be able to straighten it 
out. If not, you’ll need to get a new plate.”

He walked to the other side of the vehicle and inspected the 
rear passenger side door. “This window won’t close?” he asked.

“No.”
“What’s in those bags in the back seat?”
“Recycle materials. I was going to stop by the bins and 

dump them off on the way home.”
“It’s dangerous to keep things in plain sight in a car. 

It encourages thieves. They wouldn’t know what the bags 
contained.”

“I didn’t really think about it,” Leeha said. “I guess because 
I know what’s in them.”

“It’s better not to leave anything in view, especially when 
traveling in unfamiliar areas. You never know what you might 
run into.”

“Yes, that’s good advice.” Leeha decided she liked this man 
even though he looked scary. He seemed concerned about her.

“I see more new scratches and dents here,” he said, “and 
that is quite a dent on the hood.”
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“Yeah, one of the guys jumped up on there and started 
bouncing on his hands and knees.”

Officer Dailey shook his head. “People do some really 
strange things, and for no apparent reason. If these guys 
wanted to get into your car right away, they could’ve done so. 
They could’ve easily smashed in a window. Fear was part of 
the game. It may have been their only objective. Hard to say 
what they really intended. It was likely a spontaneous attack. 
These are people who have nothing, so they have nothing 
to lose. Ms. Ritsagin, here’s what we can do. We have your 
initial report. I have the pictures of the damage. I will add my 
observations that these damages are recent, appear to have 
occurred at approximately the same point in time, and are 
consistent with your initial description of the attack. We can 
forward this information to your insurance carrier.”

“Sounds good,” Leeha said.
“Ms. Ritsagin, you can file a longer statement if you wish. 

For example, you can provide descriptions of the attackers 
and witnesses. If you captured pictures of the perpetrators 
or of the area where the attack occurred, we could add 
those to the report. This may provide more legitimacy to 
your insurance claim.”

He paused for a moment, and then said, “But I’m going 
to be totally honest with you. You suffered property damage 
only, and the vehicle still runs. The chances of the police 
department pursuing this case are slim. Not only is the crime 
relatively minor from our point of view, but the Helmsey area 
is just about a no man’s land. We don’t investigate crimes 
there unless they are high profile.”

“I don’t know if there was only property damage,” Leeha 
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said. “When I was trying to get away, I felt a couple of thumps. 
I might have hit one of the guys.” After she spoke, a chill 
washed over her. She might become the criminal rather than 
the victim. Ms. Beal had recorded the information, so surely, 
the officer already knew about this. Still, saying it to a man 
with a badge on his chest made it hard to admit.

No emotion showed on his face. “We already conducted 
a quick overhead surveillance of a couple of streets where the 
attack may have occurred. We found no sign of new bodies 
lying in the street or any unusual commotion.”

“Surveillance? How is that possible?”
“Flyovers. We have small remote vehicles. Affectionately, 

we call them moths. Helmsey isn’t far away, and, with the 
information you provided to Ms. Beal, it was pretty easy to 
isolate an area and fly a moth over to have a look.”

“Wow, I had no idea you, I mean, police, could do that.”
“It’s faster and keeps us safe. It’s dangerous out there, 

especially for a cop in uniform.”
She remembered the trashed armored police car that she 

had seen during her drive through Hell. “I don’t doubt that,” 
Leeha said.

“So, Ms. Ritsagin, do you want to file a report?”
Leeha didn’t want to; going home sounded better. Filing 

a report, however, was the right thing to do. “Yes, I think I 
will. Who knows, maybe those same guys will do something 
else really crazy and my report will help catch them. I 
don’t have any pictures, though. But could you take some 
fingerprints or something? They were touching the car all 
over the place.”

“Did that already.” Officer Dailey held up the little device 
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that Leeha saw him grab as they left his office. “This gadget 
can scan a surface without touching it.”

“Well, that is something else I didn’t know,” Leeha said, 
“and I work in technology … but in business systems.”

“You have an interview next week,” the officer said. “Are 
you unemployed?”

“No, but we’re on reduced hours, and we’re afraid a layoff 
could come any day. I’m hoping to find a more secure job. It 
doesn’t help when we hear that the government may not be 
able to pay unemployment benefits.”

“Or pay police officers,” he said. “I think we are all going 
day-to-day. Some officers have taken second jobs to make ends 
meet, especially those with families.” Officer Dailey’s body 
language grew cold, as if he realized he had said too much. “So 
you do want to file a full report?”

“I do.”
“Okay, let’s go back inside and get started.”

After filing a detailed report of the Helmsey District 
attack, Officer Dailey gave Leeha directions home. The 
drive felt ridiculously long, but at last she reached familiar 
territory. 

It had been a difficult morning. Leeha was exhausted. 
Tears streamed down her face. She didn’t know what to 
do about the interview. It was an amazing opportunity, 
but she didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to start all 
over someplace else. Leeha was happy where she was. Sure, 
she was lonely sometimes, but she was becoming used to 
it. Loneliness even had its advantages. Except for work, she 
rarely left her apartment, so she didn’t spend much money. 
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And, without distractions, Leeha was able to complete 
several technology classes on WorldLink. The classes helped 
her land the interview, but if she got the job, she wouldn’t 
have free time for more classes. On the other hand, Leeha 
could always use extra income. There was no sign of the 
economy getting better, and her current job could end any 
day.

Leeha reached for a bonbon. Dang! The box was empty 
and on the floor. Nothing ever went right. Candy wouldn’t 
even stay in the fricken box. Another round of tears spilled 
from her hazel eyes. How could she move when she couldn’t 
even find a stupid building without getting lost?

Leeha recalled a favorite saying of her beloved maternal 
grandmother: “For every dark cloud, there’s a silver lining.” More 
tears. “Grandma,” she said to herself, “I never get a silver 
lining. I lose no matter what I do.”

A noisy truck rumbled by. It was so loud! Then she 
remembered the broken rear window. Her car! She had to get 
it fixed. She didn’t want to. She wanted to go home. Leeha 
knew, however, that she had to get her vehicle repaired, 
especially the window. It wasn’t safe to drive around with a 
window that didn’t shut.

She turned down the street leading to Jenton’s Auto Body 
and Repair. She hadn’t gotten far when her right front tire 
dropped into a pothole. Something rattled. Oh no! She had 
forgotten about the recycle materials in the back seat. Luckily, 
the recycle facility was just ahead, on the right. Only a few 
other people were inside the enclosure, so Leeha didn’t have 
to wait in line. She parked in front of a set of containers and 
dragged her weary body out of the car.
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The first bag she pulled from the back seat felt strange 
in her hands. It wasn’t folded in her usual way. Rather than 
a neat fold, the neck of the bag was crinkled as if someone 
had twisted the top and carried it grasped in a fisted hand. 
The shape of the bag didn’t seem quite right either. Leeha 
squeezed it. “What’s in here?” she said aloud. Leeha opened 
the sack and looked inside. It contained a thick stack of white 
sheets of paper. The bundle was folded in half. “What in the 
world is this?” She pulled the papers from the bag. Scratched 
plastic covers, pale yellow in color, bound the pages together. 
Leeha flipped through a few sheets. Some leaves were old and 
wrinkled, but others looked new and crisp. The typewritten 
print was small, and handwritten scribbles in various colors of 
ink snaked between lines of text and ran along the margins. 
This was just so weird. She had no idea what it was.

A headache pounded behind her eyes. She’d worry about 
the document later. Leeha stuffed it back into the bag and put 
it in her car. She then tossed the rest of the sacks into the 
recycle bins. After finishing, she headed down the street to 
Jenton’s Auto Body and Repair.

Jenton’s customer parking area was packed, but she 
found a spot by the chain-link fence at the rear of the lot. 
The fence had seen better days. The barbed wire strands 
running along the top sagged, and gashes marred the 
faded green vinyl sheathing. Through the holes, Leeha 
saw mangled, crunched cars stacked on one another. Not 
a pleasant sight in the best of days, but after the horrors of 
the Helmsey District, she found the glimpses beyond the 
fence particularly disturbing.
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Leeha grabbed the mysterious bag containing the stack of 
papers and waded through rows of parked vehicles. Mercifully, 
the waiting line in the office was short.

“Next!” a man’s voice called out. Leeha recognized the 
young, slender, blond-haired man behind the counter. She had 
seen him here on several occasions. His name was Ray. Leeha 
didn’t want him to see her all sweaty. He was cute and she felt 
ugly with her greasy hair and pimples.

“How may I help you?” Ray asked.
“I was attacked and my car has been damaged. I need to 

get it fixed.”
“Have you been here before, ma’am?”
Leeha was crushed. Not only did he not remember her, he 

showed no concern about her well-being. She forced a smile. 
“Many times,” she said.

“Name?”
“Leeha Ritsagin.”
“How do you spell it?”
Her heart ached. Ray didn’t even recognize her name. She 

spelled it for him. He tapped on a computer touchpad. “Ah, yes. 
You’re a regular customer, I see. Thank you for your patronage.”

Ray called out to a dark-haired, dark-skinned man who 
was busy at a computer along the back wall. “Degio, want to 
take a look at this lady’s vehicle?”

The interruption annoyed Degio. His unfriendly eyes 
barely looked at her as he said, “Show me your car.”

They headed for the door. Degio’s mood brightened. Leeha 
saw why. Two attractive, young women approached. Degio 
smiled, revealing perfect, white teeth. His eyes sparkled. 
“Hello, ladies. May I help you?”
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“Yes,” one of the girls said, “we need a new tire, but we 
don’t know what kind.”

“Well, tires are my specialty,” he said. “I’ll be back in a 
few minutes. Please have a seat. There’s coffee over there, if 
you would like some.”

“Thanks,” both girls said. Their pretty faces beamed. 
Then the two girls shared a quick kiss.

Degio’s face fell. Leeha led a sulking Degio to her car. 
He recorded the damage, and they returned to the office. 
Without saying a word, Degio gave Ray the information on 
Leeha’s vehicle and walked away. Degio didn’t even look at 
her. He got all smiley-faced with those other girls. Leeha was 
single. She liked guys. But not even a look.

Ray studied the information and then gave Leeha cost 
estimates to repair the damage. In the end, she decided to 
repair just the license plate, window, and taillight. She’d 
worry about the other repairs later.

“We should have the car ready next week on Wednesday. 
That’s April fifth,” Ray told her. His gaze focused on the next 
person in line.

Leeha stepped to the side to get Ray’s attention. “Would it 
be possible to get a ride home?”

Ray checked the computer. “There’s a shuttle running 
your direction in fifteen minutes. It leaves from the east side 
of the building.”

He waved his hand at the next person in line.
“Wait! Wait!” Leeha said. “Which way is east?”
Ray pointed. His eyes did not meet hers. He gestured to 

the customer who stood behind her. “Next.”
On her way out, Leeha saw Degio. He was talking to an 
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attractive woman. Nothing cold or grumpy about him now. 
Leeha bought a candy bar from a vending machine and 

then walked outside and headed in the direction Ray had 
pointed. Large, black letters spelling SHUTTLE were painted 
on the side of the building. The paint was in desperate need 
of a touch-up. Some letters had nearly disappeared. Leeha 
sat on the uneven wooden bench that stretched out along the 
concrete wall. Several people milled about, but, as usual, 
no one paid attention to her. Twenty-four years old, and 
still invisible. No one was ever going to notice her. Leeha 
recalled her secondary school graduation dance. She and a 
few other girls spent the evening sitting in a corner eating 
cake and drinking punch. What were the girls’ names? Janice 
and Polly were two. She couldn’t remember the others. Ms. 
Barzy, a pretty social studies teacher, had told her, “Don’t 
worry; when you go to college, it’ll be different.” Ms. Barzy 
lied. It wasn’t different. Not socially, anyway. Leeha did 
graduate second in a class of thousands, but there were no 
dates, no boys, and no dances.

Leeha sighed. She imagined a shiny, expensive car 
pulling into the parking lot. A well-dressed man would step 
out—confident, tall, and fit. While walking toward the 
office, he would notice her. He’d stop in his tracks and, for 
a moment, stare. Then he’d smile. He’d go inside, but when 
he came out, he’d sit next to her on the bench. The pretty 
girl Degio had been talking to would try to get his attention, 
but he’d ignore her. Blushing and nervous, he’d strike up a 
conversation with Leeha. He’d ask her out for a bite to eat. 
Leeha would accept. I’ll pick you up at eight, he’d say. I’ll 
bring my other car.
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Just then, the bench quivered. A rotund woman who didn’t 
smell too good sat down next to Leeha, shattering her fantasy. 
“You’re just dreaming, Leeha,” she told herself. “There’s no 
handsome man out there waiting for you.”

Not knowing what else to do as she sat there, Leeha pulled 
the stack of papers from the bag she had been carrying. She 
turned it over in her hands. The plastic front and back sheets 
contained no writing. The bundle had either been bent for 
some time or had been forcefully folded over because it didn’t 
lie flat when she set it on her lap.

Leeha opened the document to the first page. It bore no 
title or index.

Since the beginning of time, no nation has ever matched 
Cadona’s power. We know the reason: God has chosen us to lead 
all nations. To do His bidding, we must not allow any rival to 
grow too strong. In order to achieve supremacy, we must first 
consolidate power at home. To realize this, certain conditions 
must be met:

1.  We must control the media. Any voice not supporting Cadona’s 
God-anointed superiority in the world must be silenced.

2.  We must have loyal leaders in all branches of government: the 
presidency, legislature, and judicial posts. We must also have 
allies in key regional and metropolitan areas.

3.  We must ensure that the security apparatus is on board. 
This includes the military, intelligence community, National 
Police, and local police departments of major cities.

4.  It is imperative that we secure our national borders. 
Immigration of undesirables must stop. Foreigners who do not 
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hold beliefs consistent with our Back-to-Basics precepts must 
not be allowed entry.

5.  We also must promote a spiritual force to bind us together as 
a people. We need a strong religious philosophy to act as our 
moral compass. Pastor Leon Walls is our guiding light of God 
in this endeavor.

What in the world was this thing? Where did she get 
it? The document mentioned Pastor Leon Walls, leader of 
the True Followers of God Church. Why on earth would 
she possess something about Pastor Walls? Once again, the 
strange sermon Leeha had attended last week came back to 
haunt her. She shuddered at the memory.

Leeha flipped to a page a third of the way from the front 
of the document.

Moral abominations have permeated our society. The plague of 
homosexuality runs rampant in our schools, on our streets, and in 
our media. Our nation’s children are led to believe this behavior 
is acceptable in the eyes of God. What a deception! This disease 
must be purged from our country by any means necessary. The 
souls of our children are at stake. They must be saved.

She turned a few pages ahead.

Abortion must be terminated in all its forms. This will be done 
through the laws of the land when we have God-fearing people in 
positions of power. Until then, we must use fear to prevent these 
atrocities. We applaud the actions of Agel Yungst. His willingness 
to attack a den of death is commendable, but we must enlarge our 
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effort. That is why we have set up a Soldiers of God Justice Group 
comprised of computer experts, law enforcement officers, military 
personnel, and medical staff. Dr. Bernard Millerman has contributed 
greatly to our goals. We will seek out medical information by every 
possible means to find women who have had abortions. We will make 
examples of these obscene murders. Justice for the unborn will be 
served with an eye-for-an-eye vengeance. For now, the cleansing will 
need to be clandestine, but the day will soon come when the laws of 
the land will be consistent with our holy objectives.

The bench vibrated. An engine rumbled. Leeha’s heart 
jumped. She had forgotten where she was. A shuttle bus was 
pulling into a covered parking area. She glanced around. Had 
anyone caught a glimpse of the strange document on her lap? 
As usual, no one paid attention. This time, she was thankful. 
Leeha’s hands trembled as she slipped the document back into 
the bag.

Following a handful of other people, Leeha climbed onto 
the shuttle and took the first available seat. An elderly man 
sat down next to her. Although he was skinny, wrinkled, and 
hunched, a smile covered his face. Thick glasses magnified 
jolly eyes.

“Hello, young lady,” he said. His voice was rusty with age. 
“Nice sunny day, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is.” Leeha wondered why he was so happy.
“It’s spring, so it’s only going to get better in the coming 

days,” he told her.
With a shaky hand covered in age spots, he pulled a 

magnifying glass from the pocket of his baggy, black jacket. He 
read a magazine. A paper one. Not too many people carried 



C. N. SKY

S 140 S

around paper periodicals nowadays. Leeha remembered seeing 
some printed magazines in the doctor’s office and on the table 
inside the car shop. She clutched her own printed document 
against her body. Although it was hidden inside the bag, the 
document frightened her. Part of it was fear someone would 
read it and then think this was what she believed. But there was 
something more. Something sinister. She needed to contain it. 
If she didn’t, the document would take on a life of its own, spew 
its dark secrets, and poison the world.

It took only a few minutes for Leeha to reach her stop. As 
soon as the shuttle pulled up to the curb, she scrambled out 
and darted toward the entrance to her apartment building. 
Leeha held her left arm up to the scanner. The door unlocked. 
Once inside, she hurried up the stairs and down the hall to her 
fourth-floor apartment.

After locking the door behind her, Leeha leaned against it 
and breathed a sigh of relief. She was home. Her grip on the 
brown paper bag slackened. Leeha fingered the bundle that she 
held in her hands. Although she wanted to take a shower and lie 
down, the urge to read a bit more of the document possessed 
her. Leeha took a seat at the kitchen table and flipped open the 
bound stack of papers.

Loyals have compiled a list of one hundred abortionists. These 
women shall serve as our first examples. Senator John Rineburg 
has volunteered to coordinate the justice executions.

The following conditions apply:

1.  The women will be justice executed in the order listed.
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2.  The reason for the justice execution must be obvious.
3.  The justice executions must take place where the women feel safe. 

The objective is to make it clear no place is safe for a murderess. 
We will hunt you. God’s vengeance will fall upon you.

Leeha saw a list of women’s names. Each name was 
followed by an address. The name Mary Kronvelt was first on 
the list. Nancy Pitman was second. Mary Kronvelt? Nancy 
Pitman? Were these real people? What was a justice execution? 
Did someone really intend to kill somebody?

Leeha was surprised to see John Rineburg’s name 
mentioned in the document. Rineburg was kind of weird. 
But was he really this bad? He wouldn’t be so popular if he 
were this crazy. Would he? The Rineburg family dynasty 
long ago had accumulated extraordinary wealth. Senator 
Rineburg certainly had no qualms about amassing an even 
larger fortune, and, while most Cadonans suffered, he grew 
richer. His political clout was on the rise. Many people were 
assuming he would make a run for the presidency on the 
Freedom Party ticket. Certainly he wouldn’t be involved 
in something as bizarre as justice executions, whatever that 
was.

She turned to another random page in the document.

In order to control the press, trustworthy shareholders and 
managers must run the major media outlets.

Our allies already control:

• The Sun Reporting
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• Today’s Journal
• Investors Economic Forum
• News, News, News
• Real-Time Broadcast

The only media agency that remains entirely out of our control 
is Andecco News Service. Stephen Hutchinson is unwilling to 
relinquish his controlling shares of Andecco stock. Andecco’s 
manager, Bill Marantees, and senior investigative journalist 
Bob Fullerby retain too much control over what is investigated 
and reported. Their radical ideology and heretical religious 
views poison our citizens. As long as these radicals continue to 
proselytize these beliefs, our Great Nation is in peril. Andecco 
must be conquered. Fullerby is the rabid dog whom the defectors 
rally around. His voice must be silenced, but it must be done in a 
careful manner. He has too large a following, so we must plan for 
his demise carefully.

What! Leeha sat back in the chair. How could someone 
write such crazy stuff? Silence Bob Fullerby? Why? He was at 
odds with the preacher guy, Leon Walls, but he was a good 
reporter who dug out the scrums.

Her head pounded. She rubbed her eyes. How did she end 
up with this awful document? Leeha wanted to read more, but 
fatigue took hold. It had been a brutal day. Leeha put the pages 
back into the paper bag. Where should she store it? Leeha had 
little in the way of furniture, so there weren’t many options. 
She decided to hide it behind a panel that lined the bottom 
of the kitchen cabinets. No one would look down there. She 
pulled away the loose board and pushed the document far to 
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the side, leaving it just barely within reach. It now sat hidden 
next to her important financial records.

Leeha then washed her hands and warmed up four slices 
of leftover pizza.

This stupid interview. She didn’t know what to do. If she 
couldn’t find the office today, how on earth would she find 
it on a Monday morning when there’d be horrific traffic? 
She gobbled down some pizza and then researched taxis on 
her personal device. Too expensive. Leeha next checked the 
commuter train schedule. It looked like a straight shot, and 
it was affordable. “Okay, I’ll go to the interview,” she told 
herself.

After finishing the pizza, she ate a big chunk of pie and 
drank some tea. It was still early in the day, but she was tired. 
Leeha took a quick shower in her little bathroom and then 
flopped down on the thin mattress covering her narrow bed. 
The aging metal frame creaked. Such a familiar, soothing 
sound. For now, thoughts of the Helmsey District attack and 
the strange document faded.
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Chapt e r  9

The Guiding Light

“Behold! I say to the world. A new power rises in Cadona. A great 
power. God’s power revealed. The might of God is our sword and our 
shield.”

Pastor Leon Walls
True Followers of God Church
Sunday Sunrise Service
March 26, Year 1007  
of the Enlightened Epoch

Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, March 26, Year 1007 EE
10:30 a.m.

Pastor Leon Walls rushed to his private office in the True 
Followers of God Church film studio. He longed to wash 

the makeup from his face. He felt like a woman, but Leon knew 
he needed makeup for the cameras. It accentuated his expres-
sions, and this was critical for capturing the attention of view-
ers. Wearing makeup, however, made him feel effeminate, so 
he couldn’t wait to clean himself as soon as the service was over.
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It was ten thirty by the time he was seated, face washed, 
in his ornate film studio office.

What a great morning! The service was an astounding 
success on this bright spring day. Parishioners had packed the 
huge auditorium, with many unable to find seats. Monetary 
collections, no doubt, were huge.

Yes, God was pleased with his church. Why else would 
Leon have been blessed with such skill as a fiery public speaker? 
Why else would the True Followers prosper while Cadona, 
the nation, floundered? Why else would believers donate ever 
more to the church even as personal incomes fell? Why else 
would the Freedom Party be climbing in the polls while the 
godless Allegiance Party stumbled? Why else would Back-to-
Basics Club membership continue such phenomenal growth? 
Why else would the church and its political allies be so close 
to achieving control over the media while so many others 
throughout history failed to accomplish this critical task?

The church, after all, had begun as nothing more than a 
few believers huddled together in private homes. Yet, in a few 
decades, the True Followers of God Church was recognized 
internationally and had grown to become the largest 
denomination in Cadona. There was only one possible answer 
to these questions. God had shown his favor. The verdict was 
in. The True Followers were on the right path. The church and 
its supporters were the instruments of God’s Will on earth. 
Leon smiled to himself as he reflected upon his good fortune.

It was then he noticed the red message light on his desk 
phone. The desk phone was more secure than personal device 
transmissions, so Leon knew this was something important 
and confidential. Even though he was alone in his office, he 



C. N. SKY

S 146 S

scanned the room before picking up the receiver. Spying eyes 
could be anywhere.

He listened to the message. “Leon, this is John, I think 
we may have a problem. Give me a call when you get to your 
desk.”

Leon recognized the voice. It belonged to Senator John 
Rineburg. Leon dialed John’s private, secure line.

“John here.”
“John, Leon. Got your message. What seems to be the 

problem?”
“Our package has gone missing,” John said.
Leon wondered what package John was talking about. 

Then he remembered the drop that was scheduled to take 
place this morning in front of Hatchets Bar.

“Leon, you there?” John asked.
“Yes, yes, I’m here. What do you mean it’s gone missing?”
A pause. “I think we should discuss this in person, Leon.”
“Okay, shall we meet in my office in the True Followers 

headquarters? In half an hour?”
“I’ll be there,” John said. “Probably nothing to worry about. 

Probably just a communication glitch. But we better get on it.”
Leon’s face flushed. “Agreed.” What had started out as a 

bright and cheery day suddenly turned ominous. As Leon set 
down the receiver, his heart began to pound. A frown cleared 
the smile from his lips.

How could their Guiding Light document have 
disappeared? Their plan was uncomplicated and carefully 
coordinated. Mirgit, Pam, and Cindy were supposed to put 
the document into the back of Annetta Longstreet’s car. 
Annetta would hide the Guiding Light in her carry-on luggage 
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and take it with her on a direct flight to the southwest. When 
Annetta returned to the True Followers University in New 
Cadona, she was to deliver the document in person to trusted 
Freedom Party contacts. Such a simple plan it was to get the 
document into secure, friendly hands.

Maybe they should’ve kept the Guiding Light in Cadona 
City. But they had to do something to protect the document, 
didn’t they? Leon wiped perspiration from his upper lip. This 
was all Sandra’s fault! At every turn, Senator Sandra Pettock 
tried to take them down. She wanted control of the Freedom 
Party and the Back-to-Basics Club, he just knew it. Leon 
frowned as he thought about Sandra. She claimed to be a True 
Followers believer, but many of her actions, votes, and public 
statements proved that she was really not on board. She had 
her own agenda, and it was not God’s agenda.

The trouble began a few weeks earlier. Sandra, and 
junior senators aligned with her, found the document on the 
edge of Leon’s desk in his office in the True Followers of 
God Church headquarters. It happened while John left the 
room for a cup of coffee and Leon was using the restroom. 
Sandra and her young protégés had about five minutes to 
skim through the manuscript. They were upset by what 
they read. To complicate things, Leon and John weren’t able 
to determine what parts of the Guiding Light Sandra and 
company saw. Leon and John long had reservations about 
Sandra, but now these suspicions were confirmed. She really 
was not one of them and could not be trusted.

Did Sandra have something to do with the document’s 
disappearance? Only a handful of people even knew it existed. 
A smaller number still knew about the plan to sneak it out of 
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Cadona City. Sandra Pettock and her protégés were not among 
the latter group. After all, Sandra was the reason they needed to 
sneak the document out of the city and take it to New Cadona.

So how did the Guiding Light go missing? Did Sandra 
learn of the drop and decide to steal it? Was there a leak? Did 
some defector group somehow learn about the transfer? Who 
else could have stolen it? Enemy agents from Domataland or 
Sohn-Sur? Was it possible his office was bugged?

Leon tried to calm himself. John was probably right. Just 
some kind of miscommunication. Telling himself this did not 
stop perspiration from forming on his forehead. He wiped the 
drops off with a tissue before getting up to leave.

Leon didn’t bother calling his chauffeur. His limousine’s 
computer knew the way to the True Followers headquarters.

7
Pastor Mark Walzelesskii sat in his office in the True 

Followers of God Church headquarters. He rested his elbows 
on the simple table he used for study and prayer. The blond 
wood of the table glowed in the light streaming through the 
patio windows. The grounds beyond the windows blossomed 
with life. Mark’s eyes scanned his beloved plants. He had 
chosen varieties to attract wildlife, but few animals could 
survive in this huge city.

Mark’s heart ached when he considered what had been 
lost. He once enjoyed riding his bicycle to and from Capital 
Plaza. Not long ago, trees and gardens lined the route, but 
as Cadona’s population grew and the economy faltered, the 
neighborhoods between the True Followers compound and 
Capital Plaza fell into rapid decay. Nowadays, he made the 
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trip for one reason: to preach to the poor. No other pleasures 
were to be found there.

While gazing upon the sun-filled lawn, Mark spotted a 
flock of small birds. These delicate creatures of God fluttered 
among the newborn flowers and the branches of spring-leafed 
trees. Joy filled Mark’s soul as he watched the scene, for he 
was witnessing the handiwork of God’s divine creation.

Something much bigger than a bird caught his eye. He thought 
it was the purple and yellow True Followers compass flag dancing 
in the spring breeze. It was then he noticed his father. Leon was 
hurrying up the path that led to the side door of the building.

“Oh, boy, I wonder what happened now,” Mark said to 
himself. He heard Leon’s footsteps in the hall. When Mark poked 
his head into his father’s office, Leon was about to take a seat. 
“Dad, is something wrong?”

“No, nothing serious,” Leon said. He sat down in his 
designer chair. “I’m just in a bit of a hurry. John was going to 
stop by. Do you know if he’s arrived?”

“You mean Senator John Rineburg?”
“Yes.”
“I haven’t seen him. But, Dad, it’s Sunday. Can’t this 

business wait until tomorrow?”
“No, unfortunately not.”
Leon tried to look unconcerned, but Mark knew him too 

well. Stress had been eating at his father for quite some time. 
“May I bring you some lemonade?” Mark asked.

Mark heard the growl in Leon’s throat. “Son, you are not a 
servant. God has given you a mission. You need to start acting 
like it. Your brother is a warrior for God. Not a handmaid. 
You need to follow Phillip’s example.”
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“Dad, being polite and concerned about others are 
virtues, not sins. In any case, I have a taste for lemonade 
myself.” As Mark turned to leave, Leon picked up the 
receiver of the desk phone. Whatever the reason for John’s 
visit, his father considered it important and confidential. 
That was the only reason he’d use the phone on his desk 
instead of his personal device.

Mark returned with a pitcher of lemonade and three 
glasses. He set the tray down on a service table next to his 
father’s dark, polished desk. “I brought an extra glass for 
Senator Rineburg when he arrives,” Mark said.

“I can see that. Very thoughtful of you.”
Mark filled a glass for his father before pouring one for 

himself. “So what’s so important it can’t wait until Monday?” 
Mark asked.

“Some Back-to-Basics business,” Leon said. “You can sit in 
if you like.”

“Is it about politics again?”
A gurgle rose from Leon’s throat. “Yes, it is.”
“Dad, you’re a man of God, not a politician.”
“I know how you feel about the subject, Mark, but that is 

not the way the world works. To get people to listen to God, 
you have to set up the right conditions for them. The right 
laws.”

“Dad, what you’re doing is combining politics with 
religion. This is not faith. If it is faith, it is not faith in God 
but faith in national boundaries. Faith in government policies. 
Faith in political agendas. Faith in military power. These have 
nothing to do with faith in God.”
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“I know what it is you believe. We’ve talked about this a 
million times,” Leon said, “yet you still don’t understand. We 
are blessed by God, you and I. We have a mission, you and I. 
We have a mission to bring God to the masses. They will know 
prosperity like we do only when they know God as we do.”

Mark shook his head. “Material wealth is not faith. Material 
wealth feeds greed. It corrupts the soul.”

“Our nation is the true nation of God, Son. We are 
powerful and rich because God has blessed us, and he blessed 
us because we are righteous.”

“Dad, you are talking about nationalism, not faith. 
Nationalism divides societies, it doesn’t unite them. Good 
things come out of Cadona, but good things come out of other 
places, too. And Cadona isn’t perfect; we do bad things just 
like other countries.”

“Yes, bad things are happening in Cadona these days. We 
are suffering because we disobeyed God.”

“Dad, we are suffering as a nation because of our economic 
policies. Policies that people created. It’s not punishment from 
God. It’s our own greed and short-sightedness that has put us 
into this position.”

“Mark, you are young. You have a strong faith. I know this. 
But you have not learned what is needed from you. Leadership 
is needed from you.”

“Dad, I am not God. I am only one man, just like so many 
others on this earth. I have no special power or authority to 
command others.”

“You are wrong,” Leon said. “Our family—and others, 
like the Rineburgs—have been chosen by God to spread His 
Will throughout the world.”
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“To do what, Dad? Make everyone a Cadonan? We 
Cadonans are no more special to God than a Sohn-Suran or a 
Domat. No more special than a bird or a squirrel or a flower 
or a tree.”

“Your heart is in the right place, Mark. But your head is 
not. The Sohn-Surans believe in a false sun god. The Domats 
are the offspring of Bezgog’s hordes. The animals and plants 
are our tools to use as we will. All this is clear if you interpret 
your Holy Books properly.”

“I do read the Holy Books. I’ve studied the ancient 
manuscripts. I’m trying to improve my understanding of the 
dead languages so I can better translate the old texts.”

“You’re looking in the wrong places for answers,” Leon 
shot back. “You’re not going to find answers mumbling in 
ancient tongues. You’ll find your answers only by facing the 
real world and by taking your birthright place in it.”

“Dad, you don’t see the real world. You wear blinders. 
You don’t look at the world with open eyes and an open mind. 
You—”

“Son, you are the blind one! Look at that crazy thing with 
the squirrels.”

“What crazy thing?”
“What was it, two years ago? You brought in all these people. 

Veterinarians. Wildlife specialists. Biologists. Park staff. All these 
people running around our compound to capture squirrels.”

“Dad, you were going to kill them.”
“I wasn’t going to kill them.”
“You ordered the facilities people to kill them. You might 

as well have committed the slaughter yourself.”
Laughter covered Leon’s face. “What a sight it was! All 
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these people, capturing squirrels. Checking them for diseases. 
Giving them first aid. Squabbling over where to take them. 
Mark, you were a laughingstock.”

“Those people who came, they volunteered. Because, 
like me, they didn’t want to see innocent creatures of God 
senselessly butchered.”

“There were too many of those flea-bitten rodents running 
around this place.”

“Yes, there were. Because they didn’t have anywhere else 
to go. All the trees for blocks around were cut down. And 
why are so many solutions death? Death to innocents. What 
happened to mercy and respect?”

“Son, God doesn’t give a damn about squirrels. You’re 
such a fool to believe in—” Leon stopped talking.

Senator John Rineburg had arrived. He was walking down 
the hall, his pace quick. Senator Mitch Fischer and General 
Douglass Willirman followed behind him. The three men 
didn’t wait for an invitation to take a seat. John, Mitch, and 
Doug plopped down into chairs near Leon’s desk.

“Would you gentlemen like some lemonade?” Mark asked.
“I’ll take some,” Doug said.
John offered no hint of a greeting. He spoke one word: 

“Coffee.”
Mitch said, “Thank you for asking, Pastor Walzelesskii. 

