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Prologue

A thief in the
night

 


[Title Page]
[Contents] [Chapter One]

 


THE CABIN WAS DARK,
its inhabitants sound asleep. No one saw the burly yet stealthy
figure as he stole through the door, plucked a bag from the floor
and quickly retreated.

Outside, in the
sweltering heat of the dome, the thief withdrew a touch-screen
slate from the bag and switched it on. The scan of their latest
discovery was in the list of recent items, but upon looking at the
image of the strange carvings he saw the slate’s owner had
superimposed twelve lines of text that were all-too familiar:

 


frozen traveller
created anew

watchers to history
stir

hidden by slaves and
masters

Tau Ceti’s wandering
tomb

reborn beneath twin
suns

orphaned child of
Sol

pawn to watchers and
weavers

king by the great
game

father of the
twelve

believers unite as
one

Sol’s children shall
not fear

paw-prints of the
gods

 


“The Falsafah
prophecy,” murmured the thief. He switched off the slate and
dropped it back into the bag. “This is one damn fool student who
knows too much.”

 


* * * * *


Chapter
One

Mind games

 


[Prologue]
[Contents] [Chapter Two]

 


RAVANA OPENED HER EYES
and stared groggily at the grey shapes at the foot of her bed. The
nurses never seemed to stop moving, but it was a silent ballet
devoid of all personality and warmth. Yet the rest of her
surroundings were no more inspiring, with the only attempt to
brighten the white-walled windowless room being the pot of wilting
flowers upon her bedside table. Now she was awake Ravana felt the
need to make her own presence felt, but when she opened her mouth
to speak she found herself lost for words, her mind sinking beneath
a weight both heavy and cold as if a wet blanket had been draped
over her thoughts.

The thinner of the
hazy blurs moved closer and presented Ravana with a small glass of
water and the customary daily cluster of brightly-coloured
tablets.

“Your medication,” she
snapped. Her English was tainted by a harsh Indian accent. Seeing
Ravana hesitate, she thrust her hand closer and frowned.

“We must make you well
again!” her portly colleague added merrily. She spoke with a
sweeter Asian twist, which she then ruined by smashing her fist
against an innocent spider upon the wall. “You must take them. They
will make you big and strong!”

“Big and strong?”
retorted her colleague. “Or do you mean fat and butch like
you?”

“Let’s not get
personal, Sister Lilith! We’re all professionals here.”

“There’s only one
professional here, my dear Jizo,” grumbled Lilith. Still holding
out the glass and tablets, she pointedly looked towards the mirror
on the nearby wall and regarded her own reflection. “And I’m
looking at her right now.”

Ravana hesitantly took
the tablets from the nurse’s grasp, popped them into her mouth and
washed them down with a gulp of water. The reassuring words of Jizo
were hard to accept when the nurse herself stood licking bits of
spider from her hand.

The few hours Ravana
was awake each day passed by in an unchanging haze, with the same
dull migraine clouding her thoughts and the same ache gripping her
muscles and bones as she lay upon the bed. Every morning, if it was
indeed morning, saw a fixed routine of waking, taking medication, a
trip to the bathroom, then the interview room and back to bed. It
could almost be the exact same day, replayed over and over again in
her head. Even the bickering of the nurses and the conversations in
the interview room continued to go over the same ground. She had no
idea how many days had passed since her arrival, for how and when
she got here was part of the gap in her mind where memories had
once been.

Her eyes remembered
how to focus and the nurse-shaped blobs resolved into two
middle-aged Indian women wearing nun-like grey habits and
headscarves. Ravana vaguely recalled being told that she was in
some sort of church-run hospice, for reasons not fully understood
but something to do with not having enough money or the right
insurance to be taken to the city hospital. Nurse Lilith had
commented on more than one occasion that being ill away from your
home world was a risky business in the late twenty-third
century.

Lilith now waited to
take Ravana to the washroom, as she did every morning, though at
the moment appeared to be more interested in whatever it was on the
computer touch-screen slate in her hands. As far as Ravana could
tell it was the same nurses she saw every day. Although their faces
were far from memorable, the mean-spirited squabbling was a
constant theme.

“Time to rise,” Jizo
told her, interrupting her thoughts.

Ravana pulled back the
thermal blanket, heaved herself out of bed and cringed as her
weight fell heavily upon her weak right arm. She was getting more
tired by the day, her hair felt dirty and lank against her face and
she was desperately in need of a bath. She was dressed as always in
a green smock that would never win any awards for fashion.
Shuffling over to the wall mirror, she scrutinised her reflection.
A bleary, drawn face stared back; she looked as bad as she felt and
certainly a lot older than her sixteen years. The scar on the right
side of her face lay vivid against her pale brown skin, the strange
silver lines that faintly followed the crevices of the damaged
tissue more apparent than ever. With a sigh, she pushed aside a
matted length of black hair and turned as Lilith approached.

“Breakfast?” asked
Ravana, weakly. She always awoke feeling hungry.

“Later,” Lilith
replied, looking as if she did not care less. “Follow me.”

 


* * *

 


The nurse led her
through the door and down a familiar white-walled corridor to the
washroom, then waited outside while Ravana relieved herself in the
cramped toilet and splashed a little water on her face to wake
herself up. Every bare-footed step was painful and her muscles
throbbed with the effort of moving bones that felt like fractured
lumps of iron.

By the time Ravana
emerged from the washroom, she was exhausted and ready to return to
her room. The nurse instead led her in the opposite direction, past
dozens of other blank doors until they reached one standing open.
The routine was so familiar that Ravana did not wait for Lilith’s
signal before stepping inside. The nurse did not follow but closed
the door carefully behind her.

As Ravana’s gaze fell
upon the two figures seated behind the desk, a flicker of both
recognition and panic flashed through her thoughts and then fell
back into the recesses of her clouded mind. It happened every time,
then moments later the figures returned to being nothing more than
grey shapes, wearing their habitual hooded cloaks that left their
features in shadow. Both had the same curious halting and
screeching voice she had decided sounded male. From previous
meetings, the only way she had managed to tell them apart was by
the motifs embroidered in silver thread upon the red sashes they
wore around their shoulders and waists. One had tiny lions upon the
scarlet fabric, while the other had stylised symbols of an archer
ready to unleash an arrow. The nurses referred to them as the
monks, which was as good a description as any.

“zz-raavaanaa-zz,”
rasped the one with the lion-patterned sash. The edge of his hood
trembled slightly as he spoke. Not for the first time, Ravana
jumped as the words emerged like the muted wail of a steel grinder.
In her mind’s eye she could almost see the fiery sparks issuing
from the speaker’s hidden lips. “zz-taakee-aa-seeaat-zz.”

Ravana hesitantly sat
down in the empty chair opposite the two figures, taking care not
to look too closely into the shadows of their hoods. Other than the
desk and chairs, the room was empty, with a large window behind
where the grey monks sat. The enticing view, a deserted strip of
coastline beneath a deep blue sky, she remembered being told was
Pampa Bay on the moon of Daode. The window was open a fraction and
the sound of distant crashing waves drifted in to fill the room
with a soothing murmur.


“zz-brootheer-siimhaa-aand-ii-aaree-pleeaaseed-zz,” said the other
monk, his buzzing tones identical to those of his companion.
“zz-yyoouur-miind-haas-beeeen-shaatteereed-buut-iis-reecooveeriing-weell-zz.”

“Glad to hear it,”
Ravana murmured, once she had deciphered the message.


