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The SEQUETUS
SERIES, and the NEW EARTH MINISERIES are works of fiction.
Names of individuals and companies used in the
book, unless historical fact, are pure fiction.

THE SEQUETUS SERIES
GLOSSARY

There is a
chapter named 
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like this. These are
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with each subsequent volume

MEASUREMENT
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Standard Measurement, such as kinopacs, or Ks and pacs, but those
who have left Earth may still use kilometers.
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NUMBERED

This is an epic story. Its nature
is big. There are twenty-three books. Each book deals with a
specific aspect of the story. The Sequetus Series is broken up into
four separate miniseries:
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A lot of care has gone into
creating this epic, and everything has been done by way of
glossary, pictures, maps, notes, credits, and so on, to assist the
reader to have an enjoyable reading experience.
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PRELUDE

 


 


Goren Torren
watched the writhing body below. He lamented at
what had gone wrong. The scene was clear. Wire strands protruded
from his scalp, they in turn were attached to thirteen silver wire
coils, each coursing with electricity. His body arched with each
new surge its tormentors could drive into his brain.

The dials of the console showed their
intent while the laughter and jeers of the operators measured their
success.

With each new thrust of power and
subsequent convulsing of the body the events seemed to matter less;
for the body was dying now and Goren would have little use for this
hulk of flesh down there on the table. It wouldn’t humor its
tormentors much longer. Goren’s body was almost dead. The events of
the past standard-year seemed only too surreal. Goren was aware of
his dimming life.

His mind wandered back. The light
faded.

Where did it all go so horribly
wrong?

 


Ω

 


Life changed for Goren
Torren when he was summoned to the royal-court of
Lorde Hymnody III.

Goren was an
independent, meaning that
he was in service of those who ruled and created the laws of
the Federation. By
contracting to patrons such as royals, independents performed
services gathering information.

Occasionally serving a
patron might require bending a law that otherwise bound the
Federation together. Federation royalty, which comprised the bulk
of an independent's patronage, considered themselves above such
laws, and within their own sphere of influence, able to
extend independent-immunity. That sphere
was, more often than not, extended generously to sectors controlled
by other royals seeking reciprocal rights for their own.

This was how the
Santonia Galaxy worked.
This was their system, and it had been that way for a long
time.

Intelligence gathering by
independents, contracting to royals and their vassals, arose
shortly after the conquest of the known Santonia Galaxy. For the
Federation to function, rulers of sectors, developed covert
intelligence operations, so that one sector could verify trust in
another sector. Since the introduction of the independent networks,
reports of royal hostilities and confrontations were
minimal.

One major risk for an independent was
to be discovered or accused of corrupting laws in a distant world,
too far for his patron to have any significant influence over, and
to find the patron forced to declare void his independent’s
immunity. Thus a successful independent needed a keen sense of his
patron's disposition, to determine what limits an independent could
push his immunity to.

When caught in such an embarrassing
situation, an independent could be returned to his home sector and
often never be seen or heard from again. Thus only independents
with ability, or with very few patrons, persisted many years. Most
independents either retired early or simply vanished.

Goren had contracted only
once prior to accepting his present commission from
Lorde Hymnody III. His
former patron, a lesser vassal, had his contract bought out by the
Hymondian contract.

Being an independent
accorded status and wealth; both determined by the status and
wealth of the patron. Goren was paid sufficiently to live a
lifestyle that afforded a large estate with six servants. Unlike
other independents, Goren's estate comprised only one residence. It
was situated in the inner circle of Jilta
P.P.C., the hub and administrative center
of the Hymondian sector.

The estate grounds comprised large
gardens, walled off from the outside city. In the center of Goren's
estate was his residence, unassuming and small compared to the
expanse of its grounds.

The residence comprised two stories
above ground while concealing three basement levels. The ground
floor housed Goren's inner residence, recreation and guest
facilities, while the floor above accommodated the needs of
servants and staff.

Basement Level One was the
administration level, while Basement Level Two housed security and
research. Here was the largest paperbound private library in Jilta
P.C. Most of Goren's research and notes were in hard copy, his
reasoning being security. Hardcopies, or books, were simpler to
detect missing, and more difficult to destroy than computerized
memory. On the lowest level, Basement Level 3, were transports and
weapons, with little usage for the latter.

