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CHAPTER ONE

The land looked empty. From his vantage
on top of the sand dune the land was empty. Not a palm tree in
sight. The fifty-kilometer horizon stretched for a long distance in
front of him and it was all light brown with dabbles of shadow from
the dunes and low hills.

Scanning from left to right, it took
long, slow sweeps to go from immediately in front of him to reach
the dull, light blue sky, and then he saw only variations of
wind-on-sand sculpture. The sky was overpowered by the bright light
of a star so massive it was beyond some discernible circle
surrounded by the atmosphere.

No birds. No caravans. No solitary
travelers. No scrub brush. Few clouds. No life large enough for him
to see in his binoculars.

The space he was searching by himself,
he said to himself, was almost too large to comprehend although
such distances were the only ones he knew. The entire space he
could search was 150-thousand kilometers from one pole to the
other. In his mind he drew a band of green around the middle-third
latitudes of the planet and colored the top third and bottom third
brown and empty. He knew from this vantage point he could start
towards the bottom convergence of the longitude lines, pass through
that point and resurface on the other side of the planet at the
same latitude he was now standing and likely as not encounter no
person, no oasis, no wadi, probably not even a pile of bones. And
no tracks which was the second, maybe the third thing he wanted to
see. He wanted to see three humans and one desert vehicle traveling
across the sand. He wanted to see the green of palm trees and scrub
palms at an oasis or preferably the green line that denoted a wadi.
He wanted to see traces of humans that might give him a sign to
latch onto and his brain to follow.

But there was no sign. There was no
wadi or oasis or movement or color other than brown. The landscape
was empty and into empty he would have to go to find three men who
did not want to be found. When he cleared his throat the sound of
the crackle startled him because there were no other sounds other
than the wind and when the wind died down not even that.

On the second sweep he saw a
discernible object too far away to know for sure what it was.
Without a reference size, a person might be mistaken for a tree,
until the tree moved a fraction of a millimeter, just enough for
him to know whether the thing was alive.

He had to hold the binoculars steady
against the body of his transport to stop the slight tremble caused
by his heartbeat that made the more distant objects swim in his
vision.

“Swim?” He hadn’t been
swimming in ten years. The only water he had ever swum in was in
the middle lats near his home but also was a public place where the
water in the pool was then recycled for irrigation of the crops.
Water had been discovered near the surface all around the planet
but most of the water and its easiest access had been in the middle
latitudes. In the upper and lower latitudes water was occasionally
near the surface. The wadis and oases were where the water either
bubbled up or was just under the sand and easy to find. Elsewhere
the water was deeper underground and discovered only when the
mineral mines tapped into them. The resulting floods killed
hundreds of miners and rearranged the hydrology of the immediate
area. The government didn’t know where the pockets of underground
water were located but for a mining company to open a mine, and a
town with it, the company had to create a three-dimensional
underground map just to prove they would not accidentally disrupt
an underground pool of water.

He had been to several mining disasters
where huge underground pools of water were subsequently polluted by
mining chemicals, dead humans, and rusting and leaking droids. It
was humanoid waste on an enormous scale. The companies operating
the mines were sometimes prosecuted and sometimes the management
jailed. The owners of the rights to the mines went free or had the
money to affect legislature to keep themselves out of the hands of
the law.

This was the way the planet had
evolved, he knew. Inhabited, which was not necessarily the right
word, perhaps he meant impregnated, several million years ago when
probes from other planets arrived in such number, although hardly
an abundance, more than twos or threes, which started a growth of
microbe and bacteria that eventually created a natural world of
green in the middle of the planet but left the poles barren sand.
Underneath the surface resided water and after the first humans
arrived and really seeded the planet, life began to take a stronger
hold. Plants and animals arrived, sprouted, hatched, whatever they
did, they also began to adapt and over the millennia, and flourish
alongside human life. It seemed like a leap, to him, that now there
were civilization, government, industry, all established where he
lived yet here he was, too, tracking three fugitives into the vast
two-thirds of the planet that were nothing but wasted landscape
crossed by caravans and dotted by towns spaced so far apart that
many cities of tens of thousands of people barely knew the
existence of other cities.

