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			Mercy sows the seeds of regret.
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			Chapter One

			Qays Mendoza banked the bomber out of its high stable orbit to align the gravity drive for descent. The satellites were active and sending strong signals, navigation vectors, planet ID, nav stat relays and always the very clear warning to stay the hell away. Restricted area on pain of death. The Empire’s highest threat warning. Really welcoming. It showed that he was in the right place, heading true toward the only recognized star port on the planet. Ground communications were deadly quiet though. Not a good sign. Not at all.

			The planet rolled to fill his view screen. Fresh Start was a tawny planet, spotted with an occasional emerald dot of forest between full horizons of purple scrub grass drying to tinder. Veined with a few narrow rivers, warted by many dry mountains, and poisoned by a single saline sea, this was the Empire’s most notorious penal planet. In the freezing salted sea, an island came into view; Penance, he knew it to be called. Upon that dead piece of icy rock was the Oubliette, the planet’s supermax compound, where the worst of the worst the Empire had humanely captured were to be forever warehoused away from the less dangerous prisoners. The island looked empty. Not a light, not a flutter of movement. He thought he might have seen a crumbled tower ruin, but he was too far and moving too fast to be sure. His attention was drawn across the sea and inland, where smoke rose in a heaving pillar of black soot that pooled like inverted spilled grease in the upper troposphere.

			Not a good sign either, Qays decided. Any sane person would turn around, but this was his destination. His answers lay somewhere beneath him.

			The Lady of Jont was eighty-five meters long and forty wide. A delta ship, clovis design. A one-hundred fifty-three in diameter DFY ring, the propulsion miracle that let his ship travel faster than light, circumscribed the ship. Adjustable for flight, when flattened for landing, his ship looked like an arrowhead in a hoop.

			As he’d done countless times in the last hour, Qays scanned the frequencies, military and civilian, and despaired at the flat bands registering across all channels.

			“Fresh Start control, this is SBLC5-134, Mutakan Star Bomber The Lady of Jont, requesting permission to enter atmosphere and make landfall. Confirm and clear.”

			Nothing.

			“Anyone home? Anyone? Fresh Start?”

			No reply.

			“I got nukes here. Might want to say hello.”

			Silence.

			“Be advised, Fresh Start, this is SBLC5-134, The Lady of Jont, making approach to Last Fall – where I intend to land. Please don’t shoot me.”

			Qays watched his sensors for signs of missile lock, laser tracking, a telling radar ping, but saw nothing.

			He crossed into the night side of the planet and noted lights – clusters that might suggest settlements, singles that could be homesteads, lines that might mean a road. People. Normal life. Finally, a good sign.

			Without approach control he’d have to land on his own. Not a problem, just unusual. Ships like his were usually conveyed inside carriers, huge, bulky cylinders of intimidation that were moved through manipulated gravity that made the simple single gravity drive in this ship look like a toy.

			He knew enough not to expect a land-side gravity gantry where he could nose his clovis ship straight into a lock, the ring vertical and behind. Such luxuries were becoming rarer and rarer, even in the center worlds where the Empire hadn’t decided to eat itself yet.

			He descended faster than necessary, falling to the flat as quickly as he could to limit any anti-ship battery arcs. There was a full garrison of soldiers stationed on Fresh Start. A minimal presence just enough to ensure no one leaves. Keep visitors away. They’d turn their ships into sparkly meteorites to liven up a dark sky if they were pushy, like him. One of the only bases in the entire Empire with standing kill orders. He hadn’t seen fighters on patrol, so guessed they used ground-based deterrents. He used the planet’s horizon for cover. He wasn’t treetop low, but not far from it. His gravity shell prevented the boom of his speed, Mach six at his current rate. To the ground observer, if they were far enough away, he’d appear as a silver spearhead silently streaking across the plain. To those directly underneath him, he’d be at most a flicker of a shadow, or if his drive bled at all, a fractional moment of lightness, a suggestion of free fall while planet bound.

			Grasslands changed to farms and he slowed to get a better look, studying images from his side cameras to get a feel for the place. He’d been to other colony worlds, but this one was behind every one of those. Fresh Start was a prison first and a colony last. It would never have early call for resources and even if it had, it was twelve light-years from the nearest other settlement, Emory Station, where he’d just come from. After Emory Station it was another eight to its next neighbor. He remembered reading that Fresh Start was one hundred eighty-two light-years from Veldi, the Impirical Capital, and the penal planet lay ‘in an odd and untraveled direction’ from it. The fastest ship he’d ever been on, the frigate Laurel, capable of a miraculous sustained speed of five Days for Year, would take two and a half years to make the journey at constant flight. Here was the edge of empire. Here was exile.

			The farms grew denser, the colors greener. The sky bluer for his improving mood. He traced a shining river from a toothy mountain range down a plain and around a wind-hewn mesa, the bottom of which, laid out upon the slopes of debris between long arroyos and trench canyons, was Last Fall, the ‘capital’ of Fresh Start.

			“Last Fall, this is Mutakan Star Bomber, The Lady of Jont, SBLC5-134. I am on final approach for landing. Confirm and clear.”

			Static only for reply.

			“Pretty please? Okay, ready or not…”

			The city was walled – fifty meters of soaring yellow syncrete reaching skyward; twelve meters thick at the base, six at the top. Steel-fortified turrets were placed strategically along its length. A typical military installation. Off-the-shelf design. It probably took an airborne construction cohort all of four days to build the whole thing, and it would last for centuries – longer if it didn’t rain. It didn’t look like it rained much here.

			The fields went right up to the walls and thatch-roofed hovels lined a road that snaked out from each gate. Similar structures grew along both sides of the river that flowed out of the city.

			Inside the wall were many more buildings, hovels of organic manufacture but also not a few squared syncrete buildings radiating from its center to another inner wall. That would be the barracks and administrative center. There he saw, as by timeless design, neatly arranged buildings lining the roads spoking out from the central hub. A staging ground, a courtyard. Military normal. The area was not open as it should be, however, awaiting military parades, but brimmed with tents and people who, catching sight of his ship, pointed to the sky as he circled. It was an upscale market, he thought, a better sibling to the ones further out and between the walls.