“zz-yyoouur-meemooryyy-iis-aa-coonceern-zz,” intoned the first
monk, whom she assumed was the aforementioned Brother Simha.
“zz-brootheer-dhaanuus-aand-ii-muust-aask-thee-saamee-quueestiioons-eeveeryy-daayy-zz.”


“zz-haavee-yyoouu-reemeembeereed-hoow-yyoouu-goot-heeree-zz?” asked
the other monk, presumably Brother Dhanus.

“Only what I’ve been
told.” Ravana was tired and slurred her words.

“zz-whiich-iis-zz?”
said Simha.

“I was in a
virtual-reality game,” she said slowly. “Gods of Avalon. I
reacted badly. The nurses say it was due to an old injury,
something to do with my brain. They said I was taken to a doctor
and then brought here. To rest while my mind recovers.”


“zz-teell-mee-aaboouut-thee-booook-zz,” screeched Dhanus.

“Book?” Ravana was
puzzled, then shuddered. “There were books in the walls, closing in
on me. The pages opened and spiders burst out...” The memory made
her feel queasy. Her fear of anything with too many legs was not
something she was ever likely to forget. “Then I was in bed, being
told... something. Everything after that is a blank.”

She paused, disturbed
once again by the cloud over her thoughts. It was hard to judge the
monks’ reaction to what she was saying, but the tilt of their hoods
suggested they were listening keenly.

Dhanus leaned forward.
“zz-whyy-diid-yyoouu-coomee-too-daaoodee-zz?”

Ravana thought back to
the series of events that had led her to Hemakuta, a city on the
moon of Daode in the Epsilon Eridani system. She had jumped at the
chance to go when the Newbrum Academy band, student musicians from
Ascension in the Barnard’s Star system, chartered her father’s ship
to take them to the peace conference in the city. The trip was a
homecoming of sorts, for she had been born on Daode’s neighbouring
moon of Yuanshi, a world split by civil war. She wondered if the
peace conference had achieved its aims.

“Where is my father?”
she asked. “Where are my friends?”


“zz-yyoouur-friieends-aawaaiit-yyoouu-iin-heemaakuutaa-zz,” Dhanus
buzzed softly.
“zz-ooncee-yyoouu-aaree-beetteer-yyoouu-caan-jooiin-theem-aand-reetuurn-hoomee-zz.”

“And my father?” This
time there was an edge to Ravana’s voice.


“zz-wee-haavee-toold-yyoouu-beefooree-zz,” Simha replied harshly.
“zz-hee-iis-faaciing-triiaal-foor-heelpiing-rooyyaaliists-oon-yyuuaanshii-zz.
zz-yyoouur-friieends-weeree-luuckyy-noot-too-bee-aarreesteed-toooo-zz.”

Ravana fell silent,
sensing the underlying malice in the monk’s words. She had vague
memories of a man called Fenris and a young prince who had been
kidnapped, but could not remember where they fitted into recent
events. When she tried to think about her father’s place in the
rebellion and the war on Yuanshi her thoughts were even more
confused. Her shoulders drooped and she sank wearily into her
seat.


“zz-yyoouu-aaree-tiireed-zz,” noted Simha.
“zz-yyoouu-shoouuld-reest-zz.”

The door behind Ravana
opened and she turned to see Lilith waiting to take her back to her
room. The monks no longer looked her way and instead conversed
quietly in the impenetrable staccato language she had heard them
use before between themselves.

Ravana took this as a
sign to leave. She rose from her chair and hobbled towards the
door, her bones screaming in protest. Lilith was not a great
conversationalist at the best of times and led her back along the
corridor without a word.

Just before they
reached the entrance to Ravana’s room, an adjacent door opened and
Jizo stomped backwards into the corridor with a squirming young
boy, carrying him like a sack with her arm clamped around his
waist. The portly nurse swung her burden upright and a startled
Ravana stared into the pale and frightened face of her
previously-unknown neighbour.

The boy, who wore a
green gown similar to her own, looked no more than ten Terran years
old, with tousled blond hair crowning a pale face streaked with
dirt. It was the first time Ravana had seen another patient and she
attempted a smile. The boy looked up at the bedraggled Indian girl
with the scar on her face and shrank back in alarm.

“What planet are you
from?” he asked, scrutinising her carefully.

Ravana thought about
this. “I’m from a moon,” she said at last. “A hollow moon.”

 


* * *

 


She evidently arrived
back at her room sooner than expected, for a trolley-like laundry
robot was still busy changing her bedding. Ravana went to sit on
the chair next to the bedside table, aching more than ever and glad
to get the weight off her feet. When Jizo returned to the room, the
wary look she gave Lilith was that of a fellow conspirator. By the
time the robot completed its duties and trundled away, Jizo had
reinvigorated herself with a swig from a pocket flask and was back
to her usual chirpy self. The lopsided smile she gave Ravana when
she came to help her back into bed was weird but oddly genuine.

Ravana rose from the
chair and with a grimace faltered under a spasm of pain. She
grabbed the table to steady herself, then cringed as her hand fell
against the pot of flowers, knocking it from its perch. She made a
grab for the toppling pot but it fell too quickly and she watched
in dismay as it smashed upon the floor. The smile on Jizo’s face
was short-lived.

“Whoops,” Ravana
murmured. She looked down at the crumpled blooms, scattered amidst
lumps of soil and shattered remains of pot. There was something
about potsherds that prodded a recent memory, but it was gone
before it had time to surface. “I’ll clear it up.”

“No need,” Lilith
snapped. “I’ll call the janitor robot.”

“Hey janitor, you’re a
robot!” Ravana joked weakly, then saw the nurse’s expression and
decided it was not the time for silly quips. “Sorry for being
clumsy. I just feel so weak and heavy, like something’s weighing me
down.”

The nurses gave her an
odd look and helped her into bed without another word. While Ravana
busily rearranged her pillows in a half-hearted attempt to get
comfortable, Lilith disappeared briefly from the room, then
returned with a canister of protein drink and Ravana’s usual second
dose of pills for the day. Behind the nurse trundled a squat and
very battered janitor robot, which after bouncing off the wall
several times extended a brush on a spindly arm and started to
sweep the mess from the floor.

“Drink this,” said
Lilith, handing her the canister.

“We’ll get you on
proper food in a day or too if all goes well,” Jizo reassured her.
“We don’t want you getting so hungry you start eating rats!”

“Jizo likes to keep
the vermin for herself,” Lilith murmured icily.

Ravana frowned, but
took the drink and idly sipped at the straw. She watched the
industrious robot retrieve the last of the broken pieces of pot,
which had hit the floor with some force. The aged robot was not
doing a very good job and kept halting with a faint electronic
murmur of ‘Reboot me!’, prompting Jizo to give it an over-zealous
kick to start it moving again. Ravana’s thoughts however dwelled
upon the brief meeting with the little boy who had asked her what
planet she was from. Oddly enough, it was word-for-word what she
used to ask people in far-flung spaceports on early trips with her
father, especially when she saw someone struggling to cope with the
local gravity.

“Your medication?”
reminded Lilith, interrupting her thoughts.

Ravana scooped the
pills into her hand, aware that both nurses watched her closely.
The notion of gravity stuck in her mind. She had lived the last
nine years on the Dandridge Cole, an abandoned asteroid
colony ship in the Barnard’s Star system, which spun on its axis to
create pseudo-gravity roughly twice that felt on the moons of
Yuanshi and Daode. Upon their arrival in Hemakuta, she remembered
being pleasantly surprised at how light she felt. She certainly did
not feel as she did now, where every clumsy movement of her aching
bones was like trying to wade through custard with a sack of bricks
on her back.