I’ll take coffee as well, please.”
Mark handed a glass of lemonade to Doug, picked up his 

own glass, and then left the room.

Mark returned with coffee. His father, the senators, and 
the general were already lost in conversation. They sat close 
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together and spoke softly, their faces even graver now than 
when they arrived. As Mark filled their cups, he heard John 
say, “Pam said she definitely threw the document into the 
car. Mirgit and Cindy said they saw it with their own eyes. It 
landed in the back seat. They all said the same thing.”

Leon’s face glowed crimson red. “So where the heck did 
it go?”

Mark’s heart fell. Something had gone wrong with the 
document drop. His father could be in trouble. Mark left the 
building and walked on the woodchip-covered path to the 
edge of the large True Followers compound. Traffic rumbled 
and whined on the other side of the concrete walls that boxed 
in the headquarters. Mark gazed at the clear sky that lay 
beyond rolls of electrified barbed wire and said a quick prayer 
for Leon. He then sent a message on his personal device. Mark 
had to find out what happened to the document, the one that 
was supposed to have been dropped into a brown car in front 
of Hatchets Bar this morning. At all costs, Mark had to help 
his father.

It did not take long for a response. Bob Fullerby almost 
seemed to expect the call.

“Do you have it, Mr. Fullerby?” Mark asked.
“Have what?”
“I think you know,” Mark said.
“Ah, okay. I think I understand you now, Pastor 

Walzelesskii. No, I don’t have it.”
“Do you know who does?”
“No.”
“Do you know where it’s at?”
“No.”
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“Are you telling me the truth?”
“Yes.”
“We need to meet. It’s important,” Mark said.
“Okay, where and when?” Bob asked.

7
Pastor Leon Walls’ heart pounded. He wiped sweat from 

his brow. No one could explain what happened to the Guiding 
Light document. Not Senator Mitch Fischer. Not Senator John 
Rineburg. Not General Douglass Willirman. They’d been 
talking in circles.

“Gentlemen, we’re missing something,” Doug said. 
“We’re acting like a bunch of frat boys who just stole a car 
and found out it belongs to the college dean. Let’s start from 
the beginning. Here’s what we know. We know Pam got the 
document into the car. Mirgit and Cindy confirmed it. Yet the 
driver of the car, what’s her name—Annetta Longstreet—
swears she never even saw our three women. As I see it, we 
have four possibilities: One—Pam, Mirgit, and Cindy are 
lying. Two—Annetta, the driver of the car, is lying. Three—
all of the women are lying. And four—the women threw the 
Guiding Light into the wrong car.”

Mitch leaned forward in his chair and said, “Dougy, I 
thought we had electronic surveillance set up around Hatchets 
Bar. Am I mistaken?” His voice was polite, but there was 
something sharp about it—something accusatory.

Leon knew that Doug picked up on Mitch’s negative tone. 
Doug twisted in his chair, trying hard to hide his discomfort. 
“Yes, we did,” Doug said. “The images are being cleaned up 
as we speak.”
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“Cleaned up?” Mitch asked. “I thought those devices are 
supposed to be good. Why would the images need to be cleaned 
up?”

Doug rubbed his hands together, a sure sign of unease. 
“We had two cameras on the scene. One was attached to a 
security fence on top of the building across the street from 
Hatchets Bar. The camera fell off before it activated. We think 
the reveler hoodlums knocked it off. From the sound of it, 
the crowd was enormous last night. Because of nice weather, 
I guess. We recovered the device, but the only images it sent 
were of the sky. We did get some images from the second 
device. It was attached to the outside of a building down the 
street from Hatchets. It sent some darned fuzzy pictures. When 
we recovered it, we found that it was covered with some kind 
of sticky red substance. We’re analyzing the substance now.”

John picked at the arms of the chair. He was not pleased, 
and it showed. “Can you see anything at all on the images, 
Dougy?”

“Not much, but we are confident we can enhance the 
photos. That’s happening right now.”

“Why is it taking so damned long?” John asked. “The 
document transfer happened at eight o’clock.”

“We’re using equipment at a police department near 
Hatchets Bar,” Doug said. “They don’t have state-of-the-art 
tools, so it’ll take longer.”

A scowl contorted John’s face. “Longer than what?”
“Longer than it would take if we used military assets,” 

Doug said.
John’s cheeks turned crimson. “You are a general, for 

God’s sake, are you not?”
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Leon knew that Doug was tiring of the accusations. A 
twitch deformed the general’s thick upper lip.

“Gentlemen,” Mitch said, “let’s stay focused. We’re all on 
the same side.”

Doug leaned back in his chair. John drew a deep breath. 
Everyone knew Mitch respected control and levelheadedness.

“John, I understand your frustration, believe me,” Doug 
said, “but you must understand. The military has procedures 
for doing things. If I took the images to the military to be 
analyzed, there’d be all kinds of audit trails and records. 
We have police officers who will help us without keeping all 
those bloody files. But even the police have their limits. I had 
wanted a police moth to fly over when the document transfer 
occurred, but the loyals on the force were concerned it would 
cause unwanted attention. Even local cops can’t bypass red 
tape on moths because of those damned privacy laws. But their 
less sophisticated equipment is another matter. No records. 
No questions.”

John looked repentant. “Sorry, Dougy. It’s the right 
decision. As things stand now, we can’t take the chance of too 
many records being logged.”

Mitch set his coffee cup on the saucer. “Dougy, when do 
you think the police will have the photos cleaned up?”

“They said by two p.m.”
“Okay, so we’re forced to wait for the cleaned up pictures.” 

Mitch stirred cream into his coffee. “Let’s take a look at 
Dougy’s four options. First question, why would the women 
or Annetta lie?”

Doug said, “Maybe they are in cahoots with our good 
Senator Sandra Pettock. You know how women stick together. 
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Pettock isn’t on board with us. We all know it. Maybe she 
wants to use the document to blackmail us and take power. 
Or maybe the ladies want to sell the thing. The information in 
that document … we all know how dangerous it would be if 
the Guiding Light ended up in the wrong hands. Any number 
of dangerous people would pay a handsome price for it.”

Leon didn’t believe it. “Pam, Cindy, Mirgit, and Annetta? 
Sell us out? Do you think they really would? I don’t think 
any of those ladies would betray our cause. I know them all 
personally. They wouldn’t sell us out.”

“Are you so sure, Pastor?” John said. “Good hard cash can 
be hard to come by.”

“We offered them good money to do this job for us,” Leon 
told him. “None would take it. They were honored we chose 
them for the mission. The only one who took anything from 
us was the girl, Annetta. And I had to convince her that a good 
education would benefit our cause.”

John rubbed his chin. “Maybe they had a higher bidder.”
“It doesn’t make sense, John,” Leon said. “Why not take 

money from us and from the other side?”
“Maybe to make us think they couldn’t be bought. Just 

because they’re women doesn’t mean they aren’t smart enough 
to scheme, especially about money.”

Leon remembered the happy looks on the women’s faces 
when they learned they were chosen to protect the Guiding 
Light. “You don’t know these women like I do. I just cannot 
believe they would sell us out.”

“Well, Leon,” Doug said, “our only other option is the 
fourth. Pam threw the thing into the wrong car. Tell me, 
what are the odds that some other old, brown sedan driven 
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by a lone woman would park in front of Hatchets Bar at eight 
a.m. on a Sunday morning? Think about it. What would the 
odds be? Gotta’ be million to one.”

Despite the pain of betrayal, Leon had to agree. 
“Unfortunately, a sellout does make the most sense.”

“Where are the ladies now?” John asked.
“At home,” Doug said. “Loyals are watching them. We have 

tight surveillance on all four ladies, and we’re intercepting every 
communication they send or receive. We’ll know everyone they 
try to contact and everyone who tries to contact them. And 
we’ll know exactly what they say, write, or send.”

John rubbed the arms of his chair. “They’ll get suspicious.”
“They won’t be able to tell we’re monitoring them,” Doug 

said. “They’ll still receive all incoming communications. 
Only difference is, so will we. And all outgoing messages 
will be delivered unless a message contains information in the 
Guiding Light.”

Leon’s personal device buzzed. When he saw who was 
calling, his heart almost stopped. “You’re not going to believe 
this. It’s Annetta Longstreet.” He set his personal device on 
voice-speaker mode so all could hear.

“Annetta, is that you?” Leon asked.
“Yes,” a youthful, meek voice said.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes, but I think someone is following me. Someone 

knows something. I’m scared!” Her voice trembled.
“Someone is following you? Why do you think that?”
“These cars followed me home. They’ve been driving 

around my house.”
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“Annetta, are you in your house right now?”
“No, I got scared, so I went outside.” Fear cracked her 

voice. “I walked several blocks, and they’re still following me.”
“Annetta, where are you?”
She gave Leon her location. Her words emerged as a 

breathless whisper. “What do you think they want? They must 
know something. Something’s wrong.”

Doug motioned to Leon. Leon understood the signal and 
muted the phone so Annetta couldn’t hear them. Her voice 
rattled on in the background.

“Sounds like she spotted our tail,” Doug said. “Some of 
those young loyals don’t have much experience. Good eyes. 
Good reflexes. Not so good at staying out of sight.”

Leon unmuted the phone. “Stay calm, Annetta. I’ll send 
someone to pick you up. I think my son, Mark, is around here 
somewhere.” Rescuing Annetta might be good for Mark. The 
girl was a beauty by any standard. Maybe the boy would finally 
notice a young lady. “Stay right where you are, Annetta. Do 
you understand?”

“Yes, but I’m scared. Really scared!”
“Stay in the open where people are around and where you 

see security cameras. You’ll be safer that way.”
Doug scribbled something on a piece of paper and slid it in 

front of Leon. Leon read the note.
“Listen, honey,” Leon told Annetta, “it might be a good 

idea to use your PD to film what’s going on around you. Maybe 
we can figure out who’s following you. But, honey, now listen 
very carefully. Don’t be obvious you’re filming, okay?”

“Okay, okay, I’m filming now.”
“Good, stay right there. I’ll have Mark pick you up.”
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“Thank you! I’m so scared.”
“I know. Just hang tight and stay where you are.” Leon 

hung up and then called Mark. “Son, can you come to my 
office? There’s a problem. A young girl is in trouble.” Saying it 
that way would put fire in his son’s feet.

“Dougy,” John said, “why did you want Annetta to film?”
“Just in case someone else is following her. Someone 

involved with the Guiding Light’s disappearance. Someone 
besides our not-so-clandestine security team.”

“Makes sense,” John said. “Who knows what Annetta is into?”
The puzzle pieces were not snapping together in Leon’s 

mind. “If Annetta were involved in stealing the Guiding Light, 
why would she call us?”

“Maybe she suspects we put the tail on her,” Doug said. “She 
knows we’re suspicious, and she wants to remove that suspicion.”

John wiggled his long legs. “No matter what Annetta did 
or didn’t do, we need to keep an eye on her until we see what 
happened in front of Hatchets Bar. I think we should bring 
Cindy, Pam, and Mirgit in as well. We can tell them it’s for 
their own protection. And we need to keep them separated so 
they can’t whisper to one another.”

“Good idea,” Doug said, “I’ll send someone to pick up 
Mirgit, Pam, and Cindy.”

Mitch had been sitting quietly for some time. Though 
he appeared more interested in sipping his coffee than the 
conversation, Leon knew he wasn’t missing a single word. 
Mitch took one more sip before speaking. “Gentlemen, I came 
up with a fifth option.”

“What’s that, Mitch?” Doug asked.
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“What if none of the women are lying? What if someone 
else learned of the document transfer? Someone else knew all 
the details and sent somebody in Annetta’s place. By the time 
Annetta arrived at Hatchets Bar, it was too late. The Guiding 
Light was already stolen.”

Mitch’s words sent shudders through Leon. Betrayal was 
painful, but what Mitch proposed was sinister. “So, Mitch, 
you’re saying someone spied on us? How can it be? We’ve had 
so many security sweeps. We’ve been so careful. Only ten of 
us knew about the document transfer: the four of us, the four 
ladies, and our two contacts in New Cadona.”

“Nonetheless, we must seriously consider the possibility,” 
Mitch said. “Although we need to keep an eye on the four 
women for the time being, we did study them carefully 
before recruiting them for the task. Good, solid, God-fearing 
Cadonan citizens. All four of them.”

While thoughts of spies in their midst terrified Leon, 
Mitch’s scenario did match Leon’s own solid trust in Annetta, 
Pam, Mirgit, and Cindy.

John said, “If someone did spy on us, Pettock would be the 
most likely suspect. She and those ragtag junior senators who 
follow her around like dogs in heat are in and out of this building 
for Back-to-Basics meetings all the time.”

Doug grimaced at the mention of Senator Sandra Pettock. 
“We need to beef up security on Pettock. Intel can add an 
additional detail to watch her. To keep her safe, of course.”

Thoughts of spies ate at Leon. “What if it’s not Senator 
Pettock? What about Domataree or Sohn-Suran agents?”

“At this point, we need to keep all options on the table,” 
Mitch told them.
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Leon saw Doug check his personal device. “It’s the police,” 
Doug said. “They have the Hatchets Bar images cleaned up 
already. They want to know what to do with them. Shall I 
have them deliver the images here?”

Leon glanced at Mitch. Mitch nodded.
“Dougy, yes, have them delivered here,” Leon said. “With 

luck, many of our questions will soon be answered.” Soon they 
would see the video recording of what had happened in front 
of Hatchets Bar. And soon Pam, Mirgit, Cindy, and Annetta 
would be under their control.

There was a knock on the door. Leon’s eyes flashed to the 
security monitor. It was Mark. “Come in, Son.”

Mark burst into the room. “Who’s in trouble? What’s 
happened?”

“Annetta Longstreet just called,” Leon told him. “She said 
someone is following her. She’s afraid. I told her you would 
pick her up and bring her here.”

“Annetta Longstreet? Sure, I’ll get her. Where is she?”
Leon gave Mark the location.
“Okay, be right back.” Mark darted from the room without 

closing the door. John got up and shut it.
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Chapt e r  10

Escorting Longstreet

Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, March 26, Year 1007 EE
1:00 p.m.

Mark swung his red convertible around the last turn. 
Perhaps he should’ve put the top up. If Annetta 

Longstreet was in trouble, it would be safer. He saw no sign of 
danger, though. The streets were quiet. A few people strolled 
about in the nice weather. A handful of cars ambled down the 
roads. People just going about their business. Mark had no idea 
why someone would be following Annetta. He didn’t know her 
well, but he knew who she was. He ran into her a few times. She 
showed up now and again at the True Followers headquarters 
for Back-to-Basics youth group meetings. Pretty girl. Slender. 
Blond. Striking features and big, blue eyes. Pretty smile. The 
kind of smile that made her whole face light up.

There she was, waiting on the sidewalk, pacing back and 
forth. Annetta wasn’t smiling now. Even though it was warm 
and sunny, she had her arms crossed over her ribs as if she 
was cold. Annetta ran to the car as soon as Mark pulled up to 
the curb. She jumped into the passenger seat. “Thank you so 
much, Pastor, for coming to get me. I was so scared!”

“No problem, Annetta.” He turned onto the street. “Dad 
said someone is following you. Do you know who?”
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He could tell Annetta was frightened. Her words came 
out in a steady stream. “No, I first spotted one suspicious car. 
A black one. It was at the grocery store. It followed me home. 
When I pulled into my driveway, it kept going by, but when 
I looked out later, I saw it parked across the street. Then I 
noticed it was gone, but there was a gray car parked there. 
When I looked out again, the black one was back. I saw the 
gray one drive by a couple of times.”

“That’s odd,” Mark said. “Any idea why someone would 
want to follow you?”

“It must be because of the Guiding Light. I can’t think of 
any other reason.”

“Guiding Light? What do you mean by that?”
“Oh, you don’t know about the Guiding Light,” she said. 

“I thought you would.”
“No, I don’t believe I do. What is it?”
“It’s the document that outlines our goals.”
“Whose goals?”
“Back-to-Basics goals.”
“Annetta, I don’t understand,” Mark said. “Why would 

someone want to follow you because of Back-to-Basics goals?”
“I don’t know, but I was going to pick up the Guiding 

Light this morning. I was supposed to take it with me to New 
Cadona today, but they never showed.”

“Who never showed?”
“The ladies who were supposed to give it to me.”
“Which ladies?”
“Three ladies from our church. I never knew who.”
“Annetta, why would someone want to follow you because 

three ladies didn’t show up to give you a document?”
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“I don’t know, but the Guiding Light is very important. 
Your father told me it’s one of the most important texts ever 
composed outside of the Holy Books.”

A document about Back-to-Basics goals almost as 
important as the Holy Books? Annetta wasn’t making sense. 
Probably because she was scared.

“I hope it’s safe.” Annetta fought back tears.
“What’s that?”
“The Guiding Light. I hope it’s safe. It would be terrible if 

something happened to it. It’s our guide.”
“Annetta, what’s in—”
“Pastor! The black car. It’s behind us.”
Mark glanced in the rearview mirror. “So that’s the same 

car?”
“Yes, I’m sure of it.”
Mark kept an eye on the black auto. It did seem to be 

tailing them. He captured pictures of the vehicle with his 
personal device and then said, “Hey, Annetta, here’s what 
I’m going to do. I’m going to turn some corners to see if 
they follow. Don’t look back. We don’t want them to know 
we’ve spotted them.” Mark turned onto a wide street and 
then made a quick left. The car followed. Mark took a few 
more turns. Sure enough, the black vehicle was still there. 
“It’s a good distance to the True Followers headquarters,” 
Mark said. “I’m going to go to a coffee shop I like. We’ll see 
what they do when we stop.”

After going around another corner, Mark saw a small-
sized, gray car reflected in the mirror. “Annetta, you said the 
second car was gray, right?”

“Yep.”
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“Without turning around, move so you can look in the 
mirror. See if the car behind us is the gray one.”

She leaned forward as if to reach for something on the 
floor. “That’s it! What are we going to do? I’m so scared!”

Mark took more photos.
Poor Annetta looked terrified. Fear creased her brow. 
“There are people around,” Mark said. “Whoever is 

following you won’t be able to do much without being noticed. 
Don’t be afraid.”

Mark drove into the parking lot in front of the coffee shop. 
Just as he pulled into a slip, the black vehicle appeared. It 
drove down the street toward them, moving more slowly than 
the speed limit. Mark pressed a button. The convertible’s top 
slid closed. “Stay there,” he told Annetta, “I’ll get your door.”

“Thank you, Pastor.”
Mark got out and opened the passenger side door. As 

Annetta stepped out, he captured more photos of the black car.
Annetta spotted the vehicle. “Pastor! The black—”
“I see it. Pretend it’s not there.”
Annetta and Mark walked into the coffee shop. It smelled 

of fresh brewed coffee, tea, pastries, and sweet spices.
Mark studied the layout even though he visited the place 

often. Never before did he have to worry about making a quick 
exit. A handful of tables filled the small eating area. Five tall 
stools lined the counter. Behind the counter, a curtain blocked 
the employees-only area from view. An emergency exit sign 
glowed from the rear of a dark, narrow hall that separated the 
kitchen from the closet-sized bathroom.

As if nothing were wrong, Mark strolled to the counter. 
Annetta followed. “What would you like?” he asked.
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“Oh, you don’t have to buy anything for me, Pastor.”
“I want to. You’ve had quite a day.” Mark gave her a big smile.
“Just a small coffee,” she said, “with cream and no sugar.”
Mark eyed a pastry sitting on a rack. The large mound of 

dough steamed. A thick layer of white frosting, tinged with 
streaks of reddish-brown cinnamon, dripped down the sides. 
“Want to split a cinnamon roll?”

“Okay,” she said.
Mark ordered, and they took seats at a small table for two 

with a view of the parking lot.
Through the window, he saw the gray car. It was parked 

along the street just beyond the edge of the café’s parking area. 
He took more pictures. “Annetta, here’s what I want you to do. 
Go into the restroom and call my dad. Let him know about 
the two cars that are following us. Tell him where we are. Tell 
him after we have coffee we’ll go straight to the True Followers 
headquarters. And here, take my PD in case yours is bugged.”

Annetta took his personal device and slipped into the 
single-stall restroom.

Mark watched the black car drive down the street. It 
slowed down as it rolled by the gray vehicle. Seconds later, 
the gray car pulled away from the curb and drove off. Both 
vehicles disappeared from view.

Annetta returned to the table and handed the personal 
device to Mark.

“Did you reach my dad?”
“Yes, he said to stay here. He’ll take care of it.” Annetta 

glanced out the window. “I don’t see either car now. They’re 
probably waiting somewhere until we come out,” she said.

“Yes, they probably are.”
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Annetta was near tears. “What are we going to do, Pastor?”
“Don’t worry,” Mark said, “you’ll be safe at the True 

Followers headquarters. Security is tight there.”
“Thank you, Pastor.” Using the corner of her napkin, she 

dabbed a tear from her cheek.
“You don’t have to call me pastor,” he said. “Somehow that 

makes me feel like God loves me more than you. It’s not at all 
true. He loves us the same.”

“So, if I don’t call you pastor, what shall I call you?”
“Mark. Mark will do.”
A barista served their drinks, hot cinnamon roll, and two 

forks.
“Aren’t you scared, Mark?” Annetta asked.
“No, not really. If they wanted to hurt you, they would’ve 

done so by now. It looks like they’re just watching you.” After 
eating a piece of cinnamon roll, he said, “But that doesn’t 
mean they won’t hurt you eventually. That’s why we need to 
get you to the headquarters.”

“You’re so much braver than I am,” she said. “Who knows 
what they’ll do to us.”

“I’m not brave,” Mark said. “I trust in God. God will do 
with me as he wishes, but I want to make sure you are safe as 
far as it is within my power to protect you. I look at the world 
this way, Annetta; every moment that goes by, no matter what 
life brings, it leads us closer to God, both in life’s lessons as 
well as the eventuality of death. Death is the door that leads to 
our Savior. Don’t misunderstand, death’s door is only meant 
to be opened when it is time. God wants us to live the best life 
we can, learn, and protect the good and the innocent.”

Right now, however, he wanted to help this girl, not frighten 
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her more than she already was. “Hey, Annetta, I’m going to get 
something else to drink. Do you want anything?”

“I’d like more coffee.” She stood up. “Let me buy this 
time. I feel bad that you’re paying for everything. Especially 
after helping me and all.”

“Annetta, it’s not a problem. I have more money than I 
ever spend. I don’t know what to do with it all, actually.”

“It doesn’t feel right anyway, Pastor … Mark.”
Somehow it was important to her. “Okay, Annetta, if you 

insist.”
Annetta ordered another round of coffee and a long, 

crispy, sweet breadstick filled with chopped nuts and covered 
with a white glaze. A thin, wavy line of chocolate decorated 
the top. She set a cup of coffee and half of the sweet breadstick 
on the table in front of Mark.

“Thank you, Annetta. I see we share a taste for the same 
types of desserts.”

Rose colored Annetta’s cheeks, and her eyes sparkled 
despite recent tears.

Mark had just taken a bite of the breadstick when he felt his 
personal device buzz. It was a message from Leon. “Annetta, 
my dad called the police. They’re on their way here.”

Annetta smiled and clapped her hands.
Happy she felt better, Mark now pondered the curious 

series of events. A thought came to him. He leaned forward 
and kept his words barely above a whisper. “Annetta, where 
were you planning to meet the three women?”

She whispered her response. “In front of an icky bar called 
Hatchets. I was parked there. The women were supposed to 
throw the Guiding Light into the back seat of my car.”
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The dots now connected. Annetta’s life truly might be in 
danger. The document that was to be secretly dropped into 
her car was a Back-to-Basics manuscript of some sort. Annetta 
called it the Guiding Light. Three women from the church 
were supposed to give it to her, and she was going to take it 
to New Cadona. Why the secrets? Why not just send it in the 
mail or transmit it? Did they really think the Allegiance Party 
would try to steal it? And so what if they did? None of this was 
making sense. Whatever was going on, a group of the nation’s 
most powerful men, his father included, were consumed with 
worry about the document’s disappearance.

He watched as Annetta chewed a piece of the sweet 
breadstick. “Did you ever read it?” Mark asked.

“You mean the Guiding Light?”
Mark nodded.
“No. Why do you ask?”
“I thought it might help explain why someone would 

follow you, if it is the reason.”
“It has to be.”
Mark agreed, but this whole affair was making no sense. 

And what did happen to this Guiding Light document? Why 
was it causing so much concern? Mark was even more worried 
about his father now, and about this poor girl. Bob Fullerby 
knew something. He had to.

A flash caught Mark’s eye. A patrol car turned into the 
parking lot. “Annetta, a police car just arrived.”

“Yay!”
The other patrons were not surprised when two uniformed 

officers walked into the café. Police officers often stopped for 
coffee and a bite to eat. These two officers, however, did not 
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look familiar to Mark. Both were young men. One of them 
was blond and looked strong. The other was tall and slender 
with dark brown hair. He had the look of someone who could 
run like the wind. Rather than going to the counter, the 
policemen walked up to Mark.

“Good afternoon, Pastor Walzelesskii,” the slender man 
said, “I’m Officer Rundell and this is Officer Reltch. We are 
here to escort you. We heard you were being followed.”

“Hello, officers,” Mark said. “I’m not being followed. This 
young lady is. Could you not drive her yourselves rather than 
escorting us? She’d be safer with you.”

The officers shared an uneasy glance. Finally, Officer 
Rundell said, “We could do that, if you’d prefer.”

“I would. Surely you could protect her better than I could.”
“Miss, if you would follow us, please,” Officer Rundell 

said to Annetta.
Annetta stood up. “Thank you so much for helping me, 

Pastor … Mark … sorry.” She blushed.
“It was my pleasure to help you, Annetta.”
She left with the policemen, and Mark watched as she 

took a seat in back of the patrol car.
As Mark finished his coffee, he pondered another 

interesting observation he had made. After Annetta called his 
father, he no longer saw the stalking gray and black vehicles. 
He found it odd. Perhaps the pictures he took of the pursuing 
cars would provide clues.

Sitting alone at the table, he viewed the photos. They 
were small and blurry. Mark tinkered with the pictures, 
but everything he tried failed to improve the image quality. 
He simply didn’t have much skill with such things, but he 
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suspected Bob Fullerby did. The question was, would Bob 
do it? And if he did, would Bob share the results with him? 
Mark would soon find out. He had already scheduled a 
meeting with Bob for later today.

7
Pastor Leon Walls heard a knock on his office door. 

Annetta Longstreet stood in the hallway with two loyals, 
police officers Rundell and Reltch. “Come in,” Leon said. 
He stood as Annetta and the policemen walked in. “Annetta, 
dear! I’m so glad you’re safe.”

“I’m fine now, sir, but I was really scared for a while.”
“Officers,” Leon said, “thank you for bringing her safely 

here.”
“You’re welcome, sir.” The policemen left the room.
Leon noticed that Annetta was sending a message on her 

personal device. “Whom are you calling?” he asked.
“Mark … Pastor Walzelesskii. I’m letting him know I’m 

okay.”
Leon noticed a blush on her cheeks. “Please have a seat,” 

he said. “Would you like some lemonade?”
“Yes, please.”
He poured a glass for her. “So, dear, tell me what 

happened.”
Annetta burst into tears. “I’m so sorry about the Guiding 

Light. I didn’t know about the detour. I got there late, and I 
blew it. I’m so sorry.”

“Now, just calm down, dear, it’s not your fault.”
“But it is my fault. I should’ve left home earlier.”
Leon handed her a box of tissues. She took one and dried 
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her face. “So what happens now, Pastor? Is the Guiding Light 
safe?”

“Don’t you worry about that, we’re handling it. By the 
way, Annetta, did you get a look at the people who were 
following you?”

“No, I didn’t. Who could it be? And why?”
“I don’t know, but you can stay here while we straighten 

this out. You’ll be safe. Our headquarters is well guarded.”
“Oh, thank you so much, Pastor! I’d be so scared if I had 

to go back to my house.”
Leon studied her body language. She truly seemed relieved 

to be in the True Followers headquarters. If she really did 
betray them, she’d be terrified if commanded to stay. Was she 
innocent or just a good actress? Perhaps there was someone 
she had reason to fear even more. “Annetta, I have some work 
to do. I’ll take you to a safe place. When I’m finished, I’ll 
check in on you.”

“Okay, thank you, Pastor.”
He escorted Annetta down the hall and opened the 

door to a break room. “You’ll be safe in here. There aren’t 
any windows, so no one can see in. It’s in the center of the 
building. Very secure. And there’s coffee, water, and snacks if 
you need anything. The bathroom is over there, to the right.”

“Thank you, Pastor.” She looked as if she was about to cry 
again.

“Say, Annetta, did you take photos like I asked?”
“Yes, sir. They’re on my PD.”
“Good! Very good. May I have it?”
Without hesitation, Annetta handed him her personal 

device.
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Leon walked out of the break room and locked the door 
behind him. He liked the girl, but until he was sure that she 
did not betray him, he dared not take any chances. 

The time had come to tend to other business. Leon headed 
down the hall. John, Mitch, and Doug were waiting for him in 
the audiovisual room.
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Pastor Leon Walls knew the news wasn’t good as soon as 
he walked into the audiovisual room. General Douglass 

Willirman and Senator John Rineburg looked like they had seen a 
ghost. Even Senator Mitch Fischer had lost his typical composure.

John gestured toward the wall monitor. “You’re not going 
to believe this, Leon.”

Leon saw a picture of a long, brown car. The image was 
blurry, but it was clear enough to see that the vehicle was 
parked along a sidewalk. “What’s this?” Leon asked.

“One of the cleaned up photos,” John said. “You’ve got to 
watch this clip, Leon. It’s hard to believe. Dougy, play it at 
double speed.”

A time and date displayed on the viewplane: this morning, 
shortly before eight o’clock. The bug-eye had recorded a woman 
stepping out of the parked car. The image was too fuzzy to pick 
out the woman’s facial features, but Leon did see her long, light 
hair. She circled the car and then climbed back inside.

“Who—” Leon stopped talking. The video showed three 
women walking around the corner of the building next to the 
car. He squinted. “They look like Pam, Mirgit, and Cindy.”
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“They sure do,” John said. “Watch this.”
The women fussed with the packages they were carrying. 

A brown bag tumbled from Cindy’s arms. It fell onto the 
sidewalk. Pam picked it up. The video quality was poor, but 
there was no denying what happened next. Pam threw the bag 
into the back seat of the car.

Doug paused the film and enlarged the image of the back 
seat. A brown sack rested on top of other bags.

“What Pam threw into the car has to be the Guiding 
Light,” John said. “It’s the right size and shape.”

Doug panned to the driver. “Get a look at the girl in the 
car. She is not our Annetta. She’s too big, too tall, too fat to be 
Annetta.”

“Then who the hell is she?” Leon asked.
Doug’s answer came in a growling whisper. “Don’t know 

yet.”
“The video isn’t over, Leon,” John said. “Let it play, Dougy.”
Moments after the drop was made, the car in the photo 

drove away. It was just a little after eight a.m.
Leon thought the interesting part was over. It wasn’t. The 

bug-eye captured a second brown car. It parked in the same 
spot. “What the hell is going on?”

“This driver looks like our Annetta,” Doug said. “Can’t be 
certain with the picture quality, but it sure does look like her.”

“I’ll be damned,” Leon said. “So does this clear Annetta? 
Do you think she’s innocent?”

“Maybe so,” Doug told him. “Look at the time. It was 
when Annetta called to tell us something was wrong. And it 
looks like she’s on her PD.”

Leon bit his nails. Too nervous to stay still, he paced back 
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and forth. “I’ll be damned. Then who the hell was driving the 
first car?”

“Calm down, Leon,” Doug said. “We’ll figure out who she 
is. The cops are still working on the photos. They think they can 
get the images to look better. And, if we need to, we can risk 
using military equipment. Last resort, but the option is there.”

Someone pounded on the audiovisual room door. Leon 
nearly jumped out of his skin. “There’s a guy out there!”

“It’s okay,” Doug said, “he’s a loyal. Same cop who dropped 
off the cleaned up bug photos.”

Leon was standing, so he opened the door.
The officer peered into the room. “Pastor. Gentlemen.”
“What can we do for you, Son?” Doug asked.
“General, you know the substance you asked us to analyze? 

The stuff covering the bug-eye?”
Before Doug had a chance to speak, John said, “Yes, we 

know. Well? What of it?”
“It was ketchup, Senator.”
“Ketchup? Is this a dumb-ass joke?”
“No … no joke, Senator Rineburg. It was ketchup,” the 

officer said. “Anything else you need us to do?”
A growl flooded John’s voice. “How much clearer can you 

get these crappy images?”
“We, we have people working on it right now, Senator.” 
Leon noticed a quiver in the young officer’s voice.
Doug spoke in slow, calm words. “Son, how many copies 

of these pictures exist?”
“Just two. The set that you have and the other one we are 

working with. The one here is the copy.”
“Good,” Doug said, “don’t make more copies or send 
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the files electronically anywhere. Nothing on WorldLink. 
Nothing sent on PD. Understand?”

“Yes, General.”
John said, “The most important thing is to identify the 

woman who is driving the first car—the tall, fat bitch.”
“Understood, Senator. I’ll go back to the station and see if 

I can help out.” Fear filled the young man’s eyes.
Doug smiled at the policeman. “Thank you, Son. Good 

work.”
“Thank you, General.” The officer spun around and 

hurried away.
“Good kid,” Doug said.
John twitched in his seat. “Let’s hope they can get the fat 

witch identified. Leon, I take it Annetta has arrived?”
“She has. I locked her in the break room for now. She looks 

relieved to be here. Not really the kind of response to expect 
if she was lying.”

“I wonder if she knows the driver of the other car?” John 
said. “Maybe the two of them are in it together.”