Security access to the residence was
tight. Every door housed sensors which activated iris flashscans,
admitting or barring personnel as programmed.

The transport area garaged two private
interplanetary craft. The first was an antique, and along with an
original smaller estate, was inherited from Goren's great ancestor
Phi Torell of ten generations past.

The ship, GP Carrier 1,
traveled when Phi Torell belonged to the Council Ministry of Settlement of
the Confederated Council of
Planets. This was a time when the
Confederacy was strong and expanding prior to conquest by the
Federation.

The Federation, though known by the
Confederacy at the time, was never considered a foreseeable threat,
being smaller and a quarter of a galaxy away.

GP 1 used travel propulsion called
quantum-drive, a system of attaining speeds below light-speed. As
fast as this was, a Confederacy expedition to the then Federation,
and return, could take decades. The first such expedition had taken
explorers two hundred and eighty-five standard years. Reports
returned that the Federation was neither expansionist nor a high
technology. The recommendation was made to open long-term trade
links.

It was unlikely that Goren's ancestor
would have approved of Goren being an independent to a royal of the
Federation. But family traditions and values change.

Goren's patrons were lordes and rulers
of The Imperial Galactic Federation. Goren's great ancestor lived
in the heady times of exploration, settlement, of quantum-drives
hopping from planet to planet.

Traveling great distances back then
required ships' occupants to undergo freeze-thaw preservation. This
technique was designed to conserve ship operating systems, its
crew, and perishable items, over great periods of travel. Side
effects of this preservation were at the thawing end of the
journey, these being body discomfort, disorientation, gentle memory
loss, headaches, all of which could last for days.

With The Imperial Galactic
Federation came Warp
Drives, propelling their occupants at
faster than light speeds. There was no warning of that first
invading fleet, only the arrival of Imperial Galactic Federation
cruisers, having traveled faster than any courier or message at
light or sub light speeds. The Confederacy was defenseless. It
wasn’t even aware it was under attack. Each planet was conquered in
its turn by vastly superior firepower and speed. No sooner had a
planet surrendered or fallen, than a provisional Federation
administrator had taken charge, and the news of imminent attack
arrived from the previous planet. What took months to travel at
Quantum speeds took only days under Warp Drive systems.

GP 1 was 2,476 standard years old and
operational, even though Goren seldom found time to use it.
Sentiment had its place in Goren's world, but the practicalities of
Warp Drives were very real.

The other craft in Basement Level
Three was a Warp Drive system craft. Goren's status of being an
independent had procured the craft.

Goren was unaware of any other person
outside of royalty who owned their own Warp Drive craft. Standard
procedure was for a corporation or a highly placed individual to
lease, not own a Warp Drive vehicle.

Craft were custom designed
to the lessee's needs by the Imperial
Federation Warp Drive Bank. The Bank
designed the craft, built it, leased the craft, and maintained the
Warp Drives.

As part of the Lease Agreement between
the Bank and its Lessee, the Bank always had the right of
inspection of the craft, any time without notice.

Any Warp Drive engine compartment
found to be, or appearing to be, tampered with in any way, would
lead to the death of the ship's owners, captain and crew. To refuse
to admit a representative of the Bank onto the craft would result
in the automatic destruction of the ship with all
aboard.

For a starship or yacht to
become a tiny supernova in space wasn’t uncommon in the early days
of the Bank. No less than 176 Warp Drive craft were incinerated in
the century after the Bank's inauguration. None had been lost
since. It was the Warp Drive development that gave the Federation
its power, its edge. As conquerors the Royals knew they were too
few to hold a military supremacy over such a large volume of space.
With the introduction of The Bank
Transport Monopoly Act, simple trade
economics took over. The Federation, meshed with fast transport at
its helm, fashioned a bourgeoning expanding economic
empire.

Goren had been granted freehold title
of his ship. As the Warp Drive craft was connected to his patron,
Lorde Hymondy III, the drives and engines remained the leased
property of the Bank, but unlike other craft lease agreements the
Bank had no immediate boarding rights. Like all ships these drives
were sealed, this left no doubt as to the fate of the craft and its
occupants, should the Bank become aware of tampering.

