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Chapter 01

PEACE REIGNED IN the quiet hours of the early morning, when few citizens graced the shadowed walkways of the entertainment district of Attika City. In the dim cafes and restaurants that lined the even dimmer mall, a handful of late stragglers from the previous evening's festivities clung to that final drink, a stimulant to give them sufficient impetus for the journey home.

The showers had passed, but the street still ran slick with runoff that streamed away to the drains from the last downpour. Steam rose in the warmth of the night, while high above, the dark clouds parted briefly to reveal a pale, full moon before closing in once again to shroud the city. Rain fell frequently on this planet but the locals loved it; took pride in the fact, since most human-occupied worlds were dry and desolate.

A row of antique street lamps—not too bright, so as to maintain the ambiance of the precinct—cast dim pools of reflected light from the wet sidewalks. Faint sounds of laughter drifted through the night, interspersed with farewells as a few late-nighters took advantage of the break in the weather.

The peace shattered as something slammed at terminal velocity into the pavement, impacting with such force as to pound a dent several centimeters into the plascrete surface.

For a moment, silence.

A nearby patron rose to her feet and peered over the restaurant railing towards the source of the disturbance. For a brief moment she stood motionless, and then raised both hands to her face.

A piercing scream shattered the peaceful mall.

 

 

Officer Callon Follet, post-sergeant of the Attika Guarda, peered down at the ruin. The sheer force of impact left little recognizable of what had once been a human soul, perhaps a young woman. The corpse was crushed almost beyond recognition, every bone broken, the skin pulverized and gore spattered for several meters around. A dark, congealing mass pooled in the depression created by the fall.

Follet raised his eyes towards the face of the adjacent skyscraper, the tallest building on the planet. It soared to over a thousand meters, and due to the height most of the windows were incapable of opening sufficiently for a body to pass through. Only at the top was exit possible, from any one of a dozen penthouse floors each with a private balcony open to the air, or from one of several sky-car pads at the summit.

Those high places all featured safety-glass barriers around the outer perimeters, but anyone could scramble over given determination and something to climb on. An acknowledged safety hazard, they existed only because the owner of the monolith all but owned the city. He got what he wanted. He was untouchable.

 The sergeant stared up into the darkness and swiped a few stray drips of moisture from his face as a trauma arbeiter, white and reflective in the dim light, exited a nearby ground-unit and glided across to the scene of the incident. It paused for a moment beside the remains, opened a hatch on its side and extended small probes.

“You know what I need,” Follet said.

The drone acknowledged in a disturbingly human voice and extended a probe into the congealing blood. Dropping the sample into a liquid-filled vial, it gave a shake and waited until the liquid turned bright blue.

 “Hellfire, sir. Exceptionally high concentration, death inevitable. More information will be available following a detailed examination.”

 Follet nodded and turned his attention to the diminutive figure standing a few meters behind him. His new partner, junior officer Abigail Renner, was fresh from the academy. Tonight was her first on the job, her first call to her first incident.

What a goddamned, awful mess, he thought. “Sorry to throw this at you on your first trip out. We try to ease newbie's in, but this is just ... unexpected, that's all.”

The girl did not reply, her attention fixed on the ruin on the pavement.

“Hellfire,” Follet said, “is the nastiest addictive drug we've encountered on the circuit. Damned stuff shows up more every month and we have no clue where it comes from.”

His partner did not respond. Since their first meeting she had shown none of the first-day nerves so typical of raw recruits. At the station she had presented as cool, calm, aware of her circumstances and confident in her abilities, but now she resembled a child in a strange and hostile environment.

Shock, perhaps?

Of medium height—Follet guessed about one-fifty-five centimeters—the blue-black Guarda uniform made her appear smaller than in reality. With her dark-brown hair tucked under a standard issue peaked cap she looked younger, more boyish, than her twenty standard years. She could almost be his daughter. Her green eyes glanced up at him briefly before returning to the scene on the pavement.

“The trouble with this stuff,” Follet continued, “is the small doses. The common form is tiny grains, like highly processed sugar. One tenth of a gram gives you a thrill the like of which you've never experienced before: extreme ecstasy, a feeling of being the ruler of the world and so on. With luck, you can have your high and get away with it. Two tenths and you get an even more unbelievable trip, and become addicted for life with no chance of a cure.”

Abbie Renner nodded, her eyes still glued to the body.

“A third of a gram and you're as good as dead. It starts with an overpowering sense of dizziness, other-worldliness and heightened awareness, then superiority, and you think anything is possible. If you're near water you decide you can breathe under it and you drown. You can walk through fire and not burn. High up and you can fly, and...”—Follet returned his gaze to the victim, now in the process of being scraped into a carry-case by the arbeiter—“...you get an irresistible urge to do just that. Then you die.”

He turned back to his young protégée. She had not spoken since their arrival and had not moved closer to the body. Follet observed her more closely and realized her lack of response was not shock as he had at first assumed. The look in those eyes was one of intense anger.

Damp from the moisture in the air, her face showed little of the confusion and revulsion expected of a raw recruit exposed to such horror on her first night out. This young woman stood firm, stolid despite her young years and diminutive appearance, her brow furrowed, her jaw set and her gaze locked on the scene.

“But you're aware of all that, aren't you? I'm not telling you a damned thing you haven't heard before.”

Renner gave a curt nod and exhaled forcefully, as if she had been holding her breath.

“You alright? You can handle this. Take another breath and tell me what you know about this stuff.”

