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The Occupation of Earth has begun, in earnest, with the construction of four new cities, and the modernization and expansion of Eridu. Mining moves from the sea to land, in a distant land. Gold production increases, and so do the demands for more of it faster from King Anu.

The toils in the mines increase, while the city dwellers live in luxury. Droids are sent to the mines to relieve the miners of the heaviest labor. It is a temporary solution that fails. The miners revolt, giving Gerald and Ariel the excuse they need to announce their plans to create a new being, a primitive worker to do the heavy work for them.

All is not peaceful in the cities. Loki builds his home, the Eagle’s Nest, atop a mountain in a forest of cedar trees. Then he resumes the activities that result in him being exiled to Earth.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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The Star Gypsy’s helmsman says, “I’m receiving the reentry coordinates from... Lucy. This has got to be a joke. There is no way in hell that I am following guidance information from the Loosey Goosey! It’s a tramp freighter. To be clear, when I say tramp freighter, I’m talking about the ones used to transport whores to the mining colonies, not merchant freighters with irregular arrival and departure schedules.”

The captain says, “Earth is a mining colony. The miners there need female companionship too.” Sending whores there doesn’t make sense with the number of passengers he is transporting, two hundred colonists to work in the mines and build the cities. Seventy percent of them are female, and all of the women are unmarried. He says to his comm officer, “Get Eridu spaceport on comm, and find out what is going on.”

A few minutes later, the comm officer reports, “It isn’t a joke. Lucy was the Loosey Goosey’s AI, but now she isn’t. She is a part of the Orion now, and apparently, she is doing double duty as guidance control until a permanent mission control center, with a dedicated AI, is established. We are ordered to follow her instructions by Gerald, Lord of Earth.”

“Hmm... Gerald, isn’t he one of King Anu’s sons? Is he the one he exiled?”

“He is Anu’s eldest son, and his firstborn son is heir to Anu’s throne. He isn’t the son that was exiled. You are thinking of his spoiled brat, Loki. He was exiled to Earth to spare him from trial and execution for the crimes of drugging and raping five of the Crown Prince’s daughters.”

“Yeah, that is the one I’m thinking about. Anu should have executed him, himself, after learning of his crimes.”

“He’s family. There is no way he is going to kill his own flesh and blood.”

“If he were my son, I would have put him out the nearest airlock. Helm, follow the AI’s instructions, but keep your hands on the controls, and be prepared to take over manual control.”

The helm officer reports, “Guidance control has been turned over to the AI.” He prays, “Creator, spare our lives.”

The blast of warning horns sounds three times throughout the freighter, followed by an announcement from a female voice, “Five-minute warning, prepare for reentry.”

Exactly five minutes after the announcement, not a second sooner, or later, the braking and attitude thrusters fire. They burn for thirty seconds before shutting down. A few bursts of the maneuvering jets rotate the ship to its optimal direction for reentry, and increases the pitch angle to fifty degrees for aerobraking.

Power is diverted to the forward and ventral shields. The ship descends into the atmosphere. Atmospheric friction from molecules impacting the hull panels, on the bow and belly of the ship, cause a fiery red glow. The freighter’s velocity reduces, and the ship descends deeper into the atmosphere. At first, the friction from the Star Gypsy’s reentry sounds like a faint whisper, barely heard. It rapidly grows louder until it sounds like the howl of screaming banshees. The barely perceptible vibration becomes a violent shake, and the red glow is replaced with flames that obscure the forward view.

Lucy extends the freighter’s velocity dampers to increase the drag. She keeps them open until the velocity drops from hypersonic to supersonic, then closes them. The AI fires the attitude thrusters to level the ship. The flames die out, and are replaced with a view of the ocean. Maneuvering jets fire, and the main engines burn, turning the freighter north.

The helmsman reports, “I’m receiving the marker-beacon signal. We are on course for Eridu, two hundred twelve kilometers out.”

The AI maintains the freighter’s descent until it is fifteen hundred meters AGL. She levels it out, starts the repulsor-lift, and reduces engine power. The forward view shows the Orion floating in the sea, anchored near the shore. They fly over it, and Lucy lowers the landing gear, and opens the drag brakes. The thrusters fire, turning the ship northwest. Eridu comes into view. The ship passes over the southern tip and then stops hovering over a landing pad.