Military vessels could be either owned
or leased, but due to the prohibitive outright purchase costs, many
of the Federation royalty who ran the military entered lease
agreements. Either way the Bank retained all rights to the drives,
engines, and servicing thereof. On no account could any
organization or individual, be it Federation royalty, political
heads of state or merchants have access to their own Warp Drive
systems. The craft could be owned but not the drives in
it.

 


Ω

 



CHAPTER 1

 


LORDE HYMONDY III

 


 


Goren Torren sat in the antechamber.
It had been too long since the last mission. He stared at the same
walls, tapestries, carved furniture and mosaic floor patterns as
before. He breathed deeply, letting the palace mustiness fill his
lungs. Absent-mindedly he looked to the clock, stood, and walked
over to the hung portraits.
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The Royal Palace of Jilta

Visions of times past swelled his
mind. Goren loved his work, loved the excitement, and most of all
saw the good he could do. To his knowledge he was the oldest
serving independent in any realm, and he would serve his lorde for
many decades to come. Goren attributed his success to the man he
served.

A noise interrupted his thoughts so he
turned.

A large carved timber door creaked
open. A valet nodded for Goren to enter. Goren's anxiety rose as he
stepped into the Great Hall.

The palace was unassuming from
outside, but inside it was beautiful. The buttressed ceilings,
ornately carved from Jiltanian Bloodwood timber towered
impressively. The Hall itself sparkled with tinted golden light
from vaulted windows stretching upwards through stone walls. Goren
strode past a line of attentive guards towards the dais.

With his footsteps echoing Goren
maintained poise as he approached.

Lorde Hymondy sat in his hand carved
seat, embroidered in the blue and gold colors of Jilta. Behind him,
in colored crystal windows was the crest of the Hymondian reign.
Goren stood and bowed his head.

“I’m pleased to see you
Goren.” Lorde Hymondy's voice was soothing.

“The pleasure is mine, my
Lorde.” Goren stood erect and gazed at Hymondy.

Lorde Hymondy smiled and then sighed,
before taking on a serious expression. “Do you have an idea as to
why I have asked you here?”

“None, my Lorde. I
anticipate another mission.”

Lorde Hymondy stepped down to Goren,
his royal racial features large and obvious. Royals as a race were
taller. Goren, though considered tall, always felt dwarfed in his
lorde’s presence. In the early days of the conquest, the Royals
were said to have opted for a program of genetic engineering to
place their bloodline above others. It was rumored that royal
genetic makeup was incompatible to any other race in the galaxy. As
a race, royals also considered themselves having superior strength
and perception.

“Do you recall a planet and
mission you undertook over a century ago, called Sequetus
3?”

“Indeed my Lorde. It was
one of my first missions under your patronage. I believe I was
there for six of their calendar months. It was a mission to
reconnoiter the planet for intervention, my Lorde. They called
their planet Earth.”

“What would be that
planet’s status now Independent?”

Goren hesitated; he had had no reports
on Earth's status for over a hundred standard years.

“I can imagine then, 1872
local date, to now, 1989 local date, they should have developed
liquid fossil fuel transport. They may have developed electrical
wire communication but I imagine it is in its infancy.” Goren
looked away for a moment and continued. “Also, the population may
have reached a billion. I found them to be prolific breeders, my
lorde, obsessed with the techniques of reproduction.” Goren looked
to Lorde Hymondy to see his lorde's attentive eyes still upon him.
Goren continued. “As to the planet's status, it has been under the
Royal Malukan family since the Imperial Galactic Federation
conquest. Prior to that, Earth was observed only by the
Confederated Council of Planets.”

Lorde Hymondy nodded. “What else do
you recall of Earth's inhabitants and technologies?”

Goren mulled over the events of over a
century ago.

“The longevity of the
population was exceptionally short, giving rise to speculation of
adverse genetic engineering. There was something very troubling
about that.”

