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Dedication






To my ever loving, always patient, God
fearing wife Kim.

And to Good Lord in Heaven, of whom the Bible
says—

“Of old You laid the
foundation of the earth,

And the heavens are the
work of Your hands.”

Psalm 102:25

















* ONE *

Midgard
was the planet that broke all the
rules.

Discovered in the year 2016, many
astronomers and scientists did not believe the planet orbiting
Proxima Centauri was able to sustain life. There were too many
factors against it. The planet’s parent star was a M5 red dwarf
that emitted solar flares capable of stripping away a planet’s
atmosphere. Theory said Proxima b should be tidally locked to its
star, with one side baking in the sun while the other was locked in
perpetual cold. What life might arise in the narrow bands between
the hemispheres would be primitive; a few lichen-like plants, a
burrowing insect, perhaps an aquatic creature or two. Nothing else
was able to survive the constant bombardment of x-rays from the red
sun. There were more promising exoplanets being discovered almost
daily. Proxima b did not warrant deeper scrutiny.

Within a century of the planet’s discovery,
practical fusion ram scoop drives capable of sending an unmanned
spacecraft had been developed. The equipment to perform a ground
survey of alien planet already existed, and with artificial
intelligence computers now small enough to be fitted into a
spacecraft, the mission could be performed with minimal human
assistance. So, the newly formed United Earth government authorized
a flight to Proxima b. The government had two reasons for their
decision. First, when a truly habitable exoplanet was found they
wanted not only the technology but the procedures in place to
explore that world. Second, even with the colonization of Mars and
the moons of Jupiter underway, Earth was still on the verge of
overpopulation. There were no major wars but there were plenty of
smaller conflicts raging across the planet. Perhaps this flight
would spark a desire for more people to colonize other worlds.

After a decade of flight,
the Proxima Explorer finally braked into the Proxima system. The AI computer
awakened the various cameras and sensors. The AI found nothing
unexpected, except for a dense asteroid belt at the outer edge of
the system. The AI turned its attention towards the planet. It
found four promising test sites on the surface. When it came within
range the computer launched sophisticated landers to the four
areas. All the landers touched down without incident. When
the Proxima Explorer settled into orbit the landers began sending the results of
their tests to the probe. The AI processed the data and dutifully
transmitted the information back to Earth.

A little over four years later, United Earth
scientists were almost literally falling out of their chairs in
astonishment. Each fact about the exoplanet struck them like a bomb
blast. Six months after the first transmission from the probe, and
after a thorough analysis of the data was performed, the United
Earth government decided to release what been discovered about
Proxima b.

The planet was rotating on an axis like
Earth’s. It had a twenty-three-hour, fifty-two-minute day/night
cycle. Proxima b not only had an atmosphere but it was suitable for
humans to breathe. The air pressure at sea level was slightly
higher than Earth’s, yet well within human tolerance. Proxima b’s
magnetic field was just strong enough to prevent solar winds from
blowing away the atmosphere. Surface gravity was greater by a few
percentage points. Background radiation was high but tolerable.
There was open water, vegetation, and animal life.

That was where the similarities ended. The
four landers may have set down in the most likely places humans
could live, but there were significant differences. The surface
water was laden with minerals and native bacteria. From orbit, the
probe found the oceans were saltier than Earth’s. Because of the
planet’s distance from Proxima and its lesser axial tilt, Proxima b
did not have seasons. It did experience extreme weather because of
its sun’s flaring. The radiation from Proxima was lower than
anticipated, yet it was still high enough to wreak havoc in
machines. The soil in the four zones would require modification to
grow crops and feed animals. Despite all these hazards, the
scientists concluded the planet was able to sustain human life.

When news of a habitable planet outside of
the Sol System was reported by the media, excitement spread across
Earth and the colonized worlds almost at light speed. A contest was
held among elementary students to name the planet. A ten-year-old
Norwegian girl won. Proxima b was officially renamed Midgard.
Pressure to send a manned mission to begin preparing Midgard for
colonization began on the same day.

It was a noble goal, but
there were a few obstacles the scientists had to overcome before a
mission could be launched. First and foremost, they had to figure
out how to make the planet more hospitable. Machines could be built
to withstand the harsh weather and electromagnetic effects. Living
organisms were another matter. Could terrestrial life, both plants
and animals, be adapted to survive in Midgard’s biosphere? More
importantly, could humans
be adapted?

It turned out a group of genetic engineers
had already come up with an answer to the latter question.

 


* * *

 


Four men occupied the interrogation room.
Three were human. The leader of the humans was Thomas Winters,
Senior Marshal of Midgard Colony. He was conducting the
interrogation. Sitting at the senior marshal’s right and left,
respectively, sat deputy marshals Mylonas and Ullmer. Winters was
conducting the interrogation. The deputies were present to
intervene in case the subject Winters was interrogating became
uncooperative.

The subject and fourth person in the room
was Magnus Arkyn. He was a volsung, a descendent of the genetically
altered human beings created to prepare Midgard for colonization.
Magnus was legally classified as human, although some in the colony
disputed it. His ancestors had fought a short, bloody war to gain
the same rights as “normal” humans. Physically Magnus was not too
different from the marshals, but those differences clearly
indicated his peoples’ origin in a laboratory on Earth. Magnus
possessed dark gray skin, midnight-black hair, and startlingly
large, bright green eyes. Those eyes were locked on the senior
marshal.

Winters shut off the old datapad and put it
on the table separating him from Magnus. He studied the young
volsung for a few minutes. Winters was impressed with the man’s
demeanor. According to records Magnus was twenty terrestrial years
old. His record was not spotless, yet he had not done anything the
average volsung—or human colonist, for that matter—had done at the
same age. What impressed Winters was Magnus’s self-control. Other
volsungs of Magnus’s age would have already lost their tempers by
now. Magnus maintained his composure throughout the five-hour
interrogation. Winters had peppered him with numerous questions in
those five hours. He had asked the same questions several times;
some nicely, others pointed. Magnus endured the questioning,
answering each one without emotion or variation of response. This
was not entirely unexpected. Magnus belonged to Clan Arkyn. They
were one of the most reasonable of the five volsung clans. They
followed the Volsung Code to the letter. Arkyns were fair dealers
and diplomatic when the situation called for it. One did not
double-deal an Arkyn. Not unless you had a death wish.

