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Chapter 1

When the indicator showed less than two percent oxygen remained in his life support pack, Roman Wells started to panic. Dusk had fallen, and the sky above resembled a twilit cerulean haze. It had been over four hours since his separation from the tour group, and now the possibility of dying in this unbreathable, muck-filled hell had become all too real. Why oh why did he have to skimp and take the cheapest charter available?

He started running along the edges of the creek in a vain hope to find someone who could help, his waterproofed boots making mulched, sucking sounds as he continually had to pull them out of the mud. The fading crimson sun was now dipping below the horizon, and Wetworld’s nocturnal predators always came out when darkness fell. Gliese 581 was a red dwarf star, located twenty light years from Earth, and he was on its fourth planet. Roman had arrived barely a month ago after vagabonding his way from Alpha Centauri, intent on visiting every known world humanity had settled in, only now it seemed he had reached the end of it all.

The automated voice coming from his ear piece was cold and unemotional. The E-suit he wore had a simple AI for the life support pack strapped on his back. “Warning, oxygen reserves at one percent. Please replenish this tank at the nearest station.”

Roman started to cry as he bent down and placed his hands on his knees. “Goddamn it!”



The moment he set foot on this planet a series of unfortunate events had began to occur. The money transfer link that was supposed to arrive did not, and he was forced to take low rent accommodations at the seedier districts near the spaceport. When he was finally able to get into contact with the bank, he was told the funds in his account were inadequate. It took another few weeks of frantic negotiations and finally a plea over at the Martian embassy to get things moving again. The next courier contained a message from his parents saying they would be arranging a proper funds transfer to bring him home, but since the next scheduled message carrier wouldn’t be arriving until the following month, then it only meant he was stuck in Wetworld- with minimal funds- for the time being. With not much else to do, Roman decided to take a tour of the nearby swamplands, but since he had very little money he bought a ticket with one of the unlicensed charter operators.

It was supposed to be a three hour tour. There were about fifty of them, mostly gallivants like himself, and a few locals out for some fun. The afternoon started off on a pretty mundane note as they were herded into an old rickety hovercraft built to accommodate half their number. A few of the couples who sat beside him joked they would have to wear their helmets during the whole tour because the life support system in the sealed passenger cabin was making such god-awful noises and everyone thought it would explode. Everyone knew it was a bargain basement operation with minimal safety systems, so they tended to make jokes to alleviate their worries.

When Roman looked out of the porthole, he could see a world dominated by narrow waterways and swamps. The official name for the planet was New Bali, but everybody called it Wetworld. With a surface gravity nearly nine-tenths of Earth’s and having a slightly thicker atmospheric pressure, the planet could have easily been considered a twin of humanity’s birthplace. Wetworld’s flora and fauna looked remarkably similar as well. Most of the planet’s surface was covered by gargantuan plants and trees. A few mountain ranges poked out from the dense greenery, while much of the shallow surface waters were choked with floral growth. He had been to Louisiana, and seeing the marshlands of this alien world reminded him very much of it.

Once past the seeming resemblance to Earth’s wetlands however, there were major differences. The atmosphere was a thick mass of mostly carbon dioxide and methane, completely incompatible with human cardiovascular systems. Every settlement on the planet was fully enclosed within its own life support, and anyone venturing outside had to wear self-contained breathing equipment or they would otherwise die of asphyxiation. Since there were only trace amounts of oxygen in the atmosphere, there was no possibility of starting any fires either. Wetworld had no axial tilt, which meant there were no seasonal variations. While sitting near the window of the hovercraft, Roman overheard two locals who jokingly said Wetworld only had two seasons: wet and rainy.

When humans first arrived on the planet, they realized it was already inhabited by a sentient, indigenous species. At first glance, the c’thlooq seemed to resemble man-sized frogs, but their boomerang shaped heads, manipulative front limbs and complex language clearly marked them as intelligent. These amphibians had a primitive, tribal society, spending most of their lives hunting and harvesting the prey animals they fed on. The first human settlers were wary at first, but soon realized the c’thlooq tended to mind their own business, and largely ignored the colonists when the first settlements were put in place near the base of the mountain ranges. Since the c’thlooq preferred to stay in the low wetlands, there was no immediate competition for living space and the human colonies had expanded quickly.

More than one hundred and fifty years had passed since the first landings, and now Wetworld had a stable, fully independent human colony, able to export methane and medicinal products made from plant materiel throughout human space. Roman felt like he was born just at the right time; there were plenty of worlds to explore, and the tourist market was booming. All he needed to do was to find the perfect planet to settle in, and who knows, perhaps he would be leading a new generation of gallivants as a tour operator himself.