The young officer took a slow breath in and then breathed out again with a long, protracted sigh. “It's why I joined the Guarda,” she said. “My brother died from the drug two years ago, when I was eighteen. He was one of the first, they told us. Took too much and tried to stop a speeding maglev by standing in front of it with his hands up. It couldn't stop fast enough. I decided then to join the force and track down whoever is responsible for his getting the drug.”

 Follet studied his young sidekick; for a raw recruit she had one heck of an agenda. He knew little about her other than the information on her data sheet, but she impressed him as a woman of intelligence and resourcefulness. A powerful, unrelenting determination lurked behind that angelic, heart-shaped face. This young lady came with a purpose.

“You’re aware they set up a special division to deal with this problem? Have you considered applying?”

“Yes. I applied from the academy but I was told to come back when I had a year or two of experience. They don't take graduates until they prove they can stomach the work.”

 Follet turned and looked again at the black stained depression in the plascrete, all that remained now the arbeiter had finished its work.

“I can understand that.”


Chapter 02

Six years later:

 

KRYSTIAN HAUKEN GAZED through the window at a turbid, overcast sky. Not the best of days, but it rarely was at this time of year. It did not matter; in a few hours he would be off-planet, well on his way to another world, light-years distant.

Another day, another job.

And good riddance.

The last few days had frayed his mood to breaking point, and deep down he knew he had only himself to blame. This was the shade of his life, a bottom-rung space-jockey humping dangerous supplies to industrial concerns in a dozen different systems, in an antique spacecraft so old it was one of the few of its kind having still avoided the scrap yards. After years spent living on the edge it was a tedious and dangerous existence, but worth doing for a while yet. The pay was excellent, as few would contemplate hauling the kind of cargo he carried, the fierce explosives used in large-scale asteroid mining.

One thing about the job pleased him above all others; it was unlikely to kill anyone.

Except maybe, him.

Krystian’s green, orange-flecked eyes stared into the distance towards the grey, hazy towers of the city center. Of average height, he had once been supremely fit due to his previous lifestyle, but now the body was starting to soften and unravel around the edges, a fact not helped by long weeks spent in the zero-gravity of space.

Now thirty-two, he had wasted fourteen years of his life fighting on various worlds for one government or another, and it was good to be away from that. An uncontrolled childhood spent seeking trouble in one form or another, mostly to spite a wealthy but detached father, ended in a court where for the first time he was treated as an adult rather than a child. It was a time of war and he was given a simple choice: the military or prison. Life as a soldier sounded marginally better.

The next six years were spent in the Confederacy forces, first as a common foot-soldier and later rising to become part of a skilled, ground-infiltration squad. Wars could only be fought in space to a point, beyond which someone had to descend to the surface to take control of the enemy territory. It was gut-wrenching, soul-destroying work, and Krys both excelled at and loved it. At least, he had loved it then.

From boot camp he moved on to train in specialty forms of armed and unarmed conflict, and the naive, young idiot from the courts became a deadly, unstoppable killer in the space of a few short years. A 'dangerous man' his commanders called him, a creation in which they took the greatest pride. By the end of the war he led the finest team in the forces, formidable and deadly individuals all.

War always produced unintended consequences, and in time the terrible realities of the job began to eat away at him. 'Collateral damage' was the official term, but the stark truth lay in the dead bodies of innocent men, the anguish in the eyes of suffering women and the tragedy of children reduced to refuse as uncaring armies swept over unconsidered lives.

The Confederacy of Allied Planets was one of a number of alliances and empires that littered the fractured human territories of the Orion Spur, in the Milky Way Galaxy. With someone always fighting someone else, humanity had never learnt the basic lesson of live-and-let-live.

Humans first set out to colonize the stars two thousand standard years ago in the Great Diaspora, a well organized expansion leading to the creation of a powerful federation, easy to maintain due to the extreme difficulties of interstellar travel. In those early centuries the only way to cross between stars was by way of natural wormholes, and the gateways to those celestial pathways were easily controlled.

Experimentation into faster-than-light drives had never born fruit due to the unrealistically high energy-input requirements, leading to the inevitable conclusion genuine FTL travel was impractical even if theoretically possible.

Then came exotic matter and energy, and the creation of the quantum drive, an engine of a different ilk. This device could tear a rift in the fabric of space-time, creating an artificial tunnel where, as in natural wormholes, the laws of physics that governed this universe did not apply. As long as you knew the spatial coordinates of the destination, a path could be made direct to anywhere, from anywhere.

The q-drive marked the unraveling of the old federation. All the dangers of natural wormhole travel remained, but with anyone able to travel effortlessly to anywhere, keeping check on movements became a nightmare. The ability to make your own personalized pathway cut the time taken to traverse the stars drastically, and opened up vast new regions of space.

Krys did not have that luxury. While a passage through the alternate reality of a wormhole was almost instantaneous, the necessity to travel at sub-light speeds between natural gateways turned the shortest of voyages into a journey of weeks or months, and for Krys that meant long periods away from home.

He had entered the military at age eighteen in a war between the Confederacy and its closest neighbor, a dictatorial autocracy which like it, comprised over a hundred planets. The conflict ended in a truce following the death of the old Emperor and the rise to power of his less ambitious son and daughter.

With two opposed and equal forces it was impossible for either side to win. Due to the continuing limitations of interstellar distances, large unions of worlds were only ever achieved by mutual agreement, or by the swift and unforgiving annexation of lesser neighbors. The Confederacy had evolved along one path and the Tribune Empire the other.

A soft voice came from behind Krys. “What time are you leaving?”