The volsung did not look to be in any
condition to put up a fight. By the way his filthy clothes loosely
fitted in his body; Winters guessed Magnus had lost twenty pounds
during his three-week journey back to Green Zone One. His black
hair was oily and matted. A short beard lined his square jaw. He
smelled of old sweat and grime. All this lent evidence to the
volsung’s claim he’d walked all the way from the crash site to the
edge of Coates Agricultural. Despite his lack of food and rest,
Magnus radiated an aura of strength and endurance.

The senior marshal made a mental note to
discipline the deputies he’d assigned to look after Magnus. He
expressly ordered them to photograph the volsung and then have him
cleaned and fed. Apparently those deputies needed a reminder of the
importance of obeying his orders.

Winters broke the silence. His tone was
polite and professional. “You realize the severity of the charges
you’re facing. Desertion of duty. Destruction of colonial property.
The negligent homicide of Deputy Marshal Fuller and everyone in her
party, which includes your brother Fafnir. I don’t have to tell you
what the penalty is if you’re convicted of even one of those
charges.”

Magnus did not respond. The hardness in his
eyes never wavered.

Winters tapped the datapad. “Anything you
care to add or retract?”

“I have told you the truth,” Magnus said. He
spoke Anglo Standard like every colonist, albeit with the old
accent. Volsungs had been diligent in teaching their offspring the
language of their ancestors.

“There’s no evidence to support your claim,”
Winters pointed out.

“I was more interested in staying alive than
collecting evidence.”

“The court’s going to need a better reason
than that.”

“Then I submit the testimony of the Coates
family and their employees. It was they who found me.”

“We have their statements on record.” It was their testimony that
was sparing Magnus from immediately standing trial. The Coates had
stood for justice and equal rights for all inhabitants of Midgard
since the family first arrived. Except for the Originalist Party
the word of the Coates was accepted by everyone, colonist and
volsung alike.

“I believe they found a
weak, half-starved volsung on the northeast edge of their
property,” Winters said. “You told the exact same story to me as
you did to the senior Coates. What I have to determine is
the why and how you
wound up weak and half-starved at the northeast edge of their
property.”

Magnus grunted, irritated. It was his first
reaction all day. “Marshal Winters, I don’t know how many times I
have to tell you the same thing. I’ll put this as simply as I can.
The expedition to investigate the crash of Cargo Shuttle #128 was
attacked. Deputy Reiner accidently destroyed the base comm unit
while firing at…whatever was attacking us. Fafnir ordered me to
leave the valley. He was going to determine who the enemy was or
buy me time to escape. If he didn’t join me by the next morning, I
was to head back to the colony. I waited for two days. I headed
southwest. It took me three weeks to reach Coates
Agricultural.”

“What attacked the expedition?” demanded Deputy Marshal Stuart
Ullmer. “Blue bears? Pack hunters? You claim Fuller, Reiner, and
everybody else was firing in all directions. What were they
firing at,
volsung?”

Winters was about to chastise Ullmer for
speaking out of turn. Magnus responded before he could say a
word.

“I don’t
know!” the volsung
snapped, his self-control beginning to slip. “I was setting up the
comm antenna when the shooting broke out. I hit the ground before a
bullet hit me. I
didn’t get up until Fafnir came for me. That’s when he ordered me
out of the valley. He was…frightened.”

Winters frowned. A frightened volsung was
almost an oxymoron. True, they felt fear like any human, only
volsungs never allowed the emotion to override their thinking.

“Alright, you didn’t see
anything,” Winters said. “What did you hear?”

Magnus’s anger went out as if turned off by
a switch. His eyebrows knotted, troubled by the memory. “Howling,”
he said. “A loud, high-pitched howling coming from all over. I’ve
never heard it before, not from any animal.”

The men sat in silence for a moment. Then
Deputy Ullmer barked a sarcastic laugh. “Oh, please! Do you
honestly expect us to believe this garbage story of an alibi?”

Magnus shot him a hot glare. Ullmer had
forty pounds on the volsung. The deputy’s arms and chest were broad
and packed with muscle. His knuckles were large and scarred,
bearing witness to numerous fights. Despite all this Magnus did not
appear the slightest bit intimidated by Deputy Ullmer.

Without taking his eyes off Ullmer, Magnus
asked Winters, “You were tracking us by satellite, Marshal?”

“Of course,” he replied.

“Then you were tracking all of the
expedition by our transponders, correct?”

“Correct.”

“Then, where are they? Why didn’t you know
where I was until the Coates reported they’d found me?”

Thomas Winters was famous for his poker
face. He employed that face to hide his admiration for the young
volsung. Magnus just touched on the best piece of supporting
evidence for his story. Every person on Midgard, both colonist and
volsung, had a subdermal transponder implanted in the base of the
neck eight days after birth. The law required the transponder
remained inactive. Nobody liked the thought of being under constant
surveillance by the colony’s artificial intelligence. Everybody did
like the idea of being able to find a missing child or someone who
may have “mysteriously” vanished. Every member of the expedition
sent to investigate the crash of the cargo shuttle had theirs
activated. It was standard procedure, especially since they were on
the outer edge of Green Zone One.

The transponders were working well when the
sky van deposited the expedition near the crash site. Because the
colony AI, Odin, could not get accurate data on how stable the fuel
cell was, the decision was made to not to land inside the valley.
Not until the two engineers on the team said it was safe. So, the
expedition was forced to hike for a day to reach the ship. Despite
the valley walls being laden with iron ores, Odin had little
trouble tracking the expedition.

After camp was made and first contact with
the Marshal’s Office all contact with the expedition was lost,
including the transponders.

Without waiting for an answer, Magnus
pointed to the back of his neck. “Tell me why this thing isn’t
working.”

“How do you know your transponder isn’t
working?” asked Winters.

“Because you’d have dispatched a rescue team
to the valley within a day,” Magnus answered. “I wouldn’t have
spent three weeks hiking back to the Green Zone.”

Good point, Winters had to admit.
“Transponders have been known to fail. Mechanical breakdowns,
exposure to EM radiation...”

“All of ours at the same time?” Magnus shook
his head. “I’m not a fool, marshal. That many transponders breaking
down at the same time? Hardly. And if I had been exposed to enough
radiation to burn out my transponder then I should have died weeks
ago.”

Another good point, Winters conceded.

Ullmer leaned closer to Magnus and thrust
out his chin as if issuing a challenge. “Come on, volsung. Give it
up! Save us tax money on a trial and admit you and your lab-spawned
brother killed the others and fed them to pack hunters.”