“Is everything okay?”
asked Lilith, eyeing her curiously.

Ravana gave her a
puzzled stare, then looked at the pills in her hand.

“I’m fine,” she said.
She gave a weak smile and popped the tablets into her mouth.

The nurse nodded,
satisfied. Ravana leaned back into her pillows, sucked thoughtfully
on her drink and watched as the nurses left the room and locked the
door behind them. It was only when she could no longer hear the
footsteps in the corridor outside did she put her hand back to her
lips and gently spit the tablets out of her mouth. Placing the
tablets under her pillow, she settled back into bed and tried to
get some sleep.

 


* * *

 


The two grey shapes at
the end of the bed were not as blurry as the previous morning, but
that was not what held Ravana’s attention. She had awoken with a
terrible headache, one that gripped her head like a vice and when
she closed her eyes again caused dancing shapes to jump gaily
across the back of her eyelids. What was more, she was so hungry it
hurt and her stomach was rumbling in a most undignified manner. Yet
though still groggy, she felt more alert than she had in days and
was shuffling into a sitting position even before Lilith had time
to offer her the usual tablets and glass of water.

“Did you sleep well?”
asked Jizo.

There was something in
the nurse’s tone that suggested she already knew the answer to her
question. A pot of fresh blooms had appeared to replace the one
that had smashed, which meant someone had returned to the room
whilst Ravana was asleep.

“I think so,” Ravana
replied. The response came easy and her words did not sound so
slurred. She relieved Lilith of the pills and water, then winced as
another roll of pain crashed through her skull. “I had some very
strange dreams.”

“Dreams?” asked
Lilith, far too quickly for Ravana’s liking. “You’ve not mentioned
having dreams before.”

“No,” Ravana mused. “I
don’t remember dreaming before. Not here.”

The nurses waited for
her to take her morning tablets. Ravana fumbled with her pillow
with the air of someone ready to lie back down, changed her mind
and slid out of bed. Still holding the pills and water, she
stumbled across the floor to the mirror. Her reflection gazed
unblinking back, slightly sharper than normal. Ravana was struck by
how thin she looked, but not in a good way. The hole in her mind
seemed to taunt her from behind her reflected gaze, a blackness now
haunted by the ghosts of her dreams.

“Mirror, mirror, on
the wall,” murmured Ravana. “What is it I can’t recall?”

Despite her headache,
she decided she looked slightly less worse than yesterday. Behind
her, Lilith noisily cleared her throat.

“Have you taken your
medication?”

Ravana put the pills
to her mouth, then paused. “What will these do to me?”

“Restore your
vitality!” declared Jizo.

“They help you sleep,”
said Lilith, glaring at her colleague.

“Vitality and sleep?”
asked Ravana. “Is that possible?”

“I must apologise for
my fat friend, for she is an idiot,” Lilith replied tartly. “What
she should have said, if she knew her arse from her elbow, is that
it’s vitally important you get plenty of sleep. You can’t expect to
run before you can walk.”

“But I can walk,”
Ravana pointed out.

Keeping her back to
the nurses, she raised a hand and then the glass to her mouth and
swallowed. As she turned, her aching legs wavered and she grabbed
hold of the table to steady herself. Her elbow brushed against the
replacement plant pot.

“Sorry,” she murmured.
The hard stares of the nurses were upon her as she quickly put a
hand to the pot to stop it falling. “Maybe I do need to work on my
walking, after all.”

“Has she been at your
flask?” asked Lilith, glaring at Jizo. “She looks drunk.”

“Don’t blame the demon
drink,” Jizo said cryptically. “Blame the demon king.”

Puzzled, Ravana handed
the empty glass back to Lilith, who gave a satisfied nod. There was
something in the air that made them dispense with any further
barbed banter and Ravana allowed herself to be led away to the
washroom without another word.

Neither nurse gave the
plant pot a second look. Otherwise, they may have noticed the fresh
indentations in the soil where a finger had pushed two sets of
tablets deep out of sight.

 


* * *

 


There was only one
monk in the interview room that morning. His red sash was decorated
with lions and it took her a while to recall this meant it was
Brother Simha.

“zz-raavaanaa-zz,”
rasped the hooded figure. “zz-hoow-iis-yyoouur-meemooryy-zz?”

The momentary jolt of
panic that greeted her every time she was in the presence of the
monks this time failed to ebb away. Ravana sat nervously before the
desk and tried hard to remember where she had seen the figures
before. The seaside scene through the window had lost its calming
influence upon the strange fears building up within her. The
dreadful inhuman screech of Brother Simha invoked an image of
spindly grey fingers reaching out to suffocate consciousness at the
merest touch. Ravana gave an involuntary shiver and dropped her
gaze to the monk’s own hands resting upon the desk before her.

Startled, she froze.
Emerging from the sleeves of the monk’s robe, clear as day, were
twelve skinny digits, six to each hand. She was so surprised she
had to count them twice. It seemed incredible she had never noticed
it before, but after missing two doses of medication her mind was
becoming clearer by the hour. Simha still awaited an answer and she
forced her stare away from the monk’s strange hands.

“My memory is no
better,” Ravana replied, but even as she spoke she realised there
were bits and pieces lurking in her mind that were no longer
forgotten. “I think...?”

The monk leaned
forward. “zz-whaat-doo-yyoouu-thiink-zz?”

“Last night I had a
dream,” she said carefully. “I was in a grand palace, trying to
rescue my father. There was smoke everywhere, Que Qiao agents
firing guns, but we escaped and flew off in the Platypus, my
father’s ship.” A face popped into her mind of the chirpy young
Chinese women who had become a good friend and confident on the
Dandridge Cole and Ravana smiled. “Ostara helped me rescue
him. She’s head of security at the hollow moon and the Raja’s
kidnap was her first real case.”

She paused and bit her
lip, deep in thought. It had been the kidnap of Raja Surya, the
heir to the Yuanshi throne living in exile on the Dandridge
Cole, that had set off the chain of events that had taken the
Platypus to Epsilon Eridani. Bits of disjointed memories
were falling together, yet she still could not see the connection
between the Raja’s kidnap and her dream. Simha leaned forward and
she could almost feel the grey monk’s hidden gaze boring into her
skull like a dentist’s drill.


“zz-yyoouu-diid-noot-reescuuee-yyoouur-faatheer-zz!” he told her.
His cold tones did little to take away her thoughts of whirring
machinery. “zz-iit-waas-juust-aa-dreeaam-zz. zz-aa-faantaasyy-zz!”
He paused. “zz-yyoouur-miind-iis-veeryy-troouubleed-zz.”

Doubts crept once more
into Ravana’s mind. Her dream had seemed so vivid, yet also
featured a superhero emerging from the smoke to lead the escape,
which on reflection did suggest it was more wishful thinking than
anything real. As she stared at the hooded figure, a new fear took
hold of her; the dreadful dawning realisation that maybe she was
losing her mind and that the real reason she was here was to
recover from a mental breakdown. It would explain why she had been
packed off to a hospice on a tranquil stretch of Pampa Bay, if only
to divorce her from whatever it was that had ruptured her mind. Now
trembling, she looked into the monk’s dark hood and asked the one
question she did not want answered.

“I don’t know what’s
real anymore,” she whispered. “Am I going mad?”