“Yes, I recall that
mentioned that in your debriefing report. You also stated that you
found no hard evidence supporting such genetic engineering
speculation, apart from the short-lives themselves.” Lorde Hymondy
was beginning to pace the floor. Goren could tell something was
very wrong.

“Correct, my Lorde.
However, the planet, though primitive, has preserved historic
religious transcripts reporting persons alive on the planet with a
longevity exceeding even our own. Whether these are reports on the
lives of unauthorized visits of members of the Confederated Council
of Planets, or examples of the race once having lived a much longer
life span, we never verified it. That data, if it existed, was
destroyed on the administrative planets of Tema, Goldor and Trell,
during Federation conquest.” Goren could see Hymondy
waiting.

“Yet upon saying that, I
did come across a large cross section of the populace experiencing
an awareness of lost time, or at least not sufficient time to
fulfill their lifetime expectations.”

“Yes, I recall. What of
their technologies?”

Goren began to feel urgency in his
lorde’s questions. “When I left the planet, it was going through a
mild refinement of primitive solid fuel projectile blasters, and
very crude forms of industrialization, construction and transport,”
Goren said.

Hymondy nodded, concern read on his
face. “I recall that you advised that Intervention Day should be in
two millennia.”

“Correct, my Lorde. That
figure is based on the statistical timing of previous isolated
planetary cultures with life expectancy only slightly longer than
Earth’s. Also it is based upon the Malukan observations and projected
records at that time. The Malukans calculated the date before my
date; in about 1500 years. However, I was also taking into account
the Matherson Hypotheses, which basically maintains the longer the
life span of a culture's population, the faster the technologies
within that culture evolve. I merely reversed the hypotheses, my
Lorde.”

Lorde Hymondy could feel the anxiety
in the independent's voice and nodded in agreement. “A sensible
conclusion, based on the data we had. Indeed, great advances in the
sciences and arts have always been from those cultures with
individuals that lived long. They build on their own earlier
discoveries, having time to consolidate their work, and don’t need
to spend great portions of their lives learning only from
others.”

Goren was obviously feeling tense.
“The hypothesis exactly, my Lorde, but....”

“Relax, my young
independent. You have done nothing wrong. Let me continue my
questions. I also remember that your reports mentioned that the
time for intervention should be marked by the planet's ability to
communicate through transmissions into space.”

“Correct, my Lorde, when
the signals are in their infancy. To intervene later has shown
historically to bring about Planet Group
Hysteria. I believe that would be about the
year 4000 Earth time. My Lorde, can I….”

Hymondy smiled. “What would you say to
the report that the planet has already the technology of atomics,
along with sufficient weapons to annihilate a planet five times its
size? Plus I have a report that it has already sent communication
craft beyond the gas giant planets of the Sequetus
system?”

Goren pondered the magnitude of that
report. Lorde Hymondy felt the calculations racing through his
independent's mind.

“My Lord,” said Goren,
“Apart from not believing such a report, I would have to say that
the right time for intervention has passed, but beyond that...it
couldn’t be true from the data I had, unless the technology was
being fed onto the planet by someone outside.”

“Exactly so Independent
Goren Torren. I have lost contact with two junior-grade
independents, sent there over the past standard-year. They first
alerted me to these anomalies when they came across Earth
literature, in a local Academia. They cross-indexed it with your
earlier intelligence report, so I sent them to Sequetus 3 to get
more information.

“Goren, data is missing.
Your mission is to penetrate the Sequetus system, get onto Sequetus
3, Earth, get that missing data, return alive, and present to me
an intelligence estimate
of the planet.

“I don’t know what that
missing data is, but that little planet has a reported populace of
six billion. Also I believe one of my junior independents is dead.
The other, I can only speculate has met a similar fate. It is more
than likely that the Malukans have a hand in what is transpiring
there. Their reports to Federation Central
Command only bear out your original
projections. Others and I, want to know the why of Sequetus 3.

“As to who else wishes to
know, I can’t disclose, but to give you an understanding of the
enormity of your mission I have deposited three million credits
into your account.”

Goren remained still as
Hymondy continued. “In addition, I’m placing at your disposal
my Royal Archives,
plus I’m providing you two of my finest Boguard, Captain Mepat and Guard
Instructor Letone. Take what weapons and stores you need by
consulting Letone.”