Magnus stiffened. “Even if we were motivated
to kill you so-called ‘humans’ and feed them to pack hunters, for
what reason would we do so? A cargo hold full of grain? And what
happened to Fafnir? Did I kill him?”

“One of our guys shot him first.”

Magnus barked a laugh. “And supposing your
alleged theory is true, why would I have left all my supplies back
in the valley? Why would I make a three-week trek through hostile
territory alone and unarmed?” The volsung shook his head in
disbelief. “Were your parents mental defectives or do you come by
yours naturally?”

Ullmer’s eyes bulged, astonished at the
audacity of the volsung. Before Winters could order him to stand
down, Ullmer leaped at Magnus.

The volsung’s hands were
shackled. His legs were not. As Ullmer was beginning his leap
Magnus leaned back in his chair. One leg shot out, catching Ullmer
just under the ribs. The deputy marshal let out a loud
umpf as the air was
violently forced out of his lungs. Ullmer crashed backward, gasping
for breath.

Deputy Marshal Mylonas was out of his chair
and drawing his baton when Winters finally ordered, “Stand
down!”

Mylonas froze. His baton was raised and
poised to strike Magnus. The volsung was out of his chair, crouched
and ready to fight. Ullmer was on the floor, gasping for air.

“Put it away,” Winters commanded Mylonas.
“Help Stuart up.”

Mylonas obeyed. Any deputy marshal under
Winters would have done the same. The senior marshal was relaxed in
certain areas, but when it came to following orders Winters had one
rule: obey. You didn’t want to face the consequences. He returned
the baton to his belt and help the gasping Ullmer back into his
chair.

“You sit your ass in that chair and keep
your mouth shut,” Winters growled at Ullmer. “The next time you
pull something like this again I’ll bust you down to toilet
cleaner. You hear me?”

Ullmer nodded and sucked air.

The senior marshal turned
to Magnus. The young volsung had not moved. He was still crouched
in a fighting stance despite being underweight and fatigued.
He’s telling me the truth, Winters decided. After almost thirty years on the job
Winters knew how to read people. Magnus would not be this ready to
fight if he was lying. Clan Arkyn lived by the Volsung Code. That
Code said lies and deception weakened the soul. To accuse an Arkyn
of lying was akin to aiming a firearm at them.

“We’re done here,” Winters announced.
“Magnus, I’ll have one of my people contact your Clan. They can
take you home. Stay close to a comm line in case I need to get in
touch with you. But if I can’t reach you, if you decide to
disappear, I’ll personally hunt you down and blow your damn head
off. Got it?”

Magnus straightened. “I hear you, marshal. I
will obey. You have my word.”

Winters tapped Mylonas on the shoulder.
“Escort him back to his cell. Stop by the commissary first. I want
a decent meal in him before his Clan arrives. And take those
shackles off right now.”

“Yes, sir.” The deputy didn’t look happy,
but he complied.

Once freed of the shackles, Magnus absently
rubbed his wrists. He said nothing. The volsung merely nodded his
thanks and followed Mylonas out of the interrogation room.

“You’re letting him go?” Ullmer managed to
gasp.

“We have nothing to hold him on,” Winters
said. “We don’t have squat for facts. What little we do have
supports his story. Plus, everyone in the Green Zone knows about
that seed grain. No matter what you may believe the volsungs have
never interfered with cargo shipments.”

Ullmer grunted. Even a member of the
Originalist Party like himself had to admit Winters was correct.
Not even during the height of the Volsung Uprising had the Clans
done anything to sabotage delivery of vital supplies to Midgard.
“But his story…”

“Yeah, I know.” Winters believed Magnus was
telling the truth. The problem was the story raised more questions
than it answered. The notion of two volsungs and twelve colonists,
all well-armed and familiar with the environment of Midgard, being
suddenly wiped out by an unseen, unknown force was impossible. Even
if they were attacked by an exceptionally large group of pack
hunters their transponders would still be functioning. Winters
would accept one or two in each batch suffering failure. But
fourteen transponders spread out over fourteen individuals who were
born at different times? The odds of that happening were
astronomical.

Deputy Ullmer took three deep breaths and
rubbed his abdomen. “I wouldn’t let that tube-born bastard go
without beating a confession out of him.”

“Which is why I’m senior marshal.” Winters
possessed enough tact not to mention Ullmer would never be
appointed senior marshal. Not even his ties to the head of the
Originalist Party were going to pull off that appointment. Winters
used neither on his rise. He did it the old-fashioned way: by
starting at the bottom and working his way up. He’d developed solid
relationships in the colony and with the volsungs. Not that he was
above using a little political capital when necessary. Winters was
familiar enough with colonial politics to know when and where to
use it.

Deputy Ullmer shook his head. “So, what do
we do now, Tom?”

“Deliver my report and talk the governor
into authorizing another expedition. I’ll be damned if I’m going to
let this go without getting some answers.”

 


* * *

“The investigation is closed.”

Senior Marshal Winters blinked, thinking for
a moment he’d misheard the lieutenant governor. “I beg your
pardon?”

Henry Jacob Quinlan, Acting Governor of
Midgard Colony, clicked off the datapad and handed it back to
Winters. “I’m satisfied with the information I’ve reviewed up to
this point,” Quinlan said. “Obviously the volsung survivor has
omitted a few details, but like you I see no evidence of wrongdoing
on his part. Even if I did order you to arrest the volsung we both
know what would happen. The court would dismiss the case for lack
of evidence, and we’d have to deal with riots from both colonist
and volsung factions. Right now, both sides appear relatively
stable. I want to keep it that way.”

Winters reluctantly agreed with that
assessment. He did not care for Henry Quinlan. The lieutenant
governorship was the highest point in thirty-year-old’s political
career. It was probably the highest he would ever go. While Quinlan
came from old family; from the second wave of human colonists, that
name was not a good one. The Quinlans formed the Originalist Party,
and subsequently caused the Volsung Uprising. Once a peace treaty
was hammered out and hostilities ceased the Quinlans managed to
hold on to some power. Originalists were a strong minority, but
still just a minority. Henry Quinlan was more diplomatic than his
ancestors. He articulated his views reasonably well. Yet he
considered volsungs as lesser beings to be used as “normal” humans
saw fit. For that reason alone, Quinlan would never be governor.
The majority was aware of how disastrous that would be to the
colony.

“I take it the engineers at the spaceport
haven’t figured out what went wrong with Shuttle #128?” asked
Winters.