			The familiar order of a military encampment put him at ease as he vectored to the top of the mesa, the official landing port. While the outer walls of the city circled the entirety of the mesa, the inner walls of the camp curved and terminated into its sides, using the mountain itself as a barrier. He circled over the mesa once out of habit to identify an open bay, but needn’t have bothered. They were all deserted. Eight empty pads, enough real estate to hold over twenty bombers like his, or more likely eight standard cargo haulers, CH-43s – the backbone of the Empire. But here there was no waiting. Bully for him.

			He slowed, hovered, and then approached to land. He eased his ship in slow, noting the deserted landing towers, the vacant hangars, the lack of resupplying gear. The dark nav lights.

			His DFY disc flattened wholly around the ship and his landing legs extended. Soft as a whisper, The Lady of Jont touched down upon Fresh Start, Last Fall Station. The edge of the human presence.

			Taking a deep breath, he focused his mind upon a single moment, the slow – deliberately slow – switching off of the main drive. His finger extending toward the switch, hovering there, then easing to tap the control. It probably took him five seconds to push that one button, but his concentration stretched it far into a calming focus and centered him.

			Looking up, he at last saw people atop the mesa. A clot of civilians approached his ship, brightly dressed in a fashion his mother might not remember. Fluffy collars, high hats, those god-awful pointed shoes. Their races were from all over the Empire, the nearly translucent skin of the Minerca, the ruddy pinks of the core worlds, the stringy musculature of those raised in the high-gravity planets around Aerobon. It was the most motley assortment of citizens he’d ever seen, and Qays had seen many a motley assortment. A true melting pot of people shown even in this small cross section. Every size, shape, and color, attitude and unfortunate fashion. The one thing that linked them all together was that they were all convicted criminals sentenced to life on this rock or the offspring of the same condemned to the fifth generation.

			At the center and in front were three particular men. One held an ornate silver mace, tarnished, unwieldy, signifying he was a leader of some kind. The two others with him were like waiting satellites. Behind them were the curious others, prisoners all, and a small contingent of gray-clad policemen trying ineffectively to shoulder their gas guns in some kind of formal precision. He noted not a single garrison uniform in the bunch.

			As he lowered the ramp beneath the ship, he watched one of the satellites try to organize the armed men into sharp lines, which only turned into chaos and bickering joining with the crowd’s talk from behind.

			Qays took his token bag out of the pilot’s locker, slung it over his shoulder, and then left the ship.

			With each step he took down the ramp and toward the group, he saw their faces contort through levels of confusion. He followed their eyes from the ship to him, from the call letters etched on the underbelly of the state-of-the-art Lance 5 bomber, one of the deadliest weapons in the galaxy, to his incongruous clothes blowing loosely in the hot, spicy breeze coming over the mesa. He wore only a teal robe with a red fringe, sandals on his feet, and carried a simple small sack wherein he would keep all his earthly possessions. The costume, contrary to the belligerent craft he arrived in, marked him unmistakably as clergy and as an ambassador of peace and tolerance.

			“Hello,” Qays said through a grin. “How y’all doin’?”

			They stared.

			“I tried to raise you by radio, but got no answer.”

			The man with the mace was the first to collect himself. He cleared his throat and said, “Welcome to Fresh Start. I am An’Arreza, Chief Custodian of Last Fall.”

			“I am Qays Mendoza, first-degree acolyte of the Glathan Church of Harmony, among other things. Blessed be to you all.”

			“And to you,” they answered together in a single, reverent response.

			A good sign.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Qays allowed them their moment. Their awkward uncertainty was far better than the scenario he’d imagined – military police waiting on the tarmac, guns leveled, there to arrest him for stealing a Mutakan Star Bomber.

			Except for the confusion, the scene was an echo of the other beginning, a reliving in dust of that meeting before in the dew on Haskana. The parallel was not unnoticed and his heart raced as he experienced again the opening overture of distrust and danger.

			A group of leaders, stern-faced and serious, stood in front of a barrier of blank-faced armed men. Farther back, as before, ignored and disregarded, another group stood stretching to see. Within these curious and eager faces, he felt at once a distance but also a yearning. He instinctively searched those faces for her, and god help him, for an instant she was there. He nearly called out, but the ghost fled back into his longing leaving only a slender girl in a faded, beige plaid dress staring back, her red hair peeking out from under a headscarf above striking bright green eyes. It was in those eyes that he’d seen Anjali. But it was not her.

			And with a start, as if coming out of a dream, he realized that the faces were not curious as he’d thought, nor were they eager, though yearning, perhaps, was present. No. These people were frightened. There was fear in these faces. Panic in their minds. He could see it in all their eyes, all except maybe that one girl’s.

			More people arrived, slowly milling their way forward from the steep, narrow road that he’d seen snaking up the front of the mesa.

			He pulled his gaze away, and, to clear his thinking, he studied the area. The mesa was large and flat. Well spotted, he thought, and smiled to note how observant he was. His monastery teachers would be ever so pleased with his progress.

			For a port, this was one shabby place, even for the edge of empire. There were enough perimeter buildings there to attend a dozen spacecraft, but his was the only one. Which was good since the buildings were all falling down. The tallest ones – the flight towers, three of them – were five floors of broken windows. There were several eroding warehouses with ripped hinges and broken doors, empty as a promise on a penal planet. He saw no life in any of the vacant radio houses. The beacon beams were silent, the landing lights dark-clodded divots over forgotten orange glass.

			On the tarmac, dust was surprisingly thick and pooled in depressed puddles, putting the lie to the uniformity of the pad. Dry and wind-packed, the clods cracked under Qays’s steps. Hot wind caught the soil and spun it into little yellow leather-scented tornadoes that raged for half a second before losing interest and disappearing into a bronze cloud. Centipede ants patrolled the flat – famously fast little creeps, big as a knuckle, who bit anything warmer than themselves and summoned the whole colony with a clickity call if it was tasty. They’d been known to strip the flesh off a man in half an hour. Fresh Start was famous for its dangerous native life. The centipede ants were benign compared to the javelin snakes, talon bats, and spitting sand toads. Talk was that there were carnivorous cacti that walked on their roots, and clear pools of living water that swallowed whole horses in a gulp. An ant found Qays’s sandaled foot and climbed over the top. Its needly feet tickled his toes and tested his calm as he thought to kick it away, maybe with a high-pitched shriek, but he kept his stillness and the little horror clattered off his foot to explore somewhere else.