Leon had doubts. “But it still doesn’t explain why she’d be 
so comfortable being here.”

“Did you get her PD?” Doug asked. “If she filmed things 
around her like we told her to, we may get some clues. 
Maybe we’ll see someone suspicious besides our conspicuous 
surveillance team.”

“Got it right here.” Leon handed Annetta’s personal device 
to Doug.

While Doug fiddled with Annetta’s personal device, 
Mitch, who had been sitting quietly, spoke up. “We have 
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another matter to take care of. Mary Kronvelt is scheduled to 
be brought to justice next week. We need to call it off.”

John’s lips twisted into a snarl. “We can’t let a setback 
divert us from our tasks. That murderess must die. We can’t 
keep putting things off. Now is the time for action.”

Mitch leaned forward in his chair. “John, we don’t 
know who has the Guiding Light. We don’t know if it’s one 
person or a hundred. We don’t know the thief’s motives. 
We need to focus on two things. First, we need to be 
careful not to make the Guiding Light look like a living 
document. Second—”

“Living document?” Leon asked. “Mitch, what … what do 
you mean?”

“Mary Kronvelt’s name is in the Guiding Light,” Mitch 
said. “Hers is the first name on the justice execution list. If 
she dies, whoever has the document will know someone is 
making the events written in it come to pass.”

“Many things in the document have already happened,” 
Leon said.

“Yes, but those things happened before our Guiding Light 
disappeared. If Mary Kronvelt dies—”

Leon raised a shaking hand. “I get it, Mitch. I get it. Her 
death would come after the document was stolen.”

John looked ill. “Mitch is right. We have to call off the 
Kronvelt execution.”

Leon didn’t like it, but they had no choice. “I agree. Delay 
the execution.”

Doug said, “I agree as well.”
“Okay, it’s done,” John told them. “I sent a message to the 

Justice Group: postpone Mary Kronvelt’s death sentence.”
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“So what’s the second thing you were going so say, Mitch?” 
Leon asked.

“We need to strictly monitor communications. Not 
just for certain individuals like Senator Sandra Pettock, but 
all communications. If anyone transmits information in the 
Guiding Light by any mechanism, we need to know about it.”

“We’re already doing what we can,” Doug said. “After I 
learned Pettock pissed when she saw the document, I ordered 
additional scans of all electronic transmissions. But those 
damned privacy laws make it difficult. Anyway, my loyals 
came up with creative ways to tie buzzwords to Toxic Sphere. 
No one dares question anything connected to Toxic Sphere, so 
we’re able to scoot around the privacy laws a bit. And as soon 
as I heard we lost the Guiding Light, I ordered my people to 
set up additional surveillance parameters. All of this is easier 
with foreign transmissions, though.”

“Why’s that, Dougy?” Leon asked.
“When it comes to foreigners, all bets are off. No privacy 

laws. I can order our people to monitor anything. And we are 
doing just that. Have been for a couple of weeks, since the 
Pettock thing.”

“That’s good,” Leon said.
“But there’s a downside to foreign monitoring,” Doug told 

them. “If a foreign transmission is encrypted, we can’t tell 
what was transmitted. Often, we can tell whose encryption 
system it is, but we can’t see or hear what was sent unless we 
break the code. On the domestic side, we have access to the 
encryption protocols for national security reasons, so we can 
see and hear exactly what was transmitted.”

Leon felt on the edge of panic. “Dougy, if I understand what 



C. N. SKY

S 182 S

you’re saying, Domataree spies could transmit something about 
the Guiding Light, but we wouldn’t know. Am I right?”

“That would be right. And it’s not only Domataland. 
Sohn-Sur, Visstel, and even po-dunk countries like Fewwok 
and Fletchia have decent protocols. But the good news is, 
we haven’t seen an uptick in foreign transmissions since the 
Guiding Light went missing.”

“Good work, Dougy,” Mitch said. “John, we also need to 
take advantage of our internal security structures to search 
for the Guiding Light. I’m thinking about organizations 
like the National Police, local police, border guards, and 
transportation security.”

“Already on it, Mitch,” John was quick to say. “Much of 
what our loyals are doing is technically against the law, but 
some of our techniques … let’s just say it would be hard for 
people to know we’re watching them. When Andecco scrum 
Fullerby returned from New Cadona last week, we scanned 
him at the airport. I could count the holes in his underwear. 
He didn’t seem to suspect a thing.”

“Fullerby!” Leon said. “That scrum is on the fast track to 
Hell. He drove me nuts in New Cadona. Everywhere I went, 
there he was, like a bad case of diarrhea.”

“Leon,” John said, “I must say you handled him well. 
Especially at Governor Addison’s fundraiser. First time I’ve 
seen Fullerby speechless.”

Leon’s mood rose. It wasn’t every day someone could shut 
Fullerby’s big mouth.

“Gentlemen,” Mitch said, “let’s get back to work.”
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“Two messages from Pastor Walzelesskii in one day,” 
Bob Fullerby said to himself. Bob leaned back in his 

wobbly chair and looked out the window of his cramped, 
eighty-sixth floor apartment. “What are you up to, young 
Mark?”

The first call was about the document drop at Hatchets 
Bar. Mark knew something had gone wrong, but he didn’t 
know where the document was or who had it. Neither did 
Bob. Only one scenario made sense: the girl in the first car 
was not working for Pastor Leon Walls or the Back-to-Basics 
Club, but somehow she learned about the drop. For reasons 
unknown, she wanted to steal the document. Mark’s second 
call was about fuzzy pictures related to the Drop Case. Since 
Mark wasn’t skilled at photo enhancement, he wanted Bob’s 
help. Any number of people could do the cleanup. Why did 
Mark want him to do it? Was it because Mark trusted him? Or 
did Mark have some sinister purpose?

It still could be a trap. Bob knew he had to be ready for 
anything. He unpacked the new equipment he had purchased 
at a technology store: a simple and inexpensive computer. 
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He didn’t need anything fancy to enhance photos. Sure, it 
would’ve been easier to use Andecco News Service computers, 
but Bob wasn’t going to take any chances. Anything could 
happen. Maybe Mark would slip in an electronic virus. When 
dealing with the True Followers of God Church or the Back-
to-Basics Club, it was impossible to be too careful. They had 
much at their disposal: the police, military, and intelligence 
agencies. Bob wished he could tell Angela, Kever, and Rona 
that Mark was his inside informant on the Drop Case. His 
team members were clever. They’d have many insights. Bob, 
however, needed to protect his team. And Pastor Walzelesskii. 
The fewer people who knew, the better. His contact had access 
to those holding the keys to the new power rising in Cadona. 
That made Mark Walzelesskii potentially dangerous as well as 
valuable. And vulnerable.

Bob’s meeting with Mark was still a few hours away. 
He couldn’t do anything but wait, so he might as well get 
something else done. Bob didn’t want to. The Drop Case was 
far too interesting. He set aside his new computer and pulled 
his old one out of his worn, brown briefcase. It was time to see 
what President Demnar Tarish was up to in Domataland. Oh 
where, oh where was Tarish’s Goodwill Ship.

A buzzer sounded. It was Bob’s personal device alarm. 
Time to leave. He didn’t want to be late for his meeting with 
Mark Walzelesskii. Bob pushed his new computer into his 
briefcase and headed out the door. His destination was near a 
bus stop in the Hillside District, a nice suburb of Cadona City. 
Not an especially wealthy area, but it had a low crime rate and 
no looming skyscrapers. Mark had chosen the meeting spot: 
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Hubber’s Tea House. Bob had never heard of the restaurant. 
Since Hillside neighborhoods seldom generated news, he had 
no reason to venture into those areas.

Bob boarded a train. The commuter rail would take him 
most of the way. He closed his eyes as the train zoomed through 
bad areas of the city. Right now, he preferred to remember the 
neighborhoods the way they used to be before rot and decay 
took them. The downfall was sudden, a matter of only a few 
years. The saddest part: Cadona City wasn’t alone. The same 
deterioration infected every city in Cadona.

His stop was close now. Bob looked out the window. He was 
glad he did. Little yards and gardens circled quaint, postage-
stamp homes. Rows of narrow townhouses snaked around 
gentle hills. As soon as Bob stepped off the train, the scent of 
evergreen found his nose, and the rustle of leaves caught his 
ear. He hopped onto a bus. It would take him within blocks 
of Hubber’s Tea House. The sun still shone in the sky when 
he arrived, but it hung at a steep angle. Trees cast peaceful 
shadows over grass, flowers, and youthful vegetable plants.

The walk to the restaurant was not long—just a few blocks 
along tree-lined sidewalks. From the street, Hubber’s Tea 
House looked like a nice place. It was in a single-story wing 
protruding from a four-story building. Hubber’s dark gray 
walls contrasted with the white sides of the main structure. 
A pebble path swung across a fairy-tale lawn filled with flashy 
spring flowers, dark evergreen shrubs, and moss-covered 
stones. The wing containing the restaurant was not as broad 
as the main building, leaving room for several regal trees and 
rich, ankle-length grass.

Bob drew a relaxing breath as he strolled to the entrance. 
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It was wonderful to know gardens still existed outside of 
places like Capital Plaza. Here, rank-and-file city dwellers 
could enjoy living beauty. Spots like this were fading from the 
memories of many people.

Soft darkness greeted him as he walked inside the empty 
waiting area.

A young man appeared. “Good afternoon, sir. Please take 
a seat anywhere you’d like.”

Bob stepped into the first section of the restaurant. Heavy 
furniture made of dark, polished wood lined two sides of a 
narrow walkway. It reminded Bob of an old-fashioned train 
car. The luxury kind. Flower-shaped lamps hung on brushed 
metal chains from a low ceiling. At the bottom of raised 
booths, rows of tiny, dim lights showed patrons where to 
step. Diners, speaking in hushed voices, filled only a few of 
the tables.

So far, no sign of Mark.
The narrow dining area opened into a large, square 

room. The same types of raised booths lined the walls. Huge 
wooden tables filled the room’s center. Patrons sat in some of 
the booths, but all of the center tables were empty.

Mark was not there, either.
A sign made of twisted, black wrought iron was 

mounted above a door at the back of the room. Amber 
lights outlined the single word: patio. Bob walked out the 
door. It opened into the spring freshness of the outside air. 
Picnic benches and traditional patio furniture sat along the 
wall. Tall space heaters provided a little extra warmth, 
for evening was drawing near. A long awning ran along 
the edge of the building. Flowerpots and soft lights hung 
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beneath the pale cover. The edge of the awning didn’t 
quite reach the tall wooden fence that enclosed the patio. 
Tangles of vines clung to the rustic boards, and plants with 
leggy f lowers and generous leaves lined the borders. Tree 
branches arched overhead—a living umbrella. Though Bob 
heard traffic, the thickness of the vegetation and the tall 
fence muffled rumbling engines.

A middle-aged couple dined at a table near the door. Bob 
didn’t see anyone else.

Then, at the back end of the patio, Bob spotted Mark. He 
was already seated and drinking from a bowl-shaped cup. A 
white teapot sat on the table. As Bob approached, he saw a 
satchel. It was the same one Mark had with him when he met 
Mark in Capital Plaza the previous day. A thick, old book sat 
flipped open on the tabletop.

Mark looked up. The kid seemed happy to see him. 
Mark stood and reached across the table to shake Bob’s 
hand. “Mr. Fullerby, thank you for coming. Please, sir, 
have a seat.” They sat down. Mark said, “I wasn’t sure what 
you’d want, so I didn’t order anything in advance. I just 
got some herbal tea. No caffeine. It quiets the mind. I need 
that in the evenings.”

“I can understand,” Bob said. “The tea smells good.”
The aroma evoked memories of a hot drink Bob had long 

ago. He recalled trekking for hours under a scorching desert 
sun in the Sohn-Suran interior. As night fell, the temperature 
plummeted. Bob shivered in the chill, so he huddled close to a 
tiny campfire burning near his tent. While he sat there warming 
his hands, he gazed out across a wide, open, dry landscape 
dotted with rocky outcroppings of both dark and pale stones. 
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Far away from the grind, noise, and filth of Sohn-Sur’s teeming 
coasts, the stars and moon sparkled as the heavens darkened. 
The earth shimmered against the blackening sky. The fragrance 
of desert plants blew through the air. He recalled the face of the 
beautiful Sohn-Suran woman who got down on her knees and 
handed him a cup of aromatic tea.

“Would you like something to drink, sir?” a Cadonan 
voice said.

Bob was no longer in Sohn-Sur. Nor was he the youthful 
reporter from his potent memory. A middle-aged waitress 
hovered over him. Was he blushing like some love-struck 
teenager? “Oh, yes, sorry, I was lost in thought.”

She laughed. “No problem, sir. It happens to a lot of people 
who come here.”

“I’m sure it does, ma’am. This place is quite relaxing,” Bob 
said. “I would like the same kind of tea my friend is having, 
please.”

“It’s avavarian tea,” the waitress said. “It’s made from 
desert plants. Famous for its soothing properties. Here’s a 
menu.” She then described the specials.

The waitress walked away.
Mark closed the big, aged book and pushed it aside. 
Bob studied him. The young man’s face revealed deep 

joy punctuated by recent worry. “This is a wonderful place, 
Pastor Walzelesskii.”

“I’m glad you like it, Mr. Fullerby. I like it a lot.”
Bob sensed Mark had much to say. “Please, Pastor, go 

ahead and talk while I look at the menu. I’m fairly efficient at 
multitasking. What can I do for you?”
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“I’ve learned more about the document,” Mark said. “It’s 
called the Guiding Light. It contains Back-to-Basics goals. Why 
it’s considered a secret, I don’t know. In any case, something 
went wrong. It would seem the document has disappeared.”

“How did you learn this?”
“Remember me telling you about a girl who was going to 

Hatchets Bar to pick up the document?”
“Yes, I remember,” Bob said.
“Well, Mr. Fullerby, I talked to her about it.”
“What did she say happened?”
“Three women were supposed to give the Guiding Light 

to her. The girl was going to take it to New Cadona. The three 
women never showed.”

Bob peered at Mark from above the menu. “What do you 
know about this girl?”

“Her name is Annetta Longstreet. She’s a True Followers 
member, and she belongs to the Back-to-Basics youth group. She’s 
from New Cadona. I’m not sure why she’s here in Cadona City.”

“Do you know her well?”
“No, not very.”
“Why did she tell you about the document?” Bob asked.
Mark was about to answer when the waitress returned to 

take their orders. She also brought Bob the avavarian tea and 
added more hot water to Mark’s teapot. After the waitress 
walked away, Mark said, “My dad told me Annetta was in 
trouble. Someone was following her. I picked her up. She was 
scared. She thought someone was following her because of the 
Guiding Light. I asked her what it was. She told me.”

“Pastor Walzelesskii, if Annetta was in trouble, why did 
you pick her up yourself instead of calling the police?”
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Mark took a sip of tea. “Good question. Where I picked her 
up, it’s a good distance from the True Followers headquarters. 
I don’t know why I didn’t call the police. My dad told me to 
pick her up and drive her to our headquarters so she would be 
safe. I never really thought about it. Dad eventually did call 
the police though.”

“When?”
“After I picked up Annetta. Two vehicles tailed us. 

Annetta told me they were the same ones that had been 
following her. Since it was a long drive to the headquarters, 
I was worried. The cars were right behind us, so I took 
Annetta to a coffee shop. I thought she’d be safer inside 
where there were people around. Whoever was following 
us, they were still watching, even after we went in. I told 
Annetta to call my dad. He called me back a little later and 
told me the police were on their way to the coffee shop.”

“Did you get a good look at the cars? Did you see the 
drivers?”

“That’s why I need help, Mr. Fullerby. I took some pics 
while driving and some from the coffee shop. The quality isn’t 
very good. I thought maybe you could clean them up.”

Mark handed him a slip disk. Bob set up his newly 
purchased computer and placed the disk into a dash slot. 
Images flashed on the viewplane. A picture of a face caught 
Bob’s eye. The young woman in the image was a dead ringer 
for the driver of the second car to arrive at Hatchets Bar. The 
girl Kever referred to as a looker. The one driving the Cavalier.

Bob turned the monitor so Mark could see it. “Is this 
Annetta Longstreet?”

“It is.”
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“Pretty girl,” Bob said.
“Yes, she is. And she’s scared as well.”
Bob saved pictures of Annetta onto his new computer. 

Later, he would have Rona do a facial compare with the face 
his team captured on their bug-eyes.

The waitress brought appetizers. Bob worked on the 
photos and munched on food, but he felt Mark’s anxious eyes 
on him. “While I’m working on this,” Bob said, “could you tell 
me about the first time you called today?”

“Oh, yeah. Sure. This morning, after the Sunday Sunrise 
Service, my dad came to the True Followers headquarters. 
I saw him when he arrived. I could tell he was upset, but 
he wouldn’t tell me what was wrong. He said Senator John 
Rineburg was coming to see him. When Senator Rineburg 
arrived, Senator Mitch Fischer and General Willirman were 
with him. These are the same men who were talking with my 
dad when I first learned about this thing at Hatchets Bar.”

Mark took a few bites of salad and bread. He then said, 
“While serving the men coffee, I heard Senator Rineburg say 
a woman named Pam threw the document into the back seat 
of a car. Two other women were with Pam when she tossed it 
in. Unfortunately, I don’t remember their names. The three 
women must be from the church, though. Annetta said the 
ladies were True Followers.”

Bob was proud of his work at enhancing the pictures, 
but he wasn’t missing any of Mark’s words. The girl in the 
second car to arrive at Hatchets Bar was Annetta Longstreet. 
He now had a close-up photo of her. One of the three women 
involved in delivering the document was named Pam. This 
document was called the Guiding Light, and it contained 
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Back-to-Basics goals. Bob knew something else, something 
Mark didn’t know. Pam did throw the document into a car, 
but not Annetta Longstreet’s car. Still no clues, however, to 
explain the secrecy of this Guiding Light document. Still no 
clues to the identity of the driver in the first car.

“Okay, Pastor, here are some cleaned up photos,” Bob 
said. “Looks like the guys following you and Ms. Longstreet 
are young fellows.”

Mark studied the first image. His body stiffened. He 
scrolled to the next photo, and his eyes grew wide.

“Pastor Walzelesskii, is something wrong?”
“The guys, they look like the two policemen who escorted 

Annetta to the True Followers headquarters.”
“Are you sure?”
“You know, Mr. Fullerby, if just one driver looked like one 

of the officers, then I’d probably think it was a coincidence. 
But both of them?”

“Maybe the police had reason to be watching Annetta,” 
Bob said, “which would put them in the area when your father 
called the authorities.”

“She’s an innocent, young girl, Mr. Fullerby. Why would 
the police be watching her?”

“I don’t know, Pastor. I don’t know anything about her.”
After a pause, Mark said, “We have policemen who work 

part time at the True Followers headquarters and our film 
studio. But only for security. They don’t … they only do 
security. And these two officers don’t look familiar.” Mark 
nibbled on a beet and then said, “Mr. Fullerby, this is very 
important to me, do you know what happened to the Guiding 
Light document? I mean, truthfully.”
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“No, I don’t, Pastor. I don’t know who has it. I don’t know 
where it is.” Technically, Bob wasn’t lying, but he also wasn’t 
telling Mark everything. That was his job. He protected his 
work and his sources. Perhaps it was the reason Mark chose to 
come to him for help.

The waitress returned with the main course. After she 
walked away, Bob asked, “Pastor, do you want me to work on 
more pictures?”

Mark nodded.
Bob worked on the images while Mark picked at his meal.
“Rundell!” Mark said.
“What?”
“Rundell. That’s the name of the tall officer with the 

dark hair. I can’t remember the name of the other officer, the 
muscular, blond one.” Mark tapped his fork against the plate. 
“Mr. Fullerby, there must be something extremely important 
in the Guiding Light document. Something so important that 
my father felt they had to sneak it out of town. He must think 
somebody is going to … I don’t know … see something secret. 
My dad is always paranoid about spies. He’s always afraid some 
enemy is watching. These men he works with, they’re the same 
way. If Annetta is right and this is a goals document for the 
Back-to-Basics Club, why would it need to be secret?”

“Pastor, there’s nothing illegal about sneaking a document 
out of town.”

“No, the action itself isn’t illegal,” Mark said, “but what 
would prompt someone to do it? To feel they had to?”

“Have you considered asking your father?”
Mark fidgeted in his seat. “Yes, but, well, I’m not sure I’d 

get a straight answer.”
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“Do you think he would lie?”
“Not lie. But, like you, he wouldn’t tell me the whole 

story. His usual response is that he wants me to sit in on his 
meetings with Senator Rineburg, Senator Fischer, and General 
Willirman so I can learn what’s going on. But I don’t want to. 
I’m afraid the same thing will happen to me that’s happened to 
my father. I’m afraid I’d end up tangled in politics.”

Sometimes one had to get in bed with the enemy to learn 
his secrets. Bob, however, felt Mark wasn’t ready for such a 
dramatic step. “Well, Pastor, maybe you could learn more 
from the girl, Annetta Longstreet. She already told you quite 
a bit. Sounds like she’s willing to spill her guts to you.”

“She already told me everything she knows.”
“Did she say what she was planning to do with the 

document once she got it?” Bob asked.
“No, just that she was going to take it with her to New 

Cadona.”
“Did she say whom she was going to give it to once she got 

there? Or was it another secret drop?”
“She didn’t say. I could ask her that,” Mark said.
Bob rotated the viewplane so Mark could see it. “Here are 

more cleaned up photos.”
Mark looked through them. “The more pictures I see, the 

more I’m convinced the two officers who picked up Annetta 
are the drivers of the cars who were following her.”

“Do you want the enhanced photos?” Bob asked. “There 
should be plenty of room on your slip disk.”

“Sure, thanks, Mr. Fullerby.”
Bob copied the pictures and returned the slip disk to Mark. 

“Pastor Walzelesskii, I’ll pick up dinner. Excellent choice of a 
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restaurant. Is there anything else you want to tell me?”
“Thank you, Mr. Fullerby. I can’t think of anything else. 

If I learn something new, I’ll let you know. But I’ll pick up the 
tab. You did a lot of work on these photos.”

“Okay, I’ll take you up on the offer, Pastor.” Bob packed 
his equipment. “Hope you enjoy your evening. Thanks for 
dinner.”

“Nice kid,” Bob said to himself as he headed to the bus 
stop. “He paid for my meal without boasting about his wealth. 
He’s trying to spare my humble feelings.” Bob also acquired a 
pile of new information. It would be a busy night.
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Chapt e r  13

Smoke of Bezgog

Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, March 26, Year 1007 EE
8:00 p.m.

After Bob Fullerby left Hubber’s Tea House, Pastor Mark 
Walzelesskii tried to make sense of events surrounding 

the strange document called the Guiding Light. He filled his 
teacup. What on earth had his dad gotten himself into? A shot 
of panic filled him. Annetta! She left with the guys who were 
following her! She did send him a message. She said she made 
it to the True Followers headquarters. Was Annetta really 
okay? He called her. No answer. He called his father. No an-
swer. Mark knew he wouldn’t rest until he was sure Annetta 
was all right. He paid the bill and raced to the True Followers 
compound. The guards at the gate stood at attention as he 
drove in. Mark hated when they did that. He didn’t do any-
thing to earn such respect.

Mark hurried to Leon’s office. His father wasn’t there.
“Good evening, Pastor Walzelesskii,” an unfamiliar voice 

said.
Mark swung around. Three Cadona City policemen stood 

in the hallway. The two who had escorted Annetta were not 
among them.

“Officers, do you know where my father is?”
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“Yes, sir. He’s in the audiovisual room with Senator 
Rineburg, Senator Fischer, and General Willirman.”

“Thanks!” Mark rushed down the hall.
The door to the audiovisual room was locked. Mark was 

about to unlock it when it opened. Leon stood there. His father’s 
eyes were rimmed in red. Sweat glistened on his pale face.

“Dad, are you all right? What’s going on?”
“Yes, I’m fine. We’re just finishing up some work.”
Mark glanced into the dark room. A smile curled the ends 

of Mitch’s lips, but a pout twisted Doug’s. John shot Mark an 
angry look.

“Care to join us, Son?” Leon asked. Weariness filled 
Leon’s voice.

Mark heard John growl. Mark ignored him. And his 
father’s question.

“Dad, Annetta Longstreet. Where is she? Is she okay?”
“Should be.”
“Dad, where is she?”
“In the break room. Mark, why don’t you join—”
Mark didn’t have time to argue with his father. He trotted 

down the hall to the break room. The door was locked. He 
knocked. “Annetta, are you in there?”

“Pastor Walzelesskii, is that you?” he heard Annetta say.
“Yes. Annetta, are you okay?”
“Yes, but I’m locked in. I’m scared.”
“May I come in?”
“Please! I’m scared.”
Mark opened the door. Annetta was sitting on the sofa. Black 

eye makeup smudged her face. She held a crumpled tissue. He 
rushed in. “Annetta! You’ve been crying. What’s going on?”
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“I don’t know. Your father told me to stay in here so I’d 
be safe. He locked the door and left. He never came back. No 
one did. He took my PD and there isn’t a comm-node in here, 
so I couldn’t call anyone.”

Mark shut the door and sat on the couch. “Annetta, 
have you been locked in here alone all this time? Since the 
policemen brought you here?”

“Yes.” Tears streamed down her face. “Is your father okay?”
“Yes, he’s okay, but he’s working really hard. You said he 

took your PD?”
She nodded as she wiped tears from her cheeks.
“Did he say why he wanted it?”
“He asked me to film what was going on around me while 

I was waiting for you to pick me up. He thought it might help 
figure out who was following me. But I haven’t heard anything 
since.” Annetta pressed the tissue to her eyes. “Do you know 
what happened to the Guiding Light?”

“I don’t.”
“Do you know why someone was following me?”
“No.”
“Mark, what’s happening?”
“I really don’t know. But let’s see if we can figure it out.”
“Okay,” Annetta said.
“What were you going to do with the document when you 

got to New Cadona?”
“I was going to give it to Governor Addison’s aide.”
“Do you know this aide?” Mark asked.
Annetta blushed. “Yes, his name is Sam Crispe. He’s my 

boyfriend.”
“Boyfriend? I’m jealous.”
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The flush in her cheeks brightened.
“Annetta, what was Sam going to do with the document 

after you gave it to him?”
“Give it to Governor Addison. Governor Addison is going 

to speak at the True Followers University for the kickoff of the 
spring unit. Sam was going to give it to him after the speech.”

“What was Governor Addison planning to do with it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you know why it just couldn’t go through the mail or 

be sent by PD?”
“No, I just know it’s extremely important, and if bad 

people got their hands on it, it could ruin our plans.”
“What plans?”
“I don’t know.”
“Did my dad say how long he was going to keep you locked 

in here?”
“No, he said it was to keep me safe. Mark, am I in trouble?”
“I don’t see why you would be. My father didn’t tell you 

anything else?”
“No, he just said I’d be safe in here.”
Mark felt a rare rush of anger. His jaw clenched. What 

the heck was his dad doing? Locking this poor girl in here all 
this time! Then Mark recalled how tired and stressed Leon 
looked. What was his father doing to himself? Mark stood up 
and paced in the small room. Anger grew with each step.

“Mark, what’s wrong?”
His anger frightened her. He didn’t want it to. Mark tried 

to calm himself.
“None of this makes sense, Annetta. I’m going to talk to 

my father. I’ll be back in a minute.”



C. N. SKY

S 200 S

“Please don’t leave me in here alone!”
“Annetta, I’ll come back. I have to find out what my father 

knows.”
Mark heard Annetta’s sobs as he left the break room. 

Although doubt filled him, so did worry. He made sure the 
door was locked in case she truly was in danger.

Mark took a deep breath before knocking on the door 
to the audiovisual room. He felt like pounding on it, but he 
restrained the force of his punch.

Leon opened the door.
“Dad, I was just talking to Annetta. She said you locked her in 

the break room right after she got here. She said no one had checked 
in on her since. Why did you do it? Why is she in danger?” Mark felt 
a twitch in his jaw muscles. He hoped Leon didn’t notice.

“She’s safe in there,” Leon said.
“Safe from what? From whom?” Mark struggled to 

suppress rage in his voice.
“From her.” Leon pointed to a fuzzy photo on the wall 

monitor.
Mark saw a picture of a chubby woman. The image was 

blurry, so he couldn’t pick out features, but he did see she had 
long, light hair. Based on her height relative to the brown car 
behind her, she appeared tall.

“Who is she?” Mark asked.
“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Leon said.
“Why do you think the woman in the picture is a threat to 

Annetta?” It didn’t make sense. Mark grew more perturbed.
“It’s a long story, Son. But trust me, the woman in the 

photo is a threat.”
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“Why? What has she done?”
“She’s trying to undermine us,” Leon said.
“Undermine whom? Annetta?”
“Our whole movement, Son. This is a very serious matter 

for us.”
“If you don’t know who she is, how do you know she’s 

dangerous? And what does this have to do with locking 
Annetta in the break room?”

“Mark, listen, Annetta is safer in there than anywhere else 
she can be.” Leon’s voice feigned fatherly concern.

“Why not let the police protect her?” Mark asked.
“We can’t trust the police,” another voice said. It was 

General Douglass Willirman. “The officers you see here at 
the compound are okay, but many others cannot be trusted.”

“What makes you think they can’t be trusted? What did 
they do?” Mark asked.

“Son,” Leon said, “it’s a long story. If you had been 
attending our meetings like I asked you to, you’d know these 
things.”

Mark shook his head. “Dad, something’s not right.”
Then Mark sensed a powerful presence. It wasn’t supposed 

to be there. The intruder had a purpose. It knew what it wanted. 
Mark had felt it a couple of times before, but this time the feeling 
was especially potent. The feeling was one of pervasive, putrid 
evil. Tingling fear swept through Mark. He almost, but not 
quite, saw and smelled the unholy entity. It straddled reality and 
the shadow world, remaining just a hair’s breadth out of visual 
range. In the form of toxic gray smoke, it swirled and churned 
in the audiovisual room. From this choking mist, figures 
formed—human stick figures in monstrous permutations. 
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Spinning and curling, the figures melted back into the flowing, 
rancid vapors before coalescing again.

Mark recalled the last time he had seen the gray haze. 
It hovered around Senator John Rineburg. It shrouded John 
now as well, but this time Mark saw its source: Senator Mitch 
Fischer. It poured from Senator Fischer as if his body was a 
conduit, a link to Bezgog’s deadly realm. Mark closed his eyes. 
When he opened them, the smoke was still there, laughing at 
him. It controlled the men in the audiovisual room; even his 
father was in its grasp.

Annetta! He had almost forgotten. Mark knew he would 
be powerless to stop the smoke if it tried to possess her. He 
had to get her out, along with his father.

“Mark, are you going to join us or not?” Leon asked. A 
hideous shape rose from the vapors. In the dim light of the 
audiovisual room, it loomed over Leon’s tired body.

“If you’re not going to come in, then shut the damn door. 
We have work to do,” John said.

Mark ignored John’s words. “Dad, you look tired. Why 
don’t you leave? Get some rest. Let’s grab a bite to eat. Let 
these gentlemen deal with … whatever it is you’re doing.”

“Son, I can’t leave. I’m needed here. Go ahead and take 
care of Annetta.” Leon tossed a glance at the other men in 
the room. “I think we can safely assume she’s innocent of 
wrongdoing.”

Mitch and Doug nodded. John didn’t object.
“Wrongdoing?” Mark asked. “I thought she was here for 

her own protection. Not for doing something wrong.”
A deep sigh flowed from Leon’s throat. “Son, why don’t 

you take Annetta home? She’s probably tired.”
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“Dad, I don’t think it’s safe for her to go back to her house 
after what happened.”

“Mark, I wasn’t suggesting you take her to her house. I 
meant for you to take her to yours. It’s guarded. You can 
protect her there.”

“Dad, I’m a single man who lives alone. I’m a pastor. It’s 
not appropriate.”

“What’s the matter with you, kid?” Doug asked. “Can’t get 
much better looking than Annetta Longstreet.”

Leon looked at Mark with hopeful eyes. Mark ignored 
Doug’s comment and Leon’s wishful expression. “Dad, why 
don’t you take her home? You’re married. Mom is there. It 
would be more appropriate.”

“What’s the matter, Pastor Walzelesskii?” John said. 
“Don’t you like girls?”

Mark ignored that remark as well.
Leon grumbled and shook his head. “Listen, Mark. Do 

whatever you think is best for Annetta. You can still stay for 
our discussion if you want, and take care of Annetta after we 
finish up.”

Mark considered staying. Perhaps he could find a way to 
protect his father. But what if the smoke took him as well? 
And what about Annetta? “Dad, come on, let’s go. You look 
exhausted. Mom’s going to be worried.”

“Son, we can catch up later. I’m needed here. I’m not 
leaving. Go. Take care of Annetta.”

“Dad, please. I’m worried about your health. Let’s get out 
of here.”

The foul presence in the room was tiring of Mark. Angry 
faces formed from the swirling smoke.
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John twisted in his seat. “For God’s sake, Pastor 
Walzelesskii—”

Leon raised a hand. John stopped talking.
“Mark,” Leon said, “stay or go. Right now. Decide. We’ve 

got work to do.”
Mark would make no progress here. The intruder’s power 

was too strong. “Okay, I’ll take care of Annetta. But she said 
she gave you her PD. She’ll need it.”

“She can have it back,” Doug said. “We got what we 
needed from it. Looks clean. Nothing suspicious.” He handed 
Annetta’s personal device to Leon, and Leon gave it to Mark.

“Remember, Son,” Leon said, “we are fighting a great 
evil.”

Mark’s heart ached as he backed away and shut the door. 
He left his father in the audiovisual room. It was the hardest 
thing Mark had ever done. Fighting a great evil? The greatest 
evil was locked in the room with his dad, and Leon didn’t 
even know it.
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Chapt e r  14

Falling Down World

“If we lose compassion and respect for other forms of life, then we as a 
species lose everything.”