Roused from his contemplation of the scene beyond the window, Krystian turned towards the source of the question. He raised a hand and ran it through his short, fair hair, looked at his partner and waited for the follow up line. Mara stood in the kitchen occupied with something beyond his sight and said nothing more. Had she at last given up on the arguments?

“Soon. I'm ready now. My window's in four hours.”

She nodded, apparently resigned to his being away from home for yet more endless weeks. “Fine.”

Fine? That's your only response? He expected more. His partner constantly goaded him over his periods of absence, each and every trip preceded with hours of argument about their future. She had tried her best to make him change occupations, but never came up with a viable alternative. Now it looked like she no longer cared.

Krystian sometimes wondered why he had allowed himself to become involved with her in the first place. A striking, ebony-skinned woman in her twenties, she had once been the most wonderful thing in his life. Before meeting her he had been a loner, a man dedicated to a life of conflict with little thought or care for anyone besides himself.

After the war he found himself without purpose. Nobody had a legitimate, civilized need for a man whose only skill was to kill in multiple different ways. His expensive education, compliments of his father, proved of no value. A quick check by any prospective employer revealed his military past and the indiscretions of his youth, and no business wanted to hire a man of his undoubted talents. Society abandoned him, oblivious to the service he had given on its behalf. With no option but to continue with those skills he did possess, he became a self-employed security contractor.

After spending years in that occupation he met Mara, who convinced him a life with a partner and family would be a longer and easier one, but the transition had not been smooth. Potholes of ever increasing size had appeared in the road over the last year. Admittedly, Krystian had entered the relationship with a massive amount of baggage and a litany of ghosts from his past, but Mara's efforts to change him had failed. In her view, he did not want to change.

Krystian knew she was right.

He was who he was.

His partner brushed her long, black hair back over her shoulder and scrutinized him, her eyes boring into his, her face a picture of contemplation.

“Eventually one of those cargoes is going to kill you. It's only a matter of time. You'll end up as atoms and our daughter will need a new father. I'll have to find another companion.”

Here we go.

Krystian smiled half-heartedly. “And I wouldn't blame you, but the money's excellent and you know we need it. A few more years and we can leave this cursed planet and find a decent life somewhere else, us and Halle.”

Mara sighed, lifting her eyes to the ceiling. “If you sold the damned ship we could do it now. You can go to your father and ask for a job.”

That’s it. The killing blow.

“Not a chance. My father never gave a shit about me and I'm not running back to him now; I've told you that before. And I can't sell yet. There's a lien on the ship. A couple more years and I'll be able to pay it out and sell clear, and then we'll be set for life.”

“That antique is as much a part of you as your right arm. It’s a junk heap. Besides, you'll never get rid of it. You're a pilot and it's in your blood.”

Krystian nodded absently and returned his gaze to the window, unwilling to have this argument again. “What've you got planned while I'm away?”

“I'm taking Halle to visit my folks. We'll leave this morning and spend the week there. It's nicer out in the country.”

Krystian did not blame her. Long periods apart and a small, four-roomed flat three floors above shops in the outer suburbs of Praxa City were not the best of incentives to stay. The only tolerable thing about it was the convenience. Across the road sat the entrance to one of the largest Guarda stations on Archedan, making it a safe area to live if not high class. The shops and a bank depository were near, and the local hotel was on the corner of the same block. Krystian considered the owner Cassian a close friend, one who always provided him with something special to see him through the long, lonely hours of his voyages.

“Guess I better go then,” he said, and set about gathering his gear.

These days Mara took his leaving in her stride, despite the arguments. Saying goodbye to his three-year-old daughter Halle was more difficult, especially when she rushed out of the bedroom to give him a hug and entreat him to stay.

Always, he escaped with the promise he would return bearing gifts from far-off, exotic worlds. The places he journeyed rarely fitted that description and this voyage's destination less so than most, but somehow he always managed to keep his word.

As much as Krys loved his partner, the cracks in their relationship were growing wider by the month. Tired of their life together, she wanted something more. Krys understood and respected that, but for him life was never so simple. He needed to hold this job until they were secure; life at the behest of the government was not a desirable situation in the Confederacy, at least not on Archedan.

He had tried hard to adjust when Halle came along. The mercenary life trained you to always watch out for yourself and not give much of a damn about anyone besides your team mates. You didn't become attached because you might soon be dead. It was a selfish viewpoint and switching to a lifestyle where others were more a priority than self had proven difficult. Krys did not think he had succeeded very well. If only Mara would show more patience.

It was blindingly clear his efforts had been inadequate, and beneath it all he sometimes doubted he wanted to change. Whenever those thoughts arose, the memory of innocent people dying and children suffering always followed. He did want to make a new life, but it had not been easy. He wondered if it might not be better to stay, but dismissed the thought. Failure to complete his contract would ruin them.

Turning, he looked at his gear waiting by the door and then at his partner. She turned away, fussing with making busy.

In her mind he was already gone.

There was nothing more to say.

As he moved to the front door of the apartment, he wondered whether she and Halle would be there when he returned.

 

 

Minutes later he strode into Holt's Hotel and dropped his bag on the floor. Cassian Holt was the closest thing to a male friend he had these days—he had never been an easy man to know—and the hotelier gave him a wave and a smile as he took a stool at the bar. After dealing with another client, Holt shuffled across.

“Hey, Hawk. You heading out again?” He addressed Krys by the call sign he had used for many years in the military, and later as a security consultant.

“Yeah, on my way now. You got something for me?”