			“Forgive us, Father,” said An’Areeza. “We did not know anyone was coming. We haven’t had communications for a long time.”

			“Brother.”

			“Brother?”

			“I’m not a Father. I’m only an acolyte. You can call me Brother if you like, but my friends call me Qays. My enemies call me Mendoza. My mother calls me cute.”

			“What?”

			“How long have you been without communications?”

			“For as long as we haven’t had power.”

			“That checks out then,” said Qays with a smile, and his eyes fell again on the girl with the red hair and infinite eyes. He forced himself to look away.

			An’Areeza’s eyes followed Qays’s to the decrepit landing port, maybe seeing for the first time himself the sad state of things. He was a plump, jowly man, half a meter shorter than Qays, and forty years older, an age that would be stately in the core, but here was only old. He sweated beneath his high hat and his pink complexion was good and red from physical exertion and mental anguish. He looked at his two companions for help. One of them stepped forward.

			“Brother Mendoza,” said he, with a bow so low that Qays glanced behind him to see if the emperor had arrived. “I am Benjamin Utter, a custodian. That there is Gellick, Ed Gellick, another custodian.”

			Benjamin was a skinny, jaundiced man with two missing teeth and a wiry beard that reached to his mid-sternum. He was all ochres and unbleached yellows, matching the planet’s dirt. Ed was dark and stocky. Siennas and wet dust. Qays gauged both men to be in their hard-lived mid-thirties.

			“Hello,” said Ed Gellick. No bow, but a friendly two finger salute.

			“Why the armed guards?” asked Qays, gesturing to the men with gas rifles.

			“Honor guard?” said An’Areeza as if asking permission. “We expected you to be military. We were hoping for military. Are you military?”

			“Do I look military?”

			“No,” admitted Benjamin.

			“You didn’t answer the question,” said Gellick.

			Qays took another look at the man. He’d have to keep an eye on that one. “I’m on a personal mission,” Qays said, ducking the question again.

			He could tell that Gellick wanted to press the issue, but An’Areeza spoke first. “Are there more of you inside?”

			“I’m alone.”

			“When are the rest of the ships arriving?”

			“There aren’t any more coming,” said Qays. “At least none that I know about.”

			“Jeru didn’t send you?” asked Benjamin.

			“Who’s Jeru?”

			“Sergeant Jeru. He was our last acting warden,” said An’Areeza. “He left with the last of his garrison two – no, three years ago to get help.”

			“This Jeru left you here to get help for something and took all of his soldiers with him?”’

			“Yes.”

			“Three years ago?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you’ve not heard anything from him since?”

			“Or anyone. He took the muon reactor with him, so we haven’t had third-band communications since he left.”

			“Or general power,” added Gellick.

			“Why’d he take the reactor?”

			“We have several theories.”

			“Go on.”

			“We couldn’t call for help, couldn’t report that we’d been abandoned,” said Ed.

			“Or,” said An’Areeza, “he was thinking ahead and took it so Calouw wouldn’t get it.”

			“Who’s Calouw?”

			“Anthor Calouw,” said An’Areeza.

			The name was familiar. Something he’d heard before. Not in core. No. He recalled mud and cold coffee. A conversation at a colony rest stop. Local lore. Raznak? Yes, Raznak.

			“Anthor Calouw?” Qays asked. “The Butcher of Raznak?”

			“The same.”

			“I thought he was dead.”

			“He was sentenced into the Oubliette,” said An’Areeza. “That’s the supermax prison in the sea.”

			“There’s nobody at the Oubliette,” said Qays. “There’s not even an Oubliette at the Oubliette. It was a ruin. I saw it flying over.”

			“We know. They escaped, and the Butcher is on his way here.”

			“With friends,” added Gellick.

			“If he had a muon reactor,” said An’Areeza, “the Butcher could use it to summon a way off the planet. Without it, the Empire is safe.”

			“I like your patriotic enthusiasm,” said Qays, “but a muon reactor is a very valuable piece of technology. I think you were looted.”

			Here was the fear he’d seen. He’d assumed it was worry over the warship he’d arrived in – worry that he was a press gang refilling fodder, or more likely, an extortion party come to demand stiff tribute of grain or treasure – typical colonial ‘taxation’ at the hands of the military. But what frightened these people was different, more immediate and, if the stories were true, exponentially more terrifying.

			As more people climbed to the top of the mesa, several guards peeled off and ushered them to an area a little distance away. Basic crowd control perfectly executed. What else would one expect from prison guards?

			“I’m sorry. I’m not here about Calouw or your garrison’s desertion,” said Qays. “I’m on a personal errand.”

			“In a Mutakan warship?”

			“Looks like.”

			“This isn’t a tourist destination,” said Benjamin. “Do you have papers? If you don’t, just being here is a felony. This is a prison.”

			“I know where I am.”

			“Do you have papers?”

			“Do you have anyone official to show them to?”

			“Us.”

			“You’re prisoners,” he said. “That doesn’t count.”

			“It does here.”

			“Not to me. I am a citizen of the Empire.” The phrasing was formal, the declaration clear; he was of a protected class. Everyone in humanity was ostensibly a member of the Empire, but citizens were rare. Citizens could expect certain treatment, and woe to anyone who denied them that. Woe also to anyone claiming citizenship who didn’t have it. It was an honor, inherited or earned. Such declarations didn’t always work; sometimes it had the opposite effect, especially far from the core, which Fresh Start surely was. But here he smelled the familiar scents of bureaucracy and he waited for their reaction.

			“It’s a felony,” mumbled Benjamin half under his breath. “But that’s your business, I guess.”

			There came then the sound of gunfire. Three, four, five pops. The crowd surged from the holding area and moved toward the ship. Walking turned to trotting, turned to running, as they came on. He saw weapons, clubs and axes, a couple of the gas guns the missing guards possessed.

			On they came.

			“What do we do?” said An’Areeza.

			“You’re the custodians,” said Qays. “Custode.”