The Star Gypsy descends to the ground. Its landing pads touch down on large basalt blocks that make up the landing pad. They are positioned tightly together with no discernible gaps between them. The hydraulic cylinders in the struts compress under the weight of the freighter. It settles, and the repulsor-lift and main engines shut down. Lucy says, “Welcome to Earth! I hope everyone has been vaccinated. If not, the crud usually lasts three weeks Earth time, sometimes a month, and on rare occasions longer, but it is rarely deadly with proper medical care. If you will excuse me, I have other work to do. The Calypso is approaching Earth orbit.”

Before anyone can stop the AI, the boarding ramp lowers, the inner and outer airlock doors open, and the cargo bay doors open allowing fresh air inside the ship. The captain says to his bridge crew, “Tell me that all of the crew has been vaccinated.”

The comm tech says, “No one told me anything about needing to get a jab before we left.”

The helmsman says, “This is the first time that I have heard about needing to get vaxxed.”

The sensor officer says, “I didn’t hear anything about it either.”

“It is standard procedure to get the jab before visiting any alien world for the first time!” He orders the comm tech, “Get me medical on the comm.”

“Med bay.”

“Doc, tell me you are fully stocked with anti-viral meds.”

“Okay, but I’d be lying to you. They are in high demand, and we are low on the priority list. We don’t have any anti-viral medicine aboard the ship, at all.”

“Doc, next time, lie to me. End comm.” He takes a deep breath, and lets it out slowly, then he says, “We’re fracked!” He has two weeks to unload the passengers and cargo, refuel, and load as much gold as is available, into the cargo hold before lifting off. Any delay will slow the ships arriving from Nibiru. His crew are going to hate him. It can’t be helped; they lift off on time. They will have to go through quarantine in orbit, and stay in orbit until the sickness has passed. Then, after everyone is medically certified as being healthy, they can return home.

****

ANU, AND EIGHT OF THE Council of Princes watch the holovid. The ninth seat on the council is reserved for his son and heir, Peyton. Until he is of age, he will cast his son’s vote for him, giving him two votes on the council.

Corwin Dallas is on tour, speaking about his adventures hunting dragons on Earth. He walks on stage, dressed in a suit made from crocodilian hide, and wearing a necklace made of dragon teeth. His adviser is a genius. His suggestion of putting the traitor on tour, instead of exiling him, has increased enlistment into the space fleet a hundred-fold, and millions of people, seeking adventure, sign up daily for a chance to go to Earth. They want to be like the barbarian.

Anu says to his advisor, “As soon as Corwin is finished with his speaking tour, send him off world to tour our colonies. We can bring him back when the recruitment dies down.”

“Yes, My Lord. It shall be done.”

Corwin takes a moment to look at his audience, looking from center stage, to his right, left, and back to center before speaking. “Evolution on Earth is in its prehistoric age. There is no evidence of intelligent beings. That doesn’t mean the animals aren’t sly and cunning, they are, and they are deadly.

“There are birds that are large enough to pluck a grown man from the ground and carry him to their nest, roaming the sky. Sea devils swim in the ocean waters, deadly serpents slither on the ground, packs of dire wolves hunt in the grasslands, and water dragons... inhabit its rivers.”

An audience member interrupts his speech, saying, “We want to hear about the dragons!” It isn’t unexpected. He has yet to speak to an audience that hasn’t demanded to hear about the water dragons.

Corwin removes his hat, and holds it over his chest, bows his head, and says, “Poor Malloch was the first to be killed by a water dragon. It rose from the depths of the water with its jaws open wide...” He demonstrates by opening his arms wide, before continuing, “...and snatched him from the bank of the river.” He snaps his arms closed with a loud clap, then continues, “The beast pulled him, clamped tight in its jaws and nearly bitten in two, into the river. It did a death roll, turning over, and over, and over again, before submerging with him. The last we saw of poor Malloch, was his blood being washed away in the river current.

He places his hat on his head, points to it, and says, “This hat... my pants, vest, belt, and boots, are made from the hide of the water dragon that killed him. That’s not all,” He holds the necklace made from crocodilian teeth up so his audience can see it. “These teeth are the teeth that bit Malloch in two, plucked from the dragon’s jaws while it was still alive.”