Standing where he was the emptiness
across his entire view belied such troubles as profits and human
loss or the untold wealth under the sands or the potential of water
competing with profits. Right here, right now, all he could see was
the tan of sand, the dark ripples of shadows, and he could hear
through his scarf the light brush of the breeze.

He tucked a pendant of a diamond ring
under his shirt collar and then he pulled his scarf a bit higher on
his nose and a bit tighter around his ears. He was covered almost
completely from head to toe. His forehead to the edge of his field
cap was open, showing a slightly red stripe from sand grinding on
his skin, and just below his goggles to the top edge of his scarf
was a bit exposed of about two centimeters. His goggles had
flip-up, wrap-around darkened lenses that had over the years he was
sure saved his eyesight, although those same years had scratched
the plastic such that he viewed everything through a haze. Tucked
inside his weathered outer jacket, pinned to his belt was his
marshal’s service badge. He wore his service belt outside his
jacket and combined with the longish skirt of the jacket to keep
the sand out of his waistband. He was hot. He was thirsty. But, he
also wasn’t going to die any earlier than he intended out here in
the sand waste if he could help it.

He surveyed the landscape once more.
Once more nothing seemed to move. Nothing seemed to live. The sky
was light blue and now no clouds. It rained maybe ten times a year
on the bottom latitudes. It rained maybe five times a year in the
upper latitudes. Rain was not unheard of but the records said that
for the last thousand years or so the average had been fifteen
centimeters of rain per year. In the middle lats the average was
150 centimeters. Rain was welcomed, if not rejoiced, but sometimes
mystical and it rained a lot when it rained but a person could
never count on knowing when or where the rain would come. He had
seen it rain in the middle of nowhere for a day, just huge amounts
of water dumping uselessly on barren sand and in the nearest mining
town the rain had not come in fifteen years. He’d seen a caravan
nearly drown in the resulting quicksand and then a day later there
was not a trace of the quicksand and the tracks of the next caravan
would be erased by the wind in minutes.

Explorers had found water here after
having lost about half their members to thirst and as mining
blossomed as an enterprise some towns always seemed to be in the
right place. But since germs and bacteria had already had a head
start in the middle latitudes, thanks to the arrival of immigrant
and transport ships and robots that were not quite as clean from
bacteria as the senders had thought, and because in the middle lats
it rained a lot more than in the bottom or top, the middle lats
exploded with green growth, livable climate, and decent soil.
Droids followed and humanoids after that and, well, thought Pratt
here we are: dirty climate and criminals.

Far off to one side he spied now a
movement, a line drawing through the tan nothing. He stared hard
and came to the conclusion what he saw was a caravan that was maybe
a day or more from where he stood and they were a week or more from
the middle latitudes and the markets. The caravans were sometimes
tens of kilometers long with hundreds of loaded hopper cars
carrying refined metals to the central industrial sites. Slow
moving, expensive, the train of hopper cars could navigate
themselves but in the sand storms their automatic guidance was
useless. Usually in the sand storms everything was useless. The
caravans were armed to the teeth with three or four men per car and
three or four droids in a support role. The caravans could be so
long that several cars were dedicated to keeping the guards and the
engineers alive. Those were the good caravans, owned by the biggest
shippers, backed by wealth unimaginable to him. These could travel
night and day, plodding across the wasteland, on course, on time.
They were predictable. It paid better profits to be
predictable.

There were plenty of other caravans,
too. Some slave powered. Some barely eking out a life. Some purely
dangerous. Despite the barren look, around any corner of any hill
of sand could be a caravan, or bandits, or both, or just a pile of
bones.

Behind him, several days travel away,
was the massive fortress of the Bing Tau Correctional Facility also
known as Sand Dune Number Eleven. The eleventh prison built in
either of the upper or lower latitudes, BTCF stood seven stories
above the sand and dropped three below. Selected by politicians
wanting to bring some employment to their districts Bing Tau was
two days travel from the last green of the middle latitudes and
centuries away from pleasant life there.