Hymondy began to pace the floor again.
“I have arranged for you to visit the planet as an anthropological
survey team, to which the Malukans have been extremely obstructive.
You will have passes for only five of you into the Sequetus system,
including yourself, and only three passes onto the planet Sequetus
3.

“The Malukans have many
agents on the planet and you can assume they will do all in their
power to resist your mission.

“As to what lengths they
will undertake to have you fail, I’m uncertain, but realize that
you will be traveling as my Independent which will protect you to a
small degree. Neither myself, nor Lorde Maluka, will be in a
position to lose credibility.

“You will leave in one
month. Your return would be ideal within a standard-year, though
the results are more important than the timing.

“Don’t fail me, my young
friend. This body of mine is growing weary. It will require
regeneration within three standard years. It is imperative your
mission concludes well prior to that time.”

Hymondy's gaze was fixed at the rear
of the hall. “Oh, and independent, the planet already has very
primitive computers.”

Hymondy wasted no time in dismissing
his Independent. Quickly he was surrounded by six of his Boguard.
As the large doors closed behind, the exiting independent’s steps
echoed through the hall. Hymondy sighed at the probable fate of his
young charge.

Through the palace corridors Goren
strode, Hymondy's conversation still in his mind. Atomics,
computers, space travel, who, why? He looked at an impassive
Boguard while turning the last corner.

Goren walked out from the palace
gardens, thankful to forego the usual body scans.
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CHAPTER 2

 


THE TROOP

 


 


By the time Goren had returned to
Residence he had decided on the remaining two members of the
team.

First choice was
Navia Charlton, not
because they had married briefly at cadet training school, but
rather she was a trained social anthropologist of repute. Navia's
specialty lay in Social Computers Studies, the historic and social
interaction between computers and human behavior. Though
intelligent computers had been outlawed by every civilization under
the Imperial Galactic Federation, and its preceding administrations
for some millennia, sometimes computer development had been
overlooked when intervention was overdue.

If Earth had developed computers, then
a scientist with knowledge on how to divert them to non-intelligent
development could be vital.

Another reason for including Navia was
that she had accompanied Goren on seven previous successful
missions. Navia had the quick ability to determine which were real
problems, from hosts of apparent problems, and find lightning
solutions.

Later that day Goren stood in the
corridor outside Navia's apartment arguing with her. The corridor
was crisp white, with healthy green leafy plants lining one side of
the granulated stone floor.

Her apartment was typical of many of
the new superrises now following the shores of Lake Lerry Tiffan,
on the outreaches of Jilta P.C.

“Goren, you know I love you
as a brother, and I would do almost anything for you, but on this
occasion I have to decline.”

Goren sighed. “But....”

“But nothing. I simply
can’t go to Sequetus 3 with you. As I explained I have only just
taken up a lecturing post at Academia Alson. This is my first big
role at Alson, the most prestigious Academia in the
sector.”

Goren groaned. She always did this to
him.

“Listen Goren, no use
moaning. I have three hundred students needing me just as much as
you do. Possibly they need me more. They need the experience I have
in the field, and I have a professional responsibility to share
it.”

Goren began to look at the ceiling
with little interest.

“And besides, if I break my
contract, not only will the Academia sue my breeches off, I won’t
get a post teaching nursery school.

“However, I can give you
half a dozen big names that will jump at the opportunity to go with
you, and perform better.”

Navia looked at Goren with big open
green eyes.

Goren looked back into them deeply.
“Before I came here I deposited a third of a million credits into
your account.”

Without waiting for a reply Goren
turned and headed down the corridor. He heard a scream of
exasperation behind him.

As he turned the corner he called
back. “Our ship lifts off in twenty-seven days!”

There was no sound. Goren was waiting
for the elevator doors to close and a faint voice echoed through
the corridor. “To what address do I send my luggage?”

The last member to be
enlisted was Erin Torb, Marshal, retired. He had previously
accompanied Goren on a mission to report a potential uprising in
the Kinetics Province.