			An’Areeza turned and ran, losing his jolly hat as he made a beeline for the nearest hut. Benjamin wavered, then followed his leader, nearly tripping over his stupid pointy shoes. Ed took a step back, wavered, considered, gave up. He offered Qays an apologetic glance before joining the others.

			One of the guards ordered the near continent of onlookers to step back. They did. Qays lost sight of the girl when most of them followed An’Areeza and fled for cover, not wanting any part of the bloody riot erupting around them.

			The armed men remained but shuffled their feet and cast glances between themselves.

			“Who’s in command here?” Qays asked the men.

			“They were,” said one of them, pointing to the tails of fleeing custodians.

			“Who among you?”

			“That’ll be me,” said the man.

			“What are you?”

			“Sub-custodian Flynn, Commander of the Last Fall City Guard.”

			“Do you know what’s happening?”

			“I’d guess there’s a mob trying to get off-world.”

			“They want my ship?”

			“I’d say so.”

			The mob was flowing onto the mesa like a rising tide. Tens, scores, hundreds now of panicked civilians rushing for the gleaming ship behind Qays.

			“Take us off!” they cried.

			“Help us!”

			“Save us!”

			“I have money off-world,” said one. “Take my family and you’ll be rich.”

			Those appeals were the exception. The mass as a whole favored wordless shrieks and blood-chilling screams, ancient human sounds of war, as effective today as they were at the beginning of time. Several guards lost their nerve and ran.

			Hundreds came on.

			His ship could hold maybe a dozen in quarters, two score in the bay, but he wasn’t going anywhere. Besides, he might be able to push his citizenship for a visit to Fresh Start, but if he took a single soul off this rock, he’d be indentured for life if not exiled here himself. There’d be no appeal.

			The desperation in them was clear from a hundred meters off, people driven mad with terror, screaming, stumbling, fighting already, bloody heads, cut arms and melees. Long pent-up fear now let loose as an escape was offered. His ship could fly, could take them off this harsh and punishing. world, which was now, with Calouw coming, also truly damned.

			Qays turned to Flynn and in a voice that carried sure command, he said. “Sub-custodian, line up your men. Single firing line. One meter spacing. Take a knee.”

			“Shouldn’t we just get out of here?”

			Qays responded to the question with a glare.

			“Guards of Last Fall! You heard the man,” he yelled. “Form a line. Take a knee. Assume firing position. Await commands.”

			The men followed orders and the line was made. But still the crowd came.

			He’d hoped the military line would dissuade them, but the formation had not worked, had not slowed the rush.

			The guards had gas rifles. Six shots. A hundred years old. Hard sights, so only as accurate as the man. Deadly if used right. Archaic but serviceable.

			Qays reached into his satchel and removed his service pistol, a Puterine plasma gun. He adjusted the field and stepped in front of the kneeling men.

			The city guards didn’t have enough ammunition to kill everyone, but Qays did. Three or four pulls of his trigger on wide beam ablation would fry the flesh off the entire mob in waves of atomic heat. The thought of it made his breath catch in remembered horror and he almost lost his feet.

			The screams of the mob brought him back.

			He set his gun to focused armor piercing. He’d kill no one this day. Or ever again.

			The mob was fifty meters and coming. Forty. Thirty. Qays sensed the guards losing their nerve. Shuffling for a retreat. Flynn stood by, steely-eyed and prepared. He liked Flynn.

			Twenty meters.

			Fifteen.

			Qays fired and blew a three-meter-wide hole into the syncrete under their feet. A plume of dust and debris erupted like a geyser, carried airborne by a deafening boom that felled the front ranks.

			The crowd held up, stumbled. Tumbled over each other. Stopped.

			Qays put his gun back into his satchel and stepped forward. The first three ranks were prone, many were bleeding. Nothing serious. Ear damage, cuts. The back ones pushed in close and gawked.

			He waited for the smoke to clear, for the echo to die, for the ringing in their ears to subside.

			“Blessed be to you all,” Qays said to the stunned people.

			“And to you,” came the return from a few. The religion of the Empire was everywhere.

			“Go home,” said Qays. “This is not a way off-world.”

			And to make his point, Qays reached back into his satchel. There were gasps and cringing as they waited to see the gun again, but he retrieved only a small oval puck the size and shape of an excellent skipping stone.

			He pressed his thumb to it and in response it lit up in blue and orange streaks, and a single flashing yellow light. A low hum. Qays drew the sigils upon the input, activated the command, and put the device back into his bag. Then he calmly turned to watch his ship, The Lady of Jont, SBLC5-134, retract her boarding ramp, ignite her gravity drive, and lazily lift off the mesa. It drifted silently upward, like a rising cloud, slowly spinning in languorous corkscrews until, after what seemed like a very long time, it was lost to sight in the tawny orange sky.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“This was the warden’s residence,” said An’Areeza. He’d calmed down but still moved like a skittish rat, trying to process a monk with a gun. Benjamin was jittery and didn’t make eye contact with anything hosting a pulse. Gellick had been the first to recover himself, the first of the city fathers to exit the beacon shack where they’d been hiding during the excitement. By then Flynn and the city guards had dispersed the crowds and the mesa was again silent. Qays had offered to give them a sermon on politeness, but surprisingly no one had stayed to hear it.

			He’d locked the chit down with a genetic code and nonchalantly put it in his bag. Only he’d be able to summon the ship back with it. The custodians had then led him down into their lair.

			“And you haven’t had a warden for two years?” said Qays, noting the lack of furniture in the building.

			“Longer than that,” said An’Areeza. “The last real governor warden has been gone for five years. Then a captain and then Jeru.”

			“The governor left in the night,” explained Gellick. “Took his family, as much treasure as he could find, and left. The captain was as surprised as the rest of us to find him gone. A little later though, he ransacked all the defenses, took the reactors and weapons and shipped them off-world before disappearing himself one night.”

			“Sounds like you have a crime problem.” Qays grinned at his witty remark.

			“Because we’re criminals?”

			“Yeah.”

			Benjamin spoke then. “It was the governor warden that took all the obvious valuables.”

			“Actually,” said Gellick, “the crime rate has decreased.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“Because that’s what we do,” said Benjamin. “We track stuff like that.”

			“Brother Mendoza,” said An’Areeza. “The imperial presence was thin. The work was always done by colonists. When they left, the machines of government went on just fine.”

