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Chapter 1

 


It was bad enough when they saw Walter
hovering. Of course, they immediately removed the d-chip from his
brain, but to their surprise things only got worse. Or better, if
you looked at it from Walter’s point of view.

The Council of Monitors, however, never
looked at things from any point of view other than their own, which
meant a back alley-narrow, unidimensional, one-for-all
mentality--the public being the one and the Council the all. The
onset of Walter Denton’s extraordinary abilities was naturally a
shock to everyone, but more so to the ten Monitors who looked upon
themselves as state-of-the-art humanity.

“I want that charlatan found and cast adrift
to the blackest depths of the universe!” Monitor Silas Lindquist
growled, the veins on his pale temples throbbing an angry purple
that matched the color of his new cloak of office.

In the eternity it seemed to take for someone
to reply, Silas’ mind raced with thoughts of his overnight rise to
the Council. Due to his family’s numerous connections with people
of questionable character, they were quietly able to “persuade”
Monitor Ramos to accept early retirement. Everyone smelled a coup,
one of the strongest smelling ones in years, but no one dared speak
lest the slightest noise unearth their own indiscretions. So Silas
now sat among them, the shimmering circle of purple satin that
expanded and contracted its will around the fate of many
worlds.

“Do you wish your first act as a Monitor to
be one of personal vendetta?” a calm, almost velvety, voice asked
the newest member, who had imprudently risen and slammed his fist
on the mirror-finished obsidian table.

“No, sir, I... I wish my first act to be one
of eradicating a serious threat to our worlds,” a subdued Silas
replied, returning to his seat.

Even the bold, brash Lindquist felt humbled
beneath the penetrating eyes of Shiro Oku, the man many claimed had
the power to overthrow the entire Council and their families.
Unlike the other Monitors, Oku had vast popular support and wealth
that stretched far beyond the first and second colonial zones. More
baffling than the meaning of life, was the mystery of why Oku had
not attempted to take over. The mystery and constant suspense made
him all the more terrifying beneath that seemingly benign
smile.

“To whom is he a threat, Monitor Lindquist,
the Union or your ego?” Oku continued as if questioning a
child.

“Walter Denton is a threat to every citizen
of the Union!” Silas declared with renewed emphasis.

It was a struggle to keep his anger in check,
an intense, all-pervading anger and hatred for all Dentons. Silas
was the great-grandson of the man Walter’s great-grandfather had
expelled from the Council of Monitors. Even though the incident had
occurred years before Silas was born, no self-respecting Lindquist
would ever forget, nor rest, until revenge was exacted.

As a child, Silas had tried to make Walter’s
life miserable by bribing and coercing other upper circle children
into ostracizing and taunting the innocent boy. But Walter
triumphed over the cruel attempts and won respect and eventually
friendship from many of his former persecutors, which only fanned
the flames of Silas’ hatred.

“Don’t you feel you’re exaggerating just a
bit?” Monitor Idrella Croix laughed, enjoying the obvious
discomfort her novice colleague was experiencing. “We would all
like to save the universe, but few of us have attempted to do so on
our very first day!”

“Idrel...Monitor Croix, you know what this
man is capable of doing. I don’t think it would be wise to treat
this situation so cavalierly. It is no great secret that there is
bad blood between our families, but now that I am a Monitor my
personal feelings toward Denton are no longer an issue,” he
declared with practiced sincerity, trying to ignore Idrella’s
undisguised snickering and the rolling eyes of the other Council
members. “I tell you all now, if Walter Denton is not stopped, it
will be the end of our world as we know it!”

“Perhaps that would not be such a bad thing?”
Oku said with a smile that could have been described as being
impish, had he not been a distinguished Monitor.

The simple words and playful grin struck fear
into the other nine Monitors. Each heard a threat in those words.
Each saw an ominous expression of a predator bearing his teeth.
Unnerved by the ambiguous remark, several Council members agreed to
adjourn immediately on flimsy pretexts, leaving several issues,
including Denton’s fate, unresolved. Quickly scattering to their
private chambers, the communications networks began buzzing as the
latest Oku rumor raced through the upper circle like adrenaline
through a trapped animal.