After the hovercraft had deposited them in an area surrounded by forests, they quickly put on their helmets and life support packs to walk around and explore on their own. Roman marveled at the plant life. Trees with column-like trunks resembling fish scales towered over him, their Y-shaped branches jutting out from their tops. Another tree species had drooping branches, with leaves looking like ferns from Earth’s Carboniferous period. Small plants jutting out from the water seemed to resemble narrow, greenish trumpets. Although he was advised to use oxygenators as a life support device when he was briefed at the spaceport, this particular tour operator only had cheap oxygen tanks to give out to their patrons. Roman figured with four hour’s worth of oxygen, it would give him plenty of time to poke around before he had to return to the assembly area for the hovercraft to pick them back up.

Even though he could barely hear the tour guide’s voice on his old com-link, Roman was too engrossed in exploring the world around him to notice he had steadily gotten past the range of the radio communications gear in his helmet. After hearing a splashing sound to his left, Roman turned and saw a native c’thlooq at a nearby riverbank. The creature seemed to look so much like the frogs and geckos he had seen at Earth’s zoos, yet at the same time there was just something alien about it. When the native gave him a short glance before resuming its swim along the waterway, Roman quickly followed as he held up his smartcom device to record a video for his parents back home.

In a matter of minutes, Roman soon realized he was lost, so he turned around and walked along the edge of the waterway to get back. No sooner had he returned to the clearing when he saw the rapidly diminishing rear deck of the hovercraft making its way back to the main tributary. Using his helmet he turned on the volume to maximum and shouted at the top of his lungs for them to come back, but the vessel continued on until it was out of sight. Seemingly out of com-link range, Roman jumped up and down, throwing his hands up in the air, but it was apparent they had left without him.

After cursing at no one in particular, Roman vented his rage at the tour company as he recorded it on his smartcom before stowing the multipurpose device back in his belt. Since there was an orbital communications system over the planet, he could have called for help, but his phone application was a pre-paid subscription, and he was out of credits. Roman tried it anyway, thinking they would exempt him for emergency calls, only to have an automated voice tell him the phone account had been canceled due to delinquency of payments. Roman finally lost it and threw the smartcom at a rock and cracked its crystal housing. Realizing just how stupid he was, Roman ran over to it, picked it up and activated the device again, hoping it still worked. Tapping the front part of the smartcom nervously with his gloved fingers, it was apparent he had damaged it severely and it was now broken. Stowing the inoperative device back into his belt, Roman glumly sat by the clearing for half an hour before deciding to look for the native he had been observing earlier, to try and persuade it to help him out.

“Warning. Oxygen reserves now depleted,” the automated voice said. “Please proceed immediately to any recharging station or to the nearest airlock.”

Roman’s mouth was trembling. He was starting to hyperventilate as the air in the inside of his helmet constricted around his throat. He began cursing at random while flailing his arms wildly as he continued to run in a haphazard direction, zigzagging his way along the edges of the swamp.

Just as the visor of his helmet began to cloud up, he noticed two of the native c’thlooq squatting beside a large tree, seemingly oblivious to him. The pair were facing each other and seemed to be croaking in some strange language. The native to the right of the tree had purple skin and was slightly bigger than the other, while the second one had olive and green coloring and there was some sort of beaded necklace around its neck.

They were at the other side of the riverbank. Roman ran into the shallow waterway and struggled for a bit as he made it to the other side, just a few meters from the two natives. He held his arms up and waved at them. “Hey, you two! Help me, I’m running out of air!”

The two indigenes didn’t seem to notice him at all and continued on with whatever it was they were doing. The bigger c’thlooq was waving its front limbs at the smaller one, making some sort of gesture Roman couldn’t understand.

Roman was now on his knees. His legs had buckled and he could barely crawl. “You goddamned froggers, help me!”

The pair continued their croaking while one pointed up, seemingly at the tree line above them.

Roman screamed for one last time before the darkness began to tunnel his vision. Panicking, he disengaged the neck seal around his helmet and threw it off, hoping for some sort of miracle to happen. He breathed in a lungful of alien air before rolling his eyes and finally passing out, his lungs unable to process the thick methane and carbon dioxide. Roman’s chest heaved for a couple of seconds and his body finally stopped twitching.

Only after the dual moons were already high above the night sky did the two c’thlooq stop speaking to each other. The smaller one turned and hopped away into the forest. The bigger one skipped over to the dead body and silently looked down at it. After a short while, it pushed the corpse into the water before it turned around and made its way to the adjoining estuary.


Chapter 2

When Sophie Singh opened her eyes, she was instantly blinded by the light. She cried out and closed them again.

A shadow loomed over her. “Sorry about that, how are you feeling?”