Pastor Mark Walzelesskii
True Followers of God Church

Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, March 26, Year 1007 EE
8:30 p.m.

Mark hurried back to the break room. “Annetta, may I 
come in?”

“Mark?”
“Yes, may I come in?” He tried to wash the worry from his 

words.
Her voice quivered. “Please! I’m scared.”
He opened the door and walked inside.
“Thank goodness you came back,” she said. “I was afraid 

I’d be here all night.”
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“I spoke with my dad. He said to take you someplace else. 
Someplace more comfortable, but still safe.”

“Yes, please,” Annetta said. “I don’t know why, but I 
feel scared in here. Sounds crazy, doesn’t it? Scared in the 
True Followers headquarters. It’s probably the safest place on 
earth.”

Mark sought his best pastor’s voice. “Well, Annetta, evil 
attacks hardest that which stands strongest against it.” He gave 
Annetta a confident smile, but his soul bled. His father was in 
trouble.

“Where do you think I should go?” Annetta asked.
Mark had made up his mind, but he didn’t want to tell her 

here. “Let’s talk about it for a while,” he said.
Policemen and security guards jumped to their feet as 

Mark and Annetta headed toward the exit. “Have a good 
evening, Pastor,” one of them said.

Mark noticed how tired they looked. “Good night, 
gentlemen. Don’t work too late.”

“We won’t,” one lied. Mark knew they would be hanging 
around for quite some time. So would Leon.

Annetta and Mark stepped outside into the night. She 
closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. “It smells so good.”

“It does,” Mark said. “Many things are growing. It smells 
of spring. Fragrant with new life.”

She took another deep breath. “It must have been nice long 
ago, when there were trees and parks all over town. Some of 
the old pictures are so beautiful.”

“Yes, I bet it was amazing.” Mark fished Annetta’s personal 
device from his pocket. “Oh, Annetta, here’s your PD.”
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“Thanks for getting it back,” she said. Light from security 
lamps twinkled in her big eyes.

He opened the door of his red convertible. Annetta 
climbed inside. A tingle ran through Mark’s belly. For the 
quickest of moments, Mark imagined Annetta was climbing 
into his car for a different reason: she was his girl. Mark 
trembled. He forced the vision from his mind. Annetta 
was getting into his car because he had to protect her from 
many things. From evil. From the mysterious Guiding 
Light. From his own father. And then there was Sam Crispe 
back in New Cadona. Annetta had already given her heart 
to someone. “Keep focused,” he told himself as he drove 
toward the exit.

Security guards saluted as Mark neared the gate.
“What’s it like being famous?” Annetta asked.
Mark smiled but then realized she wasn’t teasing. “Oh, 

I’m not famous, so I would have no idea.”
“Yes, you are. Everyone knows you. And you’re nice, too.”
“Thank you, Annetta. Being nice is a much bigger 

compliment than being famous.” The tingle returned.
After riding awhile, she asked, “Where are we going?”
He didn’t think it was safe to make plans for Annetta while 

they were in his car. It could be bugged. They needed to go 
someplace public. Mark then sighed. Maybe he was becoming 
paranoid like his dad. He glanced at Annetta’s pretty face. She 
was gazing at him. “Say, Annetta, are you hungry?”

“Starved! They just had junk food in the break room.”
“Want to get some dinner?” he asked.
“Yes, dinner sounds good.”
“Mind if I pick the place, Annetta?”
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“Not at all. Please pick.”
Mark gave her a smile. “Okay, I pick. If you want to fix 

your makeup, you can use the tissues in the glove box.”
“Oh, no! Do I look that bad?”
“No! No, of course not, Annetta. You look nice. You just 

look like you’ve been crying.”
She rushed to wipe dark streaks from her cheeks.

He pulled into a large parking lot. “Do you know this 
restaurant?” Mark asked.

Annetta peered out the window at the glowing, red sign. 
She read the name aloud. “Jacks and Timbers. Nope. Never 
heard of it. It must be popular. The parking lot’s packed. 
You’ve been here before?”

“Many times. There’s a reason so many people come here. 
The food is delicious.”

“You must like to eat. You know lots of places.”
“I do like to eat. Too much, unfortunately.” He tapped his 

belly.
“Oh, you’re skinny,” Annetta said. Concern then covered 

her face. “I don’t mean too skinny. You’re just right, actually.”
“Thank you.” Mark felt his heart thump. “You ready to go 

inside?”
She nodded.
A line queued through Jacks and Timbers’ large, dark, 

wooden lobby. Many faces stared at Mark when he and 
Annetta walked in. A woman said, “Hey, that man over there, 
isn’t that Pastor Walzelesskii?”

Someone else said, “I think you’re right.”
A murmur buzzed through the crowd. People gathered 
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around him. Many reached to shake his hand. Others asked 
for autographs. Mark signed napkins and the backs of people’s 
hands with a borrowed pen.

“Leave the poor fellow alone,” an elderly gentleman said.
When the buzz settled down, Mark noticed Annetta’s 

stare. Her face glowed.
A man with an apron tied around his waist appeared. Mark 

recognized him: Alex, the manager.
“Pastor Walzelesskii,” Alex said, “welcome. We have a 

table ready in the back. I can seat you and your companion 
right now.”

Mark glanced around. Annetta didn’t appear to be in 
danger at the moment. “Oh, no, thank you, Alex,” Mark told 
him. “It wouldn’t be right. We’ll wait our turn.”

“As you wish, Pastor,” Alex said. He walked away.
Then Mark overheard an older woman say to another lady, 

“Why, that Pastor Mark Walzelesskii, what a nice young man. 
So polite.”

The other woman said, “Who’s that girl he’s with? She’s so 
pretty! I always hoped my granddaughter would meet Pastor 
Mark. But he looks good with this pretty girl, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” the first woman said, “they make a nice couple, 
don’t they!”

The darned tingle in his belly again! Annetta was still 
staring at him. Something about the way she was watching … 
it was as if she saw his soul and read his thoughts. He diverted 
his attention to pictures hanging on the wall. Pictures of 
great trees in giant forests. Sights long gone from the real 
world. Such a tragedy that this beauty has been vanquished 
at the hands of humankind! Then he felt soothing warmth. 
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Annetta stood close to him. Too close. He leaned away, but he 
remained much too aware of her presence.

When their turn came at last, Alex led them to a quiet 
booth for two. The perfect place for a private conversation. 
Mark watched as Annetta slid across the soft cushion. She 
was a beautiful young woman. No question about that. Her 
bright blue eyes locked on his. For a moment, she stole his 
breath.

A rosy glow colored her cheeks. Her words gushed. “See, 
I told you you’re famous.”

“I’m not famous. My father is. I’m only famous because of 
him.”

“That still makes you famous, regardless.”
“Not in my own right, so it’s meaningless.”
A waitress took their order. After she left, Mark said, 

“Here’s my idea. You were on your way to New Cadona today, 
weren’t you?”

“Yes, I was going home. And back to college.”
“Good, I think you should go,” Mark told her. “Your next 

unit will be starting soon. You shouldn’t miss any classes.”
Pain formed lines on the smooth skin of Annetta’s pretty 

face. She flinched as if kicked. “You … you want to send me 
away? Now? With the Guiding Light missing? With all these 
troubles? You want me to go away?”

She fought to corral her emotions. She was trying to look 
strong. “Anyway, I can miss a few classes. It’s not a big deal.”

“Annetta, what about your friends? Your boyfriend?”
“It’s not like I’m going to be gone forever,” she said. “Just 

until this thing with the Guiding Light gets straightened 
out.”
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Mark sensed other motives. The Guiding Light wasn’t the 
only reason she wanted to stay. “Annetta, your future is there, 
in New Cadona. It’s where you need to be.”

Her lips trembled. She tried hard to hide it, but it looked 
as if her heart was crumbling before Mark’s eyes. She said, 
“But I don’t want to leave, not right now.”

“This city is not a good place to be, Annetta.” Mark 
pictured the rancid smoke in the audiovisual room. “Many 
terrible things are happening. It would be better for you to be 
in school, building your life.”

“You’re staying, aren’t you?” she asked.
“Yes, but Cadona City is my home. You belong in school, 

in New Cadona. I belong here.”
“Mark, why don’t you come with me? At least get me 

there.” Her face grimaced with embarrassment. She ran her 
slender fingers through her shiny hair. “I’m … I’m sorry. That 
was a stupid thing to say.”

“No, it wasn’t, Annetta, but I can’t leave. My father needs 
me.”

“I don’t want to leave either,” she said. “If you can stay, 
why can’t I? This is my fight, too.”

“At least think about it some more,” Mark said. “Now I 
have another question for you.”

Annetta’s eyes brightened. “What … what’s your question?”
Mark handed his personal device to her. “Annetta, do you 

know this woman?”
Annetta’s bright expression turned into a pout. She 

squinted as she studied the picture. “It’s blurry,” she said. “I 
may be able to make it clearer. Do you mind?”

“Not at all. Go for it,” Mark said. He decided he needed to 
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learn more about these kinds of things. Everyone seemed able 
to do it but him.

“There, it looks a little better now. But it’s still not good. 
Who is she?”

“So you don’t know her?” Mark asked.
“Not from this photo, I don’t. Why are you asking me 

about her? Is she someone special?”
“To my dad, apparently. Her picture was on the wall 

monitor in the audiovisual room back at the headquarters. 
My dad, Senator Rineburg, Senator Fischer, and General 
Willirman are trying to figure out who she is. Dad told me 
she is a danger to you.”

Annetta ran her fingers through her hair. “Mark, why 
would this woman be after me?”

“I have no idea.”
Annetta’s eyes grew wide. “There’s a brown car in the 

picture. Did she steal the Guiding Light?”
“I really don’t know, Annetta. I wish I did. But, Annetta, 

I really think going back to New Cadona and back to school is 
the best thing for you.”

Dinner arrived. Annetta ate in silence. Mark didn’t know 
what to do. His idyllic world, piece by piece, was falling 
down. Cadona was tumbling into ruin. People by the millions 
lived in the streets. Plumbing didn’t work. Water didn’t flow. 
Energy costs for heating, cooling, and lighting careened out 
of reach for many. Garbage filled the streets. Smog hung in 
the sky. Waters were unsafe to drink. Fish died. Birds died. 
Trees died. Frogs died. Even earthworms died. Now evil 
surrounded his father. Lately, every time he spoke with his 
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dad, they argued about something. Mark had no idea what his 
mother did these days. She seemed an empty shell, especially 
over the last few months. He knew she worried about Leon. 
Leon worked too hard, she said. Now Mark needed to help 
Annetta. Protect her. He didn’t know how. Mark didn’t 
understand what the woman in the picture had to do with her. 
Was sending Annetta back to New Cadona the right decision? 
He could think of no alternative.

Mark studied Annetta. She was pretty. No, not pretty—
beautiful. She liked him. At least the fact that he was famous. 
And his father was Pastor Leon Walls. Then there was the 
recurring thought that whispered in his ear: soon, he’d meet 
his partner. The one God planned for him to have. Another 
premonition haunted him. Their relationship would begin in 
turmoil. Love would grow in the shadow of distress. Could 
this partner be Annetta?

What was he thinking! He was losing his mind. Of course 
she needed to go back to school. Back to her boyfriend, Sam 
Crispe. Forcing confidence into his words, he said, “Annetta, 
education is very important these days. Things are getting bad 
in this country. Who knows if you’ll be able to go back to 
school if you don’t do it now?”

Annetta didn’t say anything. She didn’t even look at him.
Mark cleared his throat. “I really do think things are 

going to get worse, especially in Cadona City. It may even get 
violent. Everyone here will need to take a stand. How could 
you focus on your studies with such distractions?”

As she stared at her plate, Mark saw something else, 
something besides a beautiful woman: a little girl. “It will not 
be a good place to finish growing up,” he said.
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Annetta then shot him a look as venomous as a striking 
snake. “I am grown up! I have already chosen to take a stand. 
I stand with the True Followers. I stand with you and your 
father. I stand with the Guiding Light.”

Her harsh reaction shocked Mark. All this hate, fear, and 
decay were already poisoning the innocent soul of this youthful 
life. “Annetta, what about your career? Your family? Sam Crispe?”

Annetta was adamant. “I can finish college later. If the 
action is here, this is where I want to be.”

Mark leaned forward and rested his arms on the table. 
“Annetta, clearly, you have a cause. Think about it. You can 
advance your cause more with a college degree under your 
belt.”

“That’s what your father said when he offered me a year 
of free tuition to help him get the Guiding Light to Governor 
Addison.”

“See, Annetta. Even my dad agrees. A good education is 
critical. Now more than ever.”

Fighting back tears contorted her pretty face. Her full lips 
arched into a pout. “Okay, I’ll go home.”

“Good. It’s the right decision, Annetta. There are several 
night flights to New Cadona. You can leave this evening.”

Her spitting anger had faded. She looked sad now. Mark 
didn’t know how to cheer her. He had to say something. “So, 
Annetta, what brought you to Cadona City anyway?”

“I took a unit off from my regular curriculum to take a 
technical class here. My parents thought it would be a good 
opportunity.”

“I see. So what do your parents do back in New Cadona?”
“Dad works for the True Followers. Mom stays home.”
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“The house where you’re staying—does your family own 
it?”

Annetta shook her head. “No, my dad rented it for me. I 
wanted to pay for a place myself, but I couldn’t afford one in 
a safe area, so my dad paid. I did rent the car myself, though.”

“A brown Cavalier?” Mark asked.
She nodded.
“Annetta, how much stuff do you have to pack?”
“Not much. I was supposed to leave earlier today, so I 

already sent almost everything home. The only thing I have 
left in the house is a satchel. I was going to take it on the plane 
with me. I was planning on carrying the Guiding Light in it.” 
She brushed tears from her face.

“Annetta, I don’t think it’s safe for you to go back to the house 
after what happened today. Do you need to get your bag?” Mark 
asked.

“No, I just have a hairbrush and makeup in it. And an 
autopad to read on the plane. But I do need to return the 
rental car. It’s parked in front of the house.”

“I’ll take care of the car for you, Annetta, if you trust me.”
“Will you be safe going there?”
“Don’t worry. I’ll take security with me.”
She fished the rental car keys out of her purse and handed 

them to Mark. “Think of me,” she said, “when you return the 
car.”

“I will. And I will pray for you every day. I mean it. I will.”
The waitress brought the check, and Mark paid the 

bill. While walking to his red convertible he worried once 
again—was his car bugged? “Annetta, let’s take the train to 
the airport. We’re less likely to be followed that way.”
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“Okay,” she said.
As they drove to the train station, emptiness filled him. 

Annetta sat in the passenger seat. Quiet and sad, she stared 
out the window. Mark wished it were possible for her to stay 
by his side. He could use a companion.

A massive wire fence glowed in the convertible’s headlights. 
Brilliant lamps glared from tall poles.

“This is a train platform?” Annetta asked.
“Parking garage,” Mark said. He drove through a narrow 

opening in the security fence. A slender woman waved him 
forward with a red flashlight. The reflector strips on her 
uniform glowed as she swung her arms. 

The building was eerily empty. Only a few motionless 
vehicles sat along pockmarked walls. He parked on the second 
level and turned off the headlights. The garage’s stark lighting 
cast severe shadows. The rough, dingy concrete revealed itself.

Mark noticed Annetta’s frightened expression. “Don’t 
worry,” he said. “This place looks spooky, but it’s well 
guarded. I park here often to take the train across town for 
missionary work. It’s not safe to take a car like this into some 
sections of the city.”

He and Annetta walked the short distance to the train 
platform. Only a few people huddled in the low light.

“It’s dark here,” Annetta said.
“It is. The city’s trying to save money, so they only turn 

on a few lamps.”
Annetta gazed at the night sky. Moonlight glimmered on 

her flawless skin. At last she smiled. “This is the first time I’ve 
seen the moon and stars since I’ve been in Cadona City.”
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“We don’t see the sky much here, unfortunately,” Mark 
said.

Her eyes met his. She said, “Where we live in New Cadona, 
we often see the stars. We live on a hill. There aren’t any tall 
buildings around, and people have big yards. Nothing to block 
the light. Sometimes the moon makes it as bright as day. On 
days when there’s dust in the air, everything looks orange.” 
She ran her fingers through her glistening hair. “Mark, you 
were born in New Cadona, weren’t you?”

“Yes, but I was young when we moved to Cadona City.”
“Your brother and sister moved back to New Cadona. 

Why did you stay here?”
“I don’t know, really. Phillip and Melindy ended up 

marrying people from New Cadona.” Mark quivered when he 
realized what words he had just spoken. Too late to take the 
words back. Annetta’s face glowed. Mark’s stomach tingled. A 
pounding heart rattled his breath. Mark cleared his throat. “My 
… my brother also took a job with the True Followers there.”

Annetta’s face grew serious, but her eyes softened. “Mark, 
won’t you come with me? We can hike into the hills on a day 
when the dust is settled and look at the sky. We can watch 
the sunset and the sunrise.” This time, her question didn’t 
embarrass her.

Mark imagined it. The sun would set. A chill would sweep 
the dry lands. He and Annetta would curl up together under 
a soft blanket weaved in vibrant Antropkan patterns. He’d 
smell her perfume. Then came a terrible picture. The sun 
would rise. Its rays would reveal a dying desert. A desert once 
glorious and alive, but now tumbling into despair like Cadona 
City. “I can’t go, Annetta. My father needs me here.”
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“Mark, how bad do you think it will get in Cadona City? 
Truthfully.”

“Really bad. That’s why I worry so much about my father.”
Annetta studied him through squinting eyes. “You stay for 

more than your dad, don’t you?”
“What makes you say that?”
“Something’s wrong. More wrong than it seems. It has to 

do with the Guiding Light. Our enemies are gathering around 
us.”

“I think so, too,” Mark said. “Things are not at all clear. 
Just who stands on God’s side and who on Bezgog’s, I mean.”

“I don’t understand.”
“Neither do I. I wish I did.” Mark dared not tell her about 

the smoke. He dared not tell anyone. How terrible a thing to 
be blessed with a curse. To know something dreadful but be 
powerless to do anything about it.

He placed his hands on Annetta’s shoulders. “Promise 
me, Annetta. You must pray every day. Follow God. If prayer 
doesn’t give you peace, then something’s wrong. If you don’t 
feel peace in your heart, then it’s not God you hear. And you 
must study hard, get good grades, and learn. Don’t be afraid to 
think. Don’t automatically believe everything people tell you.”

“I promise. But I wish you would come with me.”
Mark forced a smile. He could give in. Give up. Go with 

Annetta. Right now. Her company was pleasant. No, beyond 
pleasant. But he knew he couldn’t leave. His place was here, in 
Cadona City. Loneliness echoed through him like the permeating 
chill of a winter wind. “Maybe I can visit you one day.” Mark 
meant only to think the words. Not speak them. But he did speak 
them.
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Annetta’s face lit up like the stars. “That would be great!”

A railroad signal clanged. A brilliant light blasted through 
the darkness. The train was coming. It pulled up to the 
platform. The doors slid open. Stark light glared out. Mark 
stepped on board, but when he turned, he found Annetta 
frozen in the doorway. Her eyes darted from one grimy 
passenger to the next. Mark had grown accustomed to the 
sight; so much so, he sometimes no longer noticed. Frayed, 
stained blankets wrapped around many a tired soul. Tangled, 
unkempt hair circled dirty, desperate faces.

Mark held out a hand. “Come on, Annetta.” They found 
seats next to a group of white-collar workers, probably 
government employees.

Annetta leaned close to him and said in a whisper, 
“Something stinks!”

“It does,” Mark said. He smelled it often on the train and 
in poverty-stricken streets: human urine. 

Annetta gawked at a used condom that was lying under a 
seat across the aisle. The gooey, wrinkled rubber lay on the 
ground next to a clump of splattered, dried, orange vomit. 

Again she studied the passengers. “Lots of people are 
wearing uniforms,” she said. “I recognize the Cadona City 
Police uniforms, but what are those others?”

“The duller ones are military. Army,” Mark told her. “The 
black-yellow-and-white ones are the transit police.”

“Everyone looks so tired,” she said. “The people in suits 
and uniforms look as beat up as those in rags.”

Mark had grown accustomed to that sight, too. “You’re 
right, Annetta. They do.”
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“Mark, do you think there’ll be a war?”
“War? With whom?”
“I don’t know. Domataland. Or Sohn-Sur, maybe.”
“Annetta, why do you say that?”
“When your dad briefed me on the Guiding Light, he told 

me there were many evildoers,” she said. “He feared we’d be 
forced into a war.”

“With Domataland? Sohn-Sur?”
“Possibly either, I think. Your father talked about so many 

things.”
“Well, Annetta, let’s pray it doesn’t happen.”
“Mark, do you think they’re all going to Hell?”
“Who?”
“The Domats and the Sohn-Surans?”
“Only God knows the heart of each being,” Mark said. 

“No one can know that of another. Each can truly only know 
his or her own heart. But God knows all hearts.”

“So you don’t think they’ll all go to Hell?”
“I don’t know, but God does,” Mark said, “and God is just 

and forgiving.”
Annetta was quiet for some time, the supple skin of her 

brow folded in thought. “Do you really think the Domats are 
the children of Bezgog?”

“I’ve heard those sermons,” Mark said. In fact, he heard 
his own father say it more than once.

“So, do you believe it’s true?”
“Annetta, we hear many strange stories. Why are you 

asking about this one?”
“There were Domataree students at my college before they 

were all kicked out. They just seemed like any other people. 
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So I thought it was strange they were Bezgog’s children, but I 
guess Bezgog is clever. He’d make them appear normal, like 
us.”

“Be careful believing what people say, even if it’s a pastor,” 
Mark said. “People say things out of hate. Sometimes it’s hatred 
of another person or country. Another religion. Sometimes 
people don’t forget old wars—bad things that happened 
long ago. They don’t forgive. Sometimes, people just listen 
to whatever those around them say instead of thinking for 
themselves. When you hear such things, Annetta, always 
consider why someone would say it. What you hear may be 
the voices of men, not the voice of God.”

“The story sounds strange to me, but so many people told 
me that Domataland is an evil place, it seems like there must 
be some truth to it. Don’t you think?”

“Many people once believed the sun circled our planet,” 
Mark said. “Now most of us believe it’s the other way around.”

The train jerked to a stop. They had arrived at the airport 
security checkpoint. With Annetta by his side, the ride had 
flown by. Mark and Annetta took their place in the security 
line. One of the airport guards recognized him. “Pastor 
Walzelesskii, please, we don’t need to search you. You and 
your friend can head straight to the shuttle.”

Mark saw no threat to Annetta. “Thank you, sir,” he said, 
“but we’ll follow the same routine as everyone else.”

“As you wish, Pastor. Let me know if you change your 
mind.”

After going through security, Mark and Annetta boarded 
a shuttle bus for the ride to the air terminal. “You know, 
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Annetta, things sure have changed. When I was a kid, the train 
dropped passengers off right at the airport. Too dangerous for 
that nowadays.”

Confidence filled Annetta’s voice. “When we get good 
people running the country, things will get better again.”

Mark hoped she was right. Just who these good people 
would be was the big question.

Once inside the sprawling air terminal, they walked up to 
a ticket station.

“Mark, we should talk to someone. Maybe I could use my 
old ticket.”

“No, it might take too long. You might miss the plane. 
Then you’ll be stuck waiting for hours for the next one.” He 
bought her a ticket for the next flight to New Cadona.

Tears filled her eyes. “Thank you. You know, I’d rather 
wait. If you were with me, that is.”

Mark put an arm around her shoulders. He wished he 
could pull her closer. “Come on, Annetta. We’d better get 
going. You don’t have much time.”

Annetta wiped tears from her face as they walked to the 
passenger screening area. The line was not long, so it was soon 
Annetta’s turn to pass through the security gate. “Goodbye, 
Mark.” More tears streamed down her face.

“Call me as soon as you get there, Annetta. I’ll be worried 
until I hear from you. Call me if you need something. Or if 
you’re scared. I mean it. Call me.”

“I will. I promise.”
Mark watched her go through the security scanners. Soon 

she disappeared behind the wall. Then he saw her through 
a narrow strip of glass. Annetta was looking for him. Mark 
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waved. She spotted him and waved back. Temptation struck. 
Mark wanted to call to her. He wanted her to stay. Or maybe 
he would buy a ticket himself and leave, too. A woman in 
a uniform walked up to Annetta and said something to her. 
Annetta nodded. 

One last time, Annetta waved at him. She turned and 
walked away. Soon he could not see her. She was gone.

Mark waited at the airport until her flight took off. 
He watched until the aircraft was nothing more than tiny, 
blinking lights in the night sky. His heart ached. He felt lost, 
lonely, and empty. It was a strange feeling. Sure, he missed 
people before, but never some girl he barely knew. Why did 
he suddenly care so much for this girl named Annetta?

It was late, but Mark had one more thing he needed 
to do. He caught a bus to the Interstate Railroad Station. 
For the size of the crowd, the lobby was quiet. He joined a 
crooked line queued up to use a public comm-node. After 
this strange day, he no longer felt safe using his personal 
device. The wait dragged on. Tired and frustrated, many 
people grew cranky. A few years ago, nearly everyone in 
Cadona physically and mentally able to use a personal device 
owned one. Times were changing. Some carriers had gone 
out of business. Then there were equipment failures. Poor 
maintenance. Corporate sabotage. Sun storms. Crashes in 
space. You name it. The economy, however, was the biggest 
reason for the need for public comm-nodes. Many people 
could no longer afford personal device service. So here they 
all stood, standing in line at the Interstate Railroad Station, 
waiting to call someone. It worked out for Mark though. He 
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remembered hearing General Willirman say it was difficult 
to track calls made from public communication centers.

As Mark waited for a node, he scanned the crowded 
lobby. Some people must have been there for quite some 
time. Many carried their worldly possessions with them. 
He saw people with pots and pans tied to their suitcases 
and backpacks. One woman even had a well-used mop and 
broom strapped to the outside of a large, stained, frayed 
duffle bag.

“Hey, buddy,” a man in ragged clothes said to Mark, “that 
free node, are you gonna’ take it or not?”

“Oh, yes, sorry,” Mark said, “I wasn’t paying attention.”

Mark shot Bob Fullerby a message. Despite the late hour, 
Bob immediately responded. They would meet at a commuter 
train platform. One usually busy this time of night.

Bob had not yet arrived when Mark got there. Mark 
waited in the shadows at the edge of the crowd. He wished he 
had a sweater, for a chill drifted on the late night air. Mark did 
not have to wait long. He picked out Bob’s round face despite 
the dim, shadowy lighting. Bob swerved his way through the 
crowd. Soon Bob was standing by his side.

Bob gazed straight ahead and into the crowd as he spoke. 
“Good evening, Pastor. You’ve been busy today.”

“Things are going very wrong,” Mark said.
“What happened?”
“After we met for dinner, I went back to the True Followers 

headquarters. My dad had Annetta Longstreet locked in a 
break room. She was in there for hours by herself. She said no 
one stopped by to check on her.”
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“Why did he lock her in the break room?”
“My dad said he did it to keep her safe.”
“From whom?”
He turned his personal device so Bob could see it. “From 

this woman,” Mark said.
Bob bent forward and studied the tiny image. “Who is 

she?”
“I don’t know.”
“Why is the picture fuzzy?” Bob asked.
“No idea. The original was like that.”
“Where did you get the photo?”
“From a wall monitor in the True Followers headquarters.”
“Why was this picture on the wall monitor?”
“My dad, General Willirman, Senator Rineburg, and 

Senator Fischer were looking at it. They were trying to figure 
out who the woman is.”

“So they don’t know who she is either?”
“Nope. Neither does Annetta. I showed it to her as well.”
“Did your dad say what the woman in the photo has to do 

with Annetta Longstreet?”
“No, he only said she’s the reason Annetta is in trouble. 

Apparently, they feel the woman in the photo is a threat to 
the whole movement. When they say that, it usually means the 
Back-to-Basics Club.” Mark hoped Bob would say something, 
but he just stared straight ahead. “Mr. Fullerby, do you want a 
copy of these pictures?”

“I do.”
With the aid of a skinny penlight, Bob loaded the photos 

onto some tiny device Mark didn’t recognize.
“Mr. Fullerby, I, um, took your advice and asked Annetta 
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what she was going to do with the Guiding Light once she 
got it to New Cadona. She said that she was supposed to give 
it to her boyfriend, Sam Crispe. He’s an aide to Governor 
Addison. The governor is going to give a speech at the True 
Followers University for the start of the spring unit, and Sam 
was planning to give the document to him after the speech.”

“Did she say why Governor Addison wants it?”
“Annetta didn’t know.”
“Did she say anything else?”
“No, only that she was planning to put the document in a 

carry-on bag and take it with her on the airplane. That’s all she 
knew.”

“Where’s Annetta now? Still locked in the break room?”
“No. Dad said to make sure she was safe. I put her on a plane 

to New Cadona. She’s from there. And goes to school there.”
“If her life is in danger, why did you send her back to New 

Cadona? Why would she be safe there but not here?”
“To be completely honest, Mr. Fullerby, I don’t think my 

dad had her locked in the break room to protect her.”
“Then why?”
“I think my dad and his three buddies suspected she did 

something wrong. I think they locked her up until they figured 
out she was innocent.”

“Innocent of what?”
“My guess would be they thought she had something 

to do with the document disappearing. I don’t know what 
happened, but they changed their minds and decided she 
didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Pastor, are you saying you think your father may harm 
Ms. Longstreet?”
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Mark shuddered at the thought. Memories of rancid smoke 
again returned. “Or those other three: Willirman, Rineburg …, 
and Fischer.”

“Have you learned anything else about the document? 
Like why senators and generals would be worried about it?”

“No,” Mark said, “but it does seem someone else learned 
about the document, including the plan to get it to New 
Cadona.”

“It sure does look that way, doesn’t it? Pastor, if you should 
learn the identity of the woman in the blurry photo, please let 
me know at once. If you want to keep this thing from spiraling 
out of control, this mystery woman very well may be the key.”

“I’ll be sure to do that, Mr. Fullerby.

7
Ver-Nuvelin, Domataland
Sunday, March 26, Year 1007 EE
2:00 p.m.

President Demnar Tarish saw excitement in Intelligence 
Chief Rozula Kolensha’s eyes. Her face beamed as she stood in 
front of his office desk.

“What news, Rozula?”
“Honorable President, as you commanded, we’ve 

expanded surveillance on the True Followers of God Church 
in Cadona. My people in Cadona City have learned something 
interesting. It appears a critical document belonging to the 
Back-to-Basics Club has been stolen.”

“What kind of document?”
“A book of Back-to-Basics Club goals. That’s all we know 
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at this time. Our information comes from two different 
sources—two sources who have no knowledge of the other.”

“Why is this document so important?”
“What it contains, we don’t know, Honorable President. 

What we do know is the leaders of the Back-to-Basics Club are 
in a panic over its disappearance. When I say leaders, I mean its 
top leadership: Senator John Rineburg, Senator Mitch Fischer, 
General Douglass Willirman, and Pastor Leon Walls.”

“So, Rozula, who stole it?”
“A young woman. The Cadonans haven’t identified her 

yet.”
“Any idea whom she’s working for?”
“No, Honorable President, unfortunately not, but we do 

know the Cadonans are frantically trying to find her. I have 
my people searching for her, too.”

“Rozula, please, have a seat. Tell me the whole story.”
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Chapt e r  15

Evil Legions

Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, March 26, Year 1007 EE
11:00 p.m.

Night had already fallen when Leeha Ritsagin awoke. The 
only light sneaking in through her bedroom’s single win-

dow came from the one illuminated street lamp in front of 
her apartment building. Something didn’t feel right. The hour 
was late, but not that late. Yet, Leeha felt as if she had been 
asleep for hours. Then she remembered. She had taken a nap. 
It had been a brutal day. Images flashed in her mind. A tongue 
licking the windshield. A grimy hand slapping the window 
next to her head. The attack in the Helmsey District was real. 
If only it had been a nightmare. It wasn’t. The walls of her 
little apartment, however, shielded her from the misery of the 
broader world. “I’m okay,” she told herself. “I’m home. I’m 
safe.”

Shaking off the cobwebs of sleep, Leeha sat up. The thin 
mattress sank beneath her. She hurried to the bathroom, 
for the floor had chilled with the setting of the sun, and her 
slippers were in the living room. After a hot shower, she pulled 
on an old, cozy robe. The worn flannel cloth, once burgundy 
in color, had paled to a dull orange, but age had softened the 
fabric. As gentle as clouds, it caressed her skin.
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My, she was hungry! Leeha put a teapot on the hot plate. 
Just as she reached for the refrigerator handle, something 
called to her. A voiceless whisper. It rose from beneath the 
cabinets. The strange document did not wish to be forgotten. 
Something told her to let it be. Let it rot in the darkness. The 
lure was too strong. Leeha placed the bent manuscript on the 
kitchen table and flipped it open to some random page.

She saw a name: Gregory Wilson. She remembered him. 
Rich guy. Big supporter of the Freedom Party and a Back-to-
Basics Club member. A while back he had purchased Cadona’s 
largest financial news network: “Investors Economic Forum.” 
Another name: Patricia Dohrenger, a wealthy widow and 
Freedom Party supporter. Out of nowhere, she became the 
CEO of “News, News, News,” Cadona’s third largest media 
company. “News, News, News” no longer reported real news. 
It turned into a celebrity tabloid.

The next name Leeha saw was Robert Rineburg, Jr., 
Senator John Rineburg’s nephew. “What!” Leeha said aloud 
although she sat alone in her apartment. “RR, Jr., is going 
to take over Andecco News Service?” The words in the 
document complained about Mr. Stephen Hutchinson. He 
wouldn’t sell his controlling shares of Andecco. Whoever 
wrote the document swore to keep up pressure on him. It 
was only a matter of time. Hutchinson would sell. Leeha 
did a quick personal device search. Stephen Hutchinson still 
held controlling shares in Andecco News Service. She found 
nothing linking RR, Jr., to Andecco.

