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This novella is a prequel to the events of Embargo on Hope, the first of the Star Marked series. If you’ve read Embargo, I hope you enjoy seeing the slums, Iveleen, and embargo from Pavlar’s perspective. If not, I’ve tried to give you enough background to enjoy the story and jump right into Embargo, where you can learn the fates of Pavlar, Darynn, the world of Vastire, and many others.

 

I feel so blessed to have a wife who encourages me to spend the hours it takes to put together a trilogy and allow me to keep on writing. It also couldn’t have happened without my mom and dad, brother, grandmother, and friends.

 

Thanks to you, the reader, for giving the story a shot. I genuinely hope you enjoy it.
“We will not let this destroy us. We will not let the Planetary Alliance’s tyranny, their supposed moral high ground, dismantle our society with their embargo. Be encouraged! This is a test from the Iveleen Themselves, and the only way to pass is together.

We will endure. We once lived without the P.A., even without spaceships, and we will do so again. They are jealous! Jealous of our beautiful planet, our bountiful riches. They have sullied their planets with their industrial revolutions and deforestation, but ours remains pristine.

We will endure. And when we do, our so-called allies will overflow with embarrassment, they will beg at our feet! They will miss us more than we miss them.

We will endure.”

 

-From King Istar’s speech in response to the Planetary Alliance embargo
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“Sure you wanna go down there, Pavlar?” Darynn asked as we stared over the ledge of the roof into the gangs’ den.

“No, not really,” I replied.

Of all the bad places in Hargonla, and I’d seen most of them, this was the worst. Drop me in the Nama-Da Sector with the skulls and living-dead things before shoving me into the Maltan Plaza.

Barely-covered women stumbled across the plaza, eyes darting fearfully, as they searched for work. Scarred men and women growled at each other across gambling tables in the middle of the dimly-lit square. Guns and jagged blades peeked from their pockets, some flecked with dried blood. Smoke laced through the lights of oil lamps that hung from broken posts. In every shadowy alley and corner small groups whispered and passed misshapen satchels.

Pointing at a square brick building across the plaza, I asked, “See that building over there?” Darynn nodded. “That’s where the food is. Mountains of it.”

“How do you know this again?” he asked as he brushed his loose, dark hair out of his eyes.

“Remember Feeder?” He shook his head. “Skinny, pale kid, blonde hair, almost white eyes?”

“Still no.”

I rolled my eyes. Doesn’t fight him, doesn’t remember him. “Well anyway, I got his mom help from the doc, real bad slash on her thigh. Feeder said his dad picked up some Starseed and caught a peek inside that building. Said the Maltans were hoarding food.” I didn't realize how thin that sounded until I said it.

Not that Darynn cared. “So I'll jump down there and distract ‘em, then you sneak in there and snatch as much as you can.” His mint-green eyes gleamed fiercely as he gazed into the den.

Naturally, his first impulse was to start a brawl. I sighed. “No, not worth it. Follow me.”

We stepped over to the closest roof, but the next one required a jump. A long jump. It wasn’t a long fall, only one story, but the noise would draw all of them to us. Darynn had gotten us out of a few scrapes with his sword, but the odds weren’t good here.

Darynn didn’t even pause as he leapt to the next roof. His foot caught on the edge and he stumbled forward, but kept his feet. If he only barely made it... No doubt he was more athletic than me, especially since he still had some muscle left from his old life.

“You can make it. I’ll catch you!” Darynn said, holding his hands out over the ledge.

Okay...go through the list. Desperately need food: Old Lady Crabb, new Danil baby, Orphan House, neighbor Mrs. Pyka. Firsten kids. Less desperate: Me and Darynn, the fruit seller with the dead tree, Captain Madra. Meds and bandages for the doctor.

Tightening the straps on my backpack, I shuffled backward to the opposite side of the roof. One foot in front of another. Faster. Stop stop stop stop!

No. My arms flailed as my body flew across the gap.

I didn’t make it.

Just as I started to fall, Darynn’s hands slipped under my armpits. My fingers caught the rough, gritty edge of the roof. Blood leaked from my fingertips.

“Told you I’d catch you,” Darynn said as he pulled me up.

Huffing, I said, “My hero.”

He twisted his mouth and blew an exaggerated breath. “Let’s go.”

The rest of the gaps were small, except one that we bridged with a long board. A quick check of the plaza grounds proved we were still ghosts.

But strangely, all activity had stopped. All anxious eyes turned to the lanky man surveying the Plaza with his arms crossed. A black triangular mask hid most of his face. Over his eyes were two glossy red circles, as reflective as mirrors. A gun perched on his shoulder projected red crosshairs on whoever he looked at.

Boss Red. The Maltan leader.

“So what now?” Darynn asked, tapping his foot. I always liked it when our missions were easy, boring, and successful. He didn’t.

“You know who that is, right?” I asked, incredulously.

“Yeah, Boss Red, so? This is his gang, you know. Doesn’t change anything.”

I let out a deep breath and pointed at a rusted grate. “Air vent. It’s big enough for me to shimmy through.”

He narrowed one eye at me. “You scouted ahead, in the Maltan Plaza, without me?”

“Obviously. It’s not so scary in Windoon’s light. If I’d brought you, you’d have wanted to go right then. I wanted to wait until they were strung out and drunk.”

Crossing his arms, he said, “Fine.”