The marshal had retired
from the Imperial Federation Fleet Command (IFFCo). In service he
had been decorated and revered by his peers. The marshal had put
down uprisings on the planets of Tilon, Crackess and Solan. When
needed, he crushed the enemies of IFFCo with great courage, and small
mercy that had earned him the nickname Stone Heart. Yet, it was known that
the marshal's troops would give all, should he command
it.

This trait of the marshal's command
made him a mixed target of great wonder, admiration, derision and
criticism amongst his peers at IFFCo.

Statistically the marshal had over and
over defeated adversaries three or more times his command’s size.
To have Marshal Erin Torb in a campaign cut anticipated losses of
that campaign by half. The loyalty between the marshal and his
troops was a reciprocated relationship that few IFFCo commanders
understood.

Erin Torb's battle philosophy was
simply two pronged; attack the enemy with all his might for the
sake of IFFCo, and defend his troops for their sakes.

A final consideration for the
marshal's inclusion was his dislike of Malukans. Though Goren knew
these feelings ran deep, he didn’t know why.
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The initial briefing took
place in the blue conference room at Residence. The room catered for
fourteen around a polished black stone table. The walls and floor
were covered with shades of pale gray. Woven ancient tapestries
hung on two walls depicting scenes from Confederacy
days.

Goren stood at the head of the table.
Behind him three banks of compuscreens were busy with information
about their mission. In the wall to Goren's left was the disguised
door. There were no other entries or exits.

The two Boguard stood either side of
the entry, as though ready to prevent any unexpected intruder.
Physically the Boguard were smaller framed than the average
Jiltanian, but their reputation as fighters was well earned. The
Boguard were loyal to their Lorde at the expense of all others,
including themselves. The ethos of Boguard was the protection of
Lorde Hymondy III. They bore no other apparent purpose. It was said
that Boguard were dispossessed of emotion, and they seldom fought
at the side of others. Though respected for their purpose and
abilities Boguard were sometimes quietly disliked, and perhaps
feared, by the military. Many rumors abounded with stories of super
feats of strength and heroism. Much had been speculated as to what
other gifts they possessed, of which little was known.

Yet for all that, to have Boguard
appointed on an IFFCo mission was considered an omen of ill
fortune. IFFCo always objected to their presence, no matter the
circumstances.

Boguard dress consisted of a snug
fitting black one-piece costume, long sleeves, tied with a thinly
braided gold belt. Over the suit they sometimes wore two diagonally
crossed pocketed weapons belts. They were shod with calf length
boots, more weapons attached. The total outfit was
black.

Goren had just asked for
questions.

The marshal cleared his throat. “I
don’t wish to grind an old axe about IFFCo superstitions, but I
don’t see a need for Boguard on this mission. I mean, any trooper
worth his pay can spot them. Even if the Boguard agree to travel
out of uniform, which I doubt, if they’re picked as Boguard by the
Malukans, it will end any disguise as an anthropological survey
team.” The marshal looked over at the Boguard. “No disrespect
intended to you boys, but I just don’t see you fitting in.” The
marshal turned to Goren. “Their reputation can’t be denied Goren,
but I can locate any number of special-forces troopers who are
unequaled, and their loyalty is beyond question.”

Goren looked to the Boguard; both
remained unmoved by the marshal's comments. He looked to Navia and
gestured for any remarks.

“Erin does have a valid
concern Goren,” she said. “I’m an anthropologist. The marshal
certainly could pose as one. You’re an Independent. The Boguard may
pose a problem to our credibility. I don’t doubt your ability to
talk your way out of most situations, but Boguard?” Navia
hesitated. “They will be difficult to disguise. Perhaps we should
be asking what the intent of their role is on this mission. Is it
merely defense, which I doubt?

“As you said, marshal, you
could select many excellent troopers for the task. Whatever their
real purpose, marshal, it will no doubt remain a secret between
them and Lorde Hymondy.”

Navia looked at Goren with raised
eyebrows. “And, perhaps also with Independent Goren
Torren?”

Goren slipped a smile while shaking
his head slowly. “I have no secrets on this. Whatever the Captain's
and the Guard Instructor's extra purpose, they have their own
instructions. I have already questioned them without success. Lorde
Hymondy has instructed them to be here. That is enough.”