 


* * *

 


In bed that night,
Ravana’s dreams came back with a vengeance. This time there was a
jumble of images to contend with; one moment she was on the flight
deck of the Platypus seeing a spinning asteroid loom ever
closer on a collision course, then suddenly she was tearing through
the darkness in an open-roofed hovertruck, furiously trying to make
her way to somewhere always just out of reach. A frightening
recurring picture was of twelve shadowy figures reaching out to
grab her with the same spindly fingers of the grey monks, at which
she would jerk awake and stifle a scream.

She had once again
feigned taking the offered pills upon her return to her room, but
in the hours of wakefulness between uneasy slumbers there were
moments when she wondered if this had been wise. Brother Simha had
filled her mind with a bundle of fresh doubts, her grip on reality
was slipping and she could not decide whether the tablets were
helping or hindering, her belief switching between the two extremes
in the blink of an eye. She had not waited until morning to move
the latest discarded tablets from their hiding place under her
pillow to an unmarked grave in the plant pot. She figured the tooth
fairy would not take kindly to finding medication instead of molars
two nights running.

Her aches and pains
had not improved, but she no longer felt chronically tired and
spent much of the night pacing restlessly around her darkened room.
In a moment of bravado, she tried the door but as expected found it
locked. Her ongoing headache was not helping, nor were the
indistinct shapes that popped into her thoughts every time she
closed her eyes. These were different to those of her dreams in
that she felt as if she could almost reach out with a mental finger
and give them a prod.

During her nocturnal
pacing she noticed the blurriness of these mental images varied
according to how far she was from her bed and at their most
indistinct when she lay upon the mattress. After a while it
occurred to her to look under the bed, whereupon she found a large
metal box linked via wires to a wall outlet, bolted beneath the
headboard. Her suspicions grew after giving the box an experimental
thump with her fist, for this had the unexpected effect of making
the shapes in her mind quiver in unison.

It was during a period
when Ravana lay awake upon her bed, gazing into the dark, that she
heard a noise from the room next door. The sound was muffled, but
unmistakeable as the sobs of a crying child and she suddenly
remembered the blond-haired boy she had seen yesterday in the
corridor. With a mixture of curiosity and concern, she quietly
slipped off the bed, crouched next to the table and put an ear to
the wall. What she heard was not tears of pain, but the muted
whimpering of loneliness and despair. The boy sounded like he
needed a friend. It occurred to Ravana they at least had that much
in common.

“Hello?” she
whispered. “Can you hear me?”

The crying abruptly
stopped and she heard a squelching sniff as an unseen hand wiped
snot from a nose. Moments later there was a soft thud against the
wall on the other side.

“Who’s there?” The
boy’s voice trembled on the edge of tears.

“A friend,” Ravana
replied, then realised the boy probably needed a little more to go
on. “The girl from the hollow moon. My name is Ravana.”

“I saw you yesterday.
You walk funny.”

“I can’t help it. My
legs ache.”

“You have scary black
hair and a yucky scar on your face.”

“Now you’re getting
personal!”

“You smiled,” the boy
said, sounding sad. “No one smiles anymore.”

Ravana let his words
drift into a poignant silence, wondering whether she should laugh
or cry at the pitiful situation they were both in. She resisted the
urge to do either.

“What’s your name?”
she asked.

“Artorius,” the voice
replied. “The fat nurse calls me Arty-Farty.”

“That’s very grown-up
of her.”

She paused to listen
for any sound from the nurses, for something told her that they
would not be pleased to find their patients out of bed and chatting
at this time of night. Hearing nothing, she wondered what a young
child might know about the place they were in. She decided Artorius
had probably seen a lot more than anyone suspected.

“Why are you here?”
she asked. “Are you poorly?”

“I help look after the
aliens. They make me talk to them.”

“You talk to... what?”
murmured Ravana. She lowered her voice. “Greys?”

“They have scaly skin
and big eyes and funny hands and feet. I like them but the nurses
keep them in cages and do nasty things to them and hurt them.”

Ravana did not like
the sound of that. “Do the nurses hurt you?” she asked.

“No,” Artorius
replied, after an endless pause. Ravana smiled at the thought of
him shaking his head at her from the other side of the wall. “They
get angry and shout a lot.”

“That’s good,” she
replied. “I mean, it’s good they don’t hurt you. Shouting and being
angry isn’t good at all. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“My head hurts
sometimes when they make me use my implant.”

“Implant?”

Ravana muttered a
curse. On cue, a twinge of pain shot through her skull. Incredibly,
she had somehow managed to forget that she herself had a cranium
implant, a tiny chip in her brain. She’d had it from an early age,
but her father in his infinite wisdom decided not to tell her until
it caused her virtual-reality nightmare at the Pampa Palace hotel.
This was the revelation hidden at the edge of the black hole in her
mind, the dreadful secret her father had confessed whilst she lay
traumatised in her hotel room. Yet there was more, for in her mind
it led to another memory, one of a dreadful encounter in a hidden
corner of the Dandridge Cole. With a shudder, she decided
that was something she was not yet ready to face.

“My implant,” she
murmured grimly. “They must have really screwed with my mind to
make me to forget a thing like that.”

There was silence from
beyond the wall. Listening closely, Ravana heard the faint rustling
of sheets as a tired young boy climbed back into bed. He had the
right idea.

“Good night Artorius,”
she whispered.

The sound of footsteps
in the corridor outside sent her scurrying back to her own bed. Her
mind was in no mood for sleep and there she lay, frantically
contemplating the myriad of thoughts buzzing around her head in the
darkness of her room.

 


* * *

 


Ravana was out of bed
and standing by the mirror when the nurses came to wake her. She
still felt very tired, but this time it was a weariness through
being awake all night, her head full of unquiet thoughts, rather
than the dull drowsiness of what she now accepted were tranquiliser
tablets. In a way she was more alert than ever and this morning had
noticed for the first time just how grubby her white room actually
was, with peeling paint and mouldy cracks wherever she looked. Her
headache remained, but the brief conversation with Artorius last
night left her strangely elated, for now she knew she was not
alone.

The nurses were both
visibly disconcerted by their patient’s apparent cheerfulness.
Ravana’s first words that morning threw them completely.

“Who was the little
boy I saw a couple of days ago?”

Her question
distracted the nurses long enough for her to slip the latest dose
of pills out of harm’s way and bury them in the plant pot with all
the others. The tablets had reacted badly with the soil and the
potted blooms were shedding petals fast.

“What boy?” the portly
Jizo said automatically. “There’s no boy here.”

“He is no concern of
yours!” Lilith snapped. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious,”
replied Ravana, noting their wary reaction.

Her own suspicions
were aroused when in a break from the usual routine, both nurses
decided to accompany her to the bathroom and on to the waiting grey
monks in the interview room. More unusual still, today they were
greeted by the distant sound of singing relayed through crackling
loudspeakers. A small choir were putting their heart and soul into
what sounded like a church hymn, though the words were strange:

 


“Show me the way,
lord alien grey,

To the skies I look
for a sign!

And wait to be taught,
the one last true thought,

Your wisdom like
starlight shall shine!

Show me the way, lord
alien grey,

Light-years of rapture
divine!

To you we all bind, to
wipe clear the mind,

In your head be it and
mine!”

 


“In your head be it,”
murmured Ravana. She had heard the hymn before.

“We are a little
early,” Lilith told her, in response to a raised quizzical eyebrow.
“The monks wanted to see you straight after the service
broadcast.”

“Service?” asked
Ravana. After what the nurses had told her, it should not have been
a surprise to learn that hospice life included religious services,
but this was the first real confirmation that the medical centre
was a church-run affair. “Can anyone join in?”

“Only the devout,”
Jizo replied. Her triumphant sideways glance at her colleague
suggested that while she herself qualified for such worthy status,
Lilith did not.