Sophie gingerly opened her eyes once more, giving her cornea enough time to adjust. There was another woman with long dark hair floating from the back of her head looking at her. Sophie blinked a few more times as her eyes slowly adjusted to the intense light. It felt like she had just woken up from a very long sleep. “I feel okay. A little thirsty and a little hungry, maybe.”

The woman in front of her wore a white skintight jumpsuit while drifting in microgravity. “That’s okay. You’ll get some food after we’ve finished running a few tests. I’m almost done.”

Sophie looked around. The room was a narrow cylinder, and she was strapped along its sides. Used intravenous needles dangling off clear plastic catheters were still floating around her. Parts of her arm and the skin above her right breast were sore. Her brain instantly told her she was in microgravity. “How long was I out for?”

“About six months, give or take,” the woman said as she continued to look at the readouts on an indicator panel beside Sophie. “My name is Dr. Lowell, by the way.”

Sophie nodded. “Okay, Dr. Lowell. Are we there yet?”

Dr. Lowell nodded. “Yes we are. We’ll be heading to low orbit in about twelve hour’s time.”

There were seven other identical alcoves beside hers, and they were all empty, so it meant she was the last in the pod to be revived. “Did all the others make it through okay?”

Dr. Lowell gave her a smile. “They did indeed. You may disengage your restraints now and join them in the observation deck.”

Sophie smiled back as she started taking off the straps around her torso. Just before the journey from Earth to New Bali had begun, she -along with the others- were placed in this particular cylinder and put in an artificially induced hypothermia sleep lasting for months. Intravenous catheters fed her sleeping body the needed nutrients while the entire chamber was spun at high speed, creating a sort of artificial gravity by the use of centrifugal force in order to maintain bone and muscle mass. Now that she had been revived, the room was back to weightlessness once again.

Dr. Lowell placed her hand on Sophie’s shoulder as she flashed a penlight at her eyes. She had been monitoring the patient’s vital signs both before and during the wake-up procedure. All her tests were satisfactory. “Feeling any space adaptation syndrome?”

Sophie grinned and shook her head. “Nope. Can I go now?”

“Okay.”

Sophie floated out of the cylinder, pushed her way through a hatch, and proceeded into a long corridor. Sleeping in torpor always made her feel weird, but it was simply the best way to conserve supplies and retain people’s sanity during the long voyages between star systems. She had heard stories of people dreaming strange things while traveling across space, but she hardly believed it. Sophie had spoken to anesthesiologists involved in the program, and they told her the chances of dreaming while under the effects of being in torpor was almost zero. The cryosleep system had been developed over hundreds of years, and despite a five percent failure rate, it was still the proven way for long voyages. Nevertheless, every time a news report came in about someone waking up while in the middle of an interstellar voyage always fascinated her, and she would gobble up the latest articles like a hungry bear munching on a honeycombed beehive.

After putting on her own mechanical counterpressure suit at the locker room, she made her way over to the observation deck, where more than several hundred people were enjoying liquid nutrient shakes as they waited for the starship to get into the planet’s orbit. Taking a squeezable pack from a nearby food dispenser, Sophie launched herself from the doorway towards a vacant space beside one of the ship’s numerous observation windows. Her trajectory was good, though she nearly collided with another passenger who had suddenly unstrapped himself from a tether and tried to push off towards the food dispensaries. Sophie was able to see the grey-haired man at the last minute as she grabbed hold of a support column and altered her course to avoid him. Within a minute she had made it to the unoccupied niche.

Just as she was strapping herself down so she wouldn’t float away, another much younger man who floated by a window just above her looked down and smiled. “Hello. How was your cryosleep?”

Sophie smiled back at him. She had seen him before during pre-launch back on Earth at the assembly area near the shuttle launch pads. “Hello there. I slept well, thanks. Have you been to New Bali before?”

The man had dark curly hair and light brown skin. He grinned and shook his head. “I’m sorry, no. This is my first time away from Earth. What about you? Is this your first time to this world?”

Sophie shook her head as well. “Nope, I was actually born down there. I’m coming home.”

The young man nodded as he turned to look back at the planet looming before them. New Bali resembled a blue green sphere from the sealed porthole. “Are you planning to stay home for good?”

Sophie giggled. “That’s what my grandmother wants. As far as what I want, we’ll see.”

The man laughed a little as he extended his tether, floated down closer to her and held out his hand. “I’m Brother Moises Borbon.”

She held out her own arm and shook his hand. “Sophie Singh.”

Moises was intrigued. “Singh? I’ve heard of the name before. Aren’t you the ones who own the Bali Trading Company?”

Sophie laughed. “No, BTC is a conglomeration. But I have to admit my family does own a large stake in it.”