Goren thought he might have perceived
a smile on Captain Mepat, but decided it was imagined.

The Captain stepped forward.
“Independent Goren, permission to continue loading supplies.” His
voice was steady, crisp and clear.

Goren nodded, the door opened and the
Boguard silently stepped out. Goren wondered if there wasn’t some
hidden communication between the pair.

As Goren watched the door close, he
wondered if he saw a shimmer in the air. He suddenly had a strange
feeling of déjà vu.
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Goren came across the Captain and
Guard Instructor during a lull period. They were beyond the ship
facing towards its exit, in Basement Level Three. To Goren it was
as though they were listening to some distant unspoken song,
straining to hear the next note. Goren stood watching, silently.
Without a sound the Boguard turned to face him. Unexpectedly they
both smiled. A shiver went down Goren's back. Then, inexplicably
Goren felt warm and pleased all over. The air shimmered beside
him.

He shrugged and walked toward them.
“Instructor Letone, regards the acquisition of small weaponry, I
think you know more, so please get what we need. Add communications
to that list, too please. I would also be pleased to supply any
specialty stores for your own needs. Understood?”

Captain Mepat answered. “Yes
Independent.” They both nodded.

“Good. Be here in 51 hours.
The ship's drives will begin to warm in two days. When they’re
ready we will immediately warp out.”

The Boguard took a step back, and
departed, without sound. Goren shook his head; he had never seen
Boguard smile before. Now two Boguard smiling. Strange. That
feeling of déjàvu returned, as did that shimmering effect in the
air.
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The two days following the briefing
were spent collecting and securing stores. Goren left ship
battlements and navigation to Marshal Torb, while Navia stocked
mission supplies and library. She had restricted research access on
a Level Three rating to the Royal Archives.

The Boguard physically loaded the
ship.
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CHAPTER 3

 


MISSION
PREPARATION

 


 


The bridge was a minor part
of Goren's small ship, a Tollycraft
#3. Tollycraft were disc shaped, used for
atmospheric and non-atmospheric travel. His was 28
pacs across, with four
levels. The midsections contained the crew and guest quarters for a
tightly packed fourteen, plus galley and a small meeting
lounge.

Quarters were small but had the needs
of interplanetary travel, a soft bunk, writing and reading station,
visio-communications to the bridge, a hygiene cubicle, plus a
locker.

The lower level of the ship stored the
Warp Drive System, gravity stabilizers, weapons store and goods
hold. The Tollycraft Series sported no armaments. In the center was
an open elevator as well as a set of spiral stairs.

The bridge took up a third of the top
level. Also on the top level were the captain's quarters, his
study, mate's quarters, and chartroom and admin stores.

The bridge comprised seven swivel
chairs, centered on the captain's chair, but facing the compubanks
of communications and instrument panels, which in turn curved
around the hull. Each compubank contained twelve viewscreens; below
each viewscreen were a console and two chairs. From these screens
every part of the ship was visible.

The party of five arrived; the screens
showed the outside walls of Residence. They sat around Goren while
he waited. Four faces turned towards him.

Goren looked up at the screen. “It
will be twenty minutes before the Tollycraft's hull polarizes for
departure. Are there any last comments or queries?”

No one answered.

“Very good, then. Are there
any questions about the ship or its operations?”

Navia nodded. “I never asked before,
what is the principle behind the Warp Drive System of
transportation?”

Goren laughed. “Such a simple
question. Well, we have time. The principles I do know, but the
actual mechanics are a Warp Drive Bank secret.” Goren pondered for
a moment. “For starters, this compartment here…,” He beckoned the
troop to look to the viewscreen that had just flashed on. “It
houses the system-alignment ports. Here the system polarizes the
hull of the ship, its contents and us. It is underway now. The
atomic and subatomic energy particles of the ship must be aligned
with the Drives for the next stage of operation.”

“What happens if you leave
the ship before polarization and return after the ship is polarized
and the ship took off. Are you left behind?” Navia
asked.