 


Monitor Croix stretched slowly and sensuously
in an observation chair. Reflected in her eyes were the unceasing
cascades of white-hot, blazing orange, and brilliant red bursts
that exploded before the long viewing portal of the orbiting
Council Hall. It had been her great-grandfather’s idea to construct
the sumptuous seat of government in the thick of the asteroid belt.
A combination of audacity, engineering miracles, and questionable
sanity made the dream reality, and Idrella never tired of watching
the beamcutters slice a fiery path through the micro fine debris
and occasional massive chunks of rock which yielded to the beams in
spectacular bursts of energy.

“Jupiter” Croix, irreverent, radical,
self-made trillionaire, still lived out there somewhere beyond the
asteroids, circling in synchrony with the mighty planet for which
he was nicknamed. Actually, living was probably the wrong choice of
words. While quite old, but still vigorous, Jupiter had chosen to
place himself in suspended animation and await the day when a new,
more enlightened world would replace what he often referred to as
“the cesspool of human vanities.”

Lost in her thoughts, Monitor Croix hadn’t
noticed the tall, muscular figure that had slipped into the
observation lounge. Moving to within a few feet behind her chair,
the man stood breathless as she sighed deeply. Extending her arms
above her head, the sleeves of Idrella’s cloak slid down, exposing
the stark white, sun-neglected flesh that rose like the necks of
swans out of the purple folds.

Springing forward, the man grabbed each wrist
as if trying to squeeze the life out of the birds and he laughed
like a naughty child as Idrella screamed in an uncharacteristic
split-second of terror.

“Silas, you bastard!” she yelled in
embarrassment and exasperation, struggling helplessly to wrench
herself free of his powerful grip.

“What’s this?” he asked, laughing even
harder. “A member of the mighty house of Croix showing fear?”

Spinning her chair around, Silas yanked the
squirming Idrella to her feet, locked both of her arms behind her,
and pressed her tightly against him.

“What other emotions have we become capable
of expressing?” he whispered in her ear, taunting his immobile
captive.

“You haven’t changed one damn bit, have you?”
Idrella said, giving up the struggle and giving into a smile. “Once
a pain in the ass, always a pain in the ass.”

“At least I’m consistent,” he added,
releasing her and taking note of the fact that she didn’t seem too
eager to be released. “You weren’t exactly being sweetness and
light yourself in the Council Hall this morning. After all, it was
my first day. Didn’t your mother ever tell you if you don’t have
anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all?”

“You know that my mother would fly through a
supernova if it would hurt someone’s feelings,” she said as if to
remind him of something the entire universe knew, which they
probably did. “And you should be thankful that I’m not more like
her.”

“I can’t argue with that. At least you have
your father’s eyes. Those sparkling little beauties always manage
to soften your razor-sharp edges,” Silas said as if speaking from
experience, as he settled into the observation chair, still warm
from Idrella’s body.

“I’m sure you didn’t come here to talk about
my eyes, as much as I enjoy hearing it,” Idrella replied in her
neutral, official voice, while settling down onto his lap as if it
was simply another chair. “You want me to back your plans for
Walter Denton.”

“Your vote could sway the others,” he said,
realizing flattery would be wasted on her. “He must be stopped.
Permanently.”

For a few moments there was silence. Idrella
leaned back against his broad chest and gazed out into the bright
shower of destruction. While she considered her options, Silas
curled some strands of her auburn hair around his fingers and
brought them close to his cheek to inhale the arousing scent of the
exotic perfume created exclusively for her. He was glad Idrella’s
parents had not chosen to make her taller and stronger like some of
the other upper circle females. Although he had learned long ago
that her diminutive size was deceptive, some part of him liked to
believe that she was vulnerable, that she felt more secure by his
presence.

“Due to the nature of our past relationship,
casting my support to you could compromise my integrity with the
Council. However, the risk may be worthwhile if I received some
kind of appropriate compensation.”

So much for vulnerability, Silas thought as
he let her hair slide off his fingers and assumed his own strictly
business tone.

“Just what type of compensation did you have
in mind?”

“I don’t know, there doesn’t seem to be
anything worthwhile you can give me that I haven’t already had,”
she replied coldly, sounding too much like her mother.

“What if I could protect you from Oku when he
makes his move?”