Anu turns off the holovid, and says, “Corwin Dallas, Dragon Hunter, certainly knows how to tell a story, and his acting is superb. Of course, most of his tale is fictionalized. It was my traitorous brother that witnessed Malloch’s death, not him. He wasn’t even there. He was safely aboard the Stargazer.”

Prince Thallous of the fifth realm says, “Alalu has kept his word, Gold is coming from Earth, and the atmosphere shield is working. It is time to vote for his return as king and savior.”

“There will be no vote! My brother has had a change of heart. He is not returning. Instead, he desires to set up his own colony on Mars. He and Jezebel will rule there as its first King and Queen.”

****

JEZEBEL SAYS TO HER husband, “We can’t stay here. There isn’t any water, except at the mountains peak. Even with both of us working, we can’t collect enough of it to replace the fuel we are using, and to grow food in the hydroponic garden. We have to leave.”

“I’ve given serious thought about returning to Earth. We can’t return to Eridu. If we do, we will be hunted down, imprisoned, and returned to Nibiru in chains. My brother won’t take the chance of our escaping him a third time. He will kill us.”

“Where else can we go?”

“There is no space station that we can seek refuge on, at least not yet, and there are no other habitable planets or moons.”

“We don’t have to land in Eridu. We can escape to the wilds.”

“We’ve already tried that. We won’t last a month without help. You’re right about not being able to stay here. At the rate we are going through our supplies, they will be exhausted in less than half an orbit of this world.”

“Then where?”

“To the polar region. The Orion and the Heaven Sent were able to refuel there, so can we. If we can’t find their landing site, I am sure there are other suitable locations.”

“I’ve heard the tale from Gerald. The water is salt water. We don’t have an anti-matter reactor to supply the power it will take to purify the water, nor can we afford to sacrifice the engines.”

“We aren’t refueling two starships. We don’t need to purify as much water, nor do we need to do it as quickly. We have everything we need to make a still, and distill all the water we need and then some. Then we can use electrolysis to convert the water to hydrogen and oxygen.”

“Then what?”

“We wait. My brother will want to set up a colony here, for no other reason than to insult me. He’ll want people here permanently, walking on our graves to ensure we have no peace even in death. They will not find us; we will be alive, and waiting. When their guard is down, we will infiltrate them. Then, we will have our revenge.
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The Star Gypsy lifts off, and accelerates skyward on a column of flames. It is just in time, the Calypso is on final approach, and will be landing in the next twenty minutes. Behind it, are more freighters, and transport ships, filled with colonists—laborers, needed for the expansion of Eridu, and the construction of Larsa, Shuruppak, Lagash, and Nippur. More important is the cargo they are bringing, cold fusion reactors to power the cities and spaceports. The reactors are old technology, but dependable. They are fueled with He3, which is rare on Earth, but abundant a short distance away on the surface of Luna. Also aboard are furnaces for the foundry, power cells, and mining equipment.

The hull plating, and replacement engine parts that are needed to repair the Orion have finally arrived. Mechanics are working on patching the fuel tank, the hole over Gerald’s former cabin, and replacing the number-two-engine combustion chamber. The freighter will never return to Nibiru. The lack of repairs over its centuries of service make it too risky to use its hyperdrive, and for interplanetary space travel. For it to be able to return to regular service, it would need a complete overhaul, and replacement of its propulsion rig. It can, however, be used for transporting people and equipment to and from Mpumalanga. The gravity concentrators in its cargo hold, are of better use for separating gold from the rock, and dirt that will soon be dug out of the new mine, than from the silt brought up from the seafloor. As soon as the repairs are finished, the ship will be moved to its new home.

Gerald boards the Heaven Sent with a group of laborers headed to the mining camp. He has the ground penetrating sensor, just arrived from Nibiru, that he has been waiting for. With it, he can locate where the heaviest deposits of gold are, and better determine where to dig the mine shafts, and how many of them.