Cassian held up a finger in silent anticipation and disappeared into the room behind the bar. While he waited, Krystian swiveled on the stool and took in the room. It was early afternoon and few patrons were around. Most of those present were familiar.

A small, pale-faced stranger sat hunched in an alcove at the far corner. Dressed according to the latest trend he wore a knee-length floral coat designed to keep out the winter chill of this cold world. Beneath the table a squat, square, business case sat beside his feet, barely visible in the dim light. The man looked across at Krystian and smiled polite acknowledgment.

Cassian returned and placed two bottles in a carry-case on the bar.

“Galen Monya”, he announced. “Finest drop around at the moment. Good enough for you?”

“More than.” The dark amber liquid was a fortified, liqueur style wine made from a native fruit on the planet Galena. It's depth of flavor was renowned, and somehow Krystian's friend always managed to procure it and other beverages of the same ilk at the lowest prices. Either that or he sold them at less than cost, out of friendship. Krys never knew which.

“You know, it’s not smart to be drinking while on route. It's dangerous. What if something happens—an emergency?”

“The computer can handle it.”

“And how about your health?”

Krystian shrugged. He had developed a love of drink since leaving the military. Returning to civilian life and finding himself unemployed and unemployable, he drank to ease the frustration. Subsequent years working as a soldier for hire did not change that. The liquor hardened him, however. The amount in these bottles would not affect him, and thanks to technology it was not addictive.

“Can you put it on my account? Pay you when I get back, as usual?”

“One day you're not going to make it back, with the kind of shit you carry. I'm going to end up carrying your tab. Or I'll get sick of the whole deal and shoot you myself.” Cassian smiled and turned back to his work.

“My ghost would avenge me.” Krystian grinned at his own poor joke and secured the Monya to his carryall. Nodding to his friend, he shouldered his gear and headed for the door.

As Krys left, the stranger in the corner waved a wrist over the reader on his table and rose to leave. As he stood, one foot pushed his case further back under the bench seat, until it was barely visible. Stepping out of the cubicle, he followed Krystian from the premises.


Chapter 03

THE PORT OF Praxa was a vast, sprawling complex. Scattered across square kilometers of hardened, plascrete tarmac were hundreds of spacecraft ranging from shuttles for conveying passengers to the giant space-bound liners, to smaller private and commercial vessels.

Krystian's ship, an old and battered cargo-hauler well past its prime, sat far across the field at the rear-corner docks. With the cargoes he carried the administration never granted authority for him to land closer to the main terminals, but over the years he had become reconciled to being treated as a pariah.

In truth, he found the arrangement ludicrous. His current load included one thousand mining charges. Small but powerful devices used to shatter asteroids and mountains alike the tiny explosives were atomic in nature, and one bang was sufficient to take out half this spaceport. It would also set off the rest of the charges, leaving nothing but a massive crater and a bad smell where the facility once stood, so the idea of putting him at the back of the tarmac was laughable.

After checking through the office Krystian caught a shuttle out to the ship. The pre-flight cargo checks had been completed the day before and he knew everything was present, accounted for and well secured, including the charges.

Security around the dock was intense due to the nature of the cargo, and the law required an armed guard be placed on it overnight, until the time-slot for liftoff arrived. A solitary figure stood close by the companionway, irritable and edgy after a cold and uncomfortable night parked in his vehicle beside the ungainly vessel.

As Krystian approached, the man directed his eyes to the ground and shuffled his feet. Keen to leave as quickly as possible, he waited only long enough to hand over his charge. It was odd, Krys thought, that the administration had assigned an actual human. Sentry duty, especially for dangerous cargoes, was invariably done by the robot arbeiters.

“All secure,” the man said, holding out his pad for Krystian's I.D. scan. A quick wave of a wrist over the device and the guard took off across the tarmac as if his life depended on it.

Krystian grinned as the security van shrank into the distance. Strange, how nobody liked being near a ship loaded with explosives. He had spent his entire adult life so far being shot at, and the possibility of a cargo explosion did not faze him in the least.

He climbed up the ramp and, before placing his wrist over the scanner, took a careful look at the edge of the airlock hatch. After securing the load the previous evening he had inserted a thin plastic tab into the join between hatch and hull, one that would fall out if the door was opened. In an age of full automation it was an old but still effective trick to tell if anybody entered. It was still as he left it.

The guard had assured him all was secure but Krystian doubted any employee on this space field could be trusted given the right incentive to lie. Smuggling was rife in the Confederacy and, besides the explosive charges, the ship carried valuable and easily disposable luxury commodities bound for the fat-cats who ran the mining stations.

Entering the main corridor he slung his gear into the small sleeping cabin and then walked aft to the cargo hold. A quick check confirmed the valuable 'extras' were untouched. He glanced at the crates of charges, secured in racks at the back of the hold; nobody in their right mind had any reason to steal those. Satisfied, he moved forward through the tiny lounge and into the cockpit.

“Mornin’, Jo,” he mumbled, slumping into his seat.

“Good morning, Captain Hauken. I am ready to power up. Shall I proceed?” The stilted, synthetic voice of the A.I. was, like the vessel, old and decrepit but adequate for the purpose. It served as a poor substitute for human company during long flights, but beggars could not be choosers.

“Yes, go ahead. Any events since I left yesterday?”

“No, Captain. All is secure. My log shows no disturbances.”

“Is our launch window confirmed?”

“Field control has advised we may leave in nine minutes. There is one vessel lifting off now, and we are then free to go.”