“I see,” Moises said. “Did you come back to take over your family’s holdings?”

“Sort of,” Sophie said. “At least, that’s what my grandmother wants.”

“Well, it’s good to know you,” Moises said, winking at her. “If I ever get into trouble I know who to talk to so I could get bailed out.”

Sophie smiled. “I’m not part of the company yet. What about you? Seems you’re a priest I take it?”

He nodded. “Not quite yet, I’m a consecrated layman from the Society of Jesus.”

“Oh, a Jesuit,” Sophie said. “Have you come over to convert the colonists?”

“Actually, I was assigned to New Bali to see if we could get the natives to embrace the faith,” Moises said softly.

Sophie nodded slowly. She had seen priests in New Bali before, but the natives never took to their religion. “Well, good luck with that.”

Moises gave her a quizzical look. “What do you mean?”

Sophie shrugged. “Well, it’s just you’re not the first missionary who’s gone over here and tried to convert the natives.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Moises said. “We already have a Jesuit mission in Virac for more than fifty years, but this will be the first time we’ll be going out into the wilds and attempt to bring the word of God to the natives.”

Sophie remained skeptical but she did her best to stay polite. “So it’s a big project then?”

Moises chuckled. “Not too big since the Vatican only sent me. Nevertheless, it will be a multi-pronged approach. I took several courses in the native language of the c’thlooq, so hopefully there won’t be too many problems when it comes to communicating with them.”

“I know a little of their language myself,” Sophie said. “It was a requirement in school. You have to remember the natives aren’t all one tribe, but a hodgepodge of many different ones. Each has their own unique accent and dialect.”

Moises exhaled slowly. “Looks like I got my work cut out for me. I’ve always liked a challenge though.”

Sophie unclamped the straw of the liquid shake she was holding and took a few sips. The milky beverage tasted like bananas with a hint of vanilla. Her own beliefs bordered on agnosticism, and she was simply too busy to think about the meaning of it all. “Well I like your positive attitude, so I’m sure you’ll do a good job.”

“Thanks,” Moises said. “What about you? Could I ask what you believe in?”

“I haven’t really thought about it to be honest,” Sophie said. “I was just so busy with my studies at the university and trying not to flunk and so I didn’t think about anything else.”

Moises winked at her. “Busy with relationships?”

“I did have a boyfriend for a few years, but we kinda drifted apart,” Sophie said. “And the fact my grandmother was always nosy as to who I was supposed to marry and all.”

“I understand. Life does get complicated.”

“It sure does,” Sophie said. “And you? How did you become a Jesuit?”

“I was born into it,” Moises said. “My parents were hardcore Catholics and they raised their children that way. It’s in my blood.”

“So no doubts about it whatsoever?”

“My faith has been tested many times,” Moises said. “And every instance my belief in the Lord just gets stronger. When I first got into the seminary there was an opening for a special program to train brothers for this project. I graduated with the highest honors and recommendations. God gave me a special purpose to go to New Bali. I know this, from the bottom of my heart. It all came to me in a dream when I was just a kid.”

“God came to you in a dream or something?”

“It’s funny you should say that,” Moises said. “But I really did dream about him. I must have been around eight years old. I dreamed I was standing by the banks of a swamp, and Jesus Christ walked up to me.”

Sophie’s eyebrows perked up. This guy was really a fanatic. Might as well be nice and play along. “Did he say anything to you?”

“Not at first,” Moises said. “Then he smiled and he changed before my eyes.”

“What do you mean he changed?”

“I know this sounds crazy, but he literally changed his shape,” Moises said. “His body turned into a c’thlooq. Then he started saying things to me.”

“So what did he say?”

“He said, ‘come and meet my people.’ That dream happened long ago, but I never forgot it. When it happened I knew then it would be my destiny to succeed were so many other men of God have failed,” Moises said.

“Well if I had a dream like that maybe I would have the same faith as you’ve got,” Sophie said.

Moises could tell she remained unconvinced. “You don’t think it’ll work, do you?”

“Look, I don’t really know what to think,” Sophie said. “It’s been, like seven years since I’ve been back. Who knows, it might just work so I wish you the best of luck.”

“Deep in my heart I know it will work,” Moises said. “These natives believe in gods, I’m sure.”

“I don’t know,” Sophie said. “I read some article on the net that said they did, and there were other papers saying they don’t.”

“Any being that thinks for itself has to believe in something,” Moises said. “Throughout all of human history, every single branch of our species has a belief in gods at one time or another. I’m sure the natives believe in a god or a bunch of them. All I have to do is to make them realize the gods they believe in is just one god and it’s Jesus.”

“But these natives aren’t humans though.”