Like the Stargazer, the interior of the ship has been stripped of all but a few of its cabins, the galley, and a multipurpose room, for the metal. With the passenger berths gone, it has a lot more room for cargo. The ship is still capable of interplanetary flight, but like the Orion, it will never return to Nibiru. Because of its age and condition, it wasn’t deemed cost effective to replace its hyperdrive,

Gerald sits on an acceleration chair, and sets the ground-penetrating sensor on the seat next to him. He ties it in place with the seat harness, then he fastens himself into his seat harness. The last passengers board the ship, the boarding ramp raises, and the airlock and cargo-hold doors close.

A warning siren blasts. It is followed by the comm tech, announcing, “Prepare to lift off!” A minute later, the repulsor-lift raises the ship off the landing pad. Maneuvering jets turn the ship, and the main engines burn. The ship climbs to cruising altitude, and accelerates to cruising speed.

The trip takes longer, and it isn’t nearly as fun as racing through the Blyde River Canyon in a starfighter. This isn’t a personal or pleasure trip, it is a business trip. He returned to Eridu to oversee the installation of the new blast furnaces in the foundry, and start the construction of the powerplant. The industrial equipment coming to Eridu, utilizes more power than photovoltaic panel arrays and the hydrogen fuel cells provide, and they need that power day and night, fair weather, cloudy, or stormy. The Heaven Sent lands on the plateau just outside of the mining camp.

****

LOKI SIGHS, there is no suitable land for him to build his home. He wants to be in an area with trees, mountains, flowing water, and a cooler climate. The air currents bring too much moisture and humidity to the twin river area. The plot of land his father gave him to command, has trees, water, and the northern region has snow, but it lacks mountains with the characteristics he wants. He wants his home to be up high where he can look down on his subjects, even if he can’t see them.

Screw Gerald! If he and Stella had died like they were supposed to, he might still be in exile, but he would be here as King of Earth, with everyone on it his subjects. He tells his pilot, “Turn west. I want to take a look at the western mountains.” The mountains in the northern part of my territory are bare of trees, and covered with snow and ice. They will not do. 

He looks down at the ground they are flying over, endless grassland, occasionally broken by clumps of trees. He sees something that intrigues him, a herd of large animals. “Land here!”

Bill says, “If you are wanting to get close to the herd, it is best that we land downwind from them.”

“Whatever, just do it.”

The pilot picks out a landing spot, starts the repulsor-lift, eases the throttles back, and lowers the landing gear. When the starfighter is over the landing site, he cuts the throttles, fires the braking thrusters, and gradually reduces power to the repulsor-lift. The ship descends to the ground, then he shuts down the engines.

Loki unfastens his seat harness and goes aft to the troop and cargo area. He removes two rifles from the weapon rack, a dart gun, and a high-power rifle. He loads the dart gun with a magazine that contains ten darts, each containing a tracking microchip, then he loads the other rifle with a full magazine. He hands the rifle to Bill, and says, “Hold this.” Then, he opens the aft cargo door.

The pilot takes the rifle, and follows Loki out of the ship, onto the savanna. The herd has moved a short distance away from the noise, but has settled down and resumed grazing. 

The men approach the herd, but stay far enough away that they aren’t perceived as a threat. Loki looks through the rifle scope, and lines the crosshairs up with the center of mass of his first target, a hairy beast his brother calls a Mammoth. He squeezes the trigger, the gun fires sending the projectile towards the target. It hits, the beast lets out a startled cry, and settles down. Success! The dart injects a tracking chip under the creature’s hide.

Loki takes aim, and fires another round, and scores another hit. He repeats the process until the magazine is empty. He hands the dart gun to Bill, and takes the high-power rifle from him. This time, he takes careful aim, picking out the biggest, ugliest beast in the herd. He tries lining the crosshairs up with the chest area between the legs. With the beast’s head lowered, and a strange serpent-like appendage pulling up grass, he can’t get a clean shot. He moves the rifle, slightly to his left, shifting the gunsight to the shoulder area, then he takes a deep breath, lets it half out, and slowly pulls back on the trigger.   

The gun fires, the butt kicks off of his shoulder, slapping him firmly on the right side of his face, and knocks him onto his back. “Frak me! Did I hit it?” He sets the gun down beside him, sits up, and rubs the side of his face.

Bill says, “You’re supposed to hold the butt tight against your shoulder, so it doesn’t do that.” He pulls Loki’s hand away from his face, looks it over, and says, “You’re still ugly as hell, and you are going to have a beaut of a shiner to boot.” The thunderous noise from the rifle blast started the animals stampeding, but there is one lone animal left, lying on the ground. “You got one of them.” 