“Good. Get us out of here as quickly as possible.”

Strapping himself into his seat—the old ship possessed neither inertia damping nor artificial gravity—he sat back and closed his eyes, waiting for the launch.

The Jocasta was an antique, and like most low-end freighters did not have a q-drive. To reach Agrius, the destination on this trip, she would pass through a total of seven wormholes the old fashioned way, meaning weeks in space cruising between gateways. The first gate, located at a Lagrange point of one of the gas giants further out in the Archedan system, was two days away.

The journey, travelled at a fair portion of light speed, would have a side-effect that never left the back of Krystian’s mind. When he returned, Halle would be a little older than she should otherwise have been—perhaps a few hours to a day. Considering he regularly lost months of watching her grow, the effects of time dilation didn't concern him too much, but the thought always irked him.

The ship lifted above the atmosphere and cruised towards deep space. Krystian released his safety belt and glided back to the lounge, settling into a favored seat to begin his habitual pastime of reading while the A.I. did the work. Unsatisfied with his own life he found consolation in the many lives of others. His books kept him sane on these journeys; that, an extensive catalogue of classical music and the odd drink.

A glance through the port above his head confirmed the vessel was passing below one of the ubiquitous space docks located in geosynchronous orbit about Archedan. Several bays on the structure held donut-shaped objects, the fabled quantum drive systems.

These toroid-shaped generators had opened up worlds once unobtainable due to the lack of natural wormholes. The astronomical cost of q-drives made them impractical for everyday commerce or even normal military use. The ring shape of the units made maneuvering in atmosphere difficult, so standard procedure involved leaving them docked in space while the main hull disengaged to descend under standard power. They were dangerous, and many worlds maintained a policy that no q-drive ever be allowed on the surface.

Each unit contained massive amounts of exotic matter, the reason why the ships equipped with them cost more than most people would see in a hundred lifetimes. The companies who built them reaped a tidy fortune selling to the military, peace-keeping forces like the Confederacy Guarda and to the rich and affluent who desired only the best and most expensive ships.

The drives had marked the beginning of the fracturing of humanity. Private interest groups, cultural, ethnic, religious and political, pooled their respective resources to buy or hire the ships and set out to establish their own havens on empty worlds, of which there was abundance. New businesses had arisen hiring to colonization groups who could not afford to purchase outright. The rest, the workers and huddled masses of the space-faring community, still relied on ships equipped with old-fashioned wormhole generators.

Most of the new colonies were agrarian, unlike the resource-based expansion of the old federation, and many remained so. Without the benefits or support of the civilization they turned their backs on, a high percentage degenerated to more primitive societies, or failed altogether.

The human territories, thousands of planets spread along the outermost half of the Orion Spur, now comprised a potpourri of very different worlds. Many were part of small or large unions, some democracies, others based on economics. There were empires and autocracies which were anything but democratic, and numerous isolated planets in every stage of technology from highly advanced to barely above barbarism.

The only thing they all held in common was their humanity, but with the evolutionary variation caused by sometimes harsh planetary environments the term 'human' was showing signs of becoming rather fluid.

The platform dock vanished behind, and the Jocasta headed out into deep space.

 

 

The ship was over twenty million kilometers from Archedan when an explosion rocked the outer edge of Praxa city, its destructive force expanding in a blinding hemisphere of light before a small mushroom cloud reached skyward above what remained of the sprawling suburbs. In the blink of an eye, five blocks became dust, the shock wave blasting outward to cause damage across an area a kilometer in radius.

 

 

Unaware of the devastation behind, Krystian settled in to the journey, scanning the holo-screen for another good read. Since leaving the space forces he had gathered anything written, storing it away for a future time. An enormous collection was crammed away in the old ship's memory banks, and there was always something either unread or worth another round.

“Ah,” he murmured as a book on religion, a subject that always fascinated him, drew his attention. Even today, people on many planets still believed in gods, some to the level of fanaticism. Many of the more isolated worlds were home to small groups of zealots determined to create lives based on the tenets of their own beliefs.

Krystian personally thought religion, more than any other factor, had been the cause of limitless suffering and pain for humanity, even though the need for belief was in its blood. In the distant past, religions waged relentless wars in the name of their gods; everyone suffered, nobody won. It had not happened on the civilized worlds for almost a thousand standard years, but many planets still remained mired in subjugation by their beliefs. As fascinating as he always found the subject, he could never get beyond that simple reality.

Somewhere deep inside, Krys acknowledged the good also done by many religions, but he could not bring himself to change his opinion. He needed proof in all things, and faith was a gift that had thus far been denied him.

With a deep sigh, he settled back to the sound of an ancient classical rock album and began the first page of a treatise on one of the monotheistic religions of pre-history.

 

 

Two days later, the Jocasta approached the first wormhole. As expected, a communications drone sat at the entrance to the gateway.

One of the greatest difficulties with maintaining commerce and power in the occupied galaxy was the simple fact that messages, or for that matter any electronic signals, could not pass through a wormhole unassisted. Nor could they traverse the strange reality of the quantum universe. Only inside a spacecraft could they travel from one star to another in anything less than light years.

In the early days of space exploration messages were carried by any ship going to the right destination, but in time a better system evolved. At either end of every listed gateway sat a robot drone whose only reason for existence was to receive, collate and transmit signals. Any message bound for a world beyond a particular wormhole was transmitted to the drone at the speed of light, to be stored in anticipation of a ship's arrival.