“They’re quite baffled,” Quinlan replied.
“For a ship to do what it did is a near-impossibility. The working
theory is a cascade failure beginning with the comm receiver and
ending with the flight computer. They’re coming up with a series of
simulations to run through Odin, but frankly I have my doubts any
of them will be conclusive. I may not be an expert in spacecraft
design but we both know Earth built in several safety overrides
into unmanned cargo shuttles. The odds of all of them failing at
once are beyond astronomical. I’m more likely to believe the
sabotage theory one your deputies suggested. Speaking of which, I
see you’ve ruled that one out.”

“There were no extraneous comm signals
detected that day,” Winters confirmed. He assigned four technicians
to go through the sensor logs from the colony’s tracking stations
and from the spaceport itself. Standard operating procedure for all
incoming spacecraft was radio silence except for Odin and
authorized flight controllers. Anyone caught trying to hack into
ship frequencies was arrested and tried for sabotage.

“And there were no solar eruptions that day,
either.” Quinlan said. “The observatory confirmed Proxima was quiet
when Shuttle #128 came in. So where does that leave us,
marshal?”

“With a big mystery on our hands. I don’t
like mysteries, governor. They keep me awake at night. So, I’m
requesting a follow-up mission to the crash site.”

Quinlan’s thin, aristocratic face showed
surprise.

“We lost thirteen good people, sir,” Winters
said with all the diplomacy he could muster. “We need to know why.
Their families deserve closure.”

“Request denied.”

Now it was Winters’s turn to be
surprised.

“Odin has the crash site under constant
surveillance,” Quinlan explained. “The AI reports the radiation
level around Shuttle #128 is now in the lethal zone. In fact, that
may explain why the subdermal transponders burned out. A sudden
exposure to radiation.”

The senior marshal clamped his jaws shut to
keep from calling Quinlan an idiot. Magnus Arkyn was right about
how much it took to fry a transponder. If he was exposed to enough
radiation to burn out the device, then Magnus would have died long
before he reached Coates Agricultural. In addition, Winters had the
volsung checked for radiation before they brought him to the
Marshal’s Office. Magnus was clean.

“Then there’s the remaining fuel cell,”
Quinlan was saying. “It’s almost full, from what Odin can
determine. If there was cascade failure, our fooling around the
ship might set it off. We’ve already lost your deputies and two
experienced engineers. I refuse to risk any more lives. As of right
now the area is off-limits.”

Winters forced his voice to sound
professional. “And the seed grain?”

“Valuable to be sure, but replaceable.”

“So how are we going to explain the deaths
to their families?”

Quinlan sighed. “Regrettable casualties.
They were victims of radiation sickness and probable exposure to
fuel or another gas which caused violent psychosis. I’ve already
lined up several doctors who will give the families an in-depth
explanation if they wish one. Of course, they will receive the
contracted bereavement pay. I’m going to ask the colonial council
for a higher pay out. It seems appropriate given how they died.” He
paused, thought for a moment, and then shrugged. “The same pay will
go to Clan Arkyn for the loss of one of their own. That will
include the survivor. That should keep them quiet.”

Clan Arkyn would accept the money, Winters
guessed, but they would not be placated. Particularly not Magnus,
he suspected.

Quinlan tapped keys on his desk computer.
“Anything else, marshal?”

“No, sir.”

“Dismissed.”

Leaving the office, the senior marshal went
over options in his head. There were damn few. Quinlan had pretty
much covered every contingency. Unless Odin reported conditions
were safe or another survivor showed up, Winters didn’t have any
reason to repeat his request. The colonial governor had the
authority to override Quinlan. Problem with that was Midgard didn’t
have a colonial governor. The election was held five days ago.
After three recounts it was still too close to call. So long as
Quinlan was acting governor the situation would not change. Even
when a winner was declared it was not guaranteed they would
authorize a second expedition. So where did that leave him?

With thirteen unexplained
deaths, Winters grimly thought. Their
families might pool resources and mount an expedition to the crash
site. If they did Winters was obligated to put them under arrest
for disobeying a government edict. He hated that idea, but he’d do
it. Should he allow them to go to the valley they could do
something to detonate the fuel cell. There goes the expedition and
the seed grain the shuttle was carrying. Winters hated that idea,
too. So, Cargo Shuttle #128 was going to sit in an unnamed valley
and thirteen deaths were going to go unexplained. Winters despised
the thought of that.

What I need is fresh set
of eyes, Winters decided. He knew a few
people who were not influenced by any political faction.
Unfortunately, they weren’t employed by or contracted with the
Office.

He strode out of the Capital Building. The
answer lies elsewhere. The person best qualified to wade through
all the contradictory facts probably was not living on Midgard.
There were a few files from the United Earth Colonization Bureau
awaiting his perusal. Files containing the names and bios of
potential new colonists who might fit the criteria to serve as a
marshal. Winters usually found none of them met his needs,
including some of the ex-military personnel who applied for a
colonization visa. Maybe there was somebody in this bunch who did.
And if there was not one in this stack of files, one might show up
soon. Winters, a descendent of one of the first humans to set foot
on this planet, knew the value of patience. He would eventually
find the right person for the job.



 


 


* TWO *

 


It was approaching 1200 hours in First Down, the planet
Midgard’s capital, and lone, city. Proxima Centauri was a
basketball-sized glowing red sphere in a cloudy red sky. Jason
Williams was starting to get used to its size and color. The
Colonization Bureau acclimation courses were thorough in preparing
future colonists for conditions here. The thicker air, the colors,
and shades, even the higher gravity was simulated back on Earth. As
Jason learned years ago there was a huge gap between simulations
and reality. Jason resolved to stand in front of the large,
transparent alloy window until that gap was closed.

The sky was dual toned. Proxima was out in
all its glory. Not far above the horizon there was an earth-like
band of blue. As Jason shifted his eyes upward, the blue band
rapidly darkened, giving the impression of twilight. There were a
few dark-gray clouds drifting in the sky. As on Earth you could not
look at the sun for too long, although Jason could look at Proxima
for about thirty seconds without having to turn away. To the right
of Proxima were Alpha and Beta Centauri, the star’s stellar
companions. Those stars were bright enough to be seen even at noon.
Jason’s sharp eyes caught a flock of birds darting up and away from
a nearby rooftop. The flock was moving too fast for him to tell if
they were an adapted terrestrial or native species.