“If you could do that I would even sleep with
you again,” Idrella said eagerly as she turned to face him, green
eyes flashing.

“What makes you think I would want to?” he
replied, by far surpassing the ice of her previous tone.

Idrella’s immediate impulse was to smack him,
but she wouldn’t allow Silas the satisfaction of knowing he had
gotten to her. Instead, she simply got up, straightened her hair
and cloak and spoke as one Monitor to another.

“If you can give me assurances that I will be
protected from Oku, I will support any action you wish to take
against Denton. Until such time, Monitor Lindquist, I will remain
neutral on the issue.” As the door closed behind her, she cursed at
herself for letting him get under her skin one more time.

Silas punched the arm of the chair, cursing
his own stubbornness that had helped to alienate Idrella years ago.
As children, they had always been so much alike, perhaps too much
so, and the two families had hoped their relationship would bring
an important alliance. For a time they were happy together, but
Idrella’s rise to the Council two years earlier created a storm of
jealousy and their unchecked ambitions fouled any tender feelings
that might have taken root. Their reactions had been childish, on
both their parts, and they each harbored secret hopes that things
would be resolved once Silas became a Monitor. The ugly scene that
just transpired quickly crushed those illusions. There might be a
compelling attraction between them, but as long as pride and
competition still seasoned every thought, no alliance would be
possible.

The scent of Idrella’s perfume still lingered
on Silas’ fingertips as he tried to rub the tension out of the
sides of his head. Reality was not what he needed at the moment; he
had more than his share in the last twenty-four hours. Sliding his
hand behind his right ear, Silas flicked the tiny switch that
activated the d-chip deep in his brain. As the beamcutters sliced a
precarious swath through the rocky jungle, the lone observer closed
his eyes and saw a younger, carefree Idrella waiting beside a
riverbank with a picnic basket. There was no Council, no Union and
the only purple to be seen was the orchid with which she caressed
her golden-tan cheek.

 



Chapter 2

 


Scholars tracing the evolution of the d-chip
often disagree, which all academicians must to some extent in order
to perpetuate their professions. Many argue that it had no
precursors, some say it began ages ago with television, and a few
felt obliged to take up the position that the d-chip was the direct
descendant of the dramas of Sophocles.

There are some points on which they all
agree, which to some extent they must in order to perpetuate their
professions. The universally acknowledged breakthrough occurred
when the giant pharmaceutical industry was finally superseded by
the new science of electroneurophysiology. Rather than subject the
body to an ever-increasing list of side effects from even the most
sophisticated drugs, electroneurophysiology, or ENP, attained
equal, if not superior, results without discernible harm to the
rest of the body. After years of painstakingly mapping brain sites,
the International Center for Electroneurophysiological Stimulus
Research released the Handbook of ENP which told the world
how to apply electrical “current x” to “site y” to obtain “response
z.” For a period of seventeen years, the beneficent company that
developed the technology strove to alleviate all of mankind’s
suffering. Aggressive research and development teams continued to
find new applications such as surgery without anesthesia, the
control of mental disorders, enhancement of the body’s own immune
responses, and their crowning achievement, eliminating the mood
swings of PMS.

As years passed, the ENP instrumentation
became more compact and the implants less invasive, but overall,
the limited vision of the designers kept the devices fairly benign
and unimaginative. It wasn’t until the original patent expired that
the real brains and money got to work in the labs of Oku
Interplanetary Technologies. Hideki Oku, realizing that scientists
were as sensitive as artists and no less motivated by money than
the average man, promised a hefty percentage of profits to his
senior researchers Victor Ramos, Ivan Lindquist and Marshall
Denton, and gave them carte blanche for budgets and schedules. The
founder of the huge conglomerate was determined to use ENP to help
capture the field where real money was made, the entertainment
industry.

The “Brain Benders,” as their boss christened
the three, combined the new technology with the exhausted fields of
virtual reality and holography. The novelty had long ago worn off
of the Three-Dimensional Image Rooms, or D’s as they were simply
called, but the introduction of authentic sensory stimuli from ENP
implants taught an old dog some exciting new tricks.