She stared at the document. What was this thing? She 
read more. A shiver ran through her. The document described 
events that had already happened, but it also described plans for 
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the future. It was like looking into a crystal ball. Glimpses of 
what was to come. Things not meant to be seen or understood 
by living beings. Things reserved for the afterlife or the spirit 
realm.

A shriek filled the room. What now? It was just the teapot. 
Usually she liked the sound, but not this time. The words she 
read unleashed fear. And fascination. Leeha didn’t want to 
stop reading. Now she wished she would’ve tossed the papers 
into the recycle bin. It would’ve been over with already.

Leeha got up and poured herself a cup of tea. She glared 
at the bound stack of papers that was resting on the table. “I 
should just burn the stupid thing,” she said to herself. Leeha sat 
down and flipped to a page near the center of the document. 
She toyed with the tea bag as she read.

Domataland, Land of the Enemy, is waking up. Her Evil Master 
calls. The Evil One is wise! He chose well when he selected 
Domataland as the place to raise his young. They are a slow 
and weak-minded people with a tendency for sloth, violence, 
and inebriation. They are easily controlled. Other people, like 
the Tognalese, are also weak of mind, but is it not odd that 
Domataland sequesters so many resources? The land of Togna, 
however, is poor. Parched and cursed by nature, it sits far away, 
hidden in the distant reaches of the Lost Hemisphere. No, it is 
no coincidence. Bezgog chose Domataland for its abundance. 
The treasures of Domataland are ours—God’s representatives 
on earth—but the Evil One’s offspring have stolen them. It is 
imperative we take what is ours before the evil children grow too 
strong. It is written in our Holy Books:
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“The Master of Evil shall sharpen his earthly spears. 
The Evil One shall set loose his minions upon God’s 
holy children. The wrath of the Evil Highness shall 
inflame the whole of the world. Such terror they 
shall unleash! Fire, likened to red whips, shall fill 
the air. The seas shall scream in murderous rage. 
The corrupt offspring of the tribe of Nastebya 
striketh!”

Already this prophecy is being fulfilled. Bezgog is arming his 
Domataree hordes with advanced weapons of war. We have 
evidence of this dark power at work in the skies and in the seas.

Leeha again recalled Pastor Townly’s frightening sermon. 
The one Jilly and Rebecca talked her into attending. Pastor 
Townly said the same weird things about Domataland. Could 
the True Followers of God Church really be behind this crazy 
document? She should just throw this stupid thing away. 
Leeha turned the page.

The Domataree race is unstable, unpredictable, and violent. We 
must use this to our advantage. We must provoke Domataland. 
They must lash out before their advanced weapons are ready. 
Domataland must be defeated.

Our first strategy: Bakhadaland. We will take advantage of the 
long kinship between Bakhadaland and Domataland. We are 
justified to do so. Many Bakhadaree citizens are infected with 
Domataree blood. If nothing else, by association with evil, they 
are evil, spirit-blood or not. What better place to light the first 
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fire! Our fuel is the long hatred between Bakhadaland and 
Izvyona. Our spark is to persuade Izvyona to lash out against the 
Bakhadaree separatists. We will provide weapons and training to 
Izvyona, but not enough to overpower the separatists. The goal 
is to create conditions that will force Domataland to help their 
Bakhadaree allies.

Our second strategy: Estdeventia. Long have the brave Estdevent 
people faced the Domataree plague. Despite years of oppression, 
the Estdevent Freedom Fighters have returned. The sons of Salumet 
are rallying their people. We will support the gallant Estdevent 
freedom fighters in the battle against their Domataree overlords. 
We will use Izvyona as a supply line to Estdeventia. We will 
encourage Izvyona to give safe haven to Estdevent militia. This 
will further stir Domataree rage.

These two strategic moves serve one purpose: draw Domataland 
into military action before their new weapons are fully operational.

The following goals will be realized:

1)  Weaken Domataland militarily and financially
2)  Observe the operational effectiveness and capabilities of 

their new weapons before they reach maximum strength
3)  Paint Domataland as a warlike, pariah nation in the eyes 

of the world

Once Domataland is weakened and isolated, we will strike. We 
will annihilate Bezgog’s Evil Legions. At long last, the world will 
be rid of the Domataree plague, and its resources will be ours. The 
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treasures shall be returned to their rightful owner: Cadona, the 
children of God.

With the treasures of Domataland in our hands, Cadona will—
without question or challenge—become the undisputed world 
leader. God’s voice will then rule over all the earth.

Who came up with this goofy stuff? They, whoever they 
were, wanted to start a war with Domataland. This was crazy!

Her belly growled. She fixed herself a sandwich and 
heated some leftover macaroni and cheese. She should close 
the stupid document and eat in peace. Leeha flipped a few 
pages ahead.

A shattered Domataland, however beneficial, presents another 
danger: Sohn-Sur. They also seek what is rightfully ours, rightfully 
God’s. The worshippers of the Sun God lust for power, possessions, 
wealth, and glory. They are strong, but bloated. Growing, but 
hungry. Under its own weight, Sohn-Sur is starving. It is ready 
to combust. It needs fuel to feed its fires. Sohn-Sur, too, needs the 
treasures of Domataland.

Sohn-Sur cannot be trusted. Over countless generations, its false 
religion has polluted the minds of the Sohn-Suran people. Poisoned 
by lies and a greedy, false god, we doubt they can be converted to 
the light. Our Holy Books tell us:

“Wallow the masses in sin and corruption! For so 
long, lies have poisoned their hearts. Is redemption 
possible for such wretched souls as these? Or has 
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all essence of goodness and truth been erased from 
their dying souls? Does any life remain in these 
shadows to redeem?”

Our Holy Books tell us Sohn-Sur is our enemy:

“Look up to heaven when dread draws near. A ball 
of gold churns above. Do not be deceived by its 
luster. Its glow brings death as surely as it brings 
life. As a huntress stalks her prey, so the orb of gold 
drains lifeblood from the veins.”

When Domataland is defeated, we must not allow Sohn-Sur to 
steal what we have won by the sweat of our brow and the power in 
our fists. We must weaken Sohn-Sur. We must do this soon. We 
will begin by alienating the ethnic Sohns from the ethnic Surans. 
They have become much too reconciled in recent years. We will 
also encourage the poor to rise up against their wealthy masters. 
We must drive Sohn-Sur to its knees so it is unable to steal the 
wealth of Domataland from us once the Great Beast dies. The 
danger Sohn-Sur poses is clearly described in the Holy Books:

“The scavenger waits in the shadows. The great 
hunter must first complete his work. When the 
great hunter neutralizes his prey, only then does the 
scavenger appear. She avails herself, filling its belly 
by the labor of another. Such cold calculation! Such 
sloth! At once the lazy one fills its belly, but had 
greedily taken not a part in the battle. Even as the 
great hunter lies wounded, writhing in pain upon 
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the earth, the scavenger satisfies its hunger. No aid 
to the great hunter does she give.”

Leeha turned the document sideways. She squinted to 
read a handwritten note:

Cadona must be able to destroy northern Sohn-Suran military 
assets and heavy civilian maritime transport.

This was just great. Whoever wrote the crazy thing 
wanted to attack Sohn-Sur, too. Leeha poured more hot water 
into her teacup. She saw the name of another country: Visstel.

Visstel, long in the shadow of the Domataree plague, is growing 
weak. Our ally loses determination and reason. A rising faint-
hearted element believes the lies spewing like sewage from Ver-
Nuvelin. These cowards seek improved relations with the Land of 
the Enemy. These cowering doves will also condemn an Izvyonsk 
military assault on Bakhadaland and oppose the resurgence of 
the Estdevent Freedom Fighters. This trend in Visstel is another 
reason we must move swiftly against the enemy. We must act while 
strength and reason still rule in Visstel.

At least they didn’t plan on blowing up Visstel. Not yet, 
anyway. Leeha took the last bite of cheesy macaroni. Why 
was she wasting her time reading this stupid thing? She should 
do something productive. Finish her WorldLink course. That 
would be a good use of her time. Her hands reluctantly closed 
the document. “Come on,” she told herself, “just put the 
stupid thing away.” She slid the document back into its hiding 
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place beneath the cabinets, heated more tea water, and turned 
on her computer. Leeha would finish her lesson.

The sound array was on. Andecco News Service played 
in the background. Bob Fullerby was speaking. Something 
about Izvyona and Bakhadaland, and the faltering ceasefire. 
“Don’t think about the document,” Leeha said to herself. 
“Think about the lesson.” Bob Fullerby said a ship had illegally 
entered Izvyonsk territorial waters off the Bakhadaree coast. 
“Lesson, Leeha,” she said aloud. “Think about what you’re 
doing. Forget about Bakhadaland and some stupid ship.”
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Chapt e r  16

Soldiers of Bakhadaland

“In the presence of my countrymen, I take the oath of the National 
Defenders of Bakhadaland. I swear allegiance to my brothers and 
sisters in arms. My service I give to my country. My life I will give to 
defend her.”

Bakhadaree National Defender Oath 

Lestnya, Bakhadaland
Saturday, April 1, Year 1007 EE
2:00 p.m.

Only a few clouds hovered in the sky over northeastern 
Bakhadaland, but one of them moved over the sun. 

Beneath its shadow, the air cooled, chilling Ina Tovaleta’s 
cheeks and fingers. The cloud was small, and it soon moved 
on, allowing the sunlight to once again warm the earth. The 
snowy Northern Mountains fought back. Frosty blasts of air 
whipped the lowlands and Ina’s pale skin.
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Ina’s workout was almost over, though. A few more steps 
and she’d leave the sandy beach behind. The last leg of her 
run, however, remained. It was the toughest part—the climb 
up the hillside to her little house. The pavement thumped 
hard against her feet as she stepped onto the road.

“God, I hate running,” she said to herself. Her lungs 
ached, but Ina knew that she had to stay in shape. Her duty 
as a reservist demanded it. Ina was nineteen, with five years’ 
experience as a Bakhadaree national defender already behind 
her. Times were dire. Her country needed her. She had to be 
able to perform her mission when war returned. Three other 
runners approached. Two men and a woman were sprinting 
along the side of the road. Ina knew them: full-time national 
defenders. Many Bakhadaree citizens worked for the National 
Defenders in some capacity. Ina was far from alone.

Her yard came into view. Just ten more steps to go. Thank 
goodness! She made it. Ina paced back and forth on the narrow 
sidewalk before resting a heel on the railing fence. The stretch 
tugged at her hamstring. A few more stretches. Her workout 
was over.

The toasty air inside her house greeted her as she walked 
in. Ina warmed her hands by a heating vent and gazed out the 
large windows. She loved the view: small but well-kept homes 
built into the hillside, lush vegetation, and old-fashioned 
gardens. Beyond them stretched the wide, white beach of 
twinkling sand and the waves and foam of the sea. Farther out 
still, the blue-green of the deep ocean merged with the sky. Ina 
scanned the sheltered cove to her left. Her beloved little town 
of Lestnya huddled around it. A fishing boat glided toward 
the harbor. She watched the white craft until it disappeared 
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behind the hill. At the far edge of the cove, green islands, 
surrounded by rings of white sand, dotted the seawater. No one 
remembered who first called those little patches of earth the 
Letonic Islands, for they were named in a time immemorial. 
The lush islands were not alone. Black stones jutted from the 
waves. Like great warriors, the pinnacles, delicate arches, and 
massive blocks protected the islands, cove, and buildings of 
Lestnya from the relentless surf.

Above the cove, steep mainland cliffs made of dark rock 
shot upward. To her right, round hills bent southwestward, 
opening up a view of nothing but the sea to the pale blue 
horizon.

The wind shook a tall, pink flower in Ina’s yard. The 
motion drew her eyes away from the sea. Though April had 
only just begun, leaves, grass, and flowers had been growing 
for weeks. The chill from the mountains worried her. Would 
her garden be okay? She turned on the weather channel. The 
weatherman gave the forecast: two more days of sun with cold 
winds from the north, followed by three days of warm, rainy 
weather from the southeast.

Ina searched the skyline. She saw no sign of storm clouds, 
but she did see something else. Something much more 
foreboding; three Izvyonsk warships were silhouetted against 
the horizon. The vessels were close. Izvyona was breaking the 
ceasefire again.

She changed the station from local weather to local news.

“In response to protests from Izvyona and pressure from the World 
Assembly, Bakhadaree President Imbar Ketol issued a statement 
saying Domataland’s Goodwill Ship will dock at the northeastern 
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port of D’nevtnya instead of Satur as originally planned. The 
Izvyon, however, say the Domataree Goodwill Ship is not welcome 
in any part of its territory.”

“Damned, rotten Izvyona,” Ina said aloud. After centuries 
of war, Izvyona still claimed ownership of Bakhadaland. 
Would Izvyona ever learn? The Bakhadaree people were free. 
Not Izvyonsk slaves. She hoped Domataland didn’t give in 
to the Izvyon. She hoped they’d dock the Goodwill Ship no 
matter what Izvyona says. Yet fear mixed with anger. Sure, 
Domataland was strong again, but Izvyona found its own 
patron, one even more powerful than Domataland: Cadona. 
Izvyona would strike again. This time with modern Cadonan 
weapons. Ina was sure of it.

Izvyona last invaded thirteen years ago. The Great Invasion. 
A tragedy words could not define. Though she was a child of six 
at the time, Ina never forgot the terror. The country fell in days. 
Ina witnessed it. She was a refugee in Domataland, however, 
when the resistance rose up. Her father, elder brother, and 
many others she knew stayed to fight. Though just a child, she 
remembered her mother’s cheers when they heard the news: the 
Izvyon pulled out. Ina returned home. Victory, however, was 
bitter. Much was destroyed. Many lives were shattered.

Then, just five years ago, the Izvyon struck again. Warships 
pounded the coast. Izvyonsk troops spilled across the western 
border. In what seemed a miracle, the World Assembly 
brokered a ceasefire. Izvyonsk forces withdrew. The miracle, 
however, was a trick. Cadona and Visstel pressured the World 
Assembly to modify the ceasefire agreement. Bakhadaland 
went under blockade. No ship, aircraft, vehicle, or person 
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was allowed to enter Bakhadaland without permission from 
the Izvyonsk government in Villyana. All were subject to 
Izvyonsk searches. The blockade was strangling Bakhadaland. 
What good was the World Assembly? It was a joke. A Cadonan 
tool.

Now here they were again—the menacing warships 
hovering on the horizon.

The newsperson continued her report.

The big question remains. Would Izvyona attack the unarmed 
Domataree Goodwill Ship?

For Ina, the answer came easy. Of course they would.
Her personal device vibrated. Ina’s seething anger faded 

when she saw who was calling. It was her best friend, Tarma 
Nedola. “Hi, Tarma.”

“Hi, Ina. Did you hear? The Domataree Goodwill Ship is 
coming to port in D’nevtnya instead of Satur.”

“Yeah, I just heard it on the news.”
“I’d really like to go see it, Ina. Do you want to go over 

there tonight?”
“When does it get into port?” Ina asked.
“I think it’s docking right now.”
“Really! It’s already in port?”
“That’s what I heard.”
“I’m surprised the Izvyon let it dock,” Ina said. “Now 

if Izvyona wants to blow it up, they’ll have to blow up the 
harbor, too.”

“Well, the ship’s not blown up yet, so we should see it 
before it is.” Tarma’s words were only part in jest.
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Ina remained quiet and stared at the three enemy vessels.
“So, Ina, what do you think? Do you want to go see the 

Goodwill Ship tonight?”
“Yeah, I do. What time do you want to head out?”
“I’m not sure when they’re letting people board, but 

maybe we can get something to eat first. I haven’t checked out 
the restaurants in D’nevtnya in a while.”

“Sounds good,” Ina said. “Let’s see, it’s a little after two. I 
need to shower; I just got back from a run.”

“I need to shower, too,” Tarma said. “Do you think you 
can be ready by three fifteen?”

“Yep. It’s plenty of time.”
“Great! Want to stop by my house when you’re ready?” 

Tarma asked.
Many months had gone by since Tarma sounded this 

excited. 
“Sure,” Ina said. “I’ll see you at quarter after three.”
“Okay, Ina, see you then.”
Ina could’ve used rest. She had worked hard all week, 

but getting away would do both Tarma and her good. When 
living in a country that was in constant danger of attack, any 
little distraction was welcome, especially when you were a 
nineteen-year-old, single, and living alone. On top of that, 
nearly everyone in Bakhadaland wanted to see the Domataree 
Goodwill Ship. It would be quite a celebration.

Ina hurried to the bathroom and untied the elastic 
ponytail band from her thick, pale blond hair. Long, shiny 
waves tumbled well below her shoulders. Her wide-set, dark 
blue eyes gleamed back at her in the little mirror anchored 
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above the small, white sink. This trip was going to be so much 
fun! She pulled the sweaty Holy Triad pendant from around 
her neck and washed it.

When Ina stepped into the shower, the soap’s rose 
fragrance wrapped around her—soft and calming. Images of 
war, which just moments ago seemed so close, now drifted 
away. This would be a big night out on the town with Tarma, 
so Ina wanted everything to be just right. After finishing the 
shower, she rubbed fragrant jasmine lotion all over her body. 
The lotion was easy to come by as it was made locally. Many 
other amenities, however, were hard to find in a country 
under blockade.

She smiled at her reflection. “Makeup today, definitely 
makeup,” she told herself.

Ina’s honey-colored eyebrows were a couple of shades 
darker than her pale hair, and her brown eyelashes contrasted 
with her fair skin, so she needed little eye makeup. A good 
thing, since her stash of cosmetics was small. She added a 
touch of mascara to her lashes and left her eyebrows alone. 
Her eyebrow pencil was running low, so she wanted to save 
it for more dressy occasions. Since it was chilly, she decided 
to pass on blush. The cold air would add color to her cheeks. 
Foundation was hard to find, but Ina was fortunate to have 
a clear complexion. Lipstick, however, was common, so she 
painted her lips and then swung the silver chain—which held 
the Holy Triad—over her head.

Now for the outfit. It was going to be cold. So that meant 
long underwear and pants. Her silk underwear bottoms bore 
snags, but they would be worn under clothing, so it didn’t 
matter. From a closet filled with her meager belongings, Ina 
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pulled out a pair of wool pants, a dust-pink sweater, and a 
matching hat and scarf. On the closet floor, a few pairs of 
civilian shoes were lined up next to combat footwear. She 
decided to wear her brown boots. They were high-heeled and 
ankle-high. Brass buckles decorated the outside edges. She 
loved the boots, but they were showing their age, so she wore 
them with great care. Only for special occasions—like today.

7
Tarma Nedola stepped out of her shower. The robust smell 

of cedar soap drifted out on the escaping steam. Her heart 
pounded. This could be the day. She might meet him: a young 
Domataree sailor. Kind and gentle. Strong and proud. Brilliant 
and ambitious. He would sweep her away to a peaceful land, 
free from endless war and danger.

After drying herself, she kissed the Holy Triad and then 
slipped it on. “Please, God, let me meet him,” Tarma said. She 
lay down naked on her little bed. The down duvet folded in 
about her. Tarma imagined him—young and handsome in his 
formal military uniform. Their wedding day had come. Ina 
would be standing by her side. Tarma’s silk gown would swirl 
like angels’ feathers with each step as she walked down the aisle. 
Her new husband would do anything to make her happy, and she 
him. After serving his country, he’d leave the navy, finish his 
education, and get a good job. They’d move to a small, but well-
stocked town in Domataland where the only use for a gun was 
to hang it on a wall for decoration. In the peaceful countryside, 
she would hike on trails without fear of stepping on a land 
mine. She would sit with him on a hillside and watch the sun 
set without panicking when an aircraft engine echoed over the 
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mountains. She would stroll on a quiet beach without worrying 
about the ships on the horizon unleashing deadly missiles. They 
would visit Bakhadaland often with their children, for a day 
would come when the country would be at peace. They would 
have a vacation home on this very hillside. One that wouldn’t 
be destroyed every few years. One that would endure and be 
used by their grandchildren and great-grandchildren. The trees 
would once again grow tall and straight without wounds of war 
in their growth rings.

But first, she had to meet him. As usual, the men would 
fuss over beautiful Ina. But her man would notice only her. It 
would be love at first sight. Both of them would know it from 
the first glance.

Tarma jumped up. She had been daydreaming for some 
time. It was almost three o’clock and she hadn’t picked out her 
clothes. She hurried to her closet. 

Ina would wear pastel colors, and she’d be freezing as usual, 
so she’d dress warmly. Tarma would go for something dark and 
slinky instead. They’d make a knockout pair! 

With ancestry hailing from the Northern Mountains, cold 
didn’t bother Tarma much. No need for long underwear. She 
dressed in black leotards, a black denim miniskirt, and a black 
and silver belt. She posed in front of her narrow, full-length 
mirror. Strong, sexy legs. Men liked that. Now for the blouse. 
A slinky one. Red and black. Tarma studied her reflection. She 
liked the way the silk draped over her curves. Another glance 
in the mirror. Not soft and cuddly enough. She knew just the 
thing: a fluffy, black fleece jacket. Another look. Too dark. 
Tarma slipped a necklace of delicate silver strands over her 
head. Perfect!
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Shoes, shoes. What should she do about shoes? Ina would 
probably wear her boots, so Tarma would go with boots, too. 
Hers were similar to Ina’s, but they were black instead of 
brown and less worn. Instead of brass buckles, silver zippers 
ran up the sides. She strutted before the mirror. Sexy calves. 
Temptress thighs. He’d want her. He wouldn’t be able to stop 
himself from wanting her.

Tarma painted her face. She needed to look her best. 
Tonight could be it. She could meet him.

Time had rushed by. It was now 3:15 p.m., and her heart 
thumped. Soon they would be on their way to the Goodwill 
Ship, and, with luck, to the love of her life. “Please, please 
let me find him tonight,” she said aloud. The small, sparsely 
furnished living room felt so empty sometimes. Her body 
ached. How much longer must she wait? Tarma loved life. She 
loved Bakhadaland and had many friends. Tarma was also a 
gifted soldier. Many had told her so. Officer material. Maybe 
even special operations. She was a strong and powerful fighter. 
Despite it all, she longed for love and peace. For purpose. A 
reason to be alive. Something besides war.

Tarma glanced out her front window. She spotted Ina 
walking down the narrow sidewalk that ran to the left of 
the house. Ina disappeared behind tall berry bushes growing 
along the fence, but then she reappeared as she turned the 
corner and headed to Tarma’s front yard.

Ina pulled the pink scarf away from her face as she 
unlatched the wooden gate. Flowering vines weaving about 
the gate-arch dripped with purple blooms and generous 
leaves. There stood Ina, as beautiful as the flowers, her fair, 
gold-toned skin blushing in the sun.
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Jealousy stabbed at Tarma’s confidence. It was so unfair. 
No matter what Tarma did, no matter what clothes she wore, 
or how much makeup she put on, she could never match 
Ina’s beauty. Well, at least Ina would get men to look in their 
direction. Besides, not every man wanted to marry the most 
beautiful woman. Beauty could be a curse.

As Ina came up the walkway, Tarma took one last look in 
an oval mirror hanging on the living room wall. She ran her 
fingers through her straight, auburn hair and checked to make 
sure her eye makeup wasn’t smudging. Her full lips glowed 
with red lipstick and gloss.

Ina tapped on the door. Tarma took a deep breath and 
grabbed a small, black purse. When she opened the door, 
there stood Ina. Smiling. Gorgeous. Tarma said, “You look so 
pretty.”

“So do you, Tarma. Look at you!”
“I’ll never look as good as you, no matter what I do.” 

Tarma was on the edge of tears. Today of all days she wanted 
to feel beautiful.

“Oh, don’t be silly. I’m lighter in color. You’re a little darker. 
You just want the greener grass on the other side of the fence. I 
want legs that don’t glow in the dark. Legs your color.”

As graceful as a butterfly, Ina turned and skipped down 
the five wooden steps that led away from the front door. 

Tarma walked out and locked the door behind her.

7
Ina Tovaleta followed Tarma Nedola down the hill. The 

quickest way to the train platform was to take the outdoor 
stairs that ran along the gully. Life surrounded the stairway. 
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So did hope for the future. In the five years since the Izvyonsk 
shelling, many plants had grown back, luxurious and resilient. 
The largest were wild bushes. Some produced sweet and 
wholesome berries. The shrubs were in bloom, covered in 
white, pink, yellow, and purple blossoms. Most of the trees 
were small, but here and there stood a tall, majestic survivor. 
Miracle trees they were called. They contained the blood of the 
dead, for many people and other forms of life, as well as trees, 
had died on this hillside.

The steps ended, and from there a hard-packed, white path 
led the rest of the way to the main road. The road ran above the 
beach, following the shoreline. It was just a two-lane street, 
and a dusting of white sand covered it, but it was paved. It 
served as the main route to Lestnya and was wide enough for 
trucks and army tanks. Ina took in the sights that surrounded 
her. She saw peace and familiarity. Nature, community, and 
friendship dampened relentless fear. The soul of Bakhadaland 
thrived here. The sun still glowed, warming her face, but the 
slanting rays cast shadows across the landscape. Soon, the hills 
to the west would block the sun. Ina and Tarma, however, 
would be in D’nevtnya for sunset. They followed the road to 
the train stop. A crowd had gathered. Half the population of 
Lestnya waited for the train to D’nevtnya.

A rumble shook the pavement at Ina’s feet.
“Here it comes!” Tarma said.
The engine’s dazzling headlight sparkled even in the 

sunshine. The train squealed to a stop next to the platform.
“Look! It’s Old Razmor,” Tarma said. “Come on, let’s take 

this one.”
Old Razmor the train car. Patched bullet holes marred it. 
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No one bothered to paint over the patches, so gray splotches 
dotted the green and white exterior like a case of hives.

“God, watch over Old Razmor,” Ina heard Tarma say as 
they stepped on board.

Ina knew the flesh-and-blood Old Razmor. He died in the 
train car when Izvyonsk ships fired on Lestnya five years ago. 
He was hit by narrow-precision weapons, so there was a body 
left for rescuers to find. The train car, unlike Old Razmor the 
man, survived.

Ina and Tarma took the first set of empty seats.

7
Tarma Nedola’s heart raced as the train headed west to 

D’nevtnya. Through the window, she saw the tracks. They 
climbed into the round, green hills. Was her sailor waiting for 
her on the Domataree Goodwill Ship anchored in the harbor 
beyond the rise?

“I wonder what the ship is like?” Ina said.
“It’s a restored sailing vessel,” Tarma told her, “but 

the design is said to be authentic. It’s really old. Built 
when Domataland was still a kingdom. They have modern 
navigation and communication equipment on it. But no 
weapons.”

“Let’s hope no weapons, else Izvyona will blow it up for 
sure,” Ina said.

“Oh! Don’t say such things!” Tarma realized that she was 
speaking too loudly for the train. She spoke softly now. “But I 
know what you mean.” Her mind wandered back to her sailor.

“I think they will be coming back,” Ina said.
“Who? Who’s coming back?”
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“The Izvyonsk military. Who else?”
“Of course they are,” Tarma said. “It’s a matter of when.”
Ina’s voice had a pensive ring to it. “I wonder if Domataland 

will help us this time.”
A five-year-old memory slipped into Tarma’s mind. She 

was fourteen. A Bakhadaree national defender. She had taken 
a firing position on Boomerang Island—one of the Letonic 
Islands in the cove. Ina had taken cover nearby. Eighteen others 
also hid among the rocks and trees. Thick, gray clouds hung 
low in the sky. A veil of fog crept along the ground. The sun 
was setting. Tarma’s clothes were wet and stuck to her skin. 
She recalled the smell of damp earth, weapons fire, and smoke. 
Tarma still remembered how her heart pounded as she pointed 
her weapon toward the sea. The small group waited, facing 
off against the powerful Izvyonsk Navy. Bakhadaland stood 
alone while politicians at the World Assembly debated. In that 
conflict, Domataland offered only words.

Tarma chased away the memory. “We have to believe they 
will help us. There’s no one else. Fletchia is too weak to do 
anything. They can barely help themselves.”

“I know,” Ina said, “but the Cadonan President is trying 
to get friendly with Domataland. So is Visstel. Maybe 
Domataland will choose them over us.”

“Haven’t you been keeping up with the news, Ina? President 
Meyfeld isn’t doing well in the polls. If the opposition Freedom 
Party wins the elections, Cadona is going to point their new 
weapons right at Domataland. And you know Cadona will 
send more arms to Izvyona. Domataland won’t be too happy 
about that.”

“I’m going to ask them if they will help us,” Ina said.
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“Ask whom?”
“The people on the Goodwill Ship.”
“Why are you going to ask them? Do you think the sailors 

know what President Tarish will do?”
“I don’t know. I’m not sure who these sailors really are.”
“Ina, what do you mean?”
“Think about it, Tarma. You make a goodwill visit when 

you are trying to make peace with an enemy. Why send a 
goodwill ship to an allied nation?”

Tarma stared out the window at the green, rolling hills. 
Things were getting better. Her future husband would not be 
a mere sailor but an important Domataree intelligence agent.

“Why are you smiling like that, Tarma?”
Tarma wiggled in her seat. Had Ina read her mind? How 

embarrassing if Ina were to learn of her fantasy. She dared not 
speak the truth. “Laughing at you,” Tarma said. “You think too 
much.” She closed her eyes and imagined seeing her seaman 
for the first time. Speaking to him for the first time. Kissing 
him for the first time. Finally, he would say the words, I love 
you, Tarma. Will you be my wife?
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Chapt e r  17

Tonight, Someone Special

“Look how boldly our flag dances in the wind! Its meaning sails with 
you: green symbolizing respect for life and the environment, gold for 
equitable distribution of wealth, white for justice and rule of law. 
Remember it, brave sons of Domataland, when fear grips your heart. 
And it will, for war cries stain the air and waters in the dangerous 
place that is your destination.”

Elann Vispar, President of Domataland
Address to the Sailors of the Goodwill Ship
Port of Naltuk, Feb 15, Year 1007  
of the Enlightened Epoch

D’nevtnya, Bakhadaland
Saturday, April 1, Year 1007 EE
6:00 p.m.

Ina Tovaleta finished flipping through a tattered magazine 
and looked out the window. The train had rounded the last 

bend in the eastern hills of the Coast Range. The harbor city 
of D’nevtnya came into view. Its buildings and docks clustered 
together in the lowlands at the base of the tall hills.
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“Hey, Tarma, we’re almost there.”
Tarma Nedola opened her eyes. In an instant, all remnants 

of sleep had vanished from her face. “Oh my goodness! We are! 
Just one more stop.” She pulled a small mirror from her purse.

Ina watched as Tarma fussed with her hair and makeup. 
Ina found her friend beautiful—the perfect mix of the 
Bakhadaree and Domataree peoples. Sunlight bounced off the 
bronze highlights in her hair. Gold and olive tones tinted her 
skin, and an exotic combination of green, brown, and amber 
painted her big eyes. She had the full lips of the Bakhadaree 
race, and her nose had a pronounced bridge, giving her a regal 
appearance. The rest of her features, though, were soft, like 
a Domat.

Tarma was up to something. It was the third time she 
applied lipstick. She peeked at Ina and then slipped the mirror 
and makeup back into her purse. “Ina, why are you looking at 
me like that?”

“Tarma, do you think you’re going to meet someone 
special tonight?”

Tarma squirmed. “Well, you never know.”
“True,” Ina said, “you never know.” Ina knew how badly 

Tarma wanted a husband. Tarma seemed to have hope for the 
future. Ina wished to never lose her heart. So many Bakhads 
lost husbands and wives to violence. To war. Ina thought about 
her elder brother, Solomor. The Great Invasion of thirteen 
years ago stole Solomor’s beautiful fiancée from him. And 
what if a child came into the picture? A war zone was no place 
for a baby. Ina wouldn’t want a child she bore to go through 
what she did. War. Pain. Destruction. Love brought only 
agony.
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At last the train made the final run into the station at 
D’nevtnya.

“We’re here,” Tarma said. “Can you believe it?”
“Look! Look! Over there!” one of the passengers said. 

“What a sight it is! More magnificent than I’ve ever imagined.”
The normally quiet passengers were abuzz. People seated 

on the right side of the train rushed to the left for a better look. 
Behind row upon row of working boats, Ina saw enormous 
masts with pale sails rolled up against them.

Tarma knelt on her seat. “That must be it! That must be the 
Goodwill Ship. It’s got to be. Look how big it is! It’s beautiful! 
It looks too big to be real, like it’s painted on the sky.”

Banners hung from ropes bridging the masts. A giant 
Domataree national flag—with its wide green, gold, and 
white bars—rippled proudly.

As soon as the train pulled to a stop, the passengers rushed 
out.

“Come on, Ina. Hurry up! Let’s have a look.” Tarma led 
the way to the harbor. “Look how many people are here,” 
Tarma said. “The whole dock is full.” She shoved her way 
through the crowd.

“Tarma, we should wait our turn,” Ina said. Tarma ignored 
her.

They could only go so far. A barricade blocked access. 
People swarmed forward. Bodies pushed against the barrier. 
Bakhadaree policemen stood behind it. Tarma swung an arm 
out toward one of the officers. “Ruzhman! Ruzhman! May we 
get closer?”

The policeman said something, but the noisy crowd 
drowned out his words.
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A man’s voice broadcasted from a sound array. “Ruzhmen 
and Ladies, the ship will open to visitors in one hour.”

“An hour!” Tarma said. “Ina, did you hear that? We’ve got 
to wait a whole hour.”

While Tarma stood on her toes, jumped, twisted, and 
stretched to get a better view of the ship, Ina surveyed the 
crowd. Several people held signs written in both Domat and 
Bakhad welcoming the sailors. Off to the side, however, Pro-
Izvyonsk protesters had a different message. Go home. Domats 
not welcome, one sign read.