Below and directly ahead, which Jason
learned was north, was First Down. This was where the original one
hundred volsungs lived and worked. The industrial design of First
Down reminded Jason of Martian cities, minus the protective domes.
The buildings had a uniform square, factory-like look to them. The
designers and engineers had kept to proven prefabricated structures
because they held up best to Midgard’s harsh weather. Jason could
see no streetlights. Not that any were needed at this time of day.
Jason did see a string of 2D and 3D advertisements lining First
Down’s Main Street.

Looking to his right, he saw jagged
mountains surrounding the spaceport. Three days ago, the ship
carrying Jason and his fellow colonists landed there. Forty human
beings in bio-stasis chambers had been off-loaded and moved to the
center for revival. Thirty-seven had been successfully awakened.
The remaining three were not dead. Their chambers were still
functioning. Jason had been informed the chambers’ revival programs
were corrupted. The colony’s AI, Odin, was performing diagnostics
and possibly reloading the programs. It was a delicate procedure,
and should any other problem be found, the AI would revive them
directly.

Jason squinted over the top of the
mountains. He could just make out the upper gantry of one of the
launch platforms. If there was a launch scheduled for today the
acclimation center’s windows would be shuttered. Below the platform
was a small lake filled with sea water. Hydrogen and deuterium were
processed and used to fuel colony spacecraft. The ship that brought
Jason and his fellow newcomers arrived in was probably being
inspected for re-use for some purpose. It might wind up being
broken down for parts to service other ships. The one thing Jason
learned right away was the colonists wasted nothing. They
repurposed just about everything, from datapads to fuel feeds to
the smallest component. The only thing they did not have was a
fusion ram scoop-driven starship. United Earth wanted those back to
re-use.

Behind him, to the south, was Crater Gulf.
It was so named because ages ago a large mass like an asteroid or
comet impacted just offshore, creating the gulf and shaping the
bay. There were several islands in the gulf, one of which was Hel
Prison. The Colonization Bureau described the barren, rocky isle as
a maximum-security rehabilitation facility. The Marshal’s Office’s
description was less fanciful. It was a prison, period. One stint
there was usually enough to “rehabilitate” a convict. Should the
person be caught and convicted of another crime, and if the crime
was serious enough, he or she was executed, and their organs
harvested. Many on Earth found Midgard’s justice system cruel.
Jason, who had been on Mars and several of the Galilean moons,
understood why Midgard used this method. Like those colonies,
Midgard did not possess advanced rehabilitation techniques. They
could not alter or wipe memories. There were few psychotherapists
on the planet, and none were experts in criminal psychology.
Midgard dealt with criminals quickly and efficiently. This was why
he volunteered to immigrate. While he would have to learn the
subtleties, the legal system here was not as convoluted as
Earth’s.

The doors to the cafeteria/lounge slid
opened. Thirty-six men and women entered and began taking places
around the tables in anticipation of lunch. They moved slowly,
deliberately, still adapting to Midgard. Like Jason they had
trained extensively to live on Midgard. All of them, Jason
included, wore weighted suits to simulate higher gravity. They had
spent almost eight hours a day performing exercises and simple
tasks in pressure chambers. Yet this was the real thing, not a
training facility in Australia. The arrivals, Jason included, had
to accept physically and mentally the new normal.

Through the reflection in the window, Jason
observed how most of them avoided looking out at Midgard. There
were a few like himself who had spent time in the Sol System prior
to applying for an immigration visa. Most of the new colonists had
never even been to the Moon. Four had been to Mars, and only one
other than Jason had been to the Galilean Moons. As for Jason,
alien environments were nothing new. He had to work more on the
concept of walking outside the acclimation center without a
pressure suit. Everywhere else he had been he would have caused
explosive decompression if he opened a door or window.

A soft chime sounded. It was almost
mealtime. Jason reluctantly turned from the bay window and started
for the tables.

At forty-five, Jason Vincent Williams was
the oldest among this group of immigrants. Technically he was
fifty-one, counting the five years between being put into
bio-stasis and the flight to Midgard. He aged approximately three
weeks during the flight. Normally the cut-off age for off-world
immigrants was thirty-five, although a few qualified at forty. They
were exceptions and not the rule, however. It was not their
physical capabilities the Colonization Bureau questioned. It was
the capacity to adapt to an alien environment that was the deciding
factor. Most United Earth citizens over thirty-five found it hard
to retrain their minds to live off-planet. Life on Earth was
pleasant, safe. There was a minority who did feel the call to
adventure. They were the ones who staffed the United Earth Space
Agency and the United Earth Armed Forces. Jason had spent most all
his adult life in the latter organization.

Three factors were involved in the
Colonization Bureau’s approving his visa. First, even after all the
reconstructive surgeries, cybernetic implantations, and physical
therapies he had endured Jason was more fit than any of his fellow
colonists. His IQ was well above the qualifying range. Likewise,
his fertility rating was that of a twenty-year-old. Second, many of
Jason’s tours of duty had been off world. Adapting to alien
environments was not an issue for him.

The third reason was simpler than the first
two: United Earth wanted him out of the Sol System.

The chimes sounded twice more. “Good
afternoon, newbies,” a cheerful female voice said over recessed
ceiling speakers. “It’s now twelve hundred hours local time.
Congratulations on all of you successfully completing your second
day of acclimation. I’m pleased to announce none of you has shown
any adverse reactions to the last round of allergy tests. Likewise,
you’re all adapting nicely to Midgard’s gravity and
atmosphere.”

There was a scattered round of applause and
cheers from the colonists. Jason could not help chuckling. What
were they going to do if any of them failed? Put them back into
bio-stasis and send them back to Earth?

“You’ve now entered the next phase of
acclimation,” continued the female voice. “You will now be
introduced to the local cuisine. Touch your table menu to display
your options. Featured today are roast Midgardian ox, beer-batter
bottom fish, and vegetable soup for those who lean towards a
more-vegetarian diet. Sides include freshly baked wheat bread,
potato skins, volsung salad, and Midgardian corn. Chief Medical
Officer Castillo has authorized honey ale for those who wish to
sample local spirits.” She paused. “Dr. Castillo strongly advises
to limit consumption of honey ale to no more than eight ounces.
Thank you and enjoy!”

Jason smiled and shook his head. The
strongest warning the Colonization Bureau issued was about the
potency of colonial alcohol. There were liquors here that made
old-style moonshine weak by comparison.