After only two years of development and
testing, Oku Interplanetary Technologies introduced Space
Pirates, the first truly interactive, action-adventure where
participants felt the sting of enemy lasers, the terror of pursuit,
and the insatiable desire for the seductive, obliging piratess, or
pirate, given your sexual preference. It was an instant and
overwhelming success and money poured in from every corner of the
Union. The Brain Benders were almost embarrassed by their hefty
fortunes. Almost.

Not ones to rest on their laurels, or bank
accounts, the group continued to refine and expand their
repertoire. Space Pirates was soon followed by Alien
Encounters and their number one best seller, Hot Nights on
Venus. O.I.T. stock split half a dozen times and the company
made the rest of the Fortune 100 look like hot dog vendors. But
despite their incredible success, the Brain Benders still saw the
D’s and bulky implants as primitive and grossly limited.

After nine years of unrelenting research,
they finally produced the d-chip, a tiny, implantable unit that
produced its own, user-determined images. In fact, when the unit
was activated, what the user saw and felt was completely
indistinguishable from reality and several thousand people starved
to death in the first few weeks after its introduction. While
completely absorbed in their fantasy worlds, their brains were
unable to respond to the body’s frantic cries for help. Blissfully
ignorant of hunger, thirst, and the need to sleep, the body would
waste away, although the victim would always be discovered with a
smile on his withered face.

Timers were hastily added to the d-chips to
limit its use to four hours per day, and a brilliant series of
legal maneuvers avoided what would have been catastrophic lawsuits.
The government then set up a committee to monitor d-chip
distribution, use, abuse, and most importantly, the collection of
d-chip taxes throughout the Union. The original Brain Benders were
included in the first committee of ten members, and as the solar
system’s obsession and dependency for the d-chip grew, the Council
of Monitors evolved into the premier governing body. The rest, as
they say, is history.

On these points there is no quarrel among
scholars. Another point upon which they agree is that the
fascination for the d-chip resides in mankind’s unceasing and
childlike desire to be entertained. One student of d-chipology
found this view to be overly simplistic, however, and claimed that
there was a much more profound force at work.

In an epic paper, officially banned by the
Council of Monitors, Walter Denton, descendant of a Brain Bender,
asserted that man’s fascination for the d-chip arose from a
subconscious yearning for higher states of consciousness, which
could be obtained without the use of any devices. It was the human
race’s destiny, Walter asserted, for mankind to evolve into beings
with extraordinary abilities, and the d-chip was inhibiting that
evolution.

Universally denounced by scholars as nothing
more than absurd speculation, they nonetheless nervously demanded
some kind of proof for these outlandish claims. Walter Denton
obligingly provided it.

 



Chapter 3

 


“You were right, Silas is a Monitor!”

The young man who had just run into the room
was sweating and panting more from anxiety than the oppressive heat
and humidity, although that, too, would quickly become part of the
problem. The powerful winds coming off the ocean had no cooling
effect, they only added to his agitated state. The man to whom he
was reporting the awful news, however, sat peacefully on the
terrace, seemingly absorbing strength from the hot, driving
mist.

“Walter, didn’t you hear what I-” the man
instantly fell silent when the calm figure raised a hand slightly,
signaling for a few moments of quiet to return his focus from
wherever it had gone.

“The eastern section of the island is still
cooling. I find the steam that is produced to be most
invigorating,” Walter Denton finally said, pointing to the rising
cloud of vapor in the distance, shimmering silver against the
vibrant, turquoise backdrop.

It was a brand new island, thanks to some
recent volcanic activity, and the perfect place to get away from it
all, the Council being the all. The primordial nature of the area
also appealed strongly to Denton; the emergence of a new land from
the ocean’s depths was the perfect place to continue his research
into the evolution of consciousness. Even if his name was cleared
from the infamous List, he would probably remain living there.

“I heard what you said, Jess,” Walter
continued, coming in to greet his friend and place a reassuring
hand on his shoulder, “and I wish this was one instance where I was
wrong. Here, have something to drink and join me on the
terrace.”

“If you don’t mind, I would prefer someplace
a little less like a sauna,” Jesse replied, wiping the stinging
sweat from his eyes.

“Sorry, I keep forgetting you space babies
aren’t used to real atmosphere,” Walter laughed as he led the other
man down into the climate-controlled chambers that had been carved
into the fledgling rock.