“Hey, Tarma, did you notice the protesters?”
“Huh?”
“Pro-Izvyonsk protesters. Did you see them?” Ina 

memorized the protesters’ faces. She wanted to recognize 
them when days of warfare returned. Tarma only gave the 
protesters a passing glance. Ina shook her head. Apparently, 
Tarma was much more interested in catching a glimpse of 
Domataree sailors.

Ina’s belly growled. She tapped Tarma on the shoulder. 
“Hey, Tarma. Tarma. Hey, Tarma!”

Tarma swung around. “What?”
“Come on, Tarma, let’s get something to eat.”
“We’re at the front of the line, Ina. We could be the first 

to board.”
“I thought you were hungry.”
“I am, but look where we are. We’re right at the front.”
“Why do we have to be the first on board? The ship is going 

to be here for a while, isn’t it? It’s not like it’s leaving tonight.”
Finally, Tarma gave in and walked with Ina to D’nevtnya’s 

commercial district.
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Memories of stories and pictures strolled through 
Ina’s mind. In better, freer times, the city had flourished. 
Restaurants, pubs, hotels, and tourist offices catered to 
vacationers. Most came from Domataland to relax in the 
mild climate. Many also visited from Sohn-Sur and Fletchia. 
Now several of the buildings were shuttered. The surviving 
businesses sold things needed for day-to-day life. Ina and 
Tarma walked by marine supply shops, grocery stores, and 
pharmacies. A few cafes, however, remained. They picked a 
restaurant with a view of a little flower garden. Ina studied the 
menu. “Tarma, it’s kind of expensive, want to split dinner?” 
They shared a meal of baked fish and vegetables. Everything 
fresh. The dinner included a cup of hardy, hot soup and dark, 
heavy bread. There was plenty of food for the two of them.

After eating, they visited a few shops, but Tarma was 
anxious to return to the dock. The sun hung low on the 
horizon as they walked back to the harbor. A touch of sunset 
red colored the sky, and ribbons of red and blue danced on 
the surface of the sea. In front of it all stood the amazing 
Domataree Goodwill Ship. Enormous. Strong. Laden with 
history and folklore. Tears came to Ina’s eyes. Although many 
generations of her family had lived and died in Bakhadaland, 
her bloodline came from the land that crafted the ship. This 
tenuous connection bonded Ina to the grand vessel.

The crowd on the dock grew as opening time neared. 
Once again, Tarma wormed her way through the mass of 
people. Ina followed.

As the sun fell deeper on the horizon, the air became 
colder, and the ocean breezes grew in strength. Ina pulled 
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her knitted hat down low over her forehead and wrapped the 
scarf around her neck and chin. Tarma, however, unzipped 
her fleece jacket. Ina knew what she was up to. Tarma wanted 
the Domataree sailors to notice her. To see what a fine woman 
she was.

Tarma grabbed Ina’s arm. “Ina! Look! Look! The police are 
opening the barricade.” Tarma dashed ahead into the crowd. 
Ina soon lost sight of her. When Ina emerged from the security 
checkpoint, she found Tarma right where she expected—
standing as close as allowed to a row of Domataree sailors. 
The men stood at attention on the dock in front of the large 
vessel. Each wore his crisp dress uniform.

“Look at all these men!” Tarma said. “So many of them 
are so cute.”

Ina most definitely agreed.
The side of the ship rose high above the docks. Ina spotted 

other sailors looking down from the deck. The vessel was huge. 
Its masts pierced the darkening sky. Ina followed Tarma as the 
crowd ambled along the dock. The gaggle stopped moving. “I 
wonder why everyone’s stopping?” Ina said.

Tarma’s big eyes were aglow. “Ina, you are not going to 
believe this!”

“What?”
“Ina, oh my, it’s the gangplank. It’s lowered. Can you 

believe it? We’re really here.”
Tarma pushed her way forward. Ina struggled to keep up.
Dashing Domataree sailors helped visitors up the steep 

plank. Some guests took longer than others: the elderly, 
young children, people with disabilities. No one was turned 
away. The sailors helped everyone climb aboard.
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Finally, their time came. She and Tarma took their first 
steps on the wooden plank. Smiling sailors were everywhere.

Tarma said, “Ina, honestly, have you ever seen so many 
gorgeous men in one place?”

Ina had to laugh. Her friend was on the prowl.
At the top of the gangplank, two young sailors, one on 

each side, greeted the visitors and offered a hand to anyone 
needing assistance stepping on board. Tarma didn’t need help, 
but she grabbed a hand of one of the young men anyway. Ina 
watched as Tarma stumbled.

“Lady, are you okay?” the young sailor asked.
“Yes, I’m fine, just clumsy.” Tarma took her time letting 

go of his hand.
“Enjoy your visit, Lady.”
The sailor spoke in near-perfect Bakhad, Ina noticed. She 

found it strange. With his fine hair, gold-toned skin, and light 
eyes, he looked ethnic Domat. Why would a Domat who didn’t 
carry Bakhadaree ancestry bother to learn the Bakhadaree 
language? It wasn’t exactly a useful tongue beyond her little 
country.

Ina and Tarma walked out onto the broad deck of the ship. 
Tarma’s words gushed. “Isn’t he the cutest thing?”

“Yes, he’s cute, but what’s with the tripping thing? Don’t 
you think that tactic is a bit outdated? Our grandmothers 
would’ve done it,” Ina said.

“I couldn’t help it, Ina. I was looking at him, not where I 
was going.”

“What? You really tripped?”
“Of course I really tripped. Ina, do you think I faked it? 

How could you think such a thing? For heaven’s sake, don’t 
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you think I could be at least a little more creative? I really did 
trip.”

“Yeah, yeah, Tarma. Whatever you say.” Ina noticed 
viewplanes scattered about on the bow. “Hey, they have 
information about the ship over there. They show how it was 
made. Let’s go!”

Tarma wasn’t paying attention. She was much more 
interested in a cluster of laughing, chatting sailors.

“Guess I’m on my own for a while,” Ina told herself. She 
wandered off to explore. Ina found herself fascinated by 
perfectly fitted wood, coils of rope, and large metal gadgets of 
unknown use. Then she felt something strange. Even though 
much of the vessel was unfamiliar to her eyes, she sensed a 
connection to it. Being here on this ship, on this day, was 
preordained. She was meant to be here.

The sky turned midnight blue, and the deck lights popped 
on. The ship glowed. Ina wrapped her arms around her body 
to ward off a chilled gust and gazed at the harbor. Light poured 
from windows, and street lamps twinkled. The scent of the 
open sea filled the air and mingled with the pitchy smell of the 
docks. Her link to the vessel grew.

Ina heard Tarma’s laugh. Tarma had struck up a 
conversation with a group of seamen. They were laughing and 
chatting. How wonderful to see her happy!

Shouts shattered the merry mood. The men around Tarma 
scattered. Punches flew. Bodies fell. More shouts. Screams. 
People ran. Civilians scuffled with sailors. Ina recognized 
some of the men in civilian clothes: pro-Izvyonsk protesters. 
The sailors were ready for a fight. Maybe even hoped for it.
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Ina’s heart pounded. Where was Tarma? Ina didn’t see her 
in the crowd.

A blow struck Ina’s back. It came out of nowhere. Air 
fled from her lungs. Her body slammed against thick, twisted 
pipes. Pain pierced her chest as she gasped for breath. A 
tangle of legs approached. Quick, violent steps. Three men. 
Two pro-Izvyonsk protesters against one old sailor. The fight 
drew close. They were almost on top of her. Swift were their 
moves. And vicious. Still wheezing, Ina cowered beneath the 
pipes. More sailors appeared. Soon the protesters were lying 
face down on the deck.

The old sailor shouted orders. Blood dripped from his 
nose, ran over his lips, and rolled off his chin. Sailors yanked 
subdued protesters from the ground and shoved them along as 
they took them away. Only then did a young seaman hand the 
old sailor a towel. Ina watched as the old sailor grabbed the 
towel and wiped his face.

Then more legs. Someone stood right in front of her as she 
crouched beneath the pipes. It was a sailor. She could tell by 
the dark blue trousers and black shoes. Ina recoiled in fear. He 
was almost on top of her.

“Lady,” a man’s voice said, “are you hurt?” His Bakhadaree 
words were fluent. The accent was that of a far northerner, 
much like the accent of Tarma’s Northern Mountain relatives.

Ina peeked up at him. She didn’t want to. The man who 
towered over her was wide, fit, and tall. His light, gold-
toned skin and pale blue eyes looked young, yet hardened. Ina 
averted her eyes to the ground.

He squatted down. “Lady, are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m okay.”
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“Can you stand?”
“I think so.”
He took hold of her elbows and helped her to her feet. 

Even in her high-heeled boots, Ina had to look up to see his 
face. His wide shoulders and massive chest dwarfed her frame.

“Can you walk, Lady?”
“Yes, thank you. I’m okay.”
He said, “I believe things are back to normal. It seems the 

trouble is over.”
The man no longer frightened her. Despite his grim 

bearing, she sensed kindness. Still, she struggled to look him 
in the eyes, but not because of fear. Her stomach tingled. 
“Thank you for being concerned,” she said.

“No problem, Lady. I’m sorry you had this bad experience 
on our ship.”

“This land is full of bad experiences,” Ina said. “It’s a way 
of life here, unfortunately.”

He stared at her as he spoke. “This is a beautiful country. 
It’s amazing how much it’s recovered since the attack five 
years ago.”

“Back in Domataland, did you see what happened here?” 
Ina asked.

“Yes, your conflict with Izvyona is big news back home. 
Let’s hope the wars are over.”

Ina nodded, but she had little hope of peace. However, there 
was something she did hope for: to be close to this man. She 
didn’t want it to happen. She didn’t need it to happen. She didn’t 
know anything about him except he wore a Domataree uniform. 
Yet, she desired it to happen. To feel his touch. To hear his voice. 
To put her hands on his chest. To feel his skin on hers.
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He watched her. Ina felt his eyes. She wanted him to stop, 
but wished he never would.

“By the way,” he said, “my name is Rosik. Lieutenant 
Rosik Venkin.”

“Ina Tovaleta.”
“At your service, Lady Ina Tovaleta.” Rosik bowed, his 

arms held straight against his sides.
Ina was amused. She had heard about Domataree 

formality, but to see the greeting bow in person was comical. 
Ina returned the bow in the less formal Bakhadaree fashion.

“Well, Ina, how much of the ship have you seen?”
“Not much, I’ve been looking at the displays, but haven’t 

gotten too far.”
“May I give you a tour?”
Ina smiled broadly beneath the pink scarf. “I would like 

that. I’ve lived by the sea for several years, but I grew up in the 
interior. I don’t know much about ships. Especially old ones.” 
She then remembered Tarma. Was she okay? Ina spotted her. 
Tarma was chatting with a group of sailors again. Ina wouldn’t 
bother her with an invitation for a ship tour.

An announcement silenced the merry voices on the ship. 
“Ruzhmen and Ladies, the ship tour is closing in ten minutes.” 
Ina checked the time. Hours had gone by. It seemed seconds. 
Her heart ached. She didn’t want to say goodbye.
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Chapt e r  18

Carousel Room

“I saw them. I saw the Izvyon dismantle it as my mother bled to death 
in my arms. They were dressed like construction workers, and they 
carried away the carousel piece by piece.”

Bakhadaree Witness
Satur War Journal
Year 994 of the Enlightened Epoch

D’nevtnya, Bakhadaland
Saturday, April 1, Year 1007 EE
10:30 p.m.

Ina Tovaleta surveyed the crowd on the Goodwill Ship. 
People were slow to leave. “Thank you, Lieutenant Venkin, 

for the tour,” she said. Ina felt her cheeks flush behind the knit 
scarf. “It’s so wonderful to have you here. Your ship, I mean. 
We feel so isolated sometimes. This ship connects us with the 
outside world. We don’t feel as lost.”

“You’re welcome, Lady Tovaleta,” Rosik said. His face 
blushed as he stared at the ground. Then his eyes met hers. 



TOXIC SPHERE

S 265 S

“We all have tasks to perform once the visitors disembark, 
but I was wondering if we could meet later.” He cleared his 
throat. “Some of us have been authorized shore leave. I’m one 
of them.”

The tingle in Ina’s belly grew. What if she lost control? 
What if she did something stupid, like kiss him? Such a fool 
she would be. Her hands shook, yet she managed to say, “I 
would like that. You can meet my friend, Tarma. We traveled 
here together from Lestnya.”

“Excellent! Is there a place we can meet?”
“We could meet in the Carousel Room. It stays open all 

night, and it’s easy to find.” She pointed to a white building 
with large windows facing the harbor. “That’s the Carousel 
Room. It used to be a lot prettier. You can still see part of the 
center spire sticking up from the dome, but all of the little 
spires around the edges are gone. They got blown up in the 
naval strikes five years ago. We haven’t replaced them yet.”

“So why is it called the Carousel Room? Is there a carousel 
inside?”

“Used to be. A giant one. I have faint memories of it. When 
I was really little, my family visited D’nevtnya. We took a ride 
on the carousel. It was huge, one of the biggest in the world.”

“What happened to it?”
“The Izvyon stole it in the Great Invasion.”
“They ran off with a carousel?” Rosik said. “Odd thing to 

steal. The Carousel Room it is. I’ll meet you and your friend 
there in say, an hour?”

“Sounds good.” Her heart pounded. What if he was just 
being friendly? She’d be crushed. Yet, she couldn’t help it. 
Heat gathered in her thighs. She wanted to tie them around 
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his waist. Pull him close. Squeeze him. Feel their skin touch. 
Her own thoughts startled her. What was she thinking? She 
was becoming like Tarma.

“Would you mind if I brought some friends along?” Rosik 
asked. “They’re all good guys, just like me.”

Ina thought instantly of Tarma, who was now standing 
alone near the gangplank. “Yes,” Ina said, “bring any friends 
you want. You showed me your ship. I would like to show you 
and your friends at least a little piece of my country.” Mostly, 
however, Ina wanted to spend more time with Rosik.

From behind her, a man’s voice said, “Lieutenant Venkin.”
Ina knew it was time for him to go. “In an hour then,” she 

said. She floated to Tarma’s side.
Sadness filled her friend’s big eyes and a pout formed on 

her generous lips. “Tarma, is something wrong?”
“It was fun. But it’s over,” Tarma said. “Now what? I was 

silly to think I’d meet someone. I mean, a man. You know.”
“Tarma, how badly do you want to go home right away?”
“Why do you ask?”
“The sailor I was talking to, he wants to meet us in the 

Carousel Room after he takes care of some things on the ship. 
His name is Rosik Venkin. He’s a lieutenant,” Ina said.

Tarma’s face fell. “You mean he wants to meet you. Not us. 
You always get all the guys to chase you. You were with him 
for a long time.”

“Tarma, you’re exaggerating. We started talking because 
some guys were fighting and I was knocked down. Rosik helped 
me up. It’s not like we just started talking out of nowhere.”

“I could’ve gotten knocked down and stepped on and still 
a man wouldn’t ask to see me.”
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“Tarma, you’re crazy. Besides, he wants to bring friends 
with him. He and some of the other sailors have shore leave.”

“Really? He’s bringing friends?” Tarma’s mood brightened.
“Yes, Tarma, he’s bringing friends.”

“Look how crowded it is!” Ina said as she shoved her way 
into the Carousel Room. “I can’t believe it.”

The packed room didn’t deter Tarma. “Come on, Ina, let’s 
go to the bathroom. I need to fix my hair. The wind really 
messed it up.”

Ina remembered her hat and scarf. The room was warm, 
so she would need to remove them. Her hair would be a mess, 
too. Not to mention her lipstick. Rosik mustn’t see her like that.

Tarma and Ina pushed their way through the crowd and 
into the bathroom.

“Excuse me. Excuse me,” Tarma said as she scooted by 
women and girls waiting in long, twisted lines for a turn at a 
toilet. Tarma squeezed between two young women huddled in 
front of the mirror. No other spot was free until the woman 
next to Tarma finished washing her hands. Ina jumped into the 
slot. She loosened her scarf and pulled the hat off her head. Static 
electricity grabbed her hair. “Oh, no! Look at me!” she said. 
Pressing it down didn’t tame it, but a little water on a comb did 
the trick. Her lipstick didn’t look too bad, though. A touch-up 
was all that was needed. Ina was ready for Rosik.

Tarma, however, wasn’t ready. She was leaning over the 
sink cabinet and fixing her eye makeup. Her fingers trembled 
as she applied another layer of mascara. How eager she seemed!

“I’m one to laugh,” Ina said to herself. Her heart was 
fluttering like a bee’s wings, and she just met the guy. She 
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was every bit as bad as Tarma. She hoped she didn’t look 
as desperate. She’d scare Rosik off. But what if he changed 
his mind and didn’t show? She’d never see him again! What 
would she do? Ina ignored a sour glance from an impatient 
woman wanting to get to the sink. He’d come. She must 
stop worrying. He absolutely would come. She checked the 
time. They had to hurry. If he showed up while she was in the 
bathroom, she’d miss him. Why was Tarma taking so long? 
How many times must she comb her hair? Finally! Tarma 
stood upright.

“Tarma, you ready?”
“Think so. Do I look okay?”
“You look beautiful. Come on, let’s look for them.”
“Didn’t you say they’d be here in an hour?”
“Yeah.”
“There’s still time. It hasn’t been an hour yet.”
“I know, but what if they show up early?”
“Ina, calm down. I’m ready. Let’s go.”
The Carousel Room bustled with activity. “Tarma, I see a 

couple of guys in Domataree uniforms over there, maybe it’s 
them.” Tarma and Ina squirmed by people trying to dance in 
the packed room. Ina nearly knocked food out of the hand of 
a man about to take a bite. “Sorry,” she said. She ignored his 
scowl. 

Ina now saw the faces of the men in uniform. Darn it! No 
Rosik. “Tarma, what if he’s here and he can’t find us? I can’t 
see a thing with all these people.” Ina looked up. A staircase 
ran along the rounded walls, but the gates were shut. “Why 
on earth do they have the staircase closed? It would be easier 
to see from up there.”
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“Ina, it hasn’t been an hour yet. Give the poor guy a chance 
to get here. Come on, let’s go wait by the main entrance.” 

Tarma and Ina stood near the doors but out of the draft. 
They didn’t want the wind to muss their hair.

Minutes felt like days. Ina checked the time. “Okay, it’s been 
an hour. They’re not here. Maybe they’re already inside and we 
missed them. I’m going to have a look around. Tarma, stay here 
and watch for him. Do you remember what he looks like?”

“I think so.”
“Good. If he shows, grab him and buzz me. Don’t let him 

get away.”
Ina circled the Carousel Room. No Rosik. No call from 

Tarma. Her heart broke when she saw Tarma standing alone 
by the entrance. He hadn’t arrived.

“Didn’t find him?” Tarma asked.
“No, and it’s been over an hour now. They’re late. Maybe 

Rosik changed his mind about coming.”
“Why would he do that? If he said he’d come, he’ll come.” 

Tarma’s eyebrows rose. “Unless, of course, he couldn’t leave 
the ship for some reason.”

“Oh, no! What if he can’t?” Ina stared out the door. No 
sign of him. Then something caught her eye. She strained 
to get a better look, for the crowd spilled out from the 
building. She saw it again. A familiar face among strangers. 
Time slowed. Sounds faded. Ina watched a man climb the 
stairs leading to the Carousel Room entrance. He wore a 
Domataree uniform. So did the five other men who were 
walking with him. Her heart leapt. Rosik! There he was. 
“Don’t look stupid,” Ina told herself. “Don’t look desperate. 
Friendly, but not desperate.”
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“Tarma,” Ina said, her heart racing too fast to count the 
beats, “they’re here.”

“Where?”
Ina swallowed hard. “Coming up the stairs.”
Rosik and five other sailors walked into the room. He 

didn’t notice her standing next to the door. She watched as 
the sailors pushed their way into the crowd. “Rosik!” she 
said. He didn’t hear her. She called out again. “Rosik! Over 
here.” Then he turned. He stared. Expressionless. Why was 
he looking at her like that? She forced a smile and waved. His 
eyes brightened. He approached. Heat roared over Ina’s face.

Rosik stood close to her now. The pale gold of his skin 
reddened. “Ina, here you are. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

“Huh?”
“On the ship, I didn’t see your face well. Because of your 

hat and scarf.” Rosik stared at her again, but this time, his face 
glowed. Ina’s heartbeat quickened. Her body drew closer to his.

“Sorry we’re late, Ina.” There was a quiver in his voice. “I 
was afraid you wouldn’t wait for me.”

Ina knew she would have waited for hours—even until 
sunrise. But she dared not admit such a thing. “Don’t be silly; 
you’re only a few minutes late.”

She then remembered that she and Rosik were not the only 
people in the room. “Rosik, this is my friend, Tarma Nedola.”

“Lady Tarma Nedola, it is a pleasure to meet you,” he said. 
He bowed in the customary Domataree way. He then placed a 
hand on a muscular shoulder of another sailor. “Ladies, this is 
our team leader, Captain Garrett Dartuk.”

Garrett bowed. His bulging muscles stretched the fabric 
of his uniform.
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Rosik introduced the four other men, and they all took 
seats around a table that had just been cleared.

“We could use some food,” Rosik said. “What’s good 
here?”

They ordered snacks, beer, and juice.
Ina’s heart lightened as they chatted about happy stuff: 

plans for the future, careers, childhood pranks, school, and 
ships. A shroud covered her, however, when the conversation 
turned to war.

“Tactical Cadonan weapons keep arriving in Izvyona,” 
Garrett said. “They don’t even try to hide it. It’s as if they 
want us to see.”

“Cadona has been arming Izvyona for a long time, Garrett. 
Why do you think it’s different this time?” Tarma asked.

“Cadona used to send old stuff, but lately they’ve been 
shipping more advanced weapons. I mean no disrespect, 
Tarma. I know the people of Bakhadaland have been fighting 
for a long time. This time, though, the weapons Izvyona will 
use against you will be far more powerful.”

“So what do you think Izvyona is going to do?”
“If Izvyona decides to invade, they’ll start with a big 

punch to weaken your command and control. We expect 
heavy air attacks on weapons depots and military bases. The 
navy will pound the harbors. They’ll use ground forces, too. 
As usual, they’ll invade from the west, but they’ll also drop 
paratroopers into the interior and land ground forces on 
the coast. Izvyona knows they’ve always failed to secure the 
country after overrunning it, so they will try something new. 
Something Cadona will give them: advanced robotic tactical 
weapons called aerial hunters. They’ll use them in difficult 
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terrain like the Northern Mountains and the Hill Country. 
Places where you’ve beaten them before.”

Ina noticed sympathy in Rosik’s eyes as Garrett and Tarma 
spoke. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Rosik said. “Even 
though they’ll have Cadonan weapons, an all-out attack will 
cost Izvyona a fortune.”

“The Izvyon don’t care about the cost,” Tarma said. “They 
don’t think that way. They’re never going to stop. They will 
keep coming until either they or we are all dead. As long as 
Izvyona exists as a country, I can’t see how Bakhadaland can 
ever be safe and free. I’m not even sure if independence will 
work for us. Maybe it would be best if Bakhadaland becomes 
part of Domataland.”

Ina wanted to crawl under the table. Why did Tarma say 
that? Though a growing number of Bakhads believed as Tarma 
did, Ina wasn’t sure how the Domats would react. Supporting 
an ally was one thing, but absorbing a war-torn region was 
quite another.

Garrett’s voice was calm. “Unification has been discussed 
as an option,” he said. None of the Domats reacted to Tarma’s 
bold comment. Ina was relieved.

The night passed quickly and the first quivering light of 
morning faded the blackness of the night sky. Rosik leaned 
close to Ina and said, “You and Tarma are patriots, aren’t you?”

Ina leaned closer to him—aware of his muscular arm and 
shoulder—and said, “Yep, we are Bakhadaree patriots.”

Smiling, Rosik leaned back in his chair and winked across 
the table at Garrett. Ina noticed. She wondered what that was 
all about.
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Rosik then put an arm around her. “So, Ina, what are the 
most interesting places to visit?”

Strange thing to ask. Dare she read too much into his 
question? “Um, well, High Temple Ubstenver is nearby. 
Then there’s the old fort at the top of the eastern hills. We 
call it Letonstenya. The Letonic Islands are pretty, too.” 
Then a sobering thought popped into her mind. Rosik was 
from Domataland. There were things he may not consider. 
“Wherever you go, you shouldn’t just wander around. There 
may still be land mines. Most have been removed, but 
occasionally someone runs into one. And boom!”

“Good advice,” Rosik said.
Ina took a sip of beer. “Some of the mines are ours. We 

wanted to use them against the Izvyon, of course, but sometimes 
we forget where we buried them. Or everyone who set them 
died, and no one else knows where they are. One time, when 
we had lots of rain, some old mines slid downhill with the mud. 
A child stepped on one. A deer stepped on another.”

Rosik felt sorry for her. She saw it in his eyes. He then 
pulled her close. “I know how it is. We have some places 
like that in Domataland. Estdeventia is a mess. Between the 
terrorists and the military campaigns ….”

Ina knew about the terrorists in Estdeventia, but why did 
she say such unpleasant things at a moment like this? “Rosik, 
I don’t want you to think everything here is terrible. The 
eastern and central parts of my country aren’t so bad. Farther 
west is where you really need to be careful, since it borders 
Izvyona.”

“Ina, how much do you know about what’s happening in 
the west?”
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“We get tactical news,” Ina said. “One of my brothers, 
Solomor, is an active duty national defender in the Western 
District.”

“Where is he stationed?”
“On the east side of the Satur River. Up north from the 

capital.”
“What does he say about the situation there?”
“Things are bad, especially west of the Satur. Lots of 

sabotage and espionage. Hit-and-run tactics. The Izvyon target 
national defenders and government officials. Solomor says they 
are always catching Izvyonsk agents trying to infiltrate their 
ranks. He says Izvyona is preparing the western border for a 
ground assault. What Solomor says matches what Garrett just 
talked about.” Ina shivered. She worried about Solomor, her 
brother. Always war, fear, and death. Ina was growing tired 
of it. Right now, Rosik was next to her. She focused on the 
feeling. Exciting. Tender. Passionate. Enough of war for the 
moment. “So, Rosik, how long will you be here?” Ina asked.

“We’re in port for three weeks.”
Three weeks! Rosik would be around for three weeks! Ina 

said, “You, you said you have shore leave. How far are you 
allowed to travel?”

She felt Rosik draw a deep breath. “We have rules about 
contacts with locals, and we would need to ask our commander 
if the Bakhadaree government had any restrictions on our 
movements, so I don’t know right now.”

Two words cheered Ina’s heart. “Bakhadaree government. 
You don’t know how wonderful those words sound when 
spoken by a foreigner. Most of the world considers us part of 
Izvyona and Villyana our capital.”
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“Domataland doesn’t recognize Bakhadaland as part of 
Izvyona. We see it as an independent nation under occupation,” 
Rosik said.

Such joyful words! Yet how far would or could Domataland 
go to protect them? She considered asking that question next, 
but since the Goodwill Ship would be in port for three weeks, 
she decided to ask later. Right now, she wanted to know how 
much time she could spend with him. “So, are you going to 
ask your commander about traveling around?”

“Yes, when I get back to the ship, I’ll ask him.”

Rosik and Ina leaned into each other. The rest of the world 
faded.

“Where are you from in Domataland?” Ina asked.
“North of Diina,” he said, “a town called Vadsech. It’s in a 

region called the Land of Many Rivers.”
“I’ve read about that area of Domataland. Well, actually, 

I’ve read about most places in Domataland at one time or 
another.”

“Have you ever been to my country, Ina?”
“Twice, when I was a kid.” Her thoughts reached far into 

the past. “Once for a vacation. Times were better then. I was a 
toddler, so I don’t remember much. The second time, we left 
to flee the Great Invasion. My father sent my mother, sister, 
little brother, and me there. My father stayed here to fight. So 
did my big brother, Solomor. Where we went was just over 
the border, though. I’ve never been to Diina or the Land of 
Many Rivers. I bet it’s pretty there.”

“Ah, you should see it, Ina,” Rosik said. “When I leave 
the military I want to return home to stay. The land around 
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Vadsech isn’t called the Land of Many Rivers without reason. 
Many waters do flow there.”

“Does it get really cold?”
“Yes, in the winter, but the place is still full of life. So many 

things live there. So many things grow. Even the winters are 
fun. We have skiing, ice skating, snow machining, ice fishing.”

“It sounds beautiful,” Ina said. She imagined a white 
landscape sparkling under a pale, pink winter sun.

“It is beautiful,” Rosik said, “but it’s also beautiful here. 
I came to Bakhadaland as a schoolboy. I returned a couple 
of times but never got to stay long. The occupation makes 
traveling difficult, but I do love the warmth, the beaches, 
and the sea. It would be nice to vacation here, especially in 
January and February when even we northern bloods have had 
enough of winter.”

“You would like the southern tip of the peninsula,” Ina 
told him. “It rarely gets cold down there. Up here, it gets a 
little chilly. It even snows sometimes. And some days we have 
frost.”

Rosik gazed out the windows. Ina noticed the distant look 
in his eyes. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

“How proud our Goodwill Ship looks in the rising sun. 
How much I love the Warm Sea.” His eyes met hers. “And how 
beautiful you are. How glad I am to be with you. I’m very glad 
I met you, Ina Tovaleta.”

“And I you, Rosik Venkin.” Ina rested her head on his 
shoulder.
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Chapt e r  19

The Ship Is Still There

Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, April 2, Year 1007 EE
5:30 p.m.

“More avavarian tea, Mr. Fullerby?” the waiter asked.
Bob looked into his cup. “Not quite yet, thank you.”

After the waiter walked away, Bob checked his personal 
device. Nothing. Defense Secretary Richard Karther was 
still ignoring him. Izvyona was mobilizing its navy. Not 
its own ships, but the advanced vessels Cadona gave them. 
Bob’s sources told him Izvyona was readying its tactical 
air force as well. Even Undersea Command expressed 
concerns. Admiral Annie-Marie Renshaw told Bob it didn’t 
look like training maneuvers. Then there was the other 
suspicious piece of news from Admiral Renshaw. A message 
came through Undersea Command’s ultra-secure specter-
node. The source of the message: Izvyona’s massive military 
base in Sulturil. The admiral didn’t authorize Izvyona’s use 
of specter, so she launched an investigation. Strange thing 
was, the message disappeared. Completely. As if it had never 
existed. So what was Izvyona up to? If Richard Karther 
knew, he wasn’t talking.

At last Bob’s personal device buzzed. But it was not the 
Defense Secretary. It was Pastor Mark Walzelesskii.



C. N. SKY

S 278 S

“Bob here.”
“Mr. Fullerby, it … it’s Mark. Um, my … my father, he 

just left. In a hurry. He looked upset. He said he’s going to see 
General Willirman. At the Defense Department.”

“Pastor Walzelesskii, good evening. How long ago did this 
happen?”

“He left the True Followers film studio about ten minutes 
ago.”

“Do you know why he’s going to see General Willirman?”
“No idea. We were working on the sermon for the next 

Sunday Sunrise Service. He received a call, got up, and told 
me he was going to see General Willirman. But, Mr. Fullerby, 
he looked really worried. Something terrible must have 
happened. Before the document went missing, he’d worry 
about things, but not like this.”

“Did he mention the document?”
“No.”
“Okay, Son, thank you for the information,” Bob said.
“Um, Mr. Fullerby, if you learn anything, will you let me 

know?”
“Yes, Pastor, I’ll be sure to do that.”
“Thank you, sir.” Mark ended the call.

What was Pastor Leon Walls up to? He dropped everything 
and rushed to the Defense Department to meet with General 
Willirman. Interesting place for a pastor to go. Bob checked 
the time. If he hurried, he might be able to get there before 
Leon. “Waiter!”

“Yes, sir.”
“Sorry, I need to leave.”



TOXIC SPHERE

S 279 S

“Not a problem, Mr. Fullerby. Shall I wrap up your food 
to go?”

“No time, I’m afraid,” Bob told him.

7
Pastor Leon Walls saw a group of spectators gathered 

near the gray stone building sheltering the Cadonan Defense 
Department. What were they protesting now? He checked 
the time and then tugged at his tight collar. “Can’t we go any 
faster?” he said as his limousine crawled toward the main 
gate.

“Speed limit, sir,” the chauffeur said, “for security.”
Leon felt a burn in his stomach. Everything took so 

damned long! 
Finally, they reached the gate. 
Leon opened the door and swung his legs out before the 

limousine stopped.
A man shouted at him. “Pastor Walls! Pastor Walls!”
The voice was familiar. Leon cringed when he saw a face 

he didn’t want to see: Bob Fullerby’s. No wonder scrums were 
hovering around, Fullerby was there.

Bob trotted toward the limousine. His pudgy body 
bounced with each step. “Pastor Walls! Why are you visiting 
the Defense Department? As a man of God, what’s your 
business here?”

“Get him away from me,” Leon said to a bodyguard.
Two large men in black suits pushed Bob back, but the 

questions kept coming. The crowd grew.
A young military policeman said, “Pastor Walls! This way. 

Come with me, sir.” He hustled Leon inside and escorted him 
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to General Willirman’s office. The general, Senator John 
Rineburg, and Senator Mitch Fischer were already there.

“Sorry to bother you, Leon,” Doug said, “but we all agreed 
you need to be part of this discussion.”

Leon wiped sweat from his brow. Mitch was watching 
him. “Leon, are you feeling okay?”

“Yes, yes. It’s that damned Bob Fullerby.”
“Fullerby can’t get in here,” Doug said. A growl then rose 

up in his throat. “But that damned Karther can.”
Leon felt a bit of relief. He wasn’t the only one being 

hounded. “The Defense Secretary still giving you grief, 
Dougy?”