He approached his fellow newbies, as they
were called by the staff at the center. They were a diverse group.
Each one of them had a particular reason for immigrating to
Midgard. Jason had taken the time to read their dossiers. It was a
habit he’d picked up in his earliest days in the military. He
wanted to know who he was traveling with. The youngest was Herschel
Liebowitz, age twenty. Herschel was a chemist who was scheduled to
work at Midgard’s pharmaceutical plant. There were two married
couples, the Okerekes and the Eckhardts. Both were heading to the
wheat and spelt farms northeast of First Down.

Heads turned as he neared the tables. Those
same heads quickly turned back to the table menus. Obviously, they
had done the same research on their fellow colonists or watched
media reports before entering training. Jason was neither surprised
nor offended. No one here knew the full truth about the incident on
Europa. The Marshal’s Office had to know, of course, as well as the
colonial government. The general population did not know and
probably never would. Yet the media, with the United Earth
government’s approval, said that what he had done on Europa was
barbaric. While there had been an official inquiry, no charges were
brought against him. Privately, and off the record, he had been
commended for his quick thinking and rapid action. Publicly, the
government assured there would be changes made in the rules of
engagement and Jason Williams had been approved for a colonization
visa to Midgard. People could go on with their lives.

He unconsciously tugged the right sleeve of
his jumpsuit. Some lives had been irrevocably changed.

Jason could have worn the short-sleeve
version. It was warm inside the center. In this light and with
almost everyone still pale from their time in bio-stasis, it would
be nearly impossible to see the differences in his arms. The
cybernetic prosthesis was almost perfect in construction. If one
was five inches away and squinting hard, they might be able to tell
which arm was real and which was artificial. Depending on how
people tanned under the red sun, no one would ever know. Jason
knew. He was still sufficiently self-conscious not to bring it to
anyone’s attention.

“Captain Williams! Over here!”

Georg Eckhardt was waving at him from one of
the tables. Georg possessed the stereotypical build of a farmer. He
was thickly built, broad shouldered, and had huge hands. They
looked strong enough to crush a man’s skull with ease. His beige
jumpsuit appeared to have been spray-painted on his body. Sitting
next to Georg was his wife, Staci. She was a stick figure in
comparison to her husband. Staci was thin, yes, but like every new
colonist here she passed the rigorous physical conditioning.

“You can call me Jason,” Jason said, taking
a seat. “I resigned my commission when I got my visa.”

“Got you.” Georg rubbed
his anticipation. “Finally, some real food. I didn’t care for that
bland oatmeal the Bureau fed us and that gruel they serve here.
It’s barely fit for human consumption in my opinion.”

“It doesn’t stop you from eating it,” Staci
dryly observed.

“Considering the torture
they were putting us through I would’ve eaten a bowl of dead flies
if they served it. And nobody
told us we’d lose that much weight while in
bio-stasis!”

Staci snorted a laugh.
“Captain Williams—Jason—I believe you’d agree synthetic meal is far better than the
rations served in the field and aboard military
spacecraft.”

“That I do.” Field rations were either moist
nutrient bricks or syrup fed through a tube in your helmet.
Synthetic food was far better. “But I do admit to visiting
restaurants before anyplace else when I got back to Earth.”

“See?” Georg said. His fingers ran over the
menu. Jason noted he ordered almost everything available.

“You resigned your commission, Cap--Jason?”
Staci asked him.

“That I did,” Jason answered. “Didn’t you
have the same option?”

“Well, yes, but since the UEAF automatically
terminates one’s rank when we passed training I didn’t bother.” She
gave him a questioning look, as if to invite him to explain why he
had not waited. Staci was former UEAF as well. Her specialty was
Intelligence. She gathered data on potential violent factions on
Earth and throughout the settled worlds of the Sol System. Staci
was probably aware of what the media reported and what really
happened on Europa. She had to be curious about why more than a few
rules had been ignored to grant Jason his visa.

Georg spoke up before Jason could come up
with a plausible explanation. “Synthetic food is fine in a world
with over nine billion human beings. Likewise, if it were not for
agriculturalists such as me there would be a lot of hungry people
on Sol’s colonized moons. But this is Midgard. What’s the
population here in Green Zone One? Eighty thousand?”

“Eighty-seven thousand,
give or take,” Jason supplied. “That’s the human population. The last census I
read says there are plus-or-minus ninety-one thousand
volsungs.”

“Ah, yes. Thank you, Cap—er, Jason. That’s
approximately one hundred and seventy-eight thousand men, women,
and children living in a habitable region six hundred and seventy
thousand square miles in size. The agricultural businesses produce
more than enough to feed that many and have plenty left over to
preserve for future use. So why do we have to make synthetic food
here? What kind of emergency would require it?”

“More than plenty,” Jason said, tapping in
his order. Roast, volsung salad, and a baked potato. He added water
and eight ounces of honey ale. He was not much of a drinker and the
docs cautioned him about imbibing too much alcohol. They were not
sure how his cybernetics would react. Jason was going to be exposed
to the local booze soon, so he figured it was best to do it
here.

Georg’s thick arm shot up again. “Moira!
Room for one more over here!”

A young woman sat down next to Jason. “Thank
you, Georg.” At twenty-five Moira Brennan was the second youngest
colonist in their group. Despite her youth Moira had already earned
two master’s degrees: one in Biology and the other in Xenobiology.
Her biography said that while studying at Aldrin University Moira
had been instrumental in identifying the amoeba-like, silicon-based
lifeforms on Titan. Instead of accepting a research grant and a
professorship at Aldrin, Moira applied for a colonization visa to
Midgard. Her reasoning was simple and inarguable in Jason’s
opinion. Where else could she possibly discover, study, and compare
alien life than on an alien planet?

“Feeling any better?” Staci asked Moira.

“Enough to try the soup,” Moira replied with
a smile. Jason caught a hint of a Gaelic accent in her voice. She
had been born in Ireland, yet few people spoke the old languages of
their homelands anymore. “Is everybody else doing alright? Any
remaining sickness?”

“None,” Staci said.

Georg patted his not-so flat stomach. “The
only thing that’s gone from this body is twenty-eight pounds.”

“Which he will undoubtedly gain back,” Staci
added.

Moira turned her head towards Jason. “And
yourself, Captain Williams?”

He was mildly surprised Moira had spoken to
him. She was aware of who he was, of course. She had not uttered a
single word to him during training. Jason assumed it was because
she had seen the media reports about him.

“I’m doing fine,” Jason answered. “It’s
Jason now, by the way. I didn’t know you were having problems.”