Loki stands, picks up the rifle, and holds it ready to fire again. He and the pilot walk to the Mammoth. It is still alive, panting, with blood oozing out of the wound. He puts the safety on the rife and hands it to the pilot.

Bill says, “Aren’t you going to finish it off?”

“Why bother? It is going to die on its own soon enough. Go back to the ship, and bring me a saw.”

“What for?”

“The tusks. I want them. They are almost as valuable as gold. I can trade the ivory for the luxury items that will make my stay on this miserable world more tolerable.”

The pilot leaves. He returns a few minutes later, without the dart gun, carrying a saw with a diamond saw blade. He hands it to Loki. If he wants the tusks, he is going to have to cut them off himself.

Greed is a powerful motivator. Loki takes the saw, and doesn’t hesitate with squeezing the trigger. The blade spins with a high-pitched whining noise that changes tone with the blade cutting through bone. He makes the cut as close as he can to the creatures face. It stares at him, pitifully, unable to resist with its life quickly fading away.

The first cut is clean, as if it has been done by a professional. He kicks the strange facial appendage out of the way, and steps on it to keep it out of the way of his second cut. The saw whines, then grinds its way through the second tusk. He completes the cut, as the life fades from the Mammoth. “My hands are full.” He is holding the saw and the rifle. “Make yourself useful. Bring the tusks back to the ship. Be careful, not to break them or chip them. Any damage will come out of your cut.”

“What about the meat? Aren’t you going to butcher it?”

“I’m not a barbarian like my brother. The thought of eating charred animal flesh sickens me.”

“You don’t have to eat it. I am sure there are plenty of people back in Eridu that would appreciate the fresh meat.”

“Then, they can come and get it themselves.”

They board the starfighter, use padding to protect the tusks and cargo straps to tie them to the deck. Loki removes the magazine from the rifle, clears it, and hangs it on the rack. Bill closes the aft door, then they go forward to the cockpit. They sit down, strap in, and take off.

Bill flies the ship turning west, southwest. They already know the conditions in the western mountains, and Loki doesn’t want the noise from blasting in the stone quarry disturbing him. The savanna gives way to a forest of cedar trees. Loki says, “This area looks promising.”

The forest continues up the side of a mountain. It isn’t the tallest mountain, but it is tall enough to still have snow on its peak during the summer season. Water cascades down the side of the mountain, and continues its flow in a stream that cuts through the forest. It meets all of his requirements. “Land here!”

Bill circles the area looking for a landing site. The trees are thinnest near the peak. He selects a clear spot on the ridge, starts the repulsor-lift, eases back on the throttles, and fires the braking thrusters. He uses the maneuvering thrusters to position the ship above the landing site, lowers the landing gear, and reduces repulsor-lift power. The starfighter descends. Its landing skids touch down, and the ship settles to the ground. He shuts down the engines, and he and Loki unfasten their seat harnesses.

They get off their seats and go aft, being careful not to disturb the three-and-a-half-meter-long, curved tusks. Bill opens the cargo door, and they leave the ship. Loki takes a deep breath, smelling the air, then says, “The air doesn’t have the stink of the city, nor the humidity.” He walks to the edge of the ridge and looks down the side of the mountain. Nibiru has frozen forests of cedar trees, so he is familiar with them, but none of the ones he has seen are half as large as the trees growing here.

“I’ll have my house built here.” He removes his computer tablet from its pouch, turns it on, and begins making notes. “We’ll send laborers and equipment from Shuruppak and Larsa to level the mountaintop. It needs to be large enough for my new home, have a landing pad large enough for a freighter to land on, a runway for my private shuttlecraft, a storage building, and a cold fusion powerplant.

“I think I’ll name my new home, The Eagle’s Nest. I want my house made of cedar, and I want a stone, wood-burning fireplace in its great room, for ambience.”

“How are you going to convince your father to send you a cold-fusion reactor?”

“He doesn’t need to know. There are other ways to get what I want.”

“With what? Gerald isn’t going to give you gold to trade for it.”