The singing continued
unabated. They arrived at the interview room to find the two chairs
on the far side of the desk unexpectedly vacant. Lilith invited
Ravana to take her usual seat and then waited with Jizo at the
door, presumably for the arrival of one or both of the monks. For a
while Ravana was content to sit gazing longingly through the window
at the distant sandy beach. After several minutes passed by and
neither nurse spoke, she could take the silence no more and decided
to pose the question that had been on her mind since yesterday.

“Why does Brother
Simha have twelve fingers?”

Jizo looked up from
pulling the legs off a spider, scooped from its web near the door.
Her leer had become an apprehensive stare. Ravana shivered at the
sight of something alive squirming in the pocket of the nurse’s
grey habit.

“Does he?” remarked
Jizo, looking uncomfortable. “Can’t say I noticed.”

“Polydactyly,” Lilith
replied smugly.

“Yes!” Jizo cried.
“Poly-what-she-said. Some sort of dinosaur.”

“A rare congenital
medical condition,” Lilith corrected, regarding Jizo with disdain.
“Some people are born with extra fingers or toes.”

“Like the dinosaur,”
her colleague persisted, unwilling to let go of an idea. “With big
claws dripping blood and guts from all the tiny animals they’ve
ripped apart and...”

“You’re thinking of a
Pterodactyl,” Ravana hastily interrupted. Jizo’s wild macabre
imagination made her feel sick. “I think they had wings.”

“Exactly! The extra
fingers and floppy skin enabled them to fly.”

Lilith gave the weary
sigh of someone who wished they were anywhere else but here. Ravana
opened her mouth to ask something else, then realised the singing
had stopped. A tramp of footsteps in the corridor outside sent the
nervous nurses back to their positions by the door. Moments later,
the monks arrived.

The two grey figures
swept into the room in a blur of cloaks and scarlet sashes. They
slipped silently into the waiting chairs, leaving Lilith and Jizo
to disappear through the door and close it behind them. Ravana’s
headache flared as the usual wave of panic crashed over her, a fear
which like yesterday remained as she stared into the dark recesses
of their hoods. This time she faced them with a clear mind. It
dawned on her that the random emotional shapes their presence
brought to mind were being generated by her implant, yet the images
were quite unlike the shadowy pictures glimpsed whilst in her room.
Her mind went back to the nightmare vision of twelve grey figures
reaching towards her with their outstretched hands. Ravana turned
her gaze from the seated figures and shuddered.

Brother Simha, the
monk with lions upon his sash, nodded to his companion sat at his
side, then leaned forward to level the blank stare of his hood at
Ravana.

“zz-raavaanaa-zz,” he
hissed, his voice cold and unwelcoming.
“zz-wee-aaree-moost-coonceerneed-aaboouut-yyoouur-meemooryy-zz.”


“zz-yyoouu-aaree-noot-weell-zz,” rasped Brother Dhanus, who wore
the customary archers on his sash.
“zz-teell-uus-aaboouut-thee-booook-theen-yyoouu-caan-reest-zz.”

Ravana stared back,
her fear growing by the minute. “What book?”

The formless shapes in
her mind reverberated with angry spikes as each monk spoke. The
thought of what she may have done to generate such dreadful
passions terrified her. Their hatred bore down on her, threatening
to swamp her with fear and drive her into insanity. She was on the
verge of tipping past the point where she could take no more, when
a tremor passed through their linked minds, a flicker of
apprehension. A sudden realisation hit her with all the force of a
poorly-maintained rocket booster.

“Those tablets,” she
gasped. “You’re using selective mind wipes! There’s something you
want me to remember. But there’s more you want me to forget!”


“zz-yyoouur-miind-muust-bee-freeeed-zz,” said Brother Simha, his
voice grating painfully in Ravana’s ears.
“zz-yoouu-muust-beeliieevee-zz.”


“zz-aall-thaat-iis-paart-dooees-beeloong-zz!” cried Dhanus.

Ravana stared at the
monks in disbelief, wide-eyed with terror as she finally remembered
the dreadful encounter with the mad priest Taranis in the
Dandridge Cole. She and her friends had witnessed the
dreadful unveiling of the half-human, half-alien cyberclones the
priest called his disciples, created to spread the word of the
Dhusarian Church throughout the five systems. The twelve clones had
turned upon Fenris, Taranis’ accomplice, reaching out with their
hands to destroy his mind in a moment of pure rapture. Brother
Dhanus’ words were exactly what the twelve had chanted as their
victim fell lifeless to the floor. Now she saw both the monks
sported the spindly six-fingered hands of the alien clones.

“Oh my word,” she
murmured. “You killed Fenris!”

She did not know how
it could be, but seated before her were two of Taranis’ creations.
As if to confirm the terrible truth, both monks raised their hands
to their heads and carefully pulled back their hoods. Now they
revealed the merciless mask-like grimaces etched upon their faces
and the grey, lizard-like skin stretched tight across their skulls.
Ravana did what anyone else would have done in the circumstances
and shrieked.


“zz-uunbeeliieeveer-zz!” screeched Dhanus.
“zz-buut-yyoouu-wiill-beeliieevee-zz!”


“zz-iin-yyoouur-heeaad-bee-iit-zz!” declared Simha.

Ravana screamed again
and fell backwards off her chair, landing sprawled upon her hands
and knees. She scrambled across the floor towards the door and was
brought up short by two pairs of legs blocking her path. Lilith
stood in the open doorway, wearing an expression that captured her
bewilderment at the revelation of what lay beneath the monks’
hoods. Jizo, stood beside her, looked oddly unfazed.

“We, err... heard a
scream,” stammered Lilith. “Is this a bad moment?”

“Yes!” cried Ravana.
“Very bad! Get me out of here!”

“What scared you,
little runt?” Jizo sneered.


“zz-thee-paatiieent-iis-noot-weell-zz,” rasped Simha, making Lilith
jump.
“zz-shee-haas-miisleed-yyoouu-aand-reefuuseed-treeaatmeent-zz.”

Jizo gave Ravana a
disapproving stare. “Is that so?”

“They’re alien
cyberclones!” cried Ravana. “Created by Taranis!”

“Taranis is dead,”
Lilith declared. “You killed him.”

“What?!”


“zz-taakee-heer-aawaayy-zz!” Dhanus ordered.
“zz-doo-noot-faaiill-uus-zz!”

Lilith nervously
bobbed her head in reply. Her face betrayed her shock at seeing the
monks unveiled. Jizo stood defiant, radiating a smug superior air.
Lilith quickly recovered and with Jizo, grabbed Ravana’s arms and
dragged her backwards through the door.

They did not stop
until they reached her room at the end of the corridor. Lilith went
to fetch the usual medication and the look in the nurse’s eye upon
her return was enough to tell Ravana that this time there would be
no pretending. Lilith pressed the tablets directly into the girl’s
mouth and stood glaring until she was sure the medication had been
swallowed.

Jizo grinned and
pulled a wriggling rat from her pocket. Ravana yelped and retreated
in horror as the nurse did a grotesque mime of a pterosaur
attacking its victim.

“Lizard men,” Jizo
declared, staring thoughtfully into the rat’s face. She pulled her
flask from a pocket and took a swig. “I told you it was something
to do with dinosaurs.”