“The doctors said I didn’t gain all the
weight I was supposed to before going into bio-stasis,” Moira said,
sounding apologetic. “Apparently the five-pound leeway is only a
suggestion. Curious how our trainers de-emphasized the effects of
revival sickness.”

“That’s because they normally deal with a
two-month maximum period of bio-stasis,” Jason explained. “We were
in the chambers for eight months. That’s a big difference.”

Moira shook her head and sighed. “At least
we won’t have to do it again.”

If he were fifteen years younger Jason could
see himself pursuing this young woman. Aside from her physical
beauty, black hair, green eyes, and milky skin, Moira had the
intelligence and personality to match. The idea was absurd, though.
She was a lot smarter than he was, and while the docs had done
excellent work putting him back together, Jason’s features still
showed evidence of the battle he barely survived.

A burst of laughter caught Jason’s
attention. Two tables over, Scott Michael Greggson was entertaining
a group of men and women with a story of one of his exploits. Of
all the volunteers to make this journey, Scott puzzled Jason the
most. Scott Michael Greggson was a rising star in the fields of AI
computers and cybernetics. The thirty-year-old designed and built
all kinds of machinery. Jason’s new arm was one of those devices.
Scott’s specialty was the AI computer. His most recent success was
the artificial intelligence operating the unmanned exploration
vessel heading for the Trappist system. Scott had managed to shrink
the computer to half the normal size without reduction in
performance. With room for more equipment, the planetary survey
could be expanded. His professional accomplishments and wealth
aside, Scott Michael Greggson was regarded as of the Earth’s most
eligible bachelors. Women had been caught literally camping outside
his Angeles Metropolis penthouse.

Yet Scott had given up almost everything to
immigrate to Midgard. He said he could improve the colony’s AI and
remaining robots. He’d also help re-design a number of flight
computers at the spaceport. Jason had no doubt of his abilities,
but it sounded to him like a waste of Scott’s talents. How could
being an overqualified maintenance engineer prove challenging?

Out of the corner of his eye, Jason saw
Moira giving Scott a longing gaze. He smothered a smile. If what
Jason read about Scott was true, the engineer would eventually make
his way to her.

Another chime sounded. “Jason Williams,
please report to interview area one. Jason Williams to interview
area one, please.”

The room briefly fell silent. Conversation
resumed as Jason stood. “Don’t touch my food,” he warned Georg.

“Don’t be too long,” Georg said with a
grin.

When the doors to the cafeteria/lounge
opened, a young woman was waiting outside. She was short, maybe
five foot five in her work boots. She had a close-cropped, curly
brown hair, and a stocky, muscular build. Jason was reminded of
images of ancient Roman soldiers. Under her clear plastic sterile
suit, the woman wore the gold-trimmed, dark blue uniform of the
Marshal’s Office. There was a semi-automatic handgun and a baton
strapped to her waist. Jason got the impression she was proficient
with both weapons, although the young deputy marshal could probably
handle a situation without them.

She came to attention and saluted when he
stepped out into the corridor. “Captain Williams, I’m Hannah Berg,
Deputy Marshal Third Class.”

Jason automatically began returning the
salute, checked himself. “It’s Jason now, Deputy Berg.”

“Yes, sir. Follow me, please.”

“Lead on.” Jason found her accent
interesting. Like all Midgardian colonists Berg spoke Anglo
Standard, which was the common speech of Earth and its off-world
colonies. Berg and the other colonists Jason encountered used the
older dialect, more like what the Martian colony used.
Business-like, virtually no slang, and crisply paced. He was
thankful the colonists here did not speak the way the people on the
Galilean Moons did. They only used complete sentences when
performing official duties. The rest of the time they just used a
few words here and there to convey essential information.

Berg escorted him down the corridor to a
small, beige-colored occupied by two men. One was a white-clad
medical technician Jason had seen a few times in the center. The
other was an older man dressed in the same gold-trimmed blue
uniform as Deputy Berg. He had leathery, wrinkled skin. Iron-gray
bristles covered the top of his head. Jason did not see a single
stripe or other insignia on the man’s uniform. That alone told him
the visitor’s identity.

Jason extended a hand. “Senior Marshal
Winters. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Thomas Winters grinned, slowly rose, and
grasped Jason’s right hand. “Likewise, captain.” Before Jason could
correct him, Winters stared at his arm and whistled. “Damned if the
docs did a great job on your arm. Are they treating you good
here?”

Jason could not help smiling at the senior
marshal’s bluntness. Winters appeared to be the perfect example of
the Midgardian colonist: direct without being impolite. “Thank you,
sir. They’re treating me fine. I’m fit and ready for duty.”

“Drop the ‘sir’ for now, captain. You
haven’t been sworn in yet.” Winters motioned to the technician.
“Run your tests.”

The man nodded and aimed a device at Jason.
He then made a slow circle around the table and chairs. He passed
the device over Winters and Berg. The technician checked the
display. “All clear, marshal,” he announced.

“Thank you. That will be all.” Winters gave
Jason a wink. “Not like we’d allow anyone with an infectious
disease on our planet, but the rules say we have to run checks on
everyone still in quarantine.” He gestured at a chair across from
him. “Have a seat, captain. Hannah, take that damn thing off. You
have to be sweating rivers.”

“Yes, sir,” Hannah acknowledged, and
immediately began stripping out of the suit.

Winters lowered his broad body back into his
chair, which was a motorized wheelchair. Jason was surprised. It
was obvious Winters was still in prime shape even though his was in
his early seventies. The report on the senior marshal was five
years old, however. A lot can happen in that time.

“Sorry to call you away right now,” Winters
said, removing his own sterile suit. “What are they serving, by the
way?”

Jason recited the menu. Winters rumbled a
laugh when he mentioned the honey ale. “Eight ounces? Good Lord,
there are people who drink that much before breakfast! If you
really want to sample something hard, try some volsung whiskey. One
shot of that will drop you faster than a kick in the crotch.”

“Speaking from experience?” inquired
Jason.

“I’m not ashamed to say yes. It makes a damn
fine painkiller.” Winters patted his chair. “Old age didn’t put me
here, captain. I was breaking up a bar fight two months ago. I made
the mistake of turning my back on someone I thought we’d
incapacitated. He put a blade into my lower back. Thank God his aim
was off, or we wouldn’t be talking right now. It did sever enough
nerves to put me in this thing for another three months.”

Jason unconsciously flexed his right hand.
“I’m sorry to hear that. Did the docs implant new nerves?”