“I don’t need gold. I have something equally as valuable, the ivory. It is worth a fortune on the black market. I’m not going to live in squalor like my brother. I intend to make my stay on Earth... comfortable. And that also applies to the people who are loyal to me.”

“For a life with a good woman to satisfy my desires, a real bed to sleep on, and a decent home with modern amenities, I’d do anything, even eat Mammoth meat.”

“Why limit yourself to one woman, when you can have two, three, or more. Pledge loyalty to me, and you shall have whatever you desire.”

“I pledge my life to you, Lord Loki.”

“That solves the problem of finding a private pilot. Your home, shall be here on the Eagle’s Nest, next to mine. He makes a few more notes in his computer tablet, and enters the name of his abode, and the coordinates. “Let’s get back to Eridu. There is work to be done.”

****

ALALU SAYS TO JEZEBEL, “There, that crater, it’s perfect.” He points to a crater that is filled with a lake of ice. “It has everything we need, water ice, shelter from the wind, and we can use the shadow of the rim to hide the shuttlecraft from sensor scans.”

The chances of it being the frozen lake the Orion has landed on are very slim.”

It won’t make much difference either way. The water in the well plumbing has long since frozen solid, but... if it is, there might be other equipment that was left behind that we can salvage and use to improve our situation.”

He eases back on the throttles, lowers the flaps, and the landing gear. The blasted atmosphere is too thin. The ship isn’t slowing as fast as it should. He opens the drag brakes, and fires the braking thrusters. It has been a long time since he last piloted a shuttlecraft, centuries in Earth time. Familiarizing himself with the controls, and flying the ship is one thing, landing is something else, and this is an alien world, and on a lake of ice. Creator help us.  

He begins his descent. There are no marker beacons for the ILS, nor is there a runway to land on. He is flying by the seat of his pants. He increases the pitch angle, and fires the braking thrusters. Jezebel yells, “You’re going too fast!”

“No shit!”  There is nothing he can do about it. The main landing gear touches down. He fires the attitude thrusters to rotate the nose down, and applies the brakes. Frak! The shuttlecraft is skidding on the ice, and it isn’t slowing down. If anything, it is picking up speed. He fires the braking thrusters, and the ship gradually slows. The wheels stop skidding, and gain traction on the ice. He turns the ship towards the nearest lake shore, and taxies to it.

This time, he applies the brakes gently, and the ship comes to a halt. He shuts down the engines, but keeps the APU running for heat—it will be dark soon, and with darkness the temperature is going to drop rapidly. He and his wife unfasten their seat harnesses, and get off their seats. Jezebel slides the straps of her dress off her shoulders, wiggles out of it, wraps her arms around her husband’s neck, embracing him tight against her body. She kisses him fiercely, forcing her tongue through his closed lips. She breaks the kiss long enough for a few quick breaths, and to say, “I want you now!”
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Chapter 3 
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Anu says to Galzu, his chief adviser, “Have the crew of the Stargazer brought to me. It is time that they learn their fate.”

“The girl too?”

“Tamera, no. My wife and I are finished with her. She needs to be punished for her part in letting my flagship be stripped, but she has earned some forgiveness. Her fate shall be different from the others. Send her to Earth, a gift for my son, Gerald. She’ll serve the crown and him as a concubine.”

“She brought you such delight, I thought you might wish to keep her.”

“My wife has tired of her and seeks new blood. I’ve been giving the girl too much attention. Too much of the same dish spoils my appetite for it. I’ll see her again... every time I return to Earth and visit my son.”

“Of course, you will.” Galzu speaks into his comm. Ten minutes later, the men and women who have returned aboard the Stargazer are brought into the court room, wearing chains and leg irons. Anu says, “First the women...” The female crew members come forward, kneel, and bow their heads.

Isabella says to her husband, “Spare them, they were just following orders. It isn’t their fault.”

“My wife has pled for your lives, so they shall be spared. All rights, privileges, and property are forfeit. You shall be returned to Earth at once, as laborers for the mines. Guards, take them away.” Four guards, take the women from the court room. They are taken to the spaceport, where a transport ship is waiting for them.

The men step forward, and kneel, but they do not bow their heads. Foremost are the former bridge officers, Yongrui, Miguel, Ja’far, and Wesley. Defiance! Well, he will soon break their spirit. Missing are Tamera and Jake. Jake has sealed his own fate by staying on Earth. As for the girl, she will be joining the exiles, but not as a prisoner, as a concubine to warm his son’s bed. 