The two men were very similar in build and
appearance. They had dark hair and brown eyes, stood at average
height and were slightly thinner than most, definitely not the
engineered Adonises of the upper circle. However, whereas Walter’s
parents had chosen to let nature take its course, Jesse’s family
financially had no choice in the matter. But both men did possess
something upper circle offspring never had, a rich, glowing
vitality that somehow appeared both savage in intensity, yet
sophisticated in its refinement. Few people possessed the strange
qualities. Jesse’s sister had been one of them, and that was one
reason why Walter had married her.

“Tell me all about it,” Walter said somberly,
after he had let his friend refresh himself. “How did Lindquist
pull it off?”

“Monitor Ramos mysteriously beat a hasty
retreat to her Martian hideaway. Word is she received substantial
‘encouragement’ to resign. They say Lindquist was in so fast that
he had one arm in her cloak before she even finished taking it
off.”

“What a coincidence.”

“Yeah, right. And how’s this for a
coincidence, my sources also tell me you were his first order of
business.”

“What was the verdict?” Walter asked without
a visible change in expression.

“The matter was put on hold. Seems Oku scared
the hell out the other Purples with some kind of threat and they
took off with their tails between their cloaks,” Jesse said,
finally able to smile at the last part of his news.

When Jesse broke into that dimpled grin, he
looked almost identical to Valery. They had, in fact, been twins,
but the similarity was never so obvious as when they smiled.
Closing his eyes, Walter brought up the image of Val, listened to
her laugh, watched her brush her shiny, black hair that spilled to
the ground when she untied it. When they removed his d-chip,
Walter’s first concern was that he would lose that ability to
relive his memories, but he quickly discovered that she could never
be removed from his mind.

“Hey, you fading away on me again?” Jesse
asked softly, not wishing to disturb anything important.

“No, just thinking of Val,” he replied with
profound sadness in his voice and face. “Sometimes it’s hard to
look at you and not be reminded of her.”

“If you want me to leave-”

“Don’t be silly! It’s something I have to
come to terms with. I guess it will just take a little more time.
Please be patient with me. Anyway, we have the present to deal with
now. Any suggestions?”

“Mardo’s got a ship that’s heading out of the
system to establish a colony. It’s got one of those
no-questions-asked crews,” Jesse offered optimistically.

“I don’t think that applies to people on the
List, Jess. Besides, I can’t just run away from all this.”

“Yes you can, if it means your life!” Jesse
declared emphatically with a power he seldom disclosed. “You’re not
the only one who misses Valery. When she died I lost a big part of
my life and I don’t intend to lose you, too!”

After an awkward silence, Walter suggested
that they get out of the house and take a tour of the island. It
was clear that he took pride in it like a child with a new toy and
as much as Jesse hated to go back out into the heat, he couldn’t
say no in the face of such enthusiasm.

“I had some soil brought in for around the
compound,” Walter began the moment they stepped outside. “All the
vegetation here is stuff I planted. Look at those deep pink
blossoms, and those yellow ones! And all these birds started
showing up the day I finished planting. Look, look over there,
Jess! Look at those bright blue feathers, and that one with the
long neck.”

“You shouldn’t be spending so much time
alone,” Jesse deadpanned.

“Don’t you think it’s beautiful?” Walter
asked a little hurt and completely deflated.

“Of course it’s beautiful, Walter. I’m just
pulling your leg. It’s just that I’m not used to seeing you so,
so...”

“So what?”

“So carefree, I guess.”

“You’re right, I do feel different here, I
feel like I’m part of this island. Sometimes I even forget what’s
going on in the rest of the system. But wait till you see the other
side, the part I haven’t done anything to,” Walter said with
renewed enthusiasm, taking hold of Jesse’s arm and hurrying him
along.

As they headed east along a high ridge, the
scenery reminded Jesse more of a d-chip fantasy than an actual
place on Earth. He had spent most of his young life in ships and at
colonies and it was strange enough having dirt under his feet, wind
in his face, and a blazing sun overhead. This landscape seemed to
break all the known rules. It was as if he had been transported
back in time to witness creation itself.

“What the hell was that!” Jesse screamed,
hopping up and down on one foot while violently shaking his pant
leg.