 


* * *

 


As soon as the nurses
had gone, Ravana rolled out of bed and rammed her finger down her
throat, already feeling a lightness in her head as the tablets got
to work. Moments later she was on her hands and knees, trying to
vomit as quietly as possible and glaring at the metal box under her
mattress with justified paranoia. When she felt she had thrown up
what she could of the undigested tablets, she reached beneath the
bed and yanked the electrical cables from the box in a shower of
sparks.

The flickering shapes
in her mind abruptly resolved into clearly-defined symbols, created
by her cranium implant as it reached out and connected with
whatever remote circuits it could find. Her mind had been messed
with in more ways than one. Exhausted, she slumped against the
wall, sobbing quietly.

“Why me?” she moaned.
Her headache was worse than ever. “What have I done?”

Lilith’s accusation
reawakened the guilt Ravana had bottled up over the fate of Priest
Taranis, the father of the Dhusarian Church. The shock of seeing
two of Taranis’ creations sent her mind into turmoil and her
memories flooded back. The priest and his alien-human cyberclones
had been blasted into space, cast adrift after her friend Zotz
tricked the Dandridge Cole’s safety systems into jettisoning
the engine room containing the priest’s secret laboratory into the
void, deep in the Barnard’s Star system. Ravana and her friends
abandoned the hollow moon shortly afterwards, for Taranis’ meddling
and the crash of the Platypus had left the tiny world with
badly compromised life-support systems.

Taranis’ clones had
threatened their lives and left Fenris dead. After the euphoria of
their escape, Ravana had nevertheless been haunted by the thought
that she had been wrong to encourage Zotz to do what he did. Prior
to the incident, the priest had been presumed dead for years. An
inquest into what happened that fateful day was shelved and quietly
forgotten. If Lilith’s revelation was true, Ravana and her friends
had got away with murder.

Ravana found a new
home on Ascension, gained a place at Newbrum University and tried
to get on with her life. Yet she was also a thief; she had taken
Taranis’ Isa-Sastra, a book that ultimately led her to join
a student archaeology expedition in the Tau Ceti system during the
summer break. What was missing from her memory was how she had
apparently ended back on Daode, a virtual prisoner of the Dhusarian
Church, in the company of two of Taranis’ surviving disciples. It
was a mystery she was more than willing to leave behind.

“It’s time this
patient was discharged,” she murmured.

Her cranium implant
had already identified the remote control for the lock on the door
to her room. All children born in the Epsilon Eridani system were
implanted at a young age by order of the governing Que Qiao
Corporation; Taranis and his attempts to meddle with her destiny
many years ago had left Ravana with an unregistered
special-services device with far greater capabilities than was
usual. As she listened for any sound of movement in the corridor
beyond, she heard a murmur from the room next door and felt guilty
for not thinking of Artorius. Moving to the wall, she put an ear to
the flaking paint and listened.

“Artorius?” she
whispered. “Can you hear me?”

There was a rustle of
sheets, a soft patter of feet and a faint thud as someone dropped
to the floor on the other side of the wall.

“Ravana?”

“Yes, it’s me. Are you
okay?”

“I want to go home,”
the voice declared.

“Me too,” admitted
Ravana. “I’m leaving tonight.”

“Oh.”

“Do you want to come
with me?”

“Can I bring Nana and
Stripy?”

“Who?” Ravana rolled
her eyes in despair. “This is an escape, not a group outing!”

She heard a shuffling
noise and guessed the boy had moved from the wall. She crept to the
door and pressed the control, but as expected the mechanism
remained locked. She considered the implant image that represented
the lock, a plain red square centred upon a stylised key, then
carefully gave it a mental prod. With a soft clunk, the symbol
changed from red to green. Ravana tentatively reached for the
control again. This time, the door opened.

“Piece of cake,” she
murmured.

The darkened corridor
beyond was empty. Ravana pressed the wall-mounted release button to
unlock the room next to hers and pushed open the door. Artorius sat
on the floor next to his bed, looking downcast. Seeing her enter,
he smiled and gave a little wave.

Ravana offered the boy
her hand. “Coming?”

Artorius nodded and
took her hand without a word. Ravana quickly led him into the
corridor and down towards the interview room, which now she thought
about it was the limit of her geographic knowledge of the hospice.
Her implant detected security cameras, but no alarms sounded and
any red symbols quickly became green, just as when she broke into
Que Qiao’s headquarters on Yuanshi to rescue her father. Upon
reaching the door she sought, she was annoyed to find Artorius
trying to pull her further along the corridor.

“This is the way out!”
she whispered urgently. “There’s a window leading outside.”

“We need to go down
here!” the boy protested stubbornly.

“But...” Ravana began,
then saw Artorius’ expression. “Okay, have it your way. Don’t blame
me if we run into angry lizard monks!”

Artorius led her to a
set of double doors at the end of the corridor. These too were
locked and this time the wall panel demanded a security code, but
Ravana was able to override the control with her implant as easily
as before. The door unlocked with a clunk.

“How did you do that?”
asked an awestruck Artorius.

“Magic,” she said.

He wriggled past and
pushed open the doors. Lights flickered on in the room ahead.
Ravana’s nose wrinkled in disgust as she caught the musty metallic
odour of raw meat.

“Oh my word,” she
murmured.

The space before her
was crammed with racks of cages, medical apparatus, work benches
and all sort of paraphernalia ideally suited to a mad scientist’s
laboratory. The windowless chamber was not large and the chaotic
jumble of equipment left little room for manoeuvre. When Ravana saw
the empty cages and flecks of blood upon the floor, a shiver ran
down her spine. It reminded her of the secret animal-testing
laboratory she and her friends had stumbled upon on Yuanshi some
months before.

“What is this place?”
she asked.

“This way!” cried
Artorius, pulling her forward.

Not all the cages were
empty. When Ravana saw the final large enclosure, her heart leapt.
The caged creatures were the size of small apes, humanoid yet
lizard-like with grey hairless skin and mournful almond-shaped eyes
peering from an inverted triangular face. Spindly fingers clung
despondently to the bars of the cage. Ravana’s mind filled with a
myriad of emotions as the prisoners lifted their gazes towards
their visitors.

Ravana was one of the
few people ever to get close to the greys, the near-mythical aliens
of Epsilon Eridani. Incredibly, she recognised one of the creatures
now before her. The older-looking grey had distinctive blue
markings on its skin that had stayed in her mind ever since a
strange encounter in her childhood. Taranis later captured the same
creature and awarded it the dubious honour of being the mother to
his hybrid cyberclones. The grey was present at the birth of the
priest’s disciples on the Dandridge Cole, but despite
Ravana’s efforts had been condemned to the same fate as Taranis and
his creations. Yet at least two of the clones had survived. So it
seemed had their unwilling mother.

“Pretty cool aliens,
eh?” remarked Artorius. The younger of the two greys, which wore
faint zebra-like red stripes upon its back, was reaching through
the bars towards the young boy, its lips twitching in what looked
like a smile.

“Greys,” she
corrected, cautiously approaching the cage. “We’re the aliens
here.”

The elder grey
recognised her. The creature reached through the bars and placed a
six-fingered hand upon her arm, just like at their last fateful
encounter. Ravana began to suspect they were far more intelligent
than she had previously given them credit for.

“Thraak thraak!” the
grey yelped gently, momentarily startling her. The noise that
erupted from the creature’s mouth was like two bursts of
static.

“Nana knows you,” said
Artorius, impressed.

“It’s a long story,”
she admitted. “You can understand them?”

“The angry nurses make
me ask them things.”

His reply opened up
far too many questions but Ravana knew this was not the time for a
discussion on clandestine scientific research. She had tried and
failed to save the older grey from Taranis once before. She would
not fail again.