“Long have I thought about what to do with you. Until this very minute I was unsure, but now I know. All of you shall be exiled, not to Earth, to Mars. There shall you labor to construct biodomes to live in. Every day, shall be a struggle to survive. Rockets, carrying gold ore, shall come to you. The gold will be purified, ground to fine powder, then sent to us on Nibiru. Fail this, and the rockets will stop coming, as will the supplies aboard them that are needed for your survival. Without inbu wine and grain to nourish you, you will starve, grow old, and die.”

The men do not look so defiant now. Their heads are down, and shoulders slumped. They remain silent, knowing better than to beg for forgiveness. As long as they live, there is hope. If they were to ask, forgiveness would come with the blade of a sword thrust in their gut and twisted to sever the arteries. Guards, take them away, to the spaceport where a prison ship filled with political dissidents awaits them.

Anu says to Galzu, “Your idea, about emptying our prisons, and sending the most dangerous criminals to Mars is genius.”

“As is your idea to send the least productive and less desirable people to Earth, and using a sham lottery with them as the winners to do it.” Both men laugh. With the undesirable people gone, and the population reduced, resources used for survival, can now be used for luxury.

****

STELLA YELLS AT GERALD, “I understand Ariel needs to bring her work home until she has a permanent place for her work, but this is ridiculous! We can’t use our great room, and I can’t get to my kitchen without her creatures trying to scratch me, spit on me, or bite me. The greenhouse is packed full of her plants. I haven’t been able to swim in the pond since shortly after she started potting plants and bringing them home. And she hasn’t made any cocoa plants for me!” She pouts. “She promised me that she would.”

Women! How is it they can go from one emotional extreme to another in the blink of an eye? “I’ll have a talk with her. The construction of her research laboratory is nearly finished. There are enough finished rooms that she can start moving her lab specimens into it.”

“Honey, promise me that you won’t geek out on me. One nerd in our house is enough.”

He embraces his wife, hugs her tightly, so their bodies are pressed together, and kisses the side of her neck and behind her ear where she likes it. He feels her heart beating against his chest. Both her breathing and heartbeat increase with each kiss. He lets her go, suddenly, and says, “I’ll be back soon.”

“Damn you! You’d better hurry back, or I’ll start without you.” She slips her right hand inside the waistband of her skirt and lets out a soft moan.

Damn her! She plays dirty. “Don’t you dare. I’ll be back as soon as I can, I promise.” He had only meant to drop off a few of the things he picked up from town on his way to the mine camp, and got delayed. If he doesn’t hurry, it will be dark before he finishes with his scans, and he will have to spend the night on the plateau. Like hell I will, not with what I have waiting for me to come back to.

He grabs the pack next to the door, puts its strap over his shoulder, and walks out the front door. He carefully navigates the pseudo-path across the greenhouse floor, stepping over potted plants, and ducking under thorny vines. Stella is right, the menagerie of animals and collection of plants have to go. He opens the front door, and steps outside of his home.

He heads to the cliff. Mist from the waterfall and droplets from the water splashing into the lake cool him. The fastest way to the plateau is to climb the cliff. The hardest part is not thinking about slipping and falling. It is slightly over six hundred meters of nearly vertical climbing from the ground to the top of the rock wall. The rocks closest to the cascading water are the most jagged and easiest to climb, they are also wet and slippery, making them the most dangerous to climb.

The collection of rocks at the base of the cliff are easy to climb, and don’t require any skill. It is just hopping from rock to rock on the way up. After that, it quickly becomes a lot more difficult. He has been up the rockface dozens of times, and knows where the best finger and toeholds are. He reaches for a protruding rock, and pulls himself up, finds a toehold for his right foot, and uses it to push himself up further. He finds another toehold for his left foot, reaches higher and sticks the fingers of his right hand into a crack, pulls himself up, and repeats.

Midway up, he grabs a loose rock with his left hand. It slips from its perch and falls. He looks down watching it. It bounces off the cliff face once, before missing the lake, landing among the rocks near the edge of the lake. Frak! Looking down is a mistake.
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