“They may look differently from us, but the teachings of the Church state all thinking beings have souls,” Moises said. “I just have to find the spark that would galvanize them.”

“Okay,” Sophie said. “But what about the belief on God creating man in his own image, how would that hold true for the natives?”

“Our Pope has said the Lord is supreme, so it means He could take many forms,” Moises said. “I feel the natives are very much like us, a sort of distant cousin separated by time and space.”

“Well it’s an improvement over the previous missionary expeditions I read about,” Sophie said. “The ones who ran a mission when I was a kid insisted the natives be taught Jesus was a man.”

“I read about them,” Moises said. “I think they were a Baptist ministry. Even some of the bishops and cardinals in the Catholic Church still believe in that too. But our holiness the Pope, ever since he was ordained, has made some changes, and I think they’re the right kind of changes.”

“Well giving the natives credit is the way to go,” Sophie said. “If we’re going to stay on for the next century, we have to work with them as equals, not as master and servant.”

Moises was confused. “Has there been any trouble?”

“No, not really. There’s been an occasional flare up, but it happens everywhere,” Sophie said. “The Bureau of Native Affairs hasn’t reported anything much ever since they set it up.”

Moises could tell she was somewhat sympathetic to the natives. Young college graduates like her tended to be on a progressive spectrum when it came to socio-politics. He agreed with her on that subject. “Will you fight for more native rights when you take over BTC?”

Sophie let out a big laugh. “Puh-lease! You make it sound like I’m about to become CEO of one of the largest corporations in known space. I’ve got to tell you I haven’t had as much as an offer to work for the company, because I still need to talk to my grandmother about it. And knowing her, she’ll probably start me off as a janitor first.”

“Well, you seem to believe in me so I believe in you,” Moises said as he raised his liquid shake pack in a mock toast. “I have a feeling we’re both destined to do something big in New Bali.”



The Van Vogt docked with the refueling station at the low orbit point several hours later. Sophie and Moises sat side by side as they strapped themselves into the crash couches of the orbital shuttlecraft, continuing their small talk just before making planetfall. Along with passengers and cargo, the starship also carried huge amounts of electronic data and was promptly transferred to the satellite network of New Bali. The distances were so great between the various colonies, and the only way of getting news and updated information from everywhere else was when the ships would arrive in system to upload them into the colony data servers.

Moises waved goodbye to Sophie as he walked out of the arrivals transfer tunnel at the spaceport. Sophie had wished him good luck as she strode through the walkway, on her way to the baggage claim area. The moment she walked out of the passageway, she was greeted by the sights and smells of a world she had somewhat forgotten, yet remained dear in her heart. Sophie stood by the side of the entrance for a few minutes, trying to take it all in.

A tall blond woman with smooth, ceramic-like skin came up from behind and bumped Sophie’s elbow as she passed her by, nearly knocking her down. Sophie was able to hold onto the sides of the tunnel to stay upright. The other woman didn’t even apologize, instead she continued to walk away from Sophie as if nothing had happened. Sophie stared at her with barely suppressed rage as the blond walked up to a short, wrinkled old woman and promptly gave her a hug, followed by a long, luscious kiss on the lips. The couple took each other’s arms and soon disappeared into the crowd. Sophie shook her head and proceeded to the terminal exit after taking her bag from the carousel.

As she made it out of passport control and into the main terminal building, a short old man with a silver goatee waved at her from the crowd by the exit. “Miss Sophie, over here!”

Sophie turned and smiled before walking up to him. “Paul, how’s it going?”

Paul Heng had served the family for decades. Even though he was past retirement age, Paul nevertheless continued to act as an all-around gopher. It had been years since they had last seen each other, but he was still as cheerful as ever. He quickly fell in beside her and gracefully took the handle on the bag stroller she was dragging. “Everything is going well, your grandmother has prepared a reception for your arrival. We need to hurry, for we don’t want the guests to wait!”

Sophie followed his lead as they both quickened their strides. “Of course, we mustn’t upset the establishment.”

Paul glanced at her, seemingly oblivious to her offhand remark. He could trace his lineage to one of the world’s original colonists, just like Sophie’s family. “It’s been a long time, Miss Sophie. How was Earth? How are your mom and dad?”

“Earth is Earth, and mom and dad are the same,” Sophie said. “Mom does send you her regards, and there’s a gift for you in my bag.”

Paul chuckled as they walked along a massive hallway lined with a number of duty-free shops. “Oh, thank you! Your honorable grandmother has fixed things up a bit since the last time you were here. Remember your parent’s quarters? She had it completely remodeled. Three units- and it’s all yours!”