I dropped the tattered backpack off my back and pulled out a rope. The rope was already tied to the straps. “I’ll go down, fill up the pack, and then you pull it up. Empty it, send it back down. As many times as we can before they notice.” I knotted the rope around a thick, unused smokestack near the grate.

He took off his own backpack, which was in worse shape than mine. We’d had to tape the bottom back together. “How do we get it all home?”

“Carry as much as we can and come back. I don’t think they’ll look for their missing food on the roof.”

He frowned. “Yeah but the rats will. Whatever, let’s do this.”

At first, the grate refused to budge. After we’d tugged in it from every direction, Darynn finally gave up and pulled out his fancy sword, a Plasma Edge. A trigger on the handle sheathed the blade in cobalt blue plasma. Three quick slices cut the grate easily.

Too easily.

It crashed in the storeroom. Metal rang on the hard floor.

We waited and watched. I knew this was a bad idea!

A Maltan guard, big, ugly, and hairy, clumped into view, an oil lantern in hand. He looked left and right, but not up. And not down.

I had to cover my mouth to hold in a gasp when the light illuminated all of the food.

Every shelf overflowed with bread and oats and nuts and even some fresh, colorful fruits. When was the last time I saw this much food? Ever? My mouth watered at the thought of biting into fresh bread. Not even the tiniest bits of mold to pick off.

The guard turned and darkness hid the bounty again.

“Man, did you see that? How did they get all of it?” Darynn asked, eyes wide.

“Doesn’t matter for now.” Although, it’s a great question for later. “In I go.” Iveleen protect me. I slipped my feet through the narrow hole, then my waist got stuck, but only for a moment. I’d greased up my hips and shoulders earlier with some stolen lamp oil. My shoulders also caught, but with enough shimmying and twisting, I fell through with my hands still gripping the rusty edges of the hole. I kicked my dangling feet around until I got a solid enough stance on top of a shelf. “Help me out here!”

I took his hands and he helped lower me through the hole, at least as far as he could reach through it. He let go.

The shelf rattled and swayed.

I leaned forward and backward and side-to-side. Please don’t fall please don’t fall.

The shelf steadied, so I quickly dropped to the floor and used my hands to straighten it out. Down on my knees, I peered through a rack toward the front door. And waited.

The open front door let in some of the scarce light from outside. Otherwise, the room was dark, cold, and a little damp. But none of that mattered: it smelled like a bakery, a real one, not like the one we used to have in Hargonla. My stomach rumbled, way too loudly.

Eat some now. You might not get the chance later.

Just one piece.

I broke off a handful of bread. It melted in my mouth with each bite, its toasted flavor exploding onto my tongue.

“Mhmm,” I said, then I covered my mouth.

“Get it together Pavlar!” whispered Darynn from above.

He’s right, he’s right. I cleared a low shelf, filling the pack to the brim. “Okay go.”

He hoisted it up while I started gathering the next load. I heard a muffled commotion on the roof that had to be him dumping it out, but it sure seemed like it was a while before the backpack floated back into the chamber. Another hasty fill, and back up the backpack went.

Don’t think it don’t think it.

It was going all too easily. Our missions never went this well.

I loaded up one more backpack full and sent it up. Darynn kept taking too long to empty it. How long could it possibly take to turn it over?

As Darynn lowered it, the front door squeaked and a heavy footfall followed. Desperately I yanked on the backpack, hoping to bring it down, but it was tied too well up there.

Nether hell!

Ripping my knife out of my boot, I cut the rope and snatched the backpack. I rolled into the deepest, darkest corner and whispered a prayer to the Iveleen.

The light from the lantern bobbed and swayed. “Boss wanted the good stuff, eh?”

Squinting, I saw two men: the ugly guard and a slender fellow wearing what was almost a nice, black suit. At least it didn’t have any holes in the pants and the shoes moderately shined in the light.

My eyes trailed up...and saw the rope still dangling there. Pull it up Darynn, pull it up!

The light passed by my aisle and wobbled on its way to the back. One head turned my way. The rope snaked up through the ceiling. I held one hand tight over my chest, hoping to muffle the thump of my heart. Even with the cold stone floor, sweat dripped off my head.

They passed by again and the front door closed completely, leaving no light except what snuck through the grate above.

I jumped up to my feet and started to fill the backpack again. Darynn let down the cord, but now it was up so high I didn’t have any slack to tie it with. I could still grab it and climb up, but then I’d be leaving all of this food behind.

All of those families... The Danils had a new baby, only two and a half weeks old. The Firstens’ father just died and their mother was struggling to scrap together meals. Old Lady Crabb would starve without a decent meal and she had no one. And so, so many others.

I finished filling the backpack. “Can you catch it, Darynn?”

“Of course,” he said. Always cocky. Thought he could do everything.

“Okay. One...two...three.” With both hands, I tossed up the bag. A decent throw, and Darynn managed to snag it by one of the straps.

“Here, go ahead and fill mine,” he said, dropping the patchwork backpack to the floor. I went ahead and filled it up, but...so many patches. There’s no way it was going to make it back. I set it on the floor until Darynn dropped mine. This isn’t so bad.

Carelessly, I filled my pack again, and prepared to heave it back up. It seemed a little heavier in my hands this time. Too many cans, maybe? Up in the air it went.

Crash!

The bottom of the backpack fell out, spilling cans and food everywhere. They banged on the shelves, banged on the floor, even banged on the broken rusty grate.

Light flew into the room. A can rolled into the big, ugly guard’s foot. “Now what the nether hell do you think you’re doin
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