Any ship intending to transit would, by law and by design, communicate with the drone and download waiting messages before entering the gate. Once through, the data would be uploaded to the guardian at the far end, from where it would be transmitted at light-speed, either to the destination planet or a drone stationed at another wormhole within the system to await further passage.

Of course, q-drive couriers carried urgent government or military dispatches, but for the humdrum of everyday communication the gateway sentinals worked well. With ships passing through the most used wormholes at regular intervals, messages once taking weeks to reach their destination now arrived in days, across sometimes vast distances.

As the Jocasta approached, it downloaded waiting messages to be uploaded to the next drone as the ship continued on into the interplanetary space of the new system.

 


Chapter 04

MONGKE WOKE TO the sound of scuffling and the slamming of doors. It was still dark, the only light filtering from the open door of the guards' building thirty meters away over the hard-beaten dirt of the island.

He turned his head and watched as the nine soldiers who ran the camp clambered onto an old, dilapidated flat-tray, gunned the engine and glided away towards the kilometer-long causeway connecting the camp to the mainland.

The guards were leaving.

All of them.

Rolling on his back, Mongke stared up at the rough log beams less than a meter above his head. He slept on the ground beneath one end of the larger of two platforms housing the male prisoners. He could hear them now, forty men on this one, seventy-three in total, laying side by side with their feet secured to shackle bars.

The camp was a man-made island just under two hundred meters in diameter, built in the shallow, coastal swamps that stretched for many days walk along this part of the coast. The island's shoreline was not far from Mongke's makeshift bed, but it was still too dark to see the treacherous water.

Three years ago the dictator who ruled this world with an iron fist ordered the arrest of the boy's father for 'crimes against the state' and sent him here, to the place where the 'weed' was harvested. Father's offense was to print the only newspaper in the colony and he was sentenced without trial or representation, the norm under the current regime.

Mongke had been six years old.

His mother had died at his birth, and with nobody to take him in he accompanied his father to the camp. He was not the only child here; several female children lived with the women in a long shed at the far side of the guardhouse. One of the girls, Tassita, was perhaps a year older than him. She was the only one near his age and they had become close friends, as much as the guards allowed.

Father was dead now, taken by one of the Kunkas, the monstrous reptiles that lurked among the giant Tannau trees rising from the shallow waters of the swamp. He had railed against his imprisonment to the end, but to no avail.

With nowhere to go Mongke stayed in the camp following his father's death. The guards ignored him and sometimes let him go in the harvesting punts, leaving him to his own devices at night.

The sounds of stirring came from above. The men were awake, woken by the same racket that roused him. When he first arrived at the camp Mongke slept on the platform, but the iron loops on the shackle bar did not fit his six-year-old feet and the pallets were uncomfortable.

After frequently finding him sound asleep on the ground beneath the platform, the guards decided he was unlikely to run away without his father—not that they cared a whit either way—and left him to organize his own bedding arrangements. He doubted they would bother to pursue him if he tried to run, but he had nowhere to go. He expected the guards would force him to join the men above once his feet were large enough to be restrained in the shackles, unless he ran away first. He fully intended to do just that, one day.

The ground was sandy and stayed warm through most nights of the year. It was more comfortable than the rough timbers of the pallet and more protected when it rained, with a trench guiding runoff away to keep him dry.

The greatest danger in sleeping on the ground came from the monsters that took his father. Colossal, lizard-like beasts, they sometimes grew as long as twelve meters, although most were smaller. Any one of them could take a man, let alone a small boy.

By day they stayed submerged in the swamp, slumbering among the roots of the giant trees unless disturbed by the workers harvesting weed. Every few weeks one of the creatures tried to reach the men at night. Mongke slept behind a self-built barrier of rocks salvaged from around the edges of the man-made island, and on the rare occasion a reptile came at him, the rock wall hindered the beast long enough for him to make a quick escape. The men above were not always so lucky.

The only inconvenience he ever suffered beneath the platform was when someone above urinated in the night. Unable to move because of the shackles, the prisoners had no choice, and occasionally Mongke awoke to a damp, acrid trickle.

An hour after the departure of the flat-tray the first glow of dawn began to spread over the coastline. The door to the guard shack stood open, but there was no sign of the guards. They had not returned, the only movement that of the garrick chained outside the doorway. Two of these vicious, dog-like creatures were kept on the island, the other on the far side of the building by the rear exit.

“You awake, boy?” The gruff voice from above belonged to Tolger, the unofficial leader of the slave workers.

“Yes, boss. I'm here.”

“The pigs has left. Somethin's goin’ on.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You gotta get us loose, boy. Nobody's guardin' the camp and we'll starve in these here shackles. You're the only one free. You find them keys now, boy.”

“Yes, sir.” Mongke rolled on his stomach and scrambled from beneath the pallet. As he stood and dusted himself down, he glanced across at the man who spoke to him. Tolger was old, his hair almost white, his skin lined and burnt to a crisp by the hot sun, but still strong and muscular despite his age. In this place you stayed fit and hard, or you died.

“Go now, in case they come back.” The old man winked at Mongke. He had always been a friend and Mongke did not hesitate to do as asked.

Tall for his nine years, the boy already showed the first traces of manhood. Green eyed and brown skinned, his dark hair was starting to curl and his body showed the first signs of filling out. The men considered him a bright lad and trusted him, but he always remained wary of them, a trait instilled by his father. The longer-term prisoners would not dream of harming him, but with the high death rate newcomers were frequent and always presented an unknown factor.

