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Book Seven

Raven Coyne

G

hosts stalked the halls of the great palace of F’Than and each carried it with it the weight of catastrophe.  But these Ghosts had form and they hadn’t come from beyond the burial pit.  These flesh and blood Ghosts planned that fate for F’Than and they knew how slim their chances were, never the less they pushed on.  They skim down the small slave’s passageway to the offices above remaining silent and hoping the heat detectors have been shut off by the will traitor in the security control center for the great pile.  It was either this or see V’Tal become First Chair, and that would be worse than leaving F’Than in control.  Already the Martians and Humans were talking.  The cover story had been a new trade agreement between the two worlds led by Prefect Neha, commander of L6.  But since the last trade agreement between Earth and Mars was two weeks old before this round of talks it didn’t take a great leap of imagination to divine what the Martians and humans were really up to.  But a change of government, someone stable and centrist was needed to at least buy time for Venus to put her political house in order.  

The three Ghosts all pause at the foot of the stairs the slaves use to enter the living areas to conduct their duties.  The leader F’Thayla signals the other two to stay behind and ascends upstairs.  The place was silent. The great fortress had a strange empty cast about it.  And that put F’Thayla on guard.  There should be more activity than what they had encountered.  She slides out of the doorway and hugging the cold polished stone walls begins to explore the reason for such a quiet night.  As she walks along a voice comes from behind, “I didn’t think my old Mistress would betray me...”  F’Thayla turns slowly and doffs her mask to look at her old pupil.  

“You are the betrayer student.  You have brought us to the edge of destruction at the hands of barbarians.”  F’Thayla held no illusions as to her fate.  But if she could hold F’Than’s attention long enough her sisters might slip out unseen.  With that thought she stands proud, arms calmly held at her sides, she will not surrender to be meekly led to the punishment room.  She would die in battle.  But the look in F’Than’s eyes held something that almost amounted to pleading.

“Why you?”  F’Than asks then falls silent.  As she drops her hand F’Thayla feels rough claws grab her and pin her arms.  F’Than then walks over and puts a tracking collar on her like a slave.

“Take her to the punishment room.  Tell F’Tara I want ten days out of this one, no more or less.  And when I come to kill her, there better be a broken shell to kill any pride left in those eyes comes out of her hide.”  And with a wave of F’Than’s hand, F’Thayla is led away.  

Or that is she would have been except the left-hand guard suddenly stops, lets her go screaming “freedom!”  He takes a wild shot at F’Than which flies over her right shoulder to strike a spot on the wall leaving dust floating in the air.  The warrior is tackled leaving F’Thayla free, she sprints away and slides on her knees to the middle of the room, and points her left hand at the ceiling a Think Wire leaps from her hand guided by her thoughts allowing a small tough blade to bury itself into the ceiling above.  A powerful little winch strapped to her back hauls F’Thayla into the high rafters as the battle below ends with the rebel warrior dying under a rain of blows and kicks.  F’Thayla kisses her claws and sends the tribute to the dead comrade who lies in a ruined bloody mess on the floor.  F’Than looks up sees the gesture and shakes with anger as her once Mistress leaps out of the hall through a skylight.  As she leaves she turns back and speaks to F’Than her voice carries like a dreadful goddess’s curse throughout the hall “Guard yourself well F’Than of Venus, your enemies are everywhere.”
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The confines of the penance are made cozy when you get to spend time in the little boat with your lady love.  This is the happy condition I find myself in, but this isn’t a honeymoon or extended date Charlie and I watch the screens intently, knowing we are being picked up by hostile electronic eyes.  I look over and tug a little on the white hair I’ve given Charlie and then scratch at a patch of dry green skin on myself.  Charlie looks over and smiles the strange eyes, green skin, and white hair makes me shiver a little she doesn’t even look like herself under all the changes.  Of course, that is the idea.  I giggle a little like a schoolboy and turn back to the control panel as the vox starts to chatter, it’s Venus challenging our presence.  I take a deep breath and speak into the pick-up sighting our clearance codes and priority number.  I hear the attended on the other end go off to check us out against known codes and so we wait.  

“We either pass through or die horribly in deep space as they blow this ship to pieces,” Charlie says in a way the comment though grim is fitting with her Venusian makeover.  

I waggle my eyebrows an all too human expression and say “we’re just full of cheery news today.”  Charlie giggles grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze when the speaker crackles back on, “clear.”  That is all the officer says and we enter the Venusian atmosphere and begin our long descent to the planet's surface.  We round to the night side of the planet close to New Found City and land in a medley of scrapes and bangs as we settle just south of the city in jungle.  This is not the healthiest place to be if you’re human, what lives in these jungles makes light snacks of what lives on earth, but facing a Razor Ape is safer than a few days in a punishment room, barely.  Charlie finally breaks out the paper envelope we’ve been keeping tucked away under her pilot swivel to explain why we are dressed like Venusians landing near New Found City pretending to be tourists from Closed City on the southern side of the equator of Venus.  She scans the few lines of information and then hands it to me.  I take the proffered paper like I would a live snake, as stated before I hate super secret spy stuff.  But that is the mission, lines make it clear.  With the instructions is a few photographs of a tall very strongly built Venusian female in battle gear.  

“Meet our defector,” Charlie says and I look the chick over a couple of times.  I appreciate the strong body and pretty face even by human standards but what catches my attention is her age.  This is no spring chicken, by Venusian standards, I’d say she’s pushing forty or forty-five.  

Nevertheless, she is obviously capable.  “How old are these shots?”  I mumble.

“Planning on tossing me over already?”  Charlie asks with just a hint of jealousy.  

“She’s at least forty commander, maybe forty-five.  That is up there for a Venusian.  But look at her, she could arm wrestle a Saber Cat and win.  Finding her might not be as difficult as it seems.”

“Shots are last year.  Our job is to find your new pin-up girl and get her to the Retribution.”  I nod and send the paper and photographs through the flash unit to be disintegrated into individual atoms.  

The situation is clouded and confusing.  Command Base routed the Retribution to pick this warrior up with no prior planning or support for the crew.  I look up into the permanent cloud layer and pretend I can see stars.  Somewhere out there the Retribution is hovering in space keeping a low profile.  If Charlie and I fail to report in one week they’ll send the next set of two out.  Just like they sent us after our first set of agents failed to check in.  I try not to dwell on that fact.  We exit the penance and head out to find the main road.  We hold hands and despite the desperate nature of the mission I like the walk with the gentle rain making the world hazy and foggy.  It’s kinda romantic.  

We reach the main road and start to walk and
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First Officer Charleen Johnson i a fight for her life, and only Doctor
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