“That, my friend, was a member of the lizard
family that has recently taken up residence on the island,” Walter
replied, clearly delighted with the reaction he had undoubtedly
been anticipating. “I quickly discovered they like to crawl up
legs, but they’re harmless. Imagine, we’re at least a hundred
nautical miles from the next nearest scrap of land and lizards are
already showing up!”

“That’s just wonderful. Any other creatures I
should know about?” Jesse asked, trying to look annoyed, but
failing miserably as he wiggled another shiny purple lizard out of
his pants.

Continuing along the ridge, they soon began
descending toward the eastern tip of the island. The sight was
breathtaking; molten rock was squeezing through cracks where the
merciless ocean pounded against it in enraged, self-annihilation.
Billows of steam hissed toward the sky as the waves sacrificed
themselves against the lava to create solid earth. The air was
heavy with the primordial stench of death and life, and a mild
tremor reminded them of the fine line between the two.

“Are you sure this island is safe? I mean, is
it stable?” Jesse asked, cautiously peering down at the battle
raging below.

“It’s about as safe and stable as the rest of
my life,” Walter replied with a shrug.

“That bad, huh?” Jesse replied grinning, and
then continued to step gingerly along the warm, new stones.

Walter’s guided tour continued past
rainbow-colored pools of algae and swarms of blue-green crabs that
rapidly and gracefully danced sideways across the craggy terrain.
In the tiniest of cracks, wind-blown seeds sprouted and clung
desperately to their tenuous existence. Here and there an exotic
bloom stood out against the deep, black rock, and fluorescent
insects eagerly flocked around the few, precious flowers.

“You can’t stop life on this island,” Walter
declared in awe of his surroundings. “Anywhere there’s the
slightest chance, it grabs hold, flourishes, reproduces! In all my
life I’ve never witnessed anything so magnificent.”

“It is incredible,” Jesse agreed in a
whisper, far more effected by what he saw than he ever would have
imagined. “Is the rest of the planet like this?”

“I think the rest of the universe is like
this,” Walter replied after a moment of thought. “It’s just
everywhere else there are so many things to distract you, there’s
so much diversity. Here, everything begins at ground zero; it’s
only the basics. By stripping away all the abundance, you’re
compelled to come face to face with the elemental forces of
nature.”

Jesse knew from experience that Walter was
seeing more than just rocks and plants. An extra brightness filled
his eyes when he spoke like that and it seemed as if he was able to
look through things, beyond their surface reality to a subtler, yet
far more powerful, level. What to Jesse was an indistinct feeling
about the true nature of things, was to Walter as plain as the
lizard scurrying up his leg.

“Whoa! They get me every time,” Walter
yelled, roused from his vision as if ice water had been dumped on
him while he was sleeping. “I think they came to this island just
to keep my head from getting too far into the clouds and to remind
me that my feet are on the ground.”

“The heat alone is sufficient to remind me
where I am,” Jesse said as he used the bottom of his shirt to dab
his face.

“I’m sorry,” Walter apologized sincerely.
“Here I am dragging you around in the noonday heat. How about a
swim to cool you off?”

“I thought you would never ask!”

Below the compound to the south, the ridge
ran smoothly down to the ocean. The island was too new to have any
sand, but Walter had brought his own. In the midst of the wild,
untamed wilderness, a soft, powdery beach lay nestled in a
sheltered cove.

“You thought of everything, didn’t you?”
Jesse said a second before he stripped down and plunged headlong
into the refreshing surf.

“Watch out for those rocks out to the left,”
Walter shouted after him. “They’re like pieces of broken
glass.”

As Jesse floated on his back in the big, blue
ocean under the big, blue sky, he realized that one of the things
he regretted about spending so much time in space was the lack of
water. Only the biggest ships had pools and their shallow, tepid
water could not compare to the vastness of the invigorating oceans.
As the strong current began to carry him out from the shore,
however, he suddenly regretted not spending more hours in those
pools improving his swimming skills.

As Walter was spending most of the time
diving beneath the surface, it wasn’t until Jesse’s third cry for
help that he was heard. His brother-in-law had drifted dangerously
close to the series of tooth-like rocks that bared themselves as
each wave pulled back to sea. Swimming as fast as he could, Walter
was no more than fifty feet away when he saw a huge swell pick up
Jesse like a piece of cork and throw him between two of the
knife-sharp projections. Before Jesse’s scream had left his throat,
Walter had an arm around him and headed for the beach.