The building, from even close up,
looked like a block of sand, a facade that rose from the sand, had
a reputation for being lost. Lost souls arrived here. There were
only four pairs of doors to the inside. He had delivered felons
there before, through a pair of doors labeled with the number “1”
on both doors. The inside had the typical reception area not unlike
other lockups he’d visited. Sterile. Signs and directions posted in
four languages. Windows all reinforced with wire. Closed circuit
cameras and alarms seemingly scattered around the walls and
ceilings. Dull gray paint trimmed in dull green paint.

No one had supposedly escaped from Bing
Tau. If they had, no one admitted it until now. It wasn’t the
prison’s responsibility to get the escapee. That fell to him and
the rest of the marshal’s service. There were 184 other marshals
many of whom he’d never met.

“Politics” he said. The
light breeze swept the words away and he was surprised again at the
sound of his voice in the otherwise complete quiet. It was politics
that built the huge block of brown in the middle of nowhere and
politics, he was convinced, that understaffed, underpaid,
under-enforced the whole scheme of law enforcement and correction.
It was also politics, he knew, that determined law.

He put the thoughts aside and searched
the landscape again. Still nothing moved but the one caravan. He
could try to intercept them and go from there. Not a great plan but
better than no plan.

He tucked his binoculars down beside
the seat of his cruiser. His was a side-by-side model that had been
out of production for five years at least. This one was so old it
had several different paint schemes and reiteration after
reiteration of software and guidance systems most of which worked,
thankfully, most of the time. The cruiser rested on a four-post
landing gear that had wide, square feet to prevent sinking in the
sand. He had enough food for a month but only enough water for a
week to ten days. He would have to find one of the mining camps to
refuel but the water at any oasis or wadi would be drinkable. But
not every oasis welcomed strangers, even strangers with a badge.
Highwaymen, gangs, rivals all, in the law-starved region could
control an oasis demanding payment or slave trade.

But there were also numerous oases and
wadis that no one controlled and he had spent many an utterly
quiet, personal night alone under the slowly swaying palms,
watching the millions of stars out beyond the dome of the tree
line. Of all those places he could stop and get water, and spread
over such a large space they still numbered more than he might have
imagined, none seemed to be within his eyesight at the
moment.

His cruiser wasn’t the fastest on the
planet. Or the most reliable. It was just, his. He climbed aboard
and settled himself in for a long ride, lowered his sunglasses, and
started the engine, allowed a touch of cooler air to sooth him a
bit and then closed the canopy. Within a few minutes he had entered
an intercept point and engaged the autopilot. Whether he intended
or not within another few minutes he was sound asleep.

The intercept of the caravan was at
midnight. He was awake for the last hour simply because he had
slept enough to not want sleep any longer. The gentle rocking of
the cruiser and the hum of the engines were at first quieting but
now boring but not so boring he could force himself to sleep. He
could turn off the instrument lights and the running lights and
just be engulfed by the black sky and dots of the stars. Vaguely,
out there, below the horizon, if there was a horizon to see, was
the caravan with only a few lights showing. The big slow moving
vans would be hard to damage so they were very much unlighted if
only to save a few precious watts of energy.

Despite his authority he was not
allowed to land on the towing sledge without permission and the
captain, whose permission he needed, was asleep, so in the dark he
coasted ten meters off the port side of the lead crawler waiting
for someone to fetch the captain.

The captain was not happy but he was
not unhappy either.

“Glad to see the law once in
a while,” he said.

“Glad to be of service,”
said the marshal. “Do I have permission to board?”

“Of course, use the topside
landing pad. Either one would be okay.”

The crawlers, as opposed to the
haulers, had landing pads, magnetized platforms, just for times
like this as well as the infrequent crew changes or supply
shipment.

He carefully inched his way from his
anchored ship, with the help of a crewman who secured his ship, to
the ladder rungs and then down the side three stories to another
platform that opened into an entry way where he caught his breath,
dusted off a bit, and then greeted the captain.

The captain was a small man with bushy
hair and sideburns but clean shaven and well dressed for having
been awaken at this strange hour of the night. Maybe he was used to
it. He was lithe, sunburned, with a big smile and warm
handshake.

“Name’s Mead. Welcome
aboard. What can we do for you?”

“I’m Pratt, Federated
Marshal. I’m looking for an escaped convict and hoping you might
have run into him.”