			“Better than fine,” said Gellick.

			“How’s that?”

			“Honestly?”

			“No, lie to me. It’ll give me something to meditate on during my evening vespers.”

			“Really?” said An’Areeza.

			“No.”

			Gellick smiled. “You’re an odd one.”

			“Explain ‘better than fine’.”

			“Easy,” said Gellick. “The governor was corrupt.”

			“All of the imperials,” corrected Benjamin.

			“With their graft removed from the equation, there was – gasp – enough to feed, clothe and shelter everyone. Crime plummeted.”

			“At least it did in our district,” said An’Areeza, not without pride. “We’ve heard mixed reports from other regions.”

			They passed through empty passages with sun-scarred walls suggesting where paintings had once hung. Harsh orange light beat through draped windows. Qays shifted a curtain for a better view and was rewarded with a cloud of cloying dust.

			“The governor took all the cleaning people with him when he left, did he?” offered Qays.

			“This is a tomb,” said Gellick. “We’re taking the long way around to show you it.”

			Qays wondered why they were showing him these long corridors and vast pillaged rooms decaying under years of accumulated neglect. He suspected it had to do with imperial corruption and their new better government. They were making a point and lobbying for his approval for some reason.

			“And I’m the first person to visit since Jeru left?”

			“Yes,” said Benjamin.

			“We were told to expect landings of new prisoners,” said Gellick. “But they didn’t come. We assumed they either went to the Oubliette, which has a port, or they just turned around when they got here seeing no one was watching the store.”

			Qays hadn’t seen a port at the Oubliette, but there might have been one there once.

			“The core thinks you’re still operational.”

			“Aren’t we? We’re a prison colony. What’s changed?”

			“Without a beta level reactor, or defenses, you wouldn’t rate as an operational outpost.”

			“But our function was warehousing human beings,” said Gellick. “Mission statement intact.”

			“Point taken.”

			“We’re a colony, not a prison,” said An’Areeza.

			“A penal colony is a prison.”

			“We don’t see it that way. Many of us believe, particularly the newer generations, that Fresh Start is just that, a new beginning. To be honest, Brother Mendoza, we don’t miss the Empire here.”

			“But you want them back.”

			“Only because they left a time bomb in the Oubliette and now it’s going off,” said Benjamin.

			“Otherwise, the Empire can go spin itself,” said Gellick.

			“Looked like a lot of people were eager to leave, even with the penalty of getting caught. Was that because of Calouw?”

			“I’m sure it was.”

			“Not because it’s a prison? Get real.”

			“We’re not the core,” said Benjamin, “but it’s a good planet. Lots of potential.”

			“Yeah,” said Gellick. “Okay, there are those who pine for the luxuries of core civilization, but that same civilization will enslave anyone caught leaving this rock. Everyone knows that. Five generations is a long time, and escape from here is one of the few remaining death sentences in the Empire.”

			Qays didn’t know about that. The Senate had abolished the death penalty decades ago. It was why Wallen was here. The only reason. There might be small print somewhere, perhaps written into the charter of Fresh Start, that overruled it. Local governments were sometimes given such flexibility. In regular legal sentencing of the imperial courts, the worst punishments were impressment if possible, exile, then permanent confinement in exile to places like the Oubliette. No capital punishment. On the fringes, however, in the nominally independent colonies, the rules could be different – brutal, barbaric, and bloody – and polite society need not notice.

			They descended a wide staircase lit by flaming braziers billowing greasy smoke.

			“Our work is done on the bottom floor,” explained An’Areeza. “It was the original office of the governor. There are a few administrative buildings also within the rings, but we don’t need them. We’ve cut down the paperwork quite a bit.”

			“There’s not a lot of paper,” said Benjamin. “Period.”

			“Am I supposed to read something into that?” asked Qays, sensing he was.

			“When Jeru left, there was a bit of a party,” explained Gellick.

			“All records were destroyed,” said Benjamin.

			Qays stopped at a big double door at the bottom of the stairs while Benjamin worked the bolts.

			“How could that help anyone here?” asked Qays. “Didn’t that erase all credit for time served?”

			“It gave us a real Fresh Start,” said Gellick.

			Qays was going to mention that there were surely records stored in backups somewhere, maybe in orbit and mirrored in some core archive, but he let it go.

			“It was a declaration of independence,” said Benjamin.

			“And everyone was good with this?” asked Qays.

			“Not at all.”

			Gellick said, “Coincidentally, land ownership claims and mortgage records also went up in flames. Debt records and contracts of servitude, ready lists for impressment. You know, those papers that made slaves of the convicts.”

			The double doors opened to a blast of sensory overload. A hundred people talking in a wall-less, sunlit office space filled with desks, a long counter, and full waiting room. The air smelled of people, dust, and lavender-scented air freshener, all mixed by slowly rotating fans on the high ceiling. After the thick, oily air, uncertain light, and quiet of the stairway, this was a great relief.

			The din slackened and stuttered as the gawking crowd found the custodians and the monk in his bright teal robe. Qays tipped his head and made a sign of blessing, the oval of benediction, to the masses. Several people smiled at this, but most just stared as they passed into a big office and shut the door.

			The office was huge and walls that weren’t letting light in were covered in murals of mankind’s discovery of the planet and its conquest. An’Areeza sat behind a desk that was obviously not meant for the room, which yearned for a hectare of slab to match its vast and intimidating space.

			Benjamin took a seat to the right of An’Areeza, Qays a pink chair in front of the desk, Gellick its mate on the other side.

			An’Areeza unbuttoned his velvet coat and took off his silly hat, which fell to the floor and was cursed for its treason before stopping at Gellick’s feet. He wiped a handkerchief across his damp forehead and regarded Qays with the confident eyes of remembered authority. “If you’re not here to help us, why are you here, Brother Mendoza?” he asked.

			“I told you. It’s personal.”

			“Not good enough. You make no sense whatsoever. A Glathan monk with an atomic gun?”

			“That’s not an accurate description,” he said.

			“You’re not an armed representative of the Church of Harmony, arrived in a fighter plane?”