“They’re coming with
us,” she reassured Artorius. “Is it just these two?”

The boy nodded. “Nana
and Stripy.”

“Nana?”

“She’s very old.”

“And Stripy is
striped,” Ravana murmured. “How original.”

“Their real names are
very long!” Artorius replied haughtily.

The younger grey
pointed to a bunch of old-fashioned mechanical keys hanging on a
wall hook. Ravana found the one to open the cage and moments later
Stripy and Nana were clambering cautiously down to the floor,
unsure of their new-found freedom. Neither stood more than chest
high to her, though could look Artorius in the eye.

They seemed unwilling
to move until they were taken by the hand. While their stubby legs
did not look as if they had evolved for speed, Ravana soon had them
all out of the strange laboratory and at the door to the interview
room. Upon hearing the sound of distant footsteps they hurried into
the room, where Ravana used her implant to lock the door behind
them.

The room was in
near-darkness, with the window in the opposite wall just visible in
the gloom. She found the darkness outside puzzling, for a day on
Daode was ten times longer than on Earth and the sun had showed no
signs of setting when she had been there earlier.

The window remained
slightly ajar and a simple shove was enough to open it wide. Using
a chair as a step, Ravana helped Artorius and the two greys
through, then followed.

The silence of the sea
was eerie. A dim glow filled the sky, allowing them to see various
shapes in the dark. It was only when Ravana accidentally stumbled
into a large screen that she began to suspect things were not quite
as expected. Slowly, her eyes began to adjust to the low light and
her confusion turned bitter.

“It was all a trick,”
she murmured. “One big lie after another.”

Above them soared the
inner surface of a vast pressurised dome, one transparent enough to
allow a little sunlight through from outside. The screen she had
walked into was blank, but there was a triple-lens holovid
projector mounted above the window frame, positioned just right so
that recorded footage of Pampa Bay would appear real to someone
looking through the window from inside. It dawned upon Ravana that
her aching bones were right. They were not on Daode after all.

“Where are we going?”
asked Artorius. Beside him, the greys looked anxious.

“Far away from here,”
she muttered angrily. “Follow me.”

Ravana led them away
into the gloom. The low rambling building masquerading as a hospice
bordered a hangar-like space that extended as far as the curved
wall of the dome. They scurried forward in the gloom and almost ran
headlong into a huge mechanical monstrosity on caterpillar tracks,
the purpose of which Ravana cared not to guess. Just when she was
starting to think they would never find a way out, a large green
shape resolved into the familiar six wheels and barrel-shaped hull
of a lunar-class personnel carrier, parked in front of a huge
airlock door in the side of the dome. The dark windows of the
vehicle were strangely inviting.

“There,” she whispered
to Artorius. “That’s our way out of here.”

“You’re going to steal
a transport?”

“Borrow it,” Ravana
corrected him. “Hopefully.”

She scurried to the
transport and activated the control to open the rear hatch.
Artorius and the greys followed more hesitantly, but before long
Ravana was hastening them up the steps, through the airlock and
into the passenger cabin. She sealed the hatch behind them.

The lights came on as
they entered, revealing bare metal walls with bench seats and
overhead lockers on either side. Ravana hurried forward to the
cockpit and dropped into the driver’s seat. Sitting before the
console felt reassuringly like being on the flight deck of the
Platypus to give her confidence, though she had precious
little experience driving anything with wheels. Both the dome above
and the design of the transport suggested that wherever they were,
the world outside was far from welcoming.

“Nowhere to run?” she
muttered. Their escape had been remarkably easy to far. She hit the
start switch. “We’ll see about that.”

The hydrogen-powered
engine roared into life, louder than she expected. Seconds later,
alarms began to ring and the dome lit up with flashing red lights.
Artorius and the greys promptly added to the confusion with a
barrage of mutterings and nervous screeches. With a hand on the
steering wheel, Ravana shoved the gear level into ‘drive’.

The transport
shuddered into motion towards the closed door of the dome airlock.
She looked for a remote airlock control on the console before her,
then in desperation closed her eyes, brought up the implant images
in her mind and gave a panicky mental stab at the one that seemed
most likely. To her relief, the airlock door ahead began to slide
open.

The transport trundled
into the chamber. Automatic sensors got to work to seal the door
behind them, ready to let them loose onto whatever lay beyond.
Ravana found the control for the rear-view camera and caught a
glimpse of two figures running from the fake hospice towards them
before the airlock door sealed them from sight.

There was a metallic
clang and the door in front began to slide open. A sudden shaft of
daylight broke through and Ravana raised a hand to shield her
eyes.

“Wow!” exclaimed
Artorius. “A proper alien planet!”

The door revealed a
bleak desert landscape against an arid pink sky. Ahead, a black
gravel road ran to the horizon across a sea of red dunes. Ravana
saw straight away that the bright yellow sun was not the distant
light that Epsilon Eridani was to Daode, nor was it the bloated red
disc that was Barnard’s Star from Ascension. Now she remembered
everything.

“Falsafah,” said
Ravana. “It looks like I never left Tau Ceti after all.”

 


* * * * *
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ADMINISTRATOR VERDANDI
sat back in her chair and frowned. She had long ago learned that
the art of delegation was a delicate balancing game; it was all
about giving subordinates just enough power to keep things running
smoothly, but not enough to totally screw things up. It was a
philosophy that had served the domed settlement of Newbrum well for
many years, not to mention one that had made her the
longest-serving city Administrator ever on Ascension and favoured
candidate to fill the vacant post of planet-wide Governor come the
elections next year. Her tall, imposing presence was often all that
was needed to spur others to get on with the job, for the brisk
mind beneath her tightly-secured blond hair was perfectly
encapsulated by her equally sharp suit and boots. The thud of the
latter could make any of her staff cut short their lunch break.

Nevertheless, the
arrival of the refugees from the asteroid colony ship Dandridge
Cole had proved testing. Every day there seemed to be yet
another problem that demanded her personal attention. Verdandi was
beginning to suspect that her staff had realised just how powerless
they really were and were taking perverse pleasure in accepting the
fact.

The man seated
opposite cut a striking muscular figure with his bald head and
bushy beard, but it was the tatty flight suit and patch over his
left eye that held her attention. They were a reminder of why he
was here in her office, very annoyed and presenting her with a
demand that may as well have been a request for snow machines in
hell.

“I’m sorry Quirinus,”
Verdandi said. “I cannot change the rules just for you.”

“But it’s my
livelihood!” Quirinus exclaimed, his Australian drawl somewhat
lacking the finesse of Verdandi’s clipped English tones. “Take away
my pilot’s licence and I have no way of earning a living. There’s
enough of us without work as it is!”

“The eyesight test is
strict for a reason,” she said sternly. “I will not have one-eyed
pilots fly in and out of my spaceport! The Newbrum clinic is fully
equipped to fit bionic devices, so it’s not as if you’re out of
options.”

“None of us from the
hollow moon have that sort of money. You know that.”

Verdandi gave a
sympathetic nod and shifted her gaze to the window on her right.
Her office was small and minimalist, decorated only by a portrait
of Queen Victoria II on the wall behind her desk, but had a good
view of the city centre oasis that was Circle Park. Of the four
hundred refugees from the Dandridge Cole, barely half had
found work in Newbrum and gained the housing rights that came with
a job. The rest lived in temporary habitation modules on the edge
of the park, much to the dismay of Newbrum’s other three thousand
residents who were not impressed that the only bit of greenery
within the city had become a shanty town, complete with a motley
collection of dispossessed farm animals. Many refugees from the
asteroid commune, having no concept of a credit-driven economy,
were overwhelmed by how complicated day-to-day life was wherever
money was involved, especially when they had none. Verdandi sighed
and returned her attention to the matter in hand.