“So,” said Mead, “the famous
Wally Pratt? I should be honored.”

“Don’t be,” said
Pratt.

“Coffee?”

“Thank you.”

They retreated to a small lounge, with
windows looking forward, and empty since most of the crew was
probably in their berths.

“What was this guy in for?”
said Mead.

“His name is Calvin Toohade.
He murdered a fourteen-year-old girl,” said Pratt. “He and a couple
of others ducked out of Bing Tau Prison and headed down. We lost
track of their vehicle pretty soon thereafter.”

“So they could be anywhere?”
said Mead.

“Could be, but we’ll get
‘em,” said Pratt. “How many crew do you have?”

“Well, we have three crewmen
per car. Sometimes two humans and one droid. Plus the driving crew
of seven, two mates, and me. We have seventy haulers. That is about
one-hundred forty people.”

“Could I have you check your
files against my photo to see if my man is here?”

Mead looked at Pratt’s e-photo. Shook
his head saying, “We can look but I know we haven’t added anyone
since we started. The crew comes to us from an agency.”

They sat at a console and rifled
through personnel files to no avail.

“Is it true,” said Mead,
“that you killed a man a couple of weeks ago in the middle
latitudes?”

“It was a fair fight. He
drew first.”

“At a whore
house?”

“Does it matter? He still
drew first.”

Mead could only scratch his head at the
seemingly unrepentant law officer. “They don’t get much of a drop
on you, do they?”

“I try to not let it happen,
no.”

“How many times did you
shoot him?”

“Just enough.”

Mead smiled.

“If you want work sometime,
look me up. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“We do have our run-ins with
bandits and the like. Mostly we just button up and keep going. We
had some fool decide to block our path with a one-passenger
crawler, though.” Captain Mead chuckled at the memory.

“How much damage did he
do?”

“Well,” he said, “we had
only twelve haulers and one engine so by the time the last hauler
passed over the wreckage, which took fifteen or twenty minutes, the
cruiser was shredded and pretty well buried in the sand. Later that
evening we had to stop and fix one of the tracks because there were
cruiser parts jammed in it like spaghetti.”

Mead sent a message out to all the crew
and the droids with a copy of the wanted flier.

“I wouldn’t expect any
answer just yet. Most of the human crew is asleep and the droids
have limited exposure to humans outside the crew.”

Mead’s tablet chimed an incoming
message.

“You are in luck, however,”
said Mead. “A droid said a man fitting this description attempted
to board at Elisa-Nine-Five yesterday. We’d stopped there for a bit
to repair a track. That’s not too far.”

“I can be there by morning.
Does the droid have a picture of the man in its memory? Could I get
it?”

Captain Mead nodded and tapped his
tablet sending instructions. In a moment, a new face, new clothes,
new person almost, but not an entirely new person shown on his
screen. They mated screens and Pratt now had a much better photo to
work with. Pratt made motions to leave.

“Can we fix you something to
eat to take with you?” said Captain Mead.

Soon, Pratt and his escort were outside
in the dark and the noise of the engine. Once again up the ladder
to the roof and into his cruiser. The crewman unshackled the
cruiser and flipped the switch that disengaged the electromagnets
and Pratt lifted off. Pratt made a long U-turn and headed down the
length of the train before tailing off in the direction of
Elisa-Nine-Five.

 



CHAPTER TWO

Elisa-Nine-Five was a refueling point
for many caravans. Coming from several directions the caravans
could resupply their fuel and water but not load or unload cargo.
Few people worked there which made it one of the loneliest outposts
in the bottom, so a stranger ought to stand out easily. Most
refueling stations were located at an oasis where a few buildings
with enough palm shade to make the place less bleak and enough
water to sustain the refueling crews who were rotated out
monthly.

He found a personal-cruiser
refueling-and-watering trough in the shade of a canopy behind a
small store. There were about a dozen stations with about half
taken by small cruisers like his tethered to the building. He
inserted his government billing card and hooked up. His cruiser
wouldn’t need much but experience had taught him to refill his
supplies every chance he got. The bottom was a harsh teacher in
preparedness.