Sophie was tempted to roll her eyes, but restrained herself. Her parents had hated living in the same compound as her grandmother, and it was one of the reasons why they’d ultimately resettled on Earth. Sophie had initially resisted, seeing her friends were begging her to stay so she continued her studies until high school graduation. Her parents had at first insisted she go with them right away, but her grandmother took her side and that was that. In the end, Sophie did reunite with her parents on Earth. Now her own life was at a crossroads, and she needed to know what her grandmother had in store for her.

Paul guided her out of the terminal exit and into the parking lot. Virac City was the colonial capital, and it was comprised of a series of sealed geodesic domes connected via tunnels. After placing her bags in the trunk of the car, Paul opened the rear passenger door for her, but Sophie insisted she ride alongside with him in the front seat. The vehicle was airtight, as per safety precautions, so in the unlikely event of a catastrophic rupture of the dome above them, it would still be able to transport them safely to their destination. In fact every building in the city itself was supposed to be airtight, but there were many places in the less prosperous red districts that never bothered with the safety regulations.

Sophie sat silently in the front passenger seat as the car made its way towards the exit tunnel towards the Cathay district, where the homes of the rich and influential were situated at. The names of streets in the city had a high degree of oriental influence, because the first settlers of the planet were mostly Filipinos, Malay, and Chinese, before their pioneering numbers were gradually absorbed into the succeeding waves of immigrants coming from all over Earth and Mars. The sealed, geodesic domes above her were continuously maintained, and she had gotten used to the almost fatalistic notion an earthquake or similar catastrophe would cause the deaths of an awful lot of people. Visitors to the planet would marvel at the local apathy in the face of potential danger, but everyone knew there was no sense in worrying about it every day of their lives. “If it happens, then it happens,” was a common saying among locals when asked about the dangers of living in a world with a toxic atmosphere.

Even with the driver’s chair extended all the way up, Paul could barely see above the steering wheel. Although the car had an autodrive capability, he believed it was better to go manual, for he considered his driving skills to be superior to the vehicle’s simple AI. “So, how many worlds have you been to now, Miss Sophie?”

Sophie smiled as she looked out the window by her side. It’s good to be back. She wished Paul would engage the autodrive, since he was driving so slow, and it was obvious the car’s AI would have gotten them back to the house by now. “I don’t know… I lost count.”

“Lost count? You must have been to many, many planets to have lost count like that,” Paul said. There wasn’t much traffic since the access tunnel to Cathay was reserved for exclusive vehicles only.

Sophie shrugged. “Well let’s see. I’ve been to here, then Earth. I visited Mars, Titan, Venus, Alpha Centauri. I guess that’s it.”

“Six? Wow, you visited five more than me,” Paul said.

Sophie smirked. “You don’t want to visit humanity’s homeworld?”

The old man shook his head. “No thanks. This planet is my homeworld. I am the sixth of my generation to be born here. There is no need to live anywhere else for me. I shall die here too.”

“Okay. How’s your son?”

“Fernando? He is well,” Paul said. “He was recently promoted as shift supervisor in the factory, and he got married three years ago. I now have a granddaughter!”

Sophie smiled. Fernando was Paul’s adopted son. “That’s wonderful news, Paul. I’m so happy for you.”

Paul glanced at her while making the turn onto the ramp. Cathay district was built along the hilly base of a mountain, and the roads were winding. Transplanted terrestrial trees and shrubs grew in front of the high walls of the mansions, a testament to the wealth of the planet’s elite class. “What about you, Miss Sophie? I heard you were dating a Martian? Any plans to marry him?”

Sophie gave him a shocked look. How did he know about that? She had never even told her parents about her boyfriend from Mars. After a long pause, she quickly recovered her wits. “Sorry, Paul. I hate to disappoint you but your information is out of date. I broke up with him two years ago. I’ve been single ever since, though I’ve had a few dates.”

“Ah too bad,” Paul said. “Martin was good looking. Blond and blue-eyed, but kind of skinny if you ask me. But then again, all Martians are like that because of the low gravity, I heard.”

Sophie’s nails dug into the imitation leather armrest. He knew her boyfriend’s name and what he looked like! How did he get such accurate information about her social life when he was light-years away? Then she understood. It had to be because of her grandmother. Only she had that kind of power and influence. It was clear the head of the family was keeping a close watch on her all these years. “I guess there’s no point in telling you anything since you already know all about me.”

The car slowed down as the gate in front of them opened to a driveway. The Singh mansion towered above, for it was constructed at the highest point in the entire district. The plot for her ancestral home had been carefully chosen, and the estate towered above the other residences in the area, signifying it was this very family who was above everyone else. Paul eased the car past through the gate and drove towards the canopied entryway. “Your grandmother cares for you very much,” he said softly. “That is why she has been keeping an eye on you.”