			“No, that’s right,” said Qays. “The gun isn’t atomic. It’s categorized as a ‘personal plasma energy weapon’. It leaves no lingering radiation. That’s the difference. The Empire doesn’t like radiation. Its bombs and guns are clean. So, you know, if you want to be technical…”

			An’Areeza stared daggers at him.

			“That non-atomic gun is still a felony here,” said Benjamin.

			“I’m just collecting felonies, aren’t I?” said Qays. “Need any smuggling done? Some counterfeiting?”

			“Brother Mendoza, please explain yourself,” said An’Areeza.

			“I’m here on a personal errand.”

			“What makes you think that line is working?” asked Gellick. “You’ve used it three times, do you see any change in our attitudes?”

			Qays liked Gellick. He gave him an appreciative smirk and was not surprised to see it not returned. Instead, Gellick and the others studied him. In the light of the sun-drenched office, close up, they could study his robes, see the patterns woven into them. Qays’s nose showed a classical heritage which went against the promises of the teal clothing. If they knew the Glathans they’d wonder at his age. Again a mismatch. He wore his thirty-one standard years well but it was old for an acolyte. More likely a Brother, Elder or even a Father if he’d been advanced quickly. But such titles were not the provenance of his people. His hair, curly and full, brown but apt to lighten in sunshine, was part of his aristocratic heritage which did not tend to embrace poverty. His eyes, dark brown to the point of black, were harder to fathom. He often looked to be surprised, eyes dilated to saucers, when in fact, he just stared out from behind dark, depthless pupils.

			“My name is Qays Mendoza. I am an acolyte of the Church of Harmony, but as you can probably surmise, I have not finished my training.”

			“Where’s your family from?” asked Gellick.

			“The core.”

			“Wait,” said An’Areeza. “Are you any relation to Senator Mendoza?”

			So they weren’t so far removed from civilization, after all. “Yes. He’s my grandfather.”

			They stared at him with fresh confusion.

			Gellick was the first to speak. “Brother Qays,” he said, switching to the informal first name. “Balance for us the gun and your robes. Glathan is a faith of peace.”

			Glathans were members of the Church of Harmony, the only officially sanctioned faith in the Empire. It held no gods, promised no afterlife, but posited a list of tight moral rules that had led the Empire to expand across a hundred light-years in relative peace, or so it was claimed. It was a sower of tolerance, a molder of enlightened thought, and its core belief was the utter sanctity of life. It was because of the Glathans that the death penalty was no more, because of the Glathans that splinter colonies were allowed to exist, because of the Glathans that Wallen had been condemned to Fresh Start.

			“Yeah,” he said. “I wasn’t always a monk.”

			“What were you before?”

			“Something else,” he said.

			“Your evasion is getting on our nerves,” said An’Areeza. “We’d like a straight answer to something, if you don’t mind, Brother Citizen Mendoza.”

			“I’m looking for a prisoner. I need to see her.”

			“Who?”

			“Elaine Wallen. Former captain of the Laurel.”

			The name hung in the air like shame.

			After a long moment, Gellick asked, “Are you here to kill her?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Seven Years Earlier

			Aboard the MSS Frigate Laurel, designated Fifth Rate, Battle Ready and Active

			112 guns, offset payload, Man-of-War

			Commanded by Captain Elaine DeFortane Wallen, LSE

			397 officers, crew and marines

			Main Mission: Peacekeeping along the Tezzerat frontier

			Current Mission: Fifteen Year Welfare check on colony planet Seqatl-4, ‘Haskana’

			Master of Marines on Board: Lieutenant Qays Xixin Mendoza

			* * *

			“By tradition the captain’s stateroom is at the back of the ship, with a window looking over the wake that stretches always from wherever they are to home,” said Captain Wallen, gesturing out her window. “That wake is a direct line, a reminder – a connection near and invisible – to a promised return.”

			“We join the outer worlds to the capital,” said Lieutenant Qays, expounding on the sentiment. “The wild marches to the human core of civilization. It is a true and noble calling, wouldn’t you say, Emissary?”

			“The sentiment is nice,” said the diplomat diplomatically.

			Qays had heard the story before. Captain Wallen loved to tell it; it was a mantra for her, a truth that justified her role, gave her sustenance crossing infinite distances with impossible technology to land in desolate places, all in total darkness or blinding light. So far from home. The Hasker emissary was not the type to be impressed by such naval poetry. He was uncomfortable and unfriendly. A dour combination.

			Seqatl-4 was designated as ‘dangerous’ on official charts and the Laurel’s welcome was uncertain. The Haskers were an enigmatic people who clashed with the Empire on every significant cultural value. Hostility was expected. This dinner was meant to test the waters before sending people down.

			They had arrived two days before, after a hundred thirty-six days in the Hjiminark, that extra-dimensional layer of reality where twenty-four light-years could be crossed in endurable days. The Laurel was a fast ship, one of the fastest with a five Days for Year drive. They’d averaged about five and two thirds on this leg, not as fast as it could go, but for the duration, a record for the frigate. Still, they’d arrived late.

			“We expected you five years ago,” said Emissary Swan. “We thought you’d be by every fifteen years to see how we were getting on.”

			“Did you miss us?” said the captain over her cocktail. Swan was of course, not drinking alcohol. Qays was, along with the senior officers, partaking of the captain’s excellent Lenearian rum.

			“No, not at all,” said Swan, “but knowing you were due at any time was…stressful.”

			“Well, we’re here now. Let’s catch up.”

			With a nod, the captain ordered the start of dinner. A cloud of white-gloved yeomen brought soup bowls in from the kitchen and placed them carefully on the ancient oak table.

			Outside the thick window, dark sky slowly rolled to show new stars when the ship maneuvered for optimum viewing in the near gravity of the planet. The ship from the surface that had brought the emissary came into view where it waited in the lee. They’d been quick to appear, only six hours from arrival message to representative on board. The Laurel had expected resistance, a long drawn-out debate about the Empire’s right to be here, but Haskana had answered immediately and sent the emissary before the frigate’s engines were cold.

			The ship he’d arrived in was surprisingly modern, a ten-thousand-ton cargo shuttle that spoke highly of the planet’s prosperity. Hasker timber was prized in the sector and made for a solid export.