The main street, and really only street
that ran the length of Nine-Five was bordered by stores and a few
machine shops, two saloons and hotels, a couple of restaurants, and
the requisite bordello, with a line outside of men using their
vid-phones to make reservations or pay in advance. On a side street
Pratt found the sheriff’s office. It was closed and locked. He
looked through the window to see if someone was taking an early
morning nap. All he could see was a couple of desks and the barred
door to the jail.

“You won’t find the sheriff
there,” spoke a passerby.

“Oh?” said Pratt. “Where
might he be? Home?”

“Ha! Try Trixie’s Homeplace
down about halfway to the depot. Ask for Don Juan.”

“Don Juan? Are you kidding
me?”

“No. His real name is
Charles Preston. You know, like Sargent Preston of the
Yukon.”

“Where’s the
Yukon?”

“Don’t you watch archaic
television?”

“Seldom.”

“Well, anyway, ask for Don
Juan. And, ask for coffee. They make the best coffee in
town.”

Trixie’s Homeplace was about two blocks
toward the depot. Standing in the shade of the oversized canopies
that all buildings used to make shade, Pratt could watch a part of
the sprawling refueling depot. The thing was ten kilometers wide
but about thirty meters tall. Caravans queued up at funneling
fences above or below town and created a snake of machinery
nose-to-tail that stretched almost out of sight. There were two
refueling and two watering stations for each direction, heading up
or heading down, heading towards the green middle-latitudes or
heading away towards the bottom. The place was open and working
continuously with something like four shifts of four hundred men
and two hundred droids each. The pay was good. But the pay wasn’t
worth much in this middle-of-nowhere fuel dump. Men worked hard and
fast and left. Nobody owned much in the town. There was no reason.
Accidents were rare. The government saw to that. It behooved the
middle lats that the few stations like this worked smoothly if not
efficiently. The managements tended to think contented workers were
happy workers and establishments like Trixie’s Homeplace made for
happy workers.

Trixie’s was several doorways down the
street. The depot loomed in the background and grew significantly
larger with each step Pratt took towards it. Trixie’s was open for
business. In fact, the sign said “Never Closed. Always Happy.” The
neon “e” in “closed” was burned out. He entered through a foyer
that was tinted on the two sides but not on the doors. There was an
overhead fan circulating the warm air in the foyer but at least the
sand was kept out and the temperature was probably fifteen degrees
cooler, or less hot, than outdoors. The receptionist’s desk was
just inside the second set of doors. The room was plain light green
with fluorescent lights and bookshelves filled neatly with books
never read by the receptionist. The receptionist was a young woman,
light colored hair, high forehead, chewing gum, and sucking on a
straw that wasn’t in a drink. She was awake, her eyes were open,
but to Pratt no one seemed to be home. She was staring at a monitor
and only gave a very quick glance at Pratt.

“I hear the coffee is good,”
he said.

She didn’t reply but automatically
tapped a key on the keyboard and to the right of the back wall a
door sprung open. He could hear the murmur of conversation and
almost instantly the smell of coffee and breakfast. He was
hungry.

“Thanks,” he said. “Don’t
bother. I think I can find my way.”

She didn’t acknowledge she had heard
him.

He escorted himself into the eatery.
There were four or five patrons all seated individually at tables.
Along the wall was a small buffet. Steam rolled off the pans. Even
with the heat he wasn’t surprised men would buy a hot breakfast. At
least not perhaps after spending their off-shift time in the
brothel next door.

He looked at each of the men. They all
sat with their backs to the door. So Pratt walked up front of all
of them. Their eyes lifted from their plates for a moment. One got
up and walked around Pratt to get a refill. A man was tall, thin,
wearing vest and jeans and a broad-brimmed hat that hid his face.
They traded glances as if thinking more of prospective meetings
than conversation.

“I’m looking for Don Juan,”
said Pratt.

They all five snickered. Pratt realized
early on the joke would be on him. “I don’t have much time,” he
said. He opened the right side of his jacket to flash his badge
fastened on his hip. No one snickered at that.

“I’m Preston,” said the man
who had walked by Pratt to refill his plate at the buffet. “Let’s
sit in a more private place.”

“Mind if I get a
plateful?”
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