Even though the vehicle had stopped, Sophie didn’t open the door. She just stared at her grandmother’s manservant. “Paul, tell me the truth. Why is she so interested in me?”

The old man returned her stare with a smile. “You are the future of this house. I was but a young man when your grandmother took over as head of the family, and now I can see her plans for you will be very similar. All I ask is you trust in her judgment.”


Chapter 3

Detective Austin “Oz” Hannant frowned when the present day image of his son came up on his holographic monitor. The forensics suite on his computer included a facial aging program enabling its users to apply it to missing children with the hope they would be able to find them years later after their appearance had changed. The only kicker was Austin’s son wasn’t really missing. The kid was with his ex-wife back on Earth.

He leaned forward on the high-backed chair and deleted the resulting image. There was no sense in trying to imagine what the boy looked like since he would never see him again, so it was best to just forget it. But no matter how hard he tried, he just couldn’t. When he wasn’t on a case, Austin would spend all day checking out the latest updates on the social networking sites coming from Earth just to find a glimpse of his son, but after eleven years of trying, he realized she must have gotten their names changed. There were other means in finding out about his ex-wife and son’s new identities, but he wasn’t prepared to go that far.

Austin had been a police detective back on Earth, and a pretty good one until his wife filed for divorce. When the court gave her exclusive custody over his son, Austin’s world fell apart. Frequent outbursts against his ex-wide didn’t help, and she filed a restraining order against him. He pleaded with the judge, for he knew it was a fact she was turning Noah against him, but they just wouldn’t listen. His spiral of depression finally went rock bottom when he was fired for excessive use of force. In the end, he left Earth to get away from it all. Austin needed a new start, and he ended up working for the New Bali Colonial Constabulary.

The NBCC was a paramilitary force, and the official law enforcement arm of the planet. When the original colonists first began to settle in Wetworld, the police apparatus were primarily composed of security officers from the New Bali Trading Company, but the Joint Colonial Council was eventually forced to create an impartial gendarmerie corps in order to conform within the laws of the League of Colonized Worlds. In the end, the Constabulary functioned as both a military component with jurisdiction in civil law enforcement. People nicknamed them the cons.

His com-link began to beep and Austin activated the receiver in the ear-piece he wore. “Detective Hannant’s desk.”

A low, raspy voice was on the other line. “Oz, is that you?”

Austin sighed. He knew who it was. “I just said so, didn’t I?”

The voice belonged to Zoltan Szabo, a sleazy ne’er do well in the Red District. “You said it was your desk, you didn’t say it was you.”

“You know my voice, Zol. What do you want?”

There was a pained sigh on the other line. “One of my workers found a debit card and she hacked into it for a few hundred dollars, but now I think it sent out an alert on the financial system and it messed up my merchant account, could you help me out?”

Austin grimaced. “I’m in homicide, not fraud. Go ask somebody else you frogger bugger.”

Zoltan’s voice was almost pleading. “Oz, come on man. Remember when I helped you out on that last case? We’re friends, remember?”

He was right. Zoltan was a low-level informant, and pretty reliable compared to the other losers he knew, which wasn’t saying much. “Okay, Zol, you’ll owe me big time for this. What do you need me to do?”

“Could you have a word with someone at BTC Finance? I just need my merchant account reinstated and the red flag taken away.”

Austin rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you just call their customer service hotline or something?”

“I did,” he said. “But then all of a sudden they transferred me to their security department, and this tough sounding mother said I needed to report to their office or else they’d come and get me!”

“Oh for crying out loud,” Austin said as he punched up Zoltan’s name on his computer. A red flag instantly showed up on his entry, indicating BTC Security had orders to arrest him on sight. “Well, it looks like you’re in a bit of a pickle, Zol. It says here you’ve got a level two alert. It means CorpSec is out to get you. And knowing them, they will.”

“That’s what I’m saying, Oz! You’ve got to help me! Please!”

“It’s not my business,” Austin said. “I’m hanging up now.”

“No, please! I’ll make it worth your while, I promise.”

“Remember the Surban murder case? I asked for your help, but you lied to me about that suspect,” Austin said. “Why in the hell would I do anything for you now?”

“I’ll give you everything I know about it, just come meet me, okay?”

Austin looked up at the clock at the far wall of the room. He didn’t have any pending cases at the moment, and the Surban case was being handled by another pair of detectives. If he helped to solve it for them Austin knew they would owe him too. “Where are you?”

“Remember the usual place? I’m sort of like in my third hideout.”

“Okay, sit tight,” Austin said. “I’ll be there soon.”

“Thanks, Oz. Bye for now.” The line went dead.