Mongke's mind mulled over the events so far this morning, and he made a plan. As he approached the front of the guard shack the garrick scrambled to its feet and charged to the extent of its chain with head down and teeth bared in a snarl that might once have terrified the boy, but no longer. He would not get inside that way.

He ran to the other side of the building, only to find the same problem waiting there. For a moment he stopped and considered his next move. The windows, located on the sides away from the doors and the garricks, were closed and locked, and there were no other accesses.

Mongke’s eyes fell on the structure at the far end of the compound, a stone-walled and timber-roofed meat store set into the ground for coolness to keep its compliment of smoked, cured and debatably fresh meats viable. Grabbing a harvesting adze from a nearby rack, he sprinted across to the storehouse door and took a swipe at the padlock. The old, steel hasp relented under the force of the blow and dropped away.

Minutes later the boy returned to the guardhouse, several chunks of meat in hand. The garricks had not been fed this morning and they were hungry. He held a piece out to the one at the front door until its growl subsided to a rumble, eyes glued to the proffered offering. Mongke threw the lure to a point well away from the door but still within the creature's reach.

At first, the beast stood its ground, attention wavering between the desired meat and the individual seen as a threat to its duty. Hunger won the day and it finally grunted and trotted across to claim its prize. Without hesitation Mongke launched himself through the door, slamming it shut behind.

It took only minutes to locate what he sought. The guards kept everything on a rack in the small office at the front of the shack, and the boy had seen the required keys often enough to recognize them. Grabbing the two sets needed, he unlatched a window at the side of the building furthest from its vicious protectors and climbed out, skirting wide to return to the men.

The shackle system consisted of long, iron rods running the length of the pallet through bearings. Every seventy centimeters or so, they passed through the looped ends of 'U' shaped shackles designed to fit over the ankles of the prisoners. To release them it was necessary to remove the padlocks and haul the bars out of the bearings.

Unshackled, the men began to clamber down. Mongke handed the keys to Tolger so he could release those on the second pallet, then ran across the compound to the log and tin building where the women were secluded for the night.

Twenty-one females lived at the camp, to keep the place clean and cook meals for the guards and the men who harvested the weed. To them also fell the tasks of spreading the fresh, spear-shaped leaves out to dry in the sun, and bundling them to be sent away on the flat-tray every few days.

Some of the younger and more attractive women were forced to entertain the guards in the evenings. Tassita was too young to attract their attention, having not yet begun to show her womanhood. Like Mongke she was ignored by the guards, but aware the situation would change as she grew, the prisoners protected her and the other young girls with a ferocity born of their own hopelessness.

Unlocked, the door to the block swung open and the older women rushed out. One of them, Cristiana, who had mothered Mongke since her arrival, bent down and gave him a bear-hug.

“Thank you, dear child,” she mumbled. “You're all right are you, yes? What's happening?”

“The pigs left before dawn, Mater. I've set the men free as well. Where's Tass?”

“My daughter is fine. She'll be out soon. You go back and find out what’s going on.”

Mongke did as suggested, eager to see Tassita but wise enough to know the guards could return at any time.

Minutes later, the prisoners gathered in the open space at the center of the camp. Fear and consternation colored many of the faces as they huddled in small groups and whispered among themselves. Mongke stood to one side, Tassita's hand in his. She had sought him out after leaving the cell block and remained beside him, neither speaking, both waiting and listening as the adults milled and argued. Tolger stepped up to the front of the gathering and waved his hands for attention.

“Listen, everyone,” he said. “It's lookin' like our guards has fled for some reason. We don't know why, but they left before dawn and took only their guns and personal gear with them. We don't know if they's comin' back.”

“We can escape?” someone asked from the crowd.

“We can! Thanks to young Mongke we're free, and there ain't no guns pointed at us. Everyone gather what you can and prepare to go, food and essentials only. If we can make it across the causeway we can disappear into the hills and make our way back to our homes, or join Sarnai's rebels if we can find 'em. Hurry now.”

“Is it safe to cross?” another voice asked. “If they come back, they'll catch us.”

“There's no other easy way off this island.”

“What about the punts,” Mongke shouted over the din.

“Not enough of them to take us all,” Tolger replied. “And where would we land?”

All along this part of the coastline, sand dunes bordered the ocean side of the swamps with high cliffs inland, created in an earlier age when the sea cut in before receding again. Only where the land dipped to the causeway did the natural barrier relent.

“We can climb the cliffs,” Mongke said.

“Some among us can't get up them rocks the way you can, boy. We gotta stay together, so we takes the quickest way for all. Anyone got a better idea?”

A ripple of shaking heads spread across the group as individuals moved away to gather what little they could for their flight. Mongke had nothing to take. He squatted beside his place under the platform and contemplated the harvesting punts ranged along the water's edge. They were designed to carry a dozen men or a heavy load of the harvested weed. A nine-year-old boy could never handle one of them alone.

Nor would Tolger relent. As kind a man as he was, he remained set in his ways and once decided would never sway. Deep inside, a gut feeling told Mongke the old man's choice was not sound; if the guards returned, it would be along the causeway. He stared at the dories, a strong resolve building in his mind.

At the far end of the landing beach a smaller punt, four meters in length, hid behind the larger boats. It was rarely used, but Mongke knew he could handle it. He resolved to leave and head across the swamp towards the cliffs, taking Tassita with him. There was a place where they could climb to the top, even if the older adults could not. Rising, he sought out Tass to tell her of his plan.

“Mother will never let me go,” the young girl asserted.”You go without me. If we escape you can find me again. If we don't, you get away and come back to rescue us when you join the rebels.” She gave him a wan smile, then dropped her gaze to the ground.