“Oh god, Walter, oh god help me!” Jesse
moaned as he gripped his bleeding stomach with both hands.

“You’re going to be fine, I’ll take care of
it. Relax, relax, Jess, and let go,” Walter said with perfect calm
as he slid Jesse’s hand away from the gaping wound.

The deadly rocks had sliced a foot-long gash
across his abdomen and he was losing blood at a perilous rate. If
Walter ran to the house for a medkit, his brother-in-law, Valery’s
twin, might bleed to death before he returned. Knowing that
something had to be done immediately, Walter took a deep breath and
spread his hands over the torn flesh.

“Hang on, buddy. You’re going to be fine.
Just hang on,” Walter whispered over and over.

The agonizing pain slowly began to subside
and Jesse was certain he was passing out, or worse. A warm,
tingling sensation began shooting through his body and bursts of
light were exploding in his head. As all of the pain drained from
his body, he began to shake uncontrollably and believed every
breath would be his last. Suddenly, the shaking stopped, the lights
went dark and Jesse was afraid to open his eyes for fear of
glimpsing hell.

“Do you plan to lie around here like a
beached whale all day?” said a voice that seemed identical to
Walter’s.”Hello? Earth to Jesse.”

Cautiously opening one eye, Jesse saw
Walter’s smiling face framed by the burning sun. Opening his other
eye, he glanced down to his stomach and saw a reddish discoloration
on his skin, but no wound. Without a word, he sat up and repeatedly
looked back and forth between his healed stomach and Walter’s
blood-soaked fingers. Walter stood up, also without a word, and
went to the water’s edge to rinse his hands. Returning to his
friend, he sat in front of him and just smiled. After several
minutes of silence, Jesse simply shook his head, grabbed his
clothes, and followed Walter back to the house.

 



Chapter 4

 


“Permission to reveal identity?”

“Permission denied.”

“Permission to reveal qualification
records?”

“Permission granted.”

The burly man with the sour expression
finished answering the computer’s questions, disconnected the wire
from his d-chip and then stepped back from the console so the
interviewing officers could see what abilities he possessed. The
screen lit up with a single blue square and three yellow circles,
indicating he was only a level one pilot, but had level three
expertise in maintenance. The officers nodded their approval, gave
the man a packet of instructions and release forms and called the
next applicant.

A sheepish-looking elderly man entered the
room, removed his cap and bowed respectfully to the pair of
officers who sat to the left of the records terminal. Deep lines
traced paths of anguish across his cheeks and forehead, and his
spine arched forward as if physically bearing a great weight.
Instead of moving forward to connect himself, he stood near the
door and nervously twisted the brim of his hat.

“Look, buddy, we don’t all have day,” the
senior officer barked, looking very much like an aggravated
bulldog, a 291-pound bulldog. “We need to know your
qualifications.”

“I have a level three in science, three in
medical, and two in maintenance,” the old man replied, wringing his
hat like a dishrag.

“Sorry, we’re fresh out of trust today, so
would you mind if we verified that?” the officer said rising to his
feet to display his foot-taller-than-average height. “It’s been a
very long day and I don’t appreciate someone wasting my time.”

“I, I swear I’m telling the truth!” the fully
intimidated applicant replied nervously. “I would be a great asset
to your vessel.”

“We don’t require an identity check, sir,”
the younger officer said kindly, putting a hand on his superior’s
arm, silently requesting him to ease off the old man. “And we could
definitely use someone of your substantial abilities, if you would
just let the computer check them out.”

The huge senior officer they called Granny
(short for granite, which everyone swore he was made of)
straightened the somber brown tunic of his uniform, forced a smile
to his rigid features and returned to his seat.

“I’m sorry, sir, it’s just that we’ve got a
large crew to assemble and you wouldn’t believe the no-talent scum
that comes in here,” Granny said with his unique brand of
diplomacy. “If you would please just connect yourself to the
terminal, we can verify your qualifications and you can be on your
way.”