Austin stretched his back before standing up and putting on his jacket. He was in his early forties, but still in somewhat good shape. Zoltan had an apartment under a false name in the Docks District, and he would need to take the car over there.

Just as he made his way towards the exit, a swarthy young man wearing a well-pressed suit ran up to him. “Are we going out on a call?”

Austin pursed his lips. The younger guy was his partner, Omar Kelly. He had hoped he would have done this by himself and be back before the end of his shift but Omar surprised him. “Just seeing one of my contacts, you don’t have to go with me on this. You can just sit on your desk until we get a call.”

Omar had just been recently promoted to detective and he was eager for some action. “I can go with you. I got nothing better to do.”

Austin looked at him closely. They had started working together just under a month ago. He still wasn’t sure about trusting him, but he figured this was as good a test as any. “This is more of a private thing, so not a word to the others, okay?”

Omar held his palms up. “Hey, we’re partners. You can trust me.”


Since the younger man had plenty of energy, Austin let him drive the car. Their unmarked police vehicle weaved its way around the moderate traffic before entering the tunnel leading towards the Docks District. Virac City’s ports were dependent on receiving shipments from the other settlements on the planet, and the docks were always busy day and night. Most of the traffic along the roads consisted of cargo trucks.

Omar held a tight grip on the steering well. “It’s good to be out and about.”

Austin looked out the window from the front passenger seat. “Omar, I need to ask you. Why did you join up with the Constabulary anyway?”

“I want to solve cases and all that,” Omar said. “It’s my dream.”

“I mean look at you,” Austin said. “You’re young and all. Why did you choose the cons? You could have easily gotten work with BTC Security. Their pay and equipment is a whole lot better than ours.”

Omar kept his eyes peeled in front of him. “Because the cons are the proper authorities of this planet. I don’t want to work for no private corporation.”

Austin chuckled. The kid was so naïve. “Now I can see why you ended up working for the cons- you’re just stupid.”

Omar gave him a confused glance. “Say what?”

“Listen kid,” Austin said. “BTC owns this whole planet. Did you ever wonder why is it every time we get a red flag on a case we’re working on, we end up washing our hands off of it? It’s because once it becomes a BTC issue, we have to stay out of their way.”

“But the charter laws state that—”

Austin waved his hand to interrupt him. “Screw the charter laws. I’m talking about reality here. You know when this planet was first settled, everyone was a BTC employee. Even nowadays, the majority of people work for BTC- they finance all the major manufacturing, mining, and transportation industries here.”

“So why did they create the Constabulary then?”

“That was just to please the do-gooders back on Earth, to make them think we have a democracy that abides by their laws and all that crap,” Austin said. “But if you look underneath, it’s BTC who runs everything.”

“They don’t run us, though. Only the council and the governor has jurisdiction over us.”

“Open your eyes, Omar,” Austin said. “Most of the councilors and even the damned governor got elected because they used to work for BTC. We’re just second rate. If you really wanted to get ahead in life you should have applied to work for CorpSec.”

“I don’t like ’em,” Omar said softly.

Austin was somewhat surprised. He was learning more and more about his new partner every day. “Oh? What don’t you like about them?”

Omar frowned as he continued to stare straight ahead. “When I was a kid living in the Kiribati District, my dad was playing a poker game with a bunch of BTC security guys. I must have been around six or seven years old back then. My dad beat them fair and square, but one of those BTC freaks called him a cheat. My dad tried to fight but they beat him up so bad, he was in a coma for a few months before he died.”

Austin looked away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“You know what the worst part was?”

“No, what?”

Omar shook his head slightly. “They were just playing for kicks. No bets. No cash. They beat up and killed my dad over nothing.”

“Jesus.”

“BTC gave my mom a settlement,” Omar said. “But she had to struggle to get me and my sisters a proper education. She died before I graduated from high school and my older sister took me in. That’s when I realized I needed to join the cons, so I could arrest as many BTC guys as I could and throw ’em all in jail.”

“Thanks for telling me, Omar,” Austin said. “But you need to be careful. BTC takes care of their own, and they got deep pockets.”

“Don’t I know it,” Omar said. “I just want to get one of them in jail, just one. For my dad.”

“I’ll look out for you,” Austin said. “But don’t go overboard. There’s only so much we can do.”

“Don’t worry,” Omar said. “I’m just telling you my secrets because we’re partners. But I know when to shut up too.”

“Okay, partner. Turn left over here.”

“You got it.”


The apartment complex was run down, with bits of trash on the floor and screaming little kids running along the building corridors. Austin stood beside Zoltan’s door and started knocking. Omar was right behind him, out of sight.

A nervous voice was heard coming from the interior. “Who is it?”

“It’s me goddamn it,” Austin said. “Open up or I
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