For a moment Mongke felt bewildered, having not considered this possibility. Tass feared the water and the monstrous creatures that inhabited it, and she would not go no matter how much he wanted her to. He determined to escape even if it meant going alone, but he would have preferred she were with him.

“I will find you again.”

He held her hand tight for a moment. Without bothering to tell Tolger, who would try to stop him, he ran to the far end of the beach where the small punt floated behind the larger boats. As he poled the little, flat-bottomed vessel away from the shore he heard a shout and looked back to see the old man by the water's edge, waving him back.

For a moment he paused, determined not to obey.

Tolger's plan would not work.

All that was needed was for a single vehicle to come along the causeway with armed guards and the prisoners would have nowhere to go. If it happened, they would pay dearly for their attempt to leave. Turning his attention away from the camp, he ignored the call to return and guided the boat between the tall Tannau trunks.

It was a little over two kilometers from the camp to the place where Mongke intended to climb the cliffs. As he eased the punt around the enormous boles he prayed his pole would not land on one of the creatures lurking unseen below. Tassita was not the only one they terrified.

The swamps were choked with the weed, a water plant with long, fleshy leaves that grew at an astonishing rate. The average depth of the water was only around three meters, and when harvesting, the men dove down to sever the plant centimeters above the bottom sand. The weed was hauled back into the boat and taken to dry, and in a month the same fast-growing plant was ready to cut again. Nobody knew what was done with the dried material, but it had worth to someone.

Mongke remembered when a prisoner once tried to eat a piece of leaf. He ran screaming into the water and drowned; whatever the plant was used for, it was not meant for human consumption.

Every few weeks a monster would be disturbed and men would die. The guards replaced them with new arrivals within days, more poor souls ripped from their homes to be worked to death as slaves. More camps were rumored to be located further along the coast, and according to the stories of the men the swamps stretched for over a hundred kilometers.

By the time Mongke reached the cliffs his body was shaking. He had never gone this far alone across dangerous waters, and never in such a small craft. Counting his blessings the gods were with him, he scrambled on to the rocks, pushed the punt back out and began to climb.

Half an hour later, cut and bruised, he reached the topmost edge of the cliff, stumbled forward and collapsed to the ground. Tolger was right; many of the older people could not have made the ascent, difficult even for a fit, young boy.

Dragging himself to his feet he found a high point and looked around. He had not been here before and nothing appeared familiar. He now realized a major flaw in his plan; alone, he knew not where to go or what to do next. Three years had passed since he arrived at the camp with his father and he had never left, so the world beyond was a complete unknown, existing for him only in stories told by the prisoners.

In those years most of his childhood memories had faded from mind. He remembered a large town, the place of his birth and infancy, but he did not know where it was. Talk among the adults made mention of various smaller settlements dotting the near region, the only inhabited part of the planet, but again he knew nothing of them or even their exact locations.

Shaking his head he settled on the only possible course, to follow the cliff tops in the general direction of the causeway and try to rejoin his friends after they made it across. Already, loneliness weighed on his young shoulders.

Half an hour later he reached another high point with a view for miles along the coast. Below him lay the coastal swamp from where he escaped, the prison island visible to the east as a clear break in the overgrown Tannau canopy.

Half a kilometer ahead he spotted the long, curved line of the dirt causeway crossing the shallows where the trees did not grow. Barely discernible movements betrayed the position of his friends, almost at the end where the land sloped down in a narrow saddle between the cliffs. It looked like they were going to make it.

A loud roar came from behind. The boy dropped to the ground, hiding in the scrubby vegetation as a strange craft rumbled past not more than twenty meters overhead. He scrambled to a point where he could watch without being observed and looked on as the ship, a type he had never seen before, swooped down to land between the escapees and the end of the causeway.

It was small, sleek and streamlined with short stubby wings, and resembled a space plane, one that could fly in atmosphere. Mongke wondered if it was a warship. It settled to the roadway, its nose pointing at the approaching escapees. A hatch opened and a man climbed down, then walked forward, weapon in hand, to meet the on-comers. A single figure, one of the younger men, stepped forward from the group.

From his distant vantage point Mongke could not hear the words being spoken, but it was clear from the airman’s posturing and the direction he kept pointing the muzzle of his pistol that he was ordering the prisoners back to the island. The weapon flashed and the escapee slumped to the ground.

For a moment nobody moved. Ordered by the man from the ship, two more figures walked forward, picked up the body and threw it into the water at the side of the causeway before returning to the group. Mongke's friends began to turn and head back the way they had come. The attempt to leave had, as Mongke anticipated, failed.

Something about the ship gave him concern; it was unlike anything he had seen before. The dictator who controlled the colony rarely used aircraft of any kind to deal with the slave camps, but occasionally one flew over the island. This small and sleek newcomer did not look like any of those. It was new.

Had there been a change of guard? If the old boss was gone was the new man good or otherwise, and would he free the slaves or not? It did not look promising.

A moment's thought sufficed for Mongke. A good man would not force the slaves to return to their prison, or shoot one of them down without warning. If there had been a coup, the new boss was stepping into the shoes of the old.

The vessel lifted and hovered a few meters above the ground, slowly advancing to drive the prisoners back to the island.

Mongke rose to his feet, dusted himself off and scrambled away. He knew not where to go or what he would find, but of one thing he was sure—he would be back. Somehow he would find help, perhaps from the mysterious rebels he heard talk of in the camp, and come back for his people, and for Tass.
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