The terminal was flashing a soothing, pale
green light, indicating it was in a stand-by mode, waiting
patiently to review the next applicant. Once the lead was attached
to the switch of the d-chip, the complete file of a person’s life
could be immediately accessed. Apart from providing entertainment,
each d-chip was individually coded with the user’s central
information number, a handy way of ascertaining anyone’s identity
from anywhere in the system. However, to assure sufficient numbers
to fill the ranks for such a lengthy mission, the usual identity
requirements were waived, thereby assembling a kind of interstellar
foreign legion.

The trembling applicant looked slightly
reassured and cautiously approached the terminal. Lifting the wire
slowly to his head, he held his breath as he touched it to the
d-chip. Instantly, he cried out in pain and the crackle of high
current punctuated his screams. As his body went limp, the terminal
howled with a piercing alarm and angry, red lights flashed in
everyone’s eyes. Guards rushed into the room, squinting, and had
secured the stunned man’s hands and feet before he even realized
what was happening.

“Priority override!” Granny shouted to the
terminal and waited several long seconds for the computer to
identify him. “Reset to standby and release full record of
fugitive.”

A blessed silence descended as the
incriminating, crimson beacons faded to innocuous green.

“Richard Anderson Salvid, Council Warrant
number 9328-B. Wanted for questioning in embezzlement case,
DZ8/373,” the computer droned. “Detain suspect for
questioning.”

“I’m innocent! Please, let me go!” the old
man pleaded as he suddenly came back to his senses. “My son took
the money. I haven’t even seen him in years. Please don’t turn me
in to the Council! I swear, I’m innocent!”

The man’s sobs slowly faded from hearing as
he was dragged away by security for immediate transportation to
Central Detention. Granny and his assistant, Vrovski, were at
somewhat of a loss for words until their captain hailed them.

“What the hell’s going on down there,
Commander? You all okay?”

“We’re fine Mardo. Some old guy on the List
just tried to apply, but we nailed him,” Granny replied, sounding
pleased with himself and already planning how he would spend the
reward.

“What did he do?” Captain Mardo asked from
his ship orbiting high above the recruiting station on the
Moon.

“Probably nothing, but since when did that
stop the Council,” Granny responded uneasily, realizing what would
probably happen to the old man, guilty or innocent.

The right to privacy had been extended only
to common criminals, which could include anyone from small-time
thieves to murderers. What made criminals uncommon was a warrant
from the Council itself, placing those individuals on the exclusive
List. Only those accused of committing offenses to Monitors, their
families, and their businesses were put on the Council Warrant List
and top priority was then given to those cases. Mardo and Granny
both knew that the father of a man who embezzled money from a
Monitor’s company was in deeper trouble than a mass murderer seen
by a dozen witnesses.

“Poor bastard,” Mardo sighed. “Well, you had
better get on with it, Granny, we’ve got an awfully big roster to
fill and time is running out.”

“Yes, sir,” the Commander replied and then
motioned the other officer to call the next applicant.

A diminutive, oriental woman in a plain,
black worker’s jumpsuit entered. Without a word or glance to
acknowledge the officer’s presence, the woman strutted up to the
terminal and connected herself.

“Permission denied for identity check,
granted for qualification records pertaining only to requirements
for this mission,” she stated with authority before the computer
even had time to ask.

Removing the lead, she stepped back and for
the first time looked at the officers. Her eyes flashed with
sensual defiance and both men were too distracted to notice that
the terminal screen that had lit up like a Christmas tree.

“Aren’t you supposed to verify my
qualifications?” she asked with enticing contempt.

“Uh, yes, of course...” Gran’s words faded in
his throat when he turned to see the rows of brightly colored
circles, squares, triangles, octagons and every other shape that
would fit on the screen, indicating level four expertise in almost
everything.

“Ah, would you reconnect, for a moment,
please, if you don’t mind, that is?” Vrovski stammered politely,
obviously mesmerized by the arrogant applicant.

With a beguiling sneer, she went through the
process again, with the same incredible results. Granny requested a
functions check, but the computer indicated that it was in perfect
working order.

“I guess good things do come in small
packages,” Granny said sarcastically, coming around to the front of
the desk so he could look down on his feisty applicant. “It looks
like we’ve got a regular Brain
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