“None were available. They put in something
they call a cybernetic nerve trunk. Besides, people my age
typically don’t qualify for organic transplants.”

Jason arched an eyebrow in surprise.
“Midgard still has age restrictions on transplants?”

“Yep. With our population as low as it is
whatever’s in the organ storage quickly gets used. Sometimes people
must wait until the right tissues arrive. We must impose limits on
who gets what. Even big shots like me don’t automatically qualify
for certain things. The governor and the council can authorize a
waiver, but it’s rarely done. So, we rely more on cybernetics
shipped from Earth.” Winters nodded at Jason’s arm. “Maybe not as
good as yours, but we aren’t complaining. By the way, Dr. Castillo
said should anything happen to yours don’t expect an exact
replacement.”

“I’ll be careful,” Jason assured him.

“That would be out of character for you from
what I’ve read.”

Jason shrugged, conceding the point. One of
his former commanders remarked Jason spent almost as much time in
hospitals than he did in the field. “I hope being a deputy marshal
won’t be as hazardous, sir.”

“It’s not risk-free, even for an old pack
hunter like me.” Winters said. “I take it the docs have declared
you physically and mentally fit by now?”

“Technically, yes. We still have another two
days of quarantine. Personally, I feel one hundred percent,
sir.”

“Good to hear.” Winters reached into a
pocket on his wheelchair. He took out an old-style datapad and put
it on the table. “Here’s your first assignment.”

Jason was again surprised. Like Winters
said, he hadn’t been sworn in yet. Still, he’d never been one to
sit idly around. “What is it?”

“An unsolved murder,” Winters said. “A real
stumper. Fifteen days ago, a Harold Cooper was found dead along a
tributary of the Coates River. Skip the preliminary data and have a
look at the crime pics of the scene.”

Jason thumbed on the datapad. He figured the
device was at least fifty years old. By its thick outer shell, the
datapad was probably originally used as part of a spacecraft
inspection kit. The devices were easily repurposed, though, and
Jason had used the same operating system back in the Sol System. He
accessed the 2D picture library and ran the photos. He shook his
head as he went through the pics. “How much did you recover of
Cooper’s body?”

“Enough to give us a positive ID,” Winters
said. “Whoever—or whatever—killed Cooper was nice enough to leave
his wallet behind. We also recovered half his rib cage and his
lower jaw. We ran a DNA check to confirm it was Cooper.”

He frowned at Winters. “‘Whatever’?
Everything I see indicates an animal attack.”

Winters nodded. “That was my first guess,
too. Are you up-to-date on our native animals?”

“Enough to know they’re all omnivores,
including birds and fish.”

“And half of those are predatory. There are
several species that tend to be more aggressive. All of them have
been known to hunt humans. In the region we found Cooper there’s
two in particular: blue bears and pack hunters. In that tributary
blue bears are the most common. It’s at the edge of Coates
Agricultural. They’re cattlemen. The Coates regularly sweep their
property to locate and remove blue bears. They say it couldn’t have
been blue bears.”

“And you believe them.”

“As much as I can at this point. Forensics
didn’t find any evidence indicating this was a bear attack. We
thoroughly examined the remains and the surrounding area. All came
back negative for blue bears, pack hunters, or any other Midgardian
or adapted terrestrial animal. We didn’t find a trace of saliva or
droppings.”

Jason was intrigued. “How long between the
estimated time of death and the discovery of the body?”

“Ten hours. That’s when Odin recorded
Cooper’s subdermal transponder cease transmitting.”

“His transponder was on?”

The senior marshal grinned. “You’ve read our
laws.”

“It helps if you’ve been hired by the
Marshal’s Office.”

“Cooper’s transponder was activated when he
was reported for possible criminal activity,” Winters explained.
“When his heart stopped the transponder sent location coordinates
to Odin. We dispatched a team as soon as we could. A solar flare
delayed the launch of a skyvan.”

“Any other adverse conditions? Bad weather?”
Wind and rain inevitably destroyed physical evidence.

“The temperature went up five degrees. Other
than that, clear skies.”

Jason studied the photos again, turning
facts over in his mind. Ten hours between the attack and recovering
the body. No high winds or rain to totally erase clues. No DNA
except the victim’s found. No predators reported in the area. Jason
now understood why Winters hadn’t ruled this an animal attack. It
seemed almost…targeted, for lack of a better description.

He remembered something he read in the
briefings. “If memory serves, this resembles a terror tactic used
during the Volsung Uprising.”

Winters nodded appreciatively. “Your
commanders said you’re one sharp knife. Yes, there was a faction of
volsungs who used to dismember their victims alive. Literally tore
them apart. I won’t say all the colonists were angels during the
conflict. Some of the torture methods used by the Originalists were
foul. But what those volsungs did was unforgivable. Even their Clan
elders called for their execution after the Uprising. The
government at the time didn’t even bother harvesting their organs.
The Clan elders swore the tactic would never be used again. Oh,
there’s still plenty of hostility on both sides. You’ll see that
before long, I guarantee. But the volsungs have kept their word.
They’ve never used those tactics again.”

“At least until fifteen days ago,” Jason
said.

“As the chief law enforcement officer in the
colony I have to consider it.”

Jason was beginning to grasp Winters’s
dilemma. He certainly understood why the senior marshal was
assigning him the investigation. Prejudice and outright race hate
had nearly been eradicated on Earth. Equality laws existed to
protect all citizens from every kind of discrimination. They were
rarely invoked because just a minor segment broke the laws. Peace,
prosperity, and justice eliminated many of humanity’s ancient
divisions. There was only class of person not covered by those
laws.

The Genetic Adaptation humanoids were
exempted because they came into existence prior to the equality
laws being enacted. In the Sol System the courts had been hearing
legal arguments about GA’s since the creation of the volsungs.
There had been a few rulings. GA’s were forbidden to be used on
Earth; their creation had to be shown to be necessary, their life
spans were to be short, and they were to have minimal emotional
reaction. That included zero sex drive. Here on Midgard, the issue
had not been settled by legal action but by violent action. Volsung
firearms had done most of the talking. Today the volsungs had the
same rights as any human colonist. Technically speaking, that is.
Both sides were still simmering nearly a century later.

“I take it your prime suspect is a volsung,”
Jason stated.

“His name is Magnus Arkyn,” confirmed the
senior marshal. “Twelve years ago, he was investigated for causing
the deaths of thirteen
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