“You do not need to be
a pilot to operate your own ship,” she pointed out. “Have you
thought about hiring someone to fly that old freighter of yours for
you?”

“I did hire a pilot,
some idiot called Momus,” Quirinus told her. “He’s run me back and
forth to the Dandridge Cole a few times but what he
laughingly called his ship has been impounded for failing safety
checks.”

“Oh, that Momus. What
about your own ship?”

“The Platypus
is stuck at the hollow moon, going nowhere fast. The repairs won’t
be finished for a while yet. I need a licence to hire myself out
and earn a few credits.”

“After what you did?
Barely hours after being grounded, you’re up on
Stellarbridge trying to make off with a fuel tanker!”

“It’s our tanker!”
protested Quirinus. The hollow moon’s fuel supply ship
Indra, which had been used as a makeshift lifeboat following
the failure of the Dandridge Cole’s power systems, was
incapable of atmospheric flight and had been parked in Ascension
orbit ever since. “In my defence, the Indra’s flight systems
are all automatic and don’t whinge like Momus. Anyway, it’s needed
at the Dandridge Cole and the harbour master did say he
wanted it out of the way.”

“I feel for you
Quirinus, I really do,” she said, though there was a definite edge
to her voice. The Commonwealth Space Station CSS
Stellarbridge, in orbit around Ascension, only had a dozen or
so docking gates and the Indra was blocking at least five.
Verdandi had received a complaint that very morning from the
harbour master about what this and the non-payment of fees was
doing to business and was in no mood for compromise. “Maybe you
should consider a career change until your daughter can help you
with what you have grandly referred to as your interstellar courier
business. I heard she’s settled into life on Newbrum better than
most.”

“Ravana? She’s a
bright kid,” Quirinus said fondly. “That unfortunate business in
Epsilon Eridani was a blessing in disguise, for it meant there were
people she knew at the academy. She’s away at the moment,” he
added, with a tinge of regret. “She’s become obsessed with
archaeology and managed to get a place on the excavation Bradbury
Heights University are running in the Tau Ceti system.”

“So I heard.” Verdandi
spoke with genuine interest. “One of the Avalon holovid news shows
is eager to do something on the Barnard’s Star connection. Is it
true they’re uncovering actual alien ruins on Falsafah?”

“That’s the story.
Ravana sounded really excited last time I spoke to her, though that
was a couple of weeks ago,” Quirinus told her. He looked
uncomfortable in the age-old role of worried father. “Communication
links aren’t too reliable on Falsafah. She quite surprised me when
she volunteered to go on the trip. She used to be such a shy little
thing.”

Verdandi smiled,
recognising the slight bewilderment common in all parents who are
finally starting to realise just how much their children have grown
up. Quirinus shifted awkwardly in his chair in the manner of
someone who had run out of things to say. Verdandi herself had
other appointments waiting.

“I hope it works out
for you, Quirinus.” Verdandi extended her hand, a signal that their
discussion was over. “You’ll soon be back on your feet, I’m
sure.”

 


* * *

 


There were three
people in the waiting room outside Verdandi’s office when Quirinus
emerged, one of whom he was surprised to see was Ostara, a
smartly-dressed slim young Chinese woman, who at the time of Raja
Surya’s kidnap had been head of security on the Dandridge
Cole. Her success in solving that particular mystery, albeit
with help from Ravana and her friend Zotz, convinced Ostara she was
born to be a detective and upon arriving at Newbrum she had applied
to join the local police force. Quirinus had not seen her for some
days and they greeted each other with broad smiles, pleased at
their chance meeting.

“Fancy meeting you
here!” Quirinus exclaimed, earning disapproving stares from the two
men sitting opposite. “What brings you before the mighty
Administrator?”

“Business,” Ostara
told him. “It’s good to see you, Quirinus.”

“You too. Have you had
your interview with the police?”

“Yesterday,” she
replied, looking solemn. “I didn’t get the job. The officer said I
failed to meet the pass mark on one of the tests, but I just know
its because they’ve got something against us refugees. Either that
or they haven’t got a uniform to fit me!”

Quirinus suppressed a
smirk. While it was well known that Newbrum police officers were
traditionally big, burly types who could undoubtedly lift petite
Ostara with one finger, he could imagine her going off on a
completely random tangent when faced with a mental aptitude
conundrum. However, what she said about the bad feelings between
the locals and the displaced residents of the hollow moon was sadly
true.

“Something will come
up,” he said, feeling he should pass on some of Verdandi’s
optimism. He had already noticed that she did not look too
despondent.

“Oh, I have plans,”
Ostara told him, looking secretive. “If you fancy a drink later
I’ll tell you all about it,” she added coyly.

Quirinus smiled. “I
have to collect Zotz from school, then we’re off to stay with his
father over the break. I’m sure Wak could use some help on the
Dandridge Cole.”

“Say hello from
me.”

“Do you want to come
with us? Another pair of hands is always welcome.”

Ostara paused, then
shook her head. “I’ve things to do here,” she told him. “Besides,
last time Wak asked for helping hands, I managed to trap him inside
an airlock and leave Ravana dangling down that horrible shaft. I
think I’ll give it a miss.”

Quirinus grinned.
“We’ll have that drink when I get back,” he promised.

 


* * *

 


Quirinus strode
through the entrance lobby of New Birmingham Chamber and out onto
the street. Verdandi’s administrative hub was aptly situated at the
geographic heart of the kilometre-wide dome of steel and glass that
protected Newbrum’s inhabitants from the alien environment of the
world outside. The buildings beneath the dome were predominantly
concrete, laid out in a concentric street pattern with Circle Park
at the centre. The crumbling tower blocks around the park were
squashed close, separated by streets barely wide enough for the
transports that brought in supplies from the spaceport and external
greenhouses. The bloated red sun of Barnard’s Star hung high above,
casting its rusty rays upon the glass to paint the city in dim
scarlet hues.

The Chamber was the
sole survivor from the initial rush of construction during the
founding of New Birmingham by Commonwealth and European colonists
barely two generations ago. The building ran in a graceful curve a
quarter of the way around the park, but the architecture of the
imposing ten-storey structure was otherwise stark and box-like,
with only the distinctive red, white and blue flag of the United
Kingdom hanging limply from the pole above the main entrance to
brighten the grey exterior. The European Space Agency’s interest in
Barnard’s Star was short-lived, for there was little in the system
worth travelling six light years for. However, after all their hard
work in building Newbrum, Bradbury Heights and the other human
enclaves on Ascension, many who had settled steadfastly refused to
abandon their new homes and so it was that the United Kingdom
reluctantly agreed to grant Ascension the status of a Commonwealth
colony.

The streets were
thronged with people and few were in a rush. Newbrum maintained
European Central Time and artificial lighting within the dome did
its best to mimic the day and night cycles of Earth. Ascension
rotated slowly backwards and was so close to Barnard’s Star it
orbited once every three Terran weeks, resulting in a day that saw
the sun rise in the west every seven Terran days. Faced with such a
confusion of daylight cycles, most people just got out of bed and
went to work or school whenever they pleased. Newbrum was not so
much the city that never sleeps, but more one that never quite
fully woke up.

Quirinus crossed the
street and entered the park through the southern entrance, taking
care to steer clear of the small group of protesters picketing the
south-east quarter. The people waving placards, mostly employees of
big
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