“That spineless bastard occasionally finds his balls,” Doug 
said, “but don’t worry, I have loyals watching out for him. If 
he comes around, we’ll have warning.”

“So, Dougy, what’s going on?” Leon asked. “Why did you 
call me here?”

“It’s Izvyona. They want a green light to move against the 
Domataree Goodwill Ship.”

“Move against? Dougy, what does that mean, exactly?”
“They want to blow it up.”
“While it sits in the harbor?”
Doug nodded.
A wave of worry ran through Leon. “But won’t that mean 

other ships would take damage?”
“Actually, Leon,” Doug said, “Izvyona wants to … take 

the opportunity, let us say … to blast the whole town of 
D’nevtnya.”

“The whole town?”
“Yep, the whole stinkin’ town,” Doug said.
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“I don’t know about this, Dougy. I don’t think it’s a good 
idea.” Leon squirmed in his chair. “We still haven’t found the 
Guiding Light. We wrote about Izvyona and Bakhadaland, 
remember? It’s too dangerous. We should wait. We postponed 
the Mary Kronvelt justice execution because her name was in 
the document. We should postpone an attack on Bakhadaland, 
too.”

Doug folded his hands and rested them on his large, shiny 
desk. “Leon, it’s the perfect opportunity. It’s an international 
incident. And we didn’t mention the Goodwill Ship in the 
Guiding Light.”

Leon struggled to draw a deep breath. “I don’t know about 
this, Dougy.”

John wiggled his long legs. “I say we do it. No one would 
be surprised if the Izvyon attacked D’nevtnya. Izvyona 
has warned Domataland about the Goodwill Ship a shit-
load of times. They’ve ordered it to leave Izvyonsk waters. 
Domataland hasn’t complied. The ship is still there.”

Leon shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know, 
John. Not only is the Guiding Light still missing, but Toxic 
Sphere isn’t ready. And John, you said we are having funding 
problems. You said President Meyfeld and his Allegiance 
Party cronies in the legislature won’t divert funds to finish 
the weapon.”

Doug said, “Toxic Sphere does have a few glitches to work 
out, Leon, but we need to learn as much as we can about 
Domataland’s new weapons. The sooner the better. We know 
Domataland is protecting its Goodwill Ship. If Izvyona attacks 
D’nevtnya, Domataland might show its hand. It’ll give us a 
chance to see just what their weapons can do.”
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“And a strike against Bakhadaland will piss off Domataland,” 
John said. “We already decided we need to get President Tarish to 
act out. We need to show the world what a crazy, warlike nation 
Domataland is.”

Leon nodded, but his heart pounded. “We do need to 
learn about Domataland’s weapons. I don’t like the thought of 
striking now, but I guess it is the perfect excuse. Domataland 
did break the ceasefire by sending the Goodwill Ship to 
Bakhadaland.”

“And, Leon,” Doug said, “as John pointed out, no one will 
be surprised if Izvyona made a move against the Domataree 
Goodwill Ship.”

Leon dabbed sweat away from his face. “Okay. Okay. Let’s 
do it.”

“Dougy,” Mitch said, “looks like we’re all in agreement. 
Give our friends in Izvyona the green light. Naval strikes 
against D’nevtnya only. The reason for the strike is the illegal 
Domataree Goodwill Ship. But, Dougy, it needs to be clear: 
Cadona will not give Izvyona military support should the 
Domats jump into the fight. Izvyona is on its own.”

Doug’s face brightened. “Our friends in Villyana will be 
pleased.”

“Hmm … not sure they should be,” Mitch said. “This 
assault is more for us than for them.”

“I’m not so sure about that, Mitch,” Doug said. “Izvyona is 
itching to toast some Bakhadaree scrum.”
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Chapt e r  20

Our Brothers Beyond

“Heaven, ground, and water. All connected under God.”

Ancient of Ancients Lotish Prayer
“Reflections on the Holy Triad”
Year Unknown

D’nevtnya, Bakhadaland
Sunday, April 2, Year 1007 EE
6:00 a.m.

It was so strange. It was like they’d been together forever. Ina 
Tovaleta loved the way it felt to be next to Lieutenant Rosik 

Venkin of Domataland. With her eyes closed and her head 
resting on his shoulder, she listened to the sound of Tarma’s 
voice. Garrett and Tarma had been talking for some time. The 
other four men also joined the conversation. Ina and Rosik, 
however, focused on each other. No need for words. A simple 
touch said everything.

“I don’t know who would be interested,” she heard Tarma 

the Great Mountains
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say, “but services will be held at the Lotish temple in three 
hours. Today is the Celebration of Awakening. What a perfect 
day for your Goodwill Ship to be here.”

“I’d love to see the temple, but I could really use some 
breakfast first,” Garrett said. “I know you aren’t supposed to 
eat before service, but I’m starved.”

“Those old rules don’t always work,” Tarma said. 
“Sometimes life moves too quickly. We may be a little old-
fashioned here in Bakhadaland, but we’re practical.”

“It’s Sunday, will anything be open?” Garrett asked.
“There should be something around where we could grab 

a quick bite,” Tarma told him.
Everyone agreed. Breakfast then religious services.
They found the early morning streets of D’nevtnya quiet. 

Most shops were closed, but the smell of bread and pastries 
wafted out of a handful of bakeries.

Garrett stopped walking. “Hey, something smells good.”
“I smell it, too,” Tarma said. “I think it’s coming from that 

building across the street. It’s a Shinchik restaurant.”
They crossed the road to have a closer look. Garrett 

peered in the window. “Hey, it’s an actual sit-down place.”
“We love having Shinchik people around,” Tarma said. 

“They don’t worship on Sundays, so their businesses stay open.”
“I’m for giving this place a try,” Garrett said. “I’ve never 

had Shinchik food.”
Rosik sniffed the air. “Neither have I. It smells darn 

good.”

Warmth and the smell of fragrant spices greeted them 
when they walked inside. White tablecloths stood out from 
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the dark floor and the red and gold walls. The large room 
felt empty even though guests—fishermen and Shinchik 
families—sat at ten of the tables.

A young, slight, black-haired waiter emerged through 
swinging double doors. The white apron he wore contrasted 
with his baggy, black clothing. His Bakhadaree words carried 
a slight accent. “Eight for breakfast?”

“Yes, please,” Tarma said.
Ina, Tarma, and the sailors shared a traditional Shinchik 

family-style meal. The portions were generous.
Tarma took a deep breath. “I’m totally stuffed.”
Garrett rubbed his belly. “Me as well. It was delicious, but 

my stomach couldn’t hold another bite.”
“Do you want to walk to the temple?” Tarma asked. “Burn 

off some food? It’s all uphill, but lots of people do it. It’s like a 
pilgrimage. Especially on special days like today.”

Everyone was up for a walk rather than riding on a crowded, 
bouncing bus. Garrett paid the bill. In cash. Bakhadaree cash. 
Ina had no idea how he got his hands on Bakhadaree currency. 
After Garrett paid, Tarma led the way to the winding temple 
road.

Morning mist glowed brilliant white in the bright sun 
as they headed up to High Temple Ubstenver. They walked 
by dense rows of little houses and tiny yards. As the road 
steepened, however, fewer buildings lined the street. 
Instead, crops flourished on terraced slopes while rugged 
trees clutched to the pale rock of the hills. Ina clung to 
Rosik’s side as they walked along. Her feet floated above 
the earth. His company surpassed any fantasy. Life swirled 
around her in a way she had never known. Ina noticed 



C. N. SKY

S 286 S

everything: the smell of the sea mixing with the fragrance of 
dew-damp plants, sea birds gliding overhead and squawking 
to one another, song birds darting among the trees and 
brush. Heaven must be like this.

“A lot of people are struggling,” Rosik said. “This climb 
must be grueling for them.”

Ina then noticed different things. She saw an old man, bent 
with age, pushing a white-haired woman in a wheelchair. The 
woman’s blue-veined hands trembled as she struggled to turn 
the wheels to lessen his burden. A young man, long crutches 
by his side, swung nearly useless legs forward as best he could. 
Scars marred the left side of his head. This man was probably 
a victim of war.

A look of concern, almost pain, covered Rosik’s face. 
“Shouldn’t we help them?”

“It means a great deal to us to make the climb,” Ina told 
him. “It’s an old tradition. The harder it is, the greater the 
blessings.” She wondered what Rosik thought. Did he find 
Bakhadaland primitive and dated? Did he see her life as having 
less meaning than a classy, rich Domataree woman’s? Ina 
pushed the thoughts from her mind. Rosik had been nothing 
but kind to her.

Tarma stopped walking and pointed up the hill. “Guys, 
you can see part of Temple Ubstenver from here. It’s the big, 
white building in front of the black cliff.”

“We saw it yesterday when we sailed in,” Garrett said. “It’s 
actually famous. Many people in Domataland know of it. A 
long time ago, Domats would travel here to pray.”

Ina recalled the last time she made the climb. Three years 
had gone by. Hard to believe it had been so long. She had ridden 
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in the back of a truck with tools and building supplies. She and 
Tarma had volunteered to repair damage to the temple caused 
by Izvyonsk shelling. Ina’s only view had been through a little 
opening in the canvas walls enclosing the truck bed. She had 
forgotten the steepness of the hillside and the drama of the 
landscape.

“We’re getting close,” Tarma told them. “Only three 
switchbacks to go and we’ll be there. It’s dirt road the rest of 
the way.”

Just ahead, Ina saw the end of the pavement. Packed soil, 
glowing as bright as snow under the morning sun, muffled the 
sound of footfalls. A bus chugged by, spitting up a fine layer of 
pale dust. No more buildings or farms here, only nature, from 
tiny blades of grass to massive trees.

“You can get a great view from over there,” Tarma said. 
She led the way to the sharp, long elbow of a switchback.

Tarma was right. Ina saw the steep expanse of the hillside 
with its trees, yards, houses, and terraced fields. Farther 
below, sat D’nevtnya with its tightly packed buildings, ships, 
and docks. There it rested—the Goodwill Ship. It towered 
like a giant. Graceful and proud. Even from here Ina sensed 
its power. Its spirit.

Rosik was gazing at the scene, but then his pale blue eyes 
met hers. Ina felt his soul. Such a bond between them. How 
was it possible?

“I can’t believe how beautiful you are,” he told her, 
“as beautiful as the sunlight itself. The blue of your eyes is 
amazing! Dark and bright all at once. I’ve never seen such a 
shade. I swear, Ina, the ocean and sky cry in envy.”

For a few precious seconds, Ina believed she and Rosik 
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were alone in creation. A car struggled to climb the steep 
hill. Its rumble reminded her otherwise. “I’m glad you’re 
here. I’m glad your ship is here,” she said. “With you comes 
hope.”

She heard Tarma’s voice. “Ina, Rosik, are you two coming 
or not?”

Tarma, Garrett, and the four other sailors were waiting 
for them. Rosik and Ina walked along in silence, lagging 
behind the rest. It didn’t matter where she was or where she 
was going as long as he was with her.

The road leveled when they reached the temple grounds. 
Ina gasped at the sight. “It’s all fixed! The trails, fountains, 
reflecting pools, everything. When I was last here, they were 
still torn to shreds.” Her eyes scanned the front of the temple. 
“So much of it is repaired! It’s beautiful!”

“It looks like the end of the prayer line is over there,” 
Tarma said.

Ina, Tarma, and the sailors joined the queue. Soon, they 
reached the Holy Triad prayer monument. The carvings on 
the rocky face had also been restored. Once more, symbols 
emerged from the white stone block: the rising sun bringing 
renewal, great mountains bringing courage, evergreen forests 
bringing rest, leaf-trees bringing wisdom, snakes bringing 
peace, and water connecting all things. Ina’s favorite, however, 
were the Great Birds of Hope. Hovering at the mountain 
peaks, they basked in God’s light.

When Ina’s turn came, she placed a hand on top of the 
three-sided emblem of her Lotish faith. “Heaven, ground, and 
water. All connected under God,” she whispered.
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After paying their respects, Ina and Tarma led the sailors 
along paths that weaved about the broad front yard. They 
paused for a moment by a reflecting pool surrounded by herbs, 
shrubs, and flowers. Then they strolled to the white fence 
lining the edge of the cliff. Far below, beyond steep, green 
bluffs, Ina saw the white-painted buildings that bordered the 
coast and the wooden docks that jutted out into the calm 
ocean. Ina closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. She felt 
Rosik as surely as she felt the sea. Water connected all things, 
but especially her and Rosik.

“This temple has been standing for ages,” Garrett said. “I 
wonder why they built it way up here. It would be hard to 
build today, let alone long ago.”

Ina saw joy in Tarma’s face as her best friend told the 
sailors about Bakhadaree history. “Legend has it they built in 
difficult places to show their devotion to God. But others say 
it was to protect them from invaders. It worked in the days 
before airpower. People also speculate about the shape of the 
temple. Pretty much just a big rectangle. Some say it’s because 
it was easier to build with a simple shape. But others say it 
was to hold lots of people and livestock when the harbor came 
under attack. Or if a big storm struck the coast.”

“The walls may be ordinary, but the roof. Wow!” Rosik 
said.

The gold dome and glistening silver spires sparkled in the 
sunshine.

Ina watched Rosik as he stared at the temple. He was as 
pleasant to look at as the golden dome itself.

A smile crossed Rosik’s lips. “The steeple is incredible. As 
strong as steel and as intricate as fine crystal. I wonder how 
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something so lovely could have been crafted by the hands of 
humankind. The same hands that make guns and missiles.”

Garrett laughed. “Lieutenant Venkin, you worry me when 
you talk like that. You sound like a poet.”

Ina grabbed hold of Rosik’s arm. “I love poets,” she said.
Rosik pulled her close. “Ina makes me feel like a poet. She 

brings it out in me.”
Tarma shook her head and checked the time. “We should 

head inside now.” She led them up the white stone steps leading 
to the temple’s entrance. They passed enormous pillars that 
supported a wide roof. Tarma pointed to the carving of an 
evergreen tree on one of the pillars. “Not all of the artwork 
has been fixed. See, this whole section is gone.” She walked to 
another pillar bearing the image of a Lotish saint: Saint Vernat. 
“You can see pockmarks all over this guy. He’s supposed to be 
holding an open book, but it’s missing.”

Rosik looked angry now. “I wonder why the Izvyon blasted 
the temple. It’s not a military target.”

“Yes, it is,” Tarma said. Her hands touched the place 
where Saint Vernat’s book should be. “It is of great military 
value. The Izvyon want to steal our culture from us. Crush 
our spirit.”

Rosik grimaced as if he had bitten into a lemon. “Most 
of the Izvyon are Lotish believers. Yet they would shoot up a 
High Temple.”

“They’re the Izvyon,” Tarma said. “They don’t need a 
reason. They just want to break us.”

“You’re probably right,” Rosik said. “When an enemy 
wants to destroy a people, what better way to do it than 
destroy their will to fight.”
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The temple bell chimed three times.

Tarma pulled open one of several wood-and-metal doors. 
“All the doors are new,” she told them. “The originals were 
destroyed in the last attack.”

Ina’s eyes had to adjust to the low light when she walked 
into the quiet foyer. Carvings, frescos, and statues of religious 
figures and scenes lined the walls. Tiny lamps spotlighted the 
artwork, highlighting them with a soft glow. Although many 
people milled about, the room silenced voices and hushed 
footsteps. A sleepy feeling fell over her. Was it from staying 
up all night? Or was it from this tranquil room? 

Behind wooden doors lay the worship chamber. Many people 
had already found their places inside the giant room. Soft, golden 
light filtered through the dome. Like twilight it was. Gray stone 
made up the floor. Stone and dark wood paneled the walls.

“This place is huge,” Rosik said. “It might even be bigger 
than the worship chamber in the High Temple in Diina.”

More Domataree sailors were standing along the wall 
opposite them. There were other people in uniform as well—
men and women of the Bakhadaree National Defenders. Ina 
noticed how crumpled and worn their camouflage uniforms 
looked next to the crisp dress uniforms of the Domats.

One of the defenders touched Rosik’s shoulder. “Lieutenant 
Venkin,” the dark-haired girl said, “thank you so much for 
coming to our country. We know how dangerous it was for 
you to sail into our waters.”

“Thank you, Corporal,” Rosik said, “but it is you and your 
countrymen who are brave. You face much greater danger. 
You face it every day.”
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“We have no choice but to be here. This is our land. Our 
home. You had a choice. Domataland had a choice. Yet you 
chose to come. May God shine His light upon you.”

Ina watched a skinny, old man with wrinkled skin and 
sunken cheeks limp up to Garrett. A deep, crooked scar dug 
into the elderly man’s forehead. He wore the bandana and vest 
of a Bakhadaree National Defender veteran.

The man bowed and said to Garrett, “Captain, please, 
take my seat.” On unsteady legs, he turned and gestured 
toward the rows of pews. Ina saw a vacant spot between two 
white-haired ladies.

“Thank you, Ruzhman,” Garrett said, “but you have earned 
your seat. You are a veteran, I see. I have yet to earn that right.”

“What’s this medal on your uniform, Son?” the old man 
said. “I recognize it, you know. You fought terrorists in 
Estdeventia. You are a veteran as well, and you have come to 
help us.”

“Nowadays in Estdeventia we fight bandits who hide in the 
hills and stash explosives in basements. I’m not a veteran of 
full-scale war as you are, Ruzhman. Please, keep your seat,” 
Garrett told him.

“As you wish,” the old man said. “Thank you for visiting 
us. For not bowing to Izvyona.”

Ina took hold of Rosik’s arm and said, “See, you do bring 
us hope. You really do.”

Music, like whispers on a warm breeze, flowed down 
from above. Ina gazed in the direction of the sweet notes. 
Many people, clad in long robes, were standing in a loft that 
stretched across the back and sides of the worship chamber. 
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Some members of the choir held musical instruments: 
horns, flutes, harps, and violins. Joy filled Ina’s heart. God 
felt close. Rosik was close. Tarma was close. The Domataree 
Goodwill Ship lay anchored in the harbor. A perfect moment.

She then realized that people had packed in around her. Few 
free spaces remained, yet worshippers continued to arrive.

The music grew louder. The rhythm changed. More light 
streamed in from above.

“It’s starting,” Rosik whispered.
Ina saw a priest. A parade of entires, walking two abreast, 

followed him as he made his way to the center of the altar. 
Whenever the priest moved, his gilded, green robe glistened. 
Light from the golden dome reflected on his white, silken hat 
and silver crown.

“This is definitely a High Celebration,” Rosik said. “Look 
how many entires are in the procession!”

Ina counted six ordained entires. Each wore a thick, silver 
headband and a flowing, yellow-green robe that was cinched 
at the waist with a silver cord. The women among them wore 
long, flowing veils. The twelve unordained entires, however, 
were clothed in unadorned, white garments and narrow 
headbands.

The priest raised a gem-inlaid silver and gold scepter over 
his head. Baritone voices sang. Ina loved the Solemn Chant—
the call to awaken from grief. It had been too long since 
she last heard it. When the priest lowered the scepter, alto 
voices grew loud, and the baritone faded—the time to learn 
and heal. A soprano then sang the Celebration Dance—the 
ultimate victory of joy over despair.
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All music stopped. Despite the multitude of people, the 
worship chamber fell silent. Ina heard the footsteps of a young 
priest-candidate as he climbed the stone steps to the altar. He 
freed his hands from the coarse-weave fabric of his white robe 
and took the scepter from the priest.

The dreamlike mood ended when the room lightened. 
The priest delivered the sermon. It did not last long. Ina 
remembered the sermons from childhood. They dragged on 
back then, stretching over an hour. Now they lasted twenty 
minutes or less to accommodate busy, dangerous days. To 
speed things along, priests sometimes skipped the special 
prayer request. Today, however, was the Celebration of 
Awakening. “Ruzhmen and Ladies,” the priest said, “let us 
pray for those who took wedding bonds this season.”

Ina bowed her head, but her heart pounded. Wedding 
bonds. Rosik stood by her side. She peeked over at him. His 
head was lowered. His eyes shut. What was he thinking? Was 
he thinking about her? Did thoughts of marriage terrify him? 
Could he read her mind?

“May our newly bonded share long and fulfilling lives 
together,” the priest said.

War and Izvyonsk occupation had left legions of widows and 
widowers, so Ina prayed hard. She glanced over at Tarma. Shiny 
auburn hair hid her best friend’s bowed face. Tarma wanted a 
June or July wedding, as was tradition in her chilly Northern 
Mountains birth home. Tarma needed to find a man. She wanted 
a husband and family so much.

Then Rosik moved closer. Ina felt the heat of his body. 
The cloth of her sweater touched the fabric of his sleeve. 
Something powerful, yet unseen, drew them together until 
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her arm met his. Never before had she felt such a sensation. 
Ina knew the touch of love: a kiss from a parent, a hug from 
Tarma. Ina remembered the wonder of holding the itsy-bitsy 
hands of her little brother, Zerin, when he was a baby. But 
what she felt for Rosik, there was nothing to compare. She had 
met him less than twenty-four hours ago, yet she felt as if she 
had known him since God formed time.

The wedding prayer ended. Music played, the tone soft 
but joyous. The young priest-candidate raised the scepter. He 
held it with reverence, as if it was the world’s most precious 
object. Standing before the priest, the young man bowed. The 
priest removed the scepter from his hands.

“It was quite a service,” Rosik said.
Ina studied his expression. His eyes sparkled. No sign of 

panic despite wedding talk. She felt his hand on her back. All 
the room glowed.

The service was nearing its end. The Holy Procession 
made its way from the altar to the center aisle of the 
worship chamber. The entires waved silver wands above 
their heads as they pressed their way into the crowd. 
Wherever the entires went, people squeezed in around 
them. Many worshippers sought the f lying droplets of 
blessed water that sprinkled out from the wands. Blessed 
water connected believers to God. 

Ina felt tiny drops strike her face. She noticed water 
spots on Rosik’s uniform. The water evaporated in seconds, 
but a warmth filled Ina’s soul. Her eyes were drawn to the 
young ordained entire who had tossed the water their way. 
Ina saw the woman’s waist-long, dark hair beneath the sheer 
fabric of the veil. Rainbow light flowing through the stained 
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glass windows bounced off the entire’s silver headband. The 
reflected rays danced before Ina’s eyes.

Through the sparkling, colorful flickers, Ina caught a 
glimpse behind the curtain of physical life. She floated in an 
eternal garden. Death, sickness, age, pain, pollution, fear, 
weapons, and war had no power behind the veil. Rosik was 
with her, forever together, forever in love.

The vision faded. Rosik was smiling at her. Had he 
experienced the same vision? How was it possible? So what 
separated the physical world from the other side anyway? Why 
wasn’t the human eye able to see it and the human brain able to 
measure it? Were other parts of physical creation also separated 
from this wisdom? Or was it a curse on mankind alone?

As when the sun first peeks over a mountain, glorious 
beams of light flooded the worship chamber. Ina heard the 
priest say, “May God’s blessed light fall upon each of you. Let 
us share in God’s peace.”

Rosik took both of her hands in his. His mouth moved 
close to her ear. She felt his breath. “May peace be upon you, 
Ina.”

“And may peace be upon you, Rosik.” His name rolled 
from her lips as if she had spoken it longer than light from the 
first stars had traveled the universe.

The service ended. As tides pull sand back into the sea, 
people made their way out of the temple. Outside, Ina found 
the day bright, clear, and blue. All straggling tendrils of mist 
had drifted away. A few people headed down the hill, but most 
remained, mingling on the temple grounds.

Ina watched as men set up folding tables on the lawn. 



TOXIC SPHERE

S 297 S

Elderly women then stretched festive cloths over the tabletops. 
Other people pulled food and drink from baskets, barrels, and 
bags. The Celebration of Awakening feast would soon begin.

Ina, Tarma, and the sailors stood in the sun. The scent of 
herbs filled the air. Peace and joy. If only this moment could 
last forever.

Garrett was the one to end the lighthearted mood. “We 
need to get back to the ship,” he said.

His simple words pierced Ina’s heart. Garrett tried to soften 
the punch. “We all need naps. We’ve gone a long time without 
sleep.” He wanted to make their departure seem ordinary. 
Just another step in a common, busy day. Ina knew, however, 
nothing was ordinary. The men would return to their vessel. 
With luck, she’d see Rosik again before the Goodwill Ship 
sailed away in three weeks. With luck. Nothing was lucky in 
Bakhadaland.

Garrett said, “Ladies, thank you for a wonderful evening 
and morning. I hope we will have the pleasure of your 
company again before we leave. You are a great people. This 
is a beautiful land. I understand why you fight so hard for it.”

Ina struggled to breathe. Rosik would be torn away from 
her. She had just found him. It wasn’t fair!

The same pain was etched on Rosik’s masculine face. “Ina, 
I promise you; I will do everything in my power to see you 
again.”

He took her hand. So natural it felt to touch him. Ina 
wanted more.

Garrett turned away and headed toward the road leading 
down the steep hill.
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They hadn’t gotten far. Engines roared overhead. The 
growling drowned out the laughter of the worshippers on the 
temple grounds. Ina looked up. Three squadrons of helicopters 
flew, black against the blue sky. They appeared from behind 
the dark cliffs. Their heading took them out to sea.

“They’re ours,” a young man said, “our national defenders.”
“But where are they going?” a woman asked. “Something 

must’ve happened. They wouldn’t fly over a temple in 
celebration.”

Ina saw why the aircraft had been scrambled. Her heart 
nearly stopped at the sight. Eight ships against the clear 
horizon—Izvyonsk war vessels.

“They’re Cadonan-made,” Ina heard Tarma say. “Our 
choppers are no match for those ships.”

Dread ran through the crowd. A man shouted, “They’re 
going to blast the harbor!”

Motion caught Ina’s eye. Uniformed Bakhadaree national 
defenders in the crowd sought any transportation they could 
find. They needed to get to their units. Vehicles buzzed away, 
wheels spitting up white dust.

Ina watched as their helicopters confronted the mighty 
ships. It was going to be a slaughter. Ina prayed for the men 
and women, her fellow national defenders, in the aircraft.

Garrett checked his personal device. He gave no 
explanation. Ina guessed he made contact with his Domataree 
brothers on the Goodwill Ship.

The Izvyonsk vessels changed position. Attack formation. 
They meant business. They were not there for intimidation. Not 
for show of force. The people on this hillside were easy targets, 
Ina knew. She didn’t budge. Neither did Tarma nor the sailors.
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A woman herded two small children toward a teenaged 
boy. “Take the kids and get out of here!” the woman said.

Some people fled. Most, however, stayed.
An elderly Bakhadaree woman pressed her hands against 

the colorful scarf tied around her head. “Oh, yedita, yedita! 
Why God? We rebuild and here they come again.”

A woman, pregnancy swelling her belly, said, “Where 
are the airplanes? The Izvyonsk Navy always attacks with air 
support.”

“There!” A man pointed at the sky. “Something shiny 
above the ships.”

“Where?” another man asked. “I don’t see anything.”
“It’s gone. I don’t see it now.”
A woman pointed overhead. “Over there. Three objects. 

What the heck are they?”
“I see them!” Ina said. She had never seen such aircraft. 

No wings, no vapor trails. Not even a solid frame. All Ina 
saw were disturbances in the sky. Like water they looked, 
quivering globes floating overhead. Such a strange sight! Her 
eyes followed one of the objects. It hovered. Pulsed. Grew 
large. Shrank. It darted upward. Jumped to the left. It hovered 
again. Then it disappeared. Out of nowhere, another object 
appeared to the right of where the vanished one had been.

The Izvyonsk warships fired. Ina cringed, waiting for 
impact. There was none. The rounds exploded in the air.

“What the heck are they doing?” a man said. “They’re 
firing at their own airplanes. Or whatever those things are.”

The strange objects vanished from the sky.
The Izvyonsk ships fired again, this time at the Bakhadaree 

helicopters. Ina’s breath caught in her throat. The choppers 
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would not survive the strike. Then they reappeared—three 
of the shimmering aircraft. The Izvyonsk weapons did not hit 
their targets. Not a single helicopter took damage.

A woman asked, “What just happened?”
“Those … things,” a man said, “maybe they’re on our 

side.”
Two of the shiny objects zoomed in front of the Izvyonsk 

vessels. They flew low, nearly skimming the ocean surface. In 
unison, the Izvyonsk warships changed direction.

An elderly man shielded his eyes from the sun. “What’s 
happening? What are they doing?” he asked.

A young man standing next to him said, “It looks like 
they’re turning around. The ships are turning around. They’re 
leaving!”

Ina’s eyes left the retreating ships. She focused on the sky. 
The strange aircraft lined up like diamonds on a necklace. For 
a moment they hovered. Then two of them broke formation. 
They fell, stopping just before crashing into the ocean. Then 
they raced for the shore. They advanced with amazing speed.

“They’re attacking!” a woman said.
“There’s no sound,” Ina heard Tarma say.
The objects neared the first row of docks in the harbor. 

Ina expected explosions. Instead, she heard a thunderous rush 
of air. The shimmering globes disappeared. Pale gray aircraft 
replaced them. Solid. Shaped like sickles. They exposed their 
bellies to the shore.

Ina’s heart jumped with joy. Those gathered on the temple 
grounds celebrated. In an instant, terror fled. Jubilation took 
its place. People praised God. Six young women pulled a large 
tablecloth from one of the folding tables. Each girl found an 
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edge to hold and waved the bright red fabric in welcome. 
Ina wiped a tear from her cheek. She squeezed Rosik’s 
hand. The markings on the aircraft’s undersides were clear. 
Painted on the bellies was the golden-headed hawk. Symbol of 
Domataland’s air force.

Rosik’s voice was barely above a whisper. “That’s Silver 
Star, Ina.”

The crowd cheered as the Bakhadaree National Defender 
helicopters headed back toward land. The sickle-shaped 
Domataree fighters flew with them. Domataland and 
Bakhadaland united. Together, they flew until they reached 
the shore. The helicopters continued over the temple grounds 
and disappeared beyond the cliff, returning the same way they 
had come. The Domataree aircraft, however, zoomed straight 
up. In a flash they were gone. The great Izvyonsk warships 
were nothing more than shrinking gray specks on the horizon.

As quickly as it had begun, it ended. The cheering 
subsided, but joy remained.

The pregnant woman who had been standing nearby 
gave Rosik a long hug. Tears poured from her amber eyes. 
“Thank you. Thank you,” she said. An old man bowed. Rosik 
returned the gesture. “God watch over you,” the old man said. 
“God watch over Domataland. Our brothers beyond the great 
mountains.” An elderly woman approached, cane by her side. 
Tears streamed down her weathered face. “Bless you! Bless 
you! I have lost a grandfather, a father, a husband, a brother, a 
son, and two grandchildren to those Izvyonsk monsters. Even 
today, many in my family fight. Now even our young women 
go to war. Someone has to show those villains they can’t get 
away with it anymore.”
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Ina knew the victory was one tiny episode in a conflict 
that had lasted for generations. The old woman said it well. 
She lost a grandfather and grandchildren to the same enemy. 
Nonetheless, such victories were rare in the long antagonism 
between Izvyona and Bakhadaland. For this victory, the 
people were grateful.

A young man bowed to Rosik and said, “This is the first 
win we’ve had in a long time. It does not mark the end of war, 
but your coming cheers our hearts. It gives us strength. Thank 
you.”

Ina heard Garrett’s voice. “Excuse me, Ina. Lieutenant 
Venkin, we need to get back to the ship.”

“Yes, sir.”
As they walked down the hill, Ina wondered why the 

Goodwill Ship was here. Rosik hinted that each man had 
volunteered. For what purpose? Some of the men looked as if 
they carried Bakhadaree blood. But what of the others? Rosik 
mentioned he had visited Bakhadaland as a schoolboy and liked 
it. What of Garrett? His blond hair, pale blue eyes, and gold-
toned skin looked Domat, not Bakhad. Did he have family 
here? If so, he gave no hint of such a connection. Regardless 
of the reasons, she was thrilled they were here. Here for 
Bakhadaland.

Rosik, as if he read her mind, said, “Our nations are bound 
to the same fate. In many ways we are one and the same land. 
The same people.”
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Chapt e r  21

Spat Up from Hell Itself

Ver-Nuvelin, Domataland
Sunday, April 2, Year 1007 EE
2:00 p.m.

President Demnar Tarish replayed the video of the assault 
on the harbor at D’nevtnya. “Rivar, any chance Izvyona 

was bluffing?”
Defense Minister Rivar Henik didn’t hesitate. “Unlikely, 

Honorable President. They opened fire on our Silver Star 
aircraft and the Bakhadaree choppers.”

“Any chance they were warning shots?” Demnar asked.
“No, Honorable President,” Rivar told him, “their weapons 

were on target and combat ready. They meant to kill.”
“Your assessment, Rivar, was our Goodwill Ship their 

only target?”
“I doubt it, Honorable President. Those ships are Cadonan-

made. With those ships, the Izvyon could’ve flattened the 
whole town of D’nevtnya.”

Demnar scanned the sky in the video. “Where was 
Izvyona’s air support while this was going on?”

A smile crossed Rivar’s face. “Whisper confused their 
aircraft, Honorable President. Worked like a charm. They 
eventually got their signals straightened out, but they were 
paralyzed long enough to miss the fight. With those ships, 
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though, Izvyona didn’t need air support. Until, that is, Silver 
Star showed up.”

“So Silver Star and Whisper performed well?” Demnar asked.
Rivar’s smile broadened. “Exceeded expectations, Honorable 

President.”
“And Cadona? What are they up to?”
“Ears and eyes everywhere, Honorable President. Their 

reconnaissance was out in full force. But no combat assets. 
They were observing only. We didn’t show them much, 
though. They would’ve learned more from our weapons tests 
than from what we showed them today.”