			Swan was in awe of the Laurel. And spoke of little else while they’d mingled waiting for dinner, asking for weapons load, range, and how long it could be in space without stopping anywhere: eight years with rationing. It was a state-of-the-art warship, only four years out of the dock and already with more light-years on its engine than the twenty-year-old ship it replaced. Full gravity drive with bleed-over that provided full weight on all decks at all times, something Swan’s shuttle did not have and which had caused him some distress in the journey. He’d had to shower and have his robes cleaned before dinner. He was not looking forward to the return trip to the planet, but resolutely refused travel aboard the ship’s barge which the captain planned to take down the next day. It was a matter of honor somehow.

			There were nine diners in all, eight primary officers, plus their important guest from the planet. Commander Perdrix, second in command, was on the bridge, happily forgoing dinner with the emissary to keep the ship vigilant around this planet. Everyone was decked out in their dress uniforms, whites for the navy and blues for Qays, Master of Marines on board. Emissary Swan wore a simple, unadorned tan robe cinched around the waist with a length of frayed rope tied in a complicated knot. The cloth was natural, undyed, and to Qays looked rough, if not abrasive. Swan was bald, not just on his head, but everywhere, as was the male Hasker way. He had no eyebrows or eyelashes. It was unnerving to look into a face without the foliage.

			Following the captain’s lead, they took their seats. Qays smiled to see the creamy bisque, one of his favorites. He drew deep the smells of ocean, of lobster and crab, and the glorious rough-cracked milled pepper which was nearly as valuable as coffee to his happiness. The navy had the best food. Marine fare was famous for being just south of petrified cardboard. There’d been no shortage of volunteers to fill out the Laurel’s compliment of marines, even with a green lieutenant to lead them.

			“Is this shellfish?” asked Swan.

			“Yes,” said the captain.

			“It’s unclean.” The phrase sounded straight from a hellfire pulpit, full of judgment and disgust. The table fell into silence. Wallen held her spoon to her lips, her bowl already half finished.

			Qays spoke first. “Seems fine to me,” he said. “My favorite. A gift of the sea. Fitting for the navy.”

			Swan looked around the table, saw the stares of the others and remembered where he was. “I mean, we Haskers do not eat shellfish.”

			“I must apologize, Emissary. I thought I was up on your customs. I know the taboos against tree nuts and eggs, but I didn’t know seafood was out. I’ll have something else brought to you. Salad? Rice?”

			“Either would be fine.”

			“The main course is bison steak. Will that work for you?” asked the captain.

			“Sounds excellent.”

			Swan’s plate was whisked away and a green salad was put before him. Real greens from the ship’s hydroponic bay. Qays, loving his bisque, still felt his mouth water at seeing the greens.

			“It is a new rule,” said Swan, not enjoying his salad half as much as he should. “Maybe seven years.”

			“Our information is out of date. I’ll make a note.”

			“What’s the logic?” asked Qays.

			“Word of God,” explained Swan.

			“Oh?” Qays put enough curiosity and incredulity in his voice to avoid silencing the table again.

			“However, there is a rumor,” said Swan, “that God mentioned the new rule only after the Hierophant had a bad crab.”

			The table erupted in laughter, all except Swan, whose scandalized expression showed it was not meant as a joke. The table quieted and Swan went on. “God was warning the people through the Hierophant that the food was unclean. You shouldn’t eat it either, but I understand that the Empire’s ways are not ours.”

			“I think we’d have a riot if the emperor banned an entire food just because he had a bad shrimp.” It was the quartermaster, Jyp, who spoke. He was the second most important person on the ship, as far as the ship went, first when it came to food. Qays smiled, liking how the old skyman dared to say what they were all thinking. Qays waited for Captain Wallen to chide him for the remark, she playing diplomat that day, but only a request to pass the pepper came from her; he liked his captain the more.

			In the two years he’d served with Captain Wallen, they’d grown close. It had been a plum assignment for him right out of Rikkest and officer training, a result no doubt of his family’s influence, but also for his excellent marks. He’d been bred to excel, fueled by ambition and all the opportunities of his class. He was the grandson of a senator, cousin, a few times removed, of the emperor himself – not that Niktin the Fourth would recognize him to say hello. Niktin the Third had been at his christening though. Since the retirement of the old gentleman, Senator Mendoza, his family had had an inevitable decline. Qays was the hope for their new ascension.

			Wallen saw past that. She was famous for running a no-nonsense ship. She’d suffer no prima donnas under her command, no upstart career chargers that Qays was supposed to be. Her welcome lecture was not just for show. You performed on her ship or you found yourself in a slow tug heading back to the core. There was a list of young officers she’d demoted to deletion, but Qays was not one of them.

			Born into privilege, Qays was half-ashamed of his family and succeeded to spite them. He felt he had to earn the honors he inherited. He was not unaware that that was exactly what his family hoped he’d do, the reason they’d put him into the hardest schools, allowed him to forego a cushy parliamentary internship for a military commission with the famously disciplined Captain Wallen, but he’d done it all for himself. His path had followed a certain trajectory, one that his family hoped for, leading eventually back into the Senate or beyond, but he always knew that if something better came along, he’d go that way. Not because it was easier or harder or even different, but because it would be better for him. He sought – as he later learned the Glathans would say – experiences and challenges that would ‘actuate’ him. To people who watched, he was an up-and-comer, a young, vibrant symbol of everything the Empire could be. He was handsome, hardworking, and moral – an embodiment of the tolerant strength the Empire sought to portray. And so he was on his best behavior.

			“The people on the planet won’t welcome you,” Emissary Swan said. “They are very suspicious of the Empire.”

			“The Empire that gave them the planet they’re living on? That Empire?” asked Jyp. Qays liked Jyp.

			“God gave us Haskana,” said Swan with certainty.

			“How unwelcome will we be?” asked Qays. “Asking on behalf of a platoon of ridiculously well-armed stormtroopers I know.”

			“We won’t resist. I’m just relating the mood.”

			“We’ll land with a small group,” said Wallen. “We’ll look around, talk to a few people. Get a feel for the place. Most of our work can be done from orbit. We’ll not get in the way, but our visit, and my report is required by law.”

			“What law is that, Captain?” Qays asked.

			“The edict that established Haskana.”

			“The treaty,” said Swan. “Between sovereigns.”

			“Sovereigns?” asked Jyp.

			“What do you know about us?” asked the emissary.

			The question seemed earnest and directed to the captain, who signaled to Qays.

			“Master of Marines,” she said. “What do we know?”

			“I know just what I read in the mission briefing,” said Qays. “The Haskers are a religious sect claiming ancestry back to the beginning of the species, though the current form can only be traced back a hundred years. About thirty years ago they engaged in a terrorist campaign to take over several settled worlds of the Empire.”

			“‘Terrorist’ is an ugly word,” said Swan.

			“That it is,” said Jyp bluntly. “Truly ugly.”

			“I’m sorry, Emissary,” said Qays, catching Wallen’s glare at Jyp. “A point of perspective. The Hasker insurgency led eventually to the Empire offering Seqatl-4 to the Haskers in exchange for peace. They changed the name to Haskana, and non-Haskers were evacuated. Meanwhile, the faithful—” he could see Swan approved of that word, “—were allowed to migrate there. The Empire even supplied ships for a few years. The planet is now considered a self-governing protectorate under the Empire. Since then, we’ve had twenty years of peace between our peoples.”

			The last detail was not entirely accurate. Haskers were still a nuisance. Though the vast majority of them were on Haskana, a few holdouts on other planets had made life difficult. Their very strict orthodox moral codes and anachronistic hierarchies made them troublesome neighbors. A misspoken word or an imagined slight could turn deadly as the honor of their God and His servants had to be defended at all costs. The fact that they still had a God said everything that needed to be said about them: they were uncivilized if not outright barbaric. Luckily, they were a tiny minority of the Empire, and mostly safely sequestered on Haskana.

			“We’re a theocracy,” said Swan. “Do you know what that means?”

			“Ruled by clergy,” said Qays.

			“Ruled by God.” He said it with flat authority; arrogance returned.

			In the ensuing pause, Swan seemed to realize he’d been rude. “At least they say so,” he said, his certainty gone, replaced with a wistfulness. He stared out the high window into space. There, a million million lights flickered and spoke of those things that stars have forever whispered to the seeker. There too, rising in the lower right quadrant of the bay, was a slice of the planet below them, Haskana, a weave of green forests and black peaks cut by wind and murky rivers. A dark world as worlds went in the Empire, no cities great enough to shine by day, outsourced even by their dim sun. Qays could swear he saw a shadow lift from Swan’s countenance, leaving only a saddened man in the chair.

			Waiters swept the bowls away, the smell of roast beef wafting in on their wakes.

			“Captain,” said Swan, “may I trouble your people for a bowl of that bisque, after all?”

			“Of course,” she said.

			The main course was delayed. A bowl of steaming soup was brought to the emissary.

			Diplomat that she was, Captain Wallen ordered another round of drinks and shared a story from her time aboard the cutter Prometheus when she was fresh in the service. A third lieutenant. It was a good story, one that they hadn’t heard, full of danger and humor, a story non-sailors could understand and appreciate, casting an underdog crew against a band of drunk pirates.

			“True story?” asked Swan behind a delighted smile.

			“Every word,” said Wallen. “Even the bit about them forgetting to re-pressurize their decks. How they managed to fly a ship baffles me still. Their attack turned into our rescue operation. We had not a marine among us, Lieutenant Mendoza. Just twenty-six green sailors, pistols and piss. We captured eighty-three pirates and secured seventy thousand tons of grain. Captain Simons retired on his prize money. He lives on Dante now. Clips coupons. Grows mushrooms. Has a cat called Ralph. Never married.”

			“To Captain Simons!” Jyp raised a glass.

			“To Captain Simons!” joined all and drank.

			“What happened to the pirates?” asked Swan.

			“Tried and convicted to service. One of them is aboard the Laurel.”

			“Who?” asked Qays.

			“Otiscan, E-3,” she said. “He’s sobered up. Doing well. Last report had him as ‘leading skyman’.”

			“What does that mean?” asked Swan.

			“Means he’s top of his rank,” said Jyp. “‘Ordinary’, ‘Able-bodied’, and ‘Leading’ are the divisions for the enlisted class.”

			“Why are they called skymen?”

			“Can’t call them seamen,” said Jyp, “and spaceman sounds dumb. Starman sounds alien. Skyman is the term.”

			“Didn’t I read in your brief that you served in the Empire?” asked Qays.

			“I was a clerk on Riven,” said Swan. “My father went in the early wave. He was one of the insurgents. My mother took me away. Disavowed the church. My father sent agents to find me. I…migrated to Haskana twelve years ago.”

			“I thought that you were the Empire’s representative on world,” said Wallen.

			“No. There are no imperial agents here. None. I was chosen to meet you because, well, I was a clerk before. An official. They figured I’d know the forms.”

			“How old are you, son?” asked Jyp.

			“I’m thirty-four standard.”

			“Are you saying your father kidnapped you when you were nineteen and dragged you out here?”

			“Seventeen. It was a long trip. Months in the hold of a freighter. Who knew rats could get that big?”

			“I’ve seen a few beauts!” said Wallen, laughing.

			“Bilge cattle,” said Jyp. “In a pinch, they can be tasty.”

			“We have a taboo against eating rats,” said Swan.

			“We all do,” said Wallen. “Quartermaster Jyp is teasing you.”

			“No, I’m not. If it’s that or long pig—”

			“Please. We are eating.”

			“Long pig?” asked Swan.

			“Not dinner conversation,” said Qays.

			The main meal arrived and was eaten with glee as tales were shared around the table of any subject from sweethearts, to raising corn, to pirate raids in the Hjiminark.

			Dessert was peach pie and ice cream. The captain’s favorite. Qays was actually getting sick of it after so long and nearly turned it down.

			Swan relished it as he’d relished everything since returning the salad.

			“I’d forgotten how good…” he mumbled.

			“You don’t have peaches on Haskana?” said Wallen. “I can spare a few boxes. I’ll send them down with you.”

			“We’d have to talk to the elders, make sure they’re not…disallowed.”

			“Peaches?”

			“Poison of decadence.”

			“Poison?” exclaimed Jyp, rum sharpening his voice. “Sir, we would not poison anyone. How dare you suggest— If we wanted you dead
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