“Rozula,” Demnar said, “your assessment?”
Intelligence Chief Rozula Kolensha pushed pale hair 

away from her pretty face. “Honorable President, I agree 
with Rivar. This was no ruse. I also suspect Cadona gave 
Izvyona permission to attack, but it’s clear Cadona wasn’t 
planning on contributing to the battle. Izvyona and Cadona 
had different motives. Izvyona wanted an excuse to bloody 
Bakhadaland. Cadona, however, wanted to see our weapons 
in action. And gauge our political response. They used 
Izvyona to collect information about us. I’m waiting for 
reports, but I suspect it wasn’t President Meyfeld who gave 
the Izvyon the green light. Nor do I think it was Defense 
Secretary Richard Karther.”

“General Douglass Willirman gave the order,” Rivar said. 
His voice was almost a growl. “Who else?”

“I agree,” Rozula said. “It was Willirman and his Freedom 
Party masters: Rineburg and Fischer. We also have evidence 
Pastor Leon Walls was involved in the decision.”

The Freedom Party, the Back-to-Basics Club, and the 
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True Followers of God Church … far too many aggressive 
actions pointed back to their leaders. “Rozula,” Demnar said, 
“do you think Izvyona will strike again?”

“Yes, I do. Both Cadona and Izvyona will study the results 
of this encounter and plan their next move.”

“Rivar, do you agree?” Demnar asked.
“Yes, Honorable President. What happened today is only 

the beginning.”
The ambitions of Cadona’s rising leadership were 

becoming clear. The Freedom Party and their puppets had 
every intention of bullying anyone who dared stand in their 
way. If they failed to buy or brainwash those who opposed 
them, the Cadonans would use weapons of war. “Rozula,” 
Demnar said, “this Back-to-Basics document you told me 
about. Have we learned anything new?”

“It’s still missing, and we know its name. It’s called the 
Guiding Light, but we still don’t know what it is or what 
happened to it. We do know, however, the Back-to-Basics 
Club leaders remain very concerned about it.”

“Anything on the woman who stole it?”
“Nothing new, Honorable President.”
Demnar felt a throb in his temples. “Rivar, tell me we’ve 

learned more about Toxic Sphere.”
“Wish I could, Honorable President. Nothing new on that 

front.”
“Rozula, do you have better news?”
“No, Honorable President, I don’t.”
“Rivar, Rozula, thank you for the update. Dismissed.”

After Rozula and Rivar left, Demnar rested his head 
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in his hands. No matter how well Silver Star and Whisper 
worked, if rumors of Toxic Sphere’s power proved true, 
Domataland’s weapons would be of little use. Domataland 
may succeed in knocking out a few major Cadonan targets. 
But to what end? Even if Cadona took big hits, Toxic Sphere 
would obliterate Domataland. Maybe if this Guiding Light 
document surfaced, it could be used to discredit the Back-
to-Basics leadership. If Rineburg, Fischer, Willirman, and 
Walls fell from grace in Cadona, Domataland may be safe—
at least for a time. But the document remained a mystery. 
Demnar shut his eyes and pictured the Key of Domataland 
hidden in the basement vault of the presidential office 
building. How could he protect the Key, let alone everything 
else? Cadona was a formidable adversary without Toxic 
Sphere, but with it ….

7
Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, April 2, Year 1007 EE
11:00 p.m.

Pastor Leon Walls shivered as he watched video of 
shimmering circles darting about in the skies over D’nevtnya. 
“What the heck are those things? They look like they’ve been 
spat up from Hell itself.”

“Domataland’s new war birds,” General Douglass Willirman 
said.

“But what … what are they? You can see right through 
them. And they disappear. Then they pop up out of thin air.”

“Here’s what they look like in our physical dimension, 
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Leon.” Doug showed Leon a picture of an unusual aircraft. 
“This is a bottom view. Note the emblem: golden-headed 
hawk. The Domataree Air Force.”

“How do they go from this sinister shape to those shiny 
blobs?” Leon’s dread grew. Surely he was looking at Bezgog’s 
handiwork.

“Dimension shift, Leon,” Doug said. “They have one heck 
of a materialization rate.”

“Can we build them?” Senator John Rineburg asked.
Doug hesitated before speaking. “We can go one way. 

We can move from the solid factor to the energy factor.” He 
paused and rolled his stubby thumbs over one another. “But 
we can’t bring them back.”

Sweat dripped down Leon’s temples. “What does that 
mean, Dougy?”

“It means they stay those shiny blobs until they dissipate.”
“Can we destroy them?” John asked.
“Not with narrow-precision weapons, for sure,” Doug 

said, “and nothing Izvyona currently has. Not unless we can 
catch them in solid factor. Even then, we’d have to get one hell 
of a lucky shot.”

“Mitch,” Leon said, “you’re being calm about all this.”
“Actually, I was thinking this adventure helps us 

define our next moves,” Senator Mitch Fischer said. “We 
may need to give our Izvyonsk friends something more 
powerful. We need to give Izvyona a fighting chance 
against those things. But we need to be careful. For two 
reasons. First, we don’t want Domataland to understand 
the full capabilities of the weapons in our arsenal. Second, 
we don’t want Izvyona to have too big of an edge against 
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Bakhadaland. Remember, our goal is to trap Domataland 
in a war between Bakhadaland and Izvyona. We need a 
prolonged fight, not a quick victory.”

“Yes, sir,” Doug said, “I’ll have my people come up with 
something.”

Leon’s heart was pounding. “Dougy, we can shoot down 
Domataland’s shiny things, right?” Leon longed for a quick 
answer.

“We should be able to knock them around, but it’s not like 
we can take them out blindfolded,” Doug told him.

“Dougy, I don’t get it,” Leon said. “Can we kill those 
Domataree devils or not?”

“Leon, it would be a fight,” Doug said.
“What about Toxic Sphere?” Leon asked. “When Toxic 

Sphere is ready, will it be able to take them out?”
“We have no evidence Domataland can neutralize Toxic 

Sphere, Leon. But Domataland’s new weapons still pose a 
danger.”

“How’s that, Dougy?”
“Depending upon how fast their new weapons can respond, 

Domataland might be able to throw punches our way before 
we send those Domataree bastards to Hell.”

Leon fought a wave of panic. Yet another convoluted answer.
“Dougy,” Mitch said, “how much did we learn about 

Domataland’s weapons today?”
“They got a damn good materialization rate with their 

aircraft,” Doug said, “but there was something else. Our 
sensors detected the slightest bit of displacement of energy in 
the ocean water. Faint. Sporadic. We’re not sure of the source. 
It might have something to do with the aircraft factor changes, 
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but we’re not sure. Our people in Undersea Command are 
investigating.”

John leaned forward in his seat. “Undersea Command 
knows it’s a priority, right?”

“Yes, sir, John,” Doug said, “only Toxic Sphere is higher.”

7
Cadona City, Cadona
Sunday, April 2, Year 1007 EE
11:15 p.m.

Bob Fullerby yawned and rubbed his eyes. Another long 
day. Another near miss. Almost open war. The conflict 
between Izvyona and Bakhadaland flared again, this time 
over an ancient sailing ship of all silly things. But it was more 
than two small nations at each other’s throats. The people of 
Izvyona and Bakhadaland were pawns of two mighty powers: 
Cadona and Domataland. Bob shook his head. Why couldn’t 
they see it? They were being used.

His personal device buzzed. Pastor Mark Walzelesskii 
again.

“Bob here.”
Mark’s words came out in a quick stream. “Mr. Fullerby, I 

just heard the news. The thing with Bakhadaland and Izvyona. 
Mr. Fullerby, was my father involved? Is that why he went to 
the Defense Department?”

“Good evening, Pastor,” Bob said. “I don’t know. I know, 
as you do, your father went to the Defense Department in a 
rush. Far as I know he’s still there.”

Bob heard stress in Mark’s voice. “I think so, too. He’s not 
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answering my calls and Mom said he hasn’t come home. She’s 
worried, and so am I. I’m at the True Followers headquarters, 
and he’s not here either.”

“I’m sorry, Son,” Bob said. “I don’t know anything else.”
Mark now sounded fatigued. “Mr. Fullerby, the missing 

document, do you think it has anything to do with … with 
these things that are going on … with my father?”

“I haven’t learned anything new, I’m afraid.”
“I haven’t either, Mr. Fullerby, but things have changed 

since it disappeared. I can’t help but wonder … if there’s a 
connection somehow.”

“I wish I knew. I suspect you will learn more before I do.” 
The line grew silent. “Pastor, are you still there?”

“Yes, yes, sir. I just got a message from Annetta Longstreet.”
Bob noticed that Mark no longer sounded as stressed and 

tired.
“Mr. Fullerby, sorry to bother you so late. Thank you. I’ll 

let you know if I learn anything new. Good night.”
“Good night, Pastor.” Bob hung up and grinned. A call 

from a pretty girl made a young man forget all his troubles. 
Ah! To be young!

Bob had planned on doing more work, but his eyes refused 
to stay open. He decided to call it a night. His day would start 
early again tomorrow, and his boss was going to want a full 
report before sunrise. 

A lamp rested on a nightstand next to Bob’s bed. He 
reached over and pulled down on a chain dangling beneath 
the dusty lampshade. The room grew dark.
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Chapt e r  22

The Gangplank

D’nevtnya, Bakhadaland
Sunday, April 2, Year 1007 EE
11:30 a.m.

Ina Tovaleta wished the walk from Temple Ubstenver to 
the harbor were longer. Her heart bled as they reached the 

docks of D’nevytnya. Soon the great sailing ship would yank 
Lieutenant Rosik Venkin away from her. He would disappear 
for duties unknown. Ina couldn’t go with him. All too quick-
ly, the wooden gangplank was at their feet.

Captain Garrett Dartuk and the rest of the men climbed 
aboard the Goodwill Ship, but Rosik stayed by her side. 
Garrett glanced down from the deck, waved at her and Tarma, 
and then turned away. He was gone.

Ina’s heart sank. In a few moments it would be Rosik who 
would disappear. Rosik was watching her, but she lacked the 
strength to look at him. She closed her eyes, hoping to wish 
away their parting.

When Rosik took her hands in his, she realized that her 
fists were clenched. Perhaps it was her body’s way of battling 
the pain of goodbye. His warm, gentle touch relaxed her rigid 
fingers. He pressed her palms against his chest. She felt his 
solid muscles and the beating of his heart.

“I can’t believe I have found you here,” he said. “I swear 
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I have known you for a thousand years. Then we were long 
parted. Now here I find you again, in another country, so far 
from my home.”

She opened her eyes. Tears spilled down her face. “It’s the 
same for me. I have been yours before the sun first shone in 
the heavens.”

“Ina, I’m going to request leave right away. If I can get 
leave, may I see you? I mean, that is, if you don’t already have 
a man.”

“I have no man. Please, can’t you tell me how to contact 
you?”

“No, Ina, I can’t. We have orders. But I know how to 
contact you. I will do so as soon as I can.”

“Rosik, I don’t understand. Why can’t I call you? Why 
don’t you know when you will be able to call me?”

“We’ve been warned about contacting locals. No doubt 
Izvyona has this whole place under surveillance. So does 
Cadona. If they should intercept the signal, it could put you 
in danger.”

“Are we not already in danger?” Ina said. “They kill our 
families. They kill our friends. They blow up our homes and 
temples. What more danger can we be in?”

“Please try to understand, Ina. Contacting one particular 
person will single you out. I will find a way. I will let you 
know about shore leave as quickly as I can. I can’t imagine 
sailing away without seeing you again.”

“Oh, Rosik, me neither.” In her mind, she pictured that 
final farewell, three weeks from now, when the Goodwill 
Ship would sail away. It was too much to bear. She forced it 
from her mind.
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“I have to go now, Ina.”
Tears flooded her blue eyes. “Let me know when I can see 

you. I’ll take time off work. I’ll do anything.”
“As will I,” Rosik said.
He released one of her hands. He held the other as he 

walked up the gangplank. The distance between them grew 
too great. She would need to let go. He took another step. 
Their hands slid apart. His eyes never left hers as he trudged 
the rest of the way up.

A young sailor saluted as Rosik stepped onto the deck. Ina 
didn’t recall the seaman’s name, but she did recognize him. 
He was the sailor who took Tarma’s hand when she and Tarma 
climbed aboard yesterday evening. So much had happened in a 
single day! It was crazy! She had fallen in love.

Rosik looked over the railing and blew her a kiss. Then he 
vanished.

A knot caught in her throat. Emptiness filled her soul. Ina 
pressed her hands against her face, but tears burst through 
anyway. She felt Tarma’s arms around her. The loneliness 
lessened, but the hole remained. Rosik no longer stood at her 
side.

Tarma said, “Do you want to go home now, Ina?”
Such words were sacrilege. “No!” But Tarma was only 

trying to comfort her. “No, Tarma. I can’t go.”
“When the ship opens to visitors, do you want to go back 

on board?” Tarma asked.
Ina’s breaths came in gasping sobs. “Y … yes.” She 

wouldn’t see him as he wouldn’t be topside, but at least she 
would be close to him.

“Okay, then let’s sit down and wait.” Tarma guided her to 
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a thick rope strung between two posts. “Here’s a good place 
to sit. We’ll be able to see when the ship opens for the tour.”

Tears blurred Ina’s vision. She felt Tarma’s hands on her 
shoulders. “Here, Ina, sit down here.” The rope slumped as 
her body settled into it. She felt the cord wiggle as Tarma 
sat down nearby. Panic crept through Ina like a musty chill. 
What if she never saw Rosik again? Did the purpose for her 
life begin and end in a single weekend? Would she have to 
wait another thousand years to spend a few more precious 
hours with him?

Ina wasn’t sure the tears would ever stop, but they did. She 
glanced over at Tarma. Her friend sat on the rope, swinging 
back and forth, eyes fixed on some unknown point. Tarma 
carried her own disappointment, Ina realized. Ina found what 
Tarma had sought—someone special. The gift wasn’t free, 
however. Ina bore the heartache of goodbye. Even if she did 
see Rosik again, the Goodwill Ship would sail away in three 
weeks. Rosik would return to some naval base in Domataland 
and she would still be here in a country under blockade.

People began to arrive. Ina checked the time. The ship 
would open to visitors soon. The pro-Izvyonsk demonstrators 
also returned. They stood at the end of the dock, holding signs 
of protest. The demonstrators rarely moved. Nor did they utter 
words. Rather, they stood as ghosts bringing warning of dire 
things to come. Ina glared at them. Here, those supporting 
the Izvyonsk government in Villyana were in the minority. 
But to the west, beyond the Satur and Undaling rivers, the 
Izvyon lay in wait. Then, beyond the sea, sat Izvyona’s great 
protector: Cadona.
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She heard Tarma’s voice. “Ina, Ina.” Tarma was standing 
next to her. “The Goodwill Ship is open to visitors now.”

Despite the sun and merry crowd, the ship felt deserted, 
as if Ina were watching spirits from long ago. Where was 
Rosik right now? Was he thinking of her? Did he miss her? 
Were his words to her just pretty things? False things?

Tarma walked away to chat with a group of sailors. They 
remembered her from the previous day. Tarma still hoped to 
find her own man, but she was losing hope. Ina could see it 
in her eyes. Ina wandered over to the twisted pipes that she 
had hidden under to avoid the brawling men the night before. 
The magical place where she met Rosik. She placed a hand on 
the sun-warmed tube. The moment of their meeting played 
over and over. They were destined to have met in this spot. 
An appointed time when dreams touched reality. She closed 
her eyes to relive the moment more vividly. “I will never 
forget finding you, my love. Until all light vanishes from the 
heavens, I will remember it. Remember you.” She imagined 
him below deck. He’d remove his shirt and then lie down on 
a narrow bunk. He’d lay his head on a thin pillow and shut his 
eyes. Ina pictured the rising and falling of his broad chest. “I 
have to find him,” she said to herself. “I can’t be without him. 
The blood won’t flow through my veins without him.”

Ina remembered seeing several hatches. Some of those 
must lead to lower levels of the ship. She tried one. Locked. 
Then another. Also locked. A third door. A bathroom. Ina 
bent down and pulled on a trapdoor built into the floor. It 
didn’t budge. It was hopeless. She sat down on the deck and 
rested her back against the pipes.

Now, without Rosik by her side, her own sleepiness weighed 
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heavily upon her. No doubt fatigue also overcame Rosik and his 
fellow seamen. They had sailed into the harbor under threat 
from the Izvyonsk Navy and had been awake the full night and 
morning. Still, she didn’t want to leave. Ina watched the other 
guests. Many made themselves comfortable on the Goodwill 
Ship as she did. The vessel connected them to their northern 
brothers, for it was the flagship of Domataland. An emissary 
of friendship and trust. Even though it was an antique boat 
with no weapons, the visitors felt a sense of security, as well 
as a connection with the outside world. Domataland remained 
sympathetic to their cause, and their age-old ally dared to 
challenge Izvyona, Cadona, and Visstel.

Hours went by. Sleep came close. Then Ina heard Tarma’s 
voice. Weariness filled Tarma’s eyes as well. “What do you 
say, Ina? Time to go home?”

Ina nodded and struggled to her feet. They walked in 
silence to the train stop. Words were not needed. Tarma 
didn’t meet her sailor. Ina did, but she didn’t know when or 
if she would see him again. Even worse, what would happen 
after the ship sailed away in three weeks?

They boarded Old Razmor the train car for the ride home 
to Lestnya. After many quiet minutes, Tarma said, “So what 
did Rosik say about getting leave?”

“He said he was going to ask right away. He said he’d call 
me when he could. But he said I couldn’t call him. Rules. For 
our safety, he says.”

Tarma just nodded.
“Tarma, you don’t think he’s going to call me, do you?”
“What makes you say that? If he said he was going to call 

you, why wouldn’t he?”
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Ina feared she would never hear from him again. He’d 
simply vanish when the Goodwill Ship sailed away. She had 
nothing to do but stare out the window.

Tarma changed the subject. “The Domataree aircraft are 
really something, aren’t they?”

“Yeah. Rosik told me they’re called Silver Star.”
“They sure got rid of those Izvyonsk ships in a hurry,” 

Tarma said.
Ina found no joy in any of it. “When the Goodwill Ship 

leaves, Silver Star will leave with it. My guess is the Domataree 
Air Force is here because the ship is here.”

“You’re probably right,” Tarma said, “but it’s nice to know 
they are out there somewhere right now.”

“It is. It’s also nice to know Rosik is close by,” Ina said, 
“but in three weeks the Goodwill Ship, Silver Star, and Rosik 
will all be gone. We’ll be alone again with those Izvyonsk 
warships staring at us.”

“Let’s worry about that in three weeks,” Tarma said. 
“Think about the good things. The service in the temple. It 
was something else, wasn’t it?”

Ina wiped tears from her face. “Yes, beautiful.” Images 
flashed through her mind. Images of Rosik standing next to 
her. The priest spoke of wedding bonds. The beautiful entire 
sprinkled water on her and Rosik. Ina was convinced she was 
bonded to him for eternity. Now he wasn’t with her. A pain 
burned in her stomach. She wished Tarma would stop talking. 
Especially with such cheer in her voice.

Tarma kept talking, however. “I really should go to service 
more often. I really like it.”

Ina leaned her head against the window and dabbed tears 
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from her eyes. Surely Tarma was expecting a response. Ina 
gave her none. Tarma picked up an abandoned newspaper that 
was lying on a vacant seat across the aisle. Good. Maybe she’d 
be quiet now.

Ina awoke to the sound of an automated announcement. 
“Ruzhmen and Ladies, five minutes to Lestnya. Five minutes 
to Lestnya.”

They were almost home. She glanced at Tarma. Tarma 
was also waking up. 

Ina felt terrible. “I really don’t feel like going to work 
tomorrow.”

Tarma’s voice was motherly. “It’ll be good for you. It’ll 
take your mind off Rosik.”

“Nothing will take my mind off of Rosik but Rosik.”
“Why don’t you stay with me tonight?” Tarma said. “Else 

you’ll sit at home and mope. We can watch movies.”
“Thanks, Tarma, but I really want to be alone. Well, I 

really want to be with Rosik. But I can’t. So I’ll just mope. I 
want to mope.”

“Okay,” Tarma said, “but if you change your mind, just 
drop by.”

Ina nodded.

The train pulled to a stop in Lestnya. Ina and Tarma 
trudged up the hill and outdoor stairs that led to their tiny 
homes on the hillside. When they reached Tarma’s gate, 
Tarma said, “Ina, you sure you don’t want to stay with me for 
a while?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. Thanks.”
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Ina dragged herself up the hill to her house. When she 
walked inside, it felt utterly devoid of life and spirit. Usually 
this house was a place of comfort and victory, but not today. 
She looked out the window. How could it be such a beautiful 
spring day? It didn’t seem right. It should be dark and dreary. 
The gentlest of breezes fluttered leaves, grass, and flowers. 
Instead of life and beauty, Ina thought of death and funerals. 
She cursed the ocean waters. They had delivered the love of 
her life and would soon pull him away, perhaps for another 
one thousand years.

She stripped off her clothes and headed for the shower. 
Even spicy soap didn’t make her feel better. The emptiness of 
every room echoed like a mournful wind in a narrow canyon 
on a dead planet. A thought then strayed into her mind. She 
met Rosik. Her life was forever changed. It was one of those 
events where there was no going back. From now on, nothing 
would ever be the same.

Grasping the Holy Triad pendant, she prayed, “Oh, God! 
Now what do I do?” Ina received no guidance.

She picked up her personal device. “Tarma, I changed my 
mind. Is it okay if I come over?”

“Of course it is. Hey, Ina, bring some snacks if you have 
any. I want to watch some old movies, but I don’t want to 
watch them alone.”

“Okay, I have some stuff in the cupboard. I’ll be there in 
a few.” Ina packed a couple of items and walked to Tarma’s 
house.
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Chapt e r  23

The Brown Monarch

Cadona City, Cadona
Monday, April 3, Year 1007 EE
5:30 a.m.

Bob Fullerby pulled open the back door of the old print 
shop building. Because of the early hour, he didn’t expect 

anyone to be there, but all three members of his team were 
inside. Until that moment, he didn’t realize just how tired he 
was. After all, he did see Kever Carsen’s tall bicycle and Rona 
Betler’s tiny, lavender car in the rear parking lot. He walked 
right by them. Bob didn’t see Angela Thirgal’s beat-up, gray 
pickup truck, but, knowing her, she probably ran to work 
again. Ah! To be young!

“Good morning, Mr. Fullerby,” Rona said. “Java?”
“Please, thanks, Row.” Bob took a seat at the old wooden 

table. His knees and back ached. “You’re all here bright and early.”
Kever pulled back the peel of an overripe banana. “Not 

exactly bright. Rain clouds moving in.”
“With so many things going on, Mr. Fullerby,” Rona said, 

“we decided we should be ready to roll.” She handed him a cup 
of steaming coffee.

The hot mug felt good in his hands.
Angela said, “So, Mr. Fullerby, has Mr. Marantees heard 

from Richard Karther yet?”
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“Nope, Bill hasn’t heard a peep from Richard. It almost 
seems our Defense Secretary has gone into hiding. And 
President Meyfeld hasn’t said a word about the Izvyonsk attack.”

“Any new info from Undersea Command about that 
vanishing call from Izvyona?” Kever asked.

“Nope. It’s still gone, gone, gone. Like it never existed.” 
Bob took a few sips of coffee.

“You look tired,” Angela said. “How much sleep did you 
get?”

“Not enough.” Bob had to admit it was nice having someone 
care about him.

“Well, Mr. Fullerby,” Kever said, “Rona has good news 
for you.”

“Good news! I can sure use some of that.”
Rona’s eyes were wide with youthful enthusiasm. “Mr. 

Fullerby, remember the two guys who planted the bug-eye on 
the fire escape by Hatchets Bar?”

“How can I forget? Did you figure something out, Row?”
“Yep,” Rona told him, “and it’s very interesting. The 

guys who planted the bug-eye are the same guys who were 
following Annetta Longstreet.”

“Row, how sure are you of this?”
“Facial compare shows ninety-nine percent match.”
“Other characteristics match as well,” Angela said. “Age, 

body shape, height. Row identified them as Thomas Reltch 
and Don Rundell. Rundell is the dark-haired officer, just like 
your Drop Case source said.”

“Are they really Cadona City cops?” Bob asked.
“Yep,” Rona said, “but it’s kind of strange. They aren’t on 

the public roster.”
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“Undercover cops?”
“Maybe,” Angela told him, “but they do show up on the 

official police training records. They just don’t seem to have 
ever been assigned anywhere.”

The news was worse than he expected. The police force 
was more corrupt than he thought.

Bob felt Angela’s eyes on him. “Mr. Fullerby, what is it?”
“I hope I’m wrong, but I’m afraid we have cops working 

for a Back-to-Basics goon squad.”
“Mr. Fullerby,” Kever said, “we already guessed cops are 

working for the Soldiers of God Justice Group and protecting 
Agel Yungst.”

“Kever-o, this goes beyond security and hiding evidence. 
These officers are active. They’re planting surveillance devices 
and stalking people.”

“We don’t know that for sure,” Angela said. “Maybe 
Rundell and Reltch are investigating the Back-to-Basics Club, 
not working for them.”

Bob hoped she was right, but his gut told him otherwise. He 
suspected Angela didn’t believe her own words either. Bob drew 
a deep breath. “Maybe it’s time I have another chat with Detective 
Carl Brunish. He’s one of the few cops I know I can trust.”

Kever said, “Probably a good idea, Mr. Fullerby. He might 
be able to tell us more about Reltch and Rundell.”

Bob scratched a crooked fingernail against a bump on the 
well-used table. “Anything new on our mystery woman? The 
first driver to arrive at the Hatchets Bar scene?”

“Nope,” Angela said, “she’s still the mystery woman.”
“Mr. Fullerby, any new info from your inside source on 

the Drop Case?” Kever asked.
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“Nothing specific. The source does suspect a link between 
this missing Guiding Light document and what’s going on at 
the Defense Department and this thing with Izvyona. Just a 
hunch. Nothing solid. I do know, however, that Rineburg, 
Fischer, Willirman, and Walls are still worried sick about the 
document. This mystery woman, we need to find her. She’s the 
key. We need to find her before the Back-to-Basics crazies do.”

Bob rubbed his forehead to ease a creeping headache.
Rona’s words flowed soft and kind. “Mr. Fullerby, do you 

feel okay.”
“Row, it would seem this old world of ours is falling apart. 

Crooked cops. Pastors without scruples. Politicians without 
morals. And the world almost went to war today.”

“Well, I guess we did witness a miracle of sorts,” Kever 
said.

Kever’s words took Bob by surprise. “Miracle?”
“We could’ve easily been reporting on a bloodbath in 

Bakhadaland right now, Mr. Fullerby.”
Bob’s mood brightened. “You’re right. The world did step 

back from the precipice. That is something to be thankful for.”

7
Pastor Leon Walls’ legs wobbled as he, Senator John 

Rineburg, and Senator Mitch Fischer followed General 
Douglass Willirman down the dimly lit, sterile corridor. 
Leon’s balance was failing him as stress and fatigue took 
control. John and Doug weren’t faring much better. Only 
Mitch seemed rested. How on earth did Mitch keep it up? Just 
then Leon stumbled into the cold wall.

The hallway ended, and they stood on a catwalk circling 
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a deep room filled with boxy equipment and people in white 
clothes. Leon wasn’t sure if the blue-gray haze was real or a 
trick of his tired eyes.

A tall man approached. A nearly bald head topped a long 
lab coat. “General Willirman,” the man said, “glad you could 
make it.”

“Doctor Rolland, how are you?”
“Can’t complain, General.” Surprise, then doubt, filled 

Dr. Rolland’s eyes. “Pastor Leon Walls?”
“Yes, sir,” Leon said.
“It’s all right, Doctor,” Doug said, “Pastor Walls has full 

security clearance.”
Doug’s affirmation appeared to reassure Dr. Rolland. 

“General,” Dr. Rolland said, “I have great news. Toxic Sphere’s 
containment problem—we’ve made a major advance.”

Despite weariness beyond belief, the words brightened 
Leon’s heart. Leon didn’t understand much of what was said. 
Something about a new substance added to the ostrellium 
barrier, whatever that was. It didn’t matter. The breakthrough 
must have been critically important because Doug, John, and 
Mitch seemed pleased.

“We may now be able to win over some of our naysayers 
in the legislature,” Leon heard Mitch say, “and secure more 
funding for Toxic Sphere.”

Without explanation, Doug walked away. His path took 
him toward two men who were standing in the hallway. 
These fellows were not scientists. Instead of lab coats, they 
wore scruffy clothing. Both men needed a comb and barber. 
One of the men—the one with greasy, reddish-blond hair and 
an unkempt mustache—handed Doug a large, tan envelope. 
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Doug opened it and pulled out a single sheet of paper. Both 
Doug and the man seemed elated. Doug tapped the man on 
the shoulder and then headed back to where Leon, Mitch, 
John, and Dr. Rolland were standing. A smile beamed on 
Doug’s puffy face.

“Gentlemen,” Dr. Rolland said, “if you will excuse me, I 
should get back to work.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Mitch said. “This breakthrough is 
most encouraging.”

Dr. Rolland walked away. The two mysterious men 
vanished.

Doug said, “This is our day for good news. We have a lead 
on the bitch who stole the Guiding Light.”

“Dougy, did we find her?” Leon asked.
“Not yet, but we’ve made a step in that direction. We have 

a lead on the car she was driving. The brown Monarch.”
“It won’t be long now, gentlemen,” John said. “Toxic 

Sphere will be ready, our thieving bitch will be dead, our 
Soldiers of God Justice Group can continue its work, and 
the Guiding Light will be returned to us. Soon, we will 
control Cadona, and our path to bring the world in line 
will open.”

“Praise God!” Leon said. “I’d say it’s time to celebrate.” 

7
Leeha Ritsagin awoke. Her heart pounded. Sweat 

drenched her body. More nightmares. Something about fire, 
quaking earth, and spinning lights. Dust shot upward, green 
and orange against a sickly sun. Bodies lay lifeless on dusty 
ground; the carcasses’ gray faces were pocked with blood. 
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Wind blew veils of powdered earth over the corpses. What 
awful dreams!

She checked the time. Her interview with Altage Enterprises 
was just hours away. “I’ve got to get more rest,” she told herself. 
“I’m exhausted. I’ll look like an idiot.” Leeha had already 
decided the job was too far away, but she wanted to do well 
in the interview anyway. Who knew what other opportunities 
might arise closer to home? Altage Enterprises had its fingers in 
all kinds of businesses. Never close a door, Grandpa Ritsagin used 
to say.

Leeha pulled herself out of bed and poured water into 
a teapot. When she reached for a cup, her toes brushed the 
bottom of the kitchen cabinets. Leeha remembered what was 
hidden in the darkness behind the loose floorboard: the strange 
document. She must stop thinking about the stupid thing. To 
distract herself, she turned on the sound array before sitting 
down at the kitchen table.

The music stopped, and she heard Bob Fullerby’s voice.

“Another near miss in the conflict between Izvyonsk forces and 
Bakhadaree separatists.”

Leeha sighed. Even the news reminded her of the 
document. The authors wanted to stir up the conflict over 
Bakhadaland in order to start a war between Domataland and 
Cadona. How crazy was that? She took a big sip of avavarian 
tea. Too big. It burned her mouth. Despite the hot drink, a 
chill ran through her. Leeha pictured one of the pages in the 
document. It contained a list of women’s names and addresses. 
Then there was the thing about Senator John Rineburg and 
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justice executions. Maybe she should tell Bob Fullerby about 
the document. Then she laughed aloud. How stupid was she? 
Like Bob Fullerby would pay any attention to what she had to 
say. “I’m such a stupid idiot,” she said to herself.

As she sat in the kitchen, fear devoured her. Leeha had no 
one to talk to. Not a single soul. No one understood. Loneliness 
did not describe what permeated her heart. Emptiness wasn’t 
a strong enough word either. Leeha remembered an old movie 
she had seen long ago. She’d watched it during a time in her 
life when this utter abandonment was a stranger. In the video, 
everything good in the human soul perished. Just one man 
resisted. All of humanity stalked him from dusk till dawn, 
every day, every month, every year. “I’m alone like that guy,” 
she said aloud.

Her hand trembled as she set the cup on the table. Maybe 
she’d get lucky and they’d cancel the interview. What a relief 
it would be! She checked her personal device. A message! It 
was a voice recording. Jeremy? Her brother far away in New 
Cadona had called.

“Hey, Leeha. Jeremy. Sorry I didn’t call you back sooner. Things 
have been crazy over here. I knew it would be late your time, so 
I’m just leaving a message. Didn’t want to wake you. Skyla was 
cranky for a few days. Turned out she had a mild ear infection. 
She’s doing better now. Sonna’s morning sickness has settled down, 
so she’s finally able to rest. Anyway, when you last called you said 
something about some tests you took? Call me when you get a 
chance. I know you’re busy, too, so no rush to call back unless it’s 
important.”



C. N. SKY

S 328 S

Leeha heard squeals in the background. She then heard 
Jeremy’s voice again.

“Hey, Skyla, I’m talking to your Auntie Leeha. Want to say hello 
to her.”

“Hi, hi, hi, Aunlie Teeha!”

“I’d put Sonna on, but she’s still asleep. Talk to you later, sis.”

Ghosts of terror fled. Frightening shadows slithered away. 
Leeha now felt the strength to combat them. The whole of the 
world wasn’t beating on her door, pounding on her walls, and 
tapping on her windows. She did have allies. Others did stand 
with her against the craziness in the world.

“See, everything will be fine,” she told herself. She’d 
get more sleep, take the train to the interview, return safely 
home, and then solve the mystery of the weird document. 

Leeha’s eyelids grew heavy. The avavarian tea was working. 
Her old slippers slapped against the pockmarked floor as she 
headed back to the bedroom. Leeha snuggled into her cozy, 
familiar blankets.
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