Goren shrugged and explained. “My
understanding is that you would vanish forever. Part of you here
and now; part before, and part into the future. But I’m only
guessing. There are three monitors measuring polarization. The
first here tells me when the field around the ship is completely
polarized. Visually on-screen you can see these images taking
longer to turn light blue than the remainder of the craft. The
weapons in the hold take the longest to polarize. See how they’re
only now losing their red tinge?” Navia nodded. “Now do you see
this red light, there, it turned blue? That means the entire craft
is polarized. The three-dimensional screen now shows all craft and
contents as blue. Those images I pointed out before were us, and
now our images are the same color as the rest of the
craft.

“With this blue light on, I
then energize a second system field.” Goren demonstrated by
pressing a switch on the arm of the captain's chair. Another blue
light came on. “That second light can’t come on without complete
polarization, as it has separate detection circuit.

“Now, this second field
captures and controls gravitons up to several microns beyond the
outer hull. The universe is full of gravitons and this field
energizes those within and outside of the hull of the ship. Once in
control, the field is energized and then de-energized. Every atom
is amid an exuding sea of gravitons. The graviton phenomenon is a
fundamental building block of the universe. Each atom, proton,
neutron, and electron in this ship polarizes, including us, and
swims in this sea of gravitons and is subject to their
properties.

“When you break all atomic
and subatomic particles down far enough, all that seem to remain
are misaligned quantum energies, where gravitons manifest. The
polarization we just went through pushes these energies into
alignment.

“So, as the second field
energizes and de-energizes, our bodies undergo the same effect. You
don’t notice the effect because relative to the craft we’re not
changing. However, relative to the outside universe we’re changing
and what is changing is time. Time is as much a component of this
universe as matter. Time and matter can’t exist
separately.

“As the vibration of the
gravitons increase they ebb a nanosecond into the future, and as
the oscillations of the gravitons reduce, the craft recedes a
fraction into the past. Because our bodies are polarized with the
craft, we move into the future and back again.”

Navia was still interested. Goren
continued.

“Though Warp Drive Theory
accounts for past and future alike, only the future spectrum of the
system is used. Moving in and out of the present is referred to as
going out-of-sync, meaning synchronization.” Goren changed some
measurements on the screen.

He explained more. “This universe is
strictly a now-present universe. Although we use past and future
for terms of reference, there is in reality no future universe, nor
any past universe. So when a craft goes out-of-sync the outside
universe ceases to exist relative to the craft. Of course, the
vanished universe really does exist; but relative to it, the craft
having just gone into Warp Drive time has ceased to
exist.

“The system works only in
the future, as I said. It ebbs into the future and recedes, but
never recedes far enough back to be in present time, with the now
universe around it. That is, until the ship is ready to come out of
Warp Drives. If it did recede back into present time while moving,
then the ship would run the risk of colliding with parts of the now
physical universe at faster than light speed.”

Navia was going to ask something but
Goren held his hand up, as he had not finished. He continued. “By
leaving the now universe there are advantages. Firstly, the
obstructions and obstacles of the physical universe, including
atoms, molecules and energy, are no longer in our path. Relative to
the universe we left we can pass through planets, exploding stars
and even black holes. For us they don’t exist. There are no
obstructions.

“The second and greater
advantage is that a craft under the influence of Warp Drives simply
no longer obeys the laws of physics relative to the universe it has
left behind.

“We’re no longer bound by
the laws of relativity, or limited to the speed of light. From here
on quantum theory applies to the universe of this spacecraft.
Without the resistance of the old physical universe the Warp Drive
has an almost unlimited potential to exceed the speed of
light.”

Goren looked to make sure they were
still attentive. “Hall I continue?” he asked. Navia nodded, so he
continued. “Very well; the voids of space between star systems are
best described as voids full of what we call broadmatter. This is
the treacle, which binds the galaxies and atoms together and keeps
them apart. It is the tapestry upon what the physical universe is
presented. There is no such thing as a true vacuum. Where there is
a vacuum there is simply broadmatter, without atoms. Gravitons
emanate from broadmatter. Broadmatter has other properties, which
we use. It moves in and out of the now universe at will, whereas
matter can’t move through time, unless polarized like us. Matter
stays strictly in the present-now universe. It is broadmatter that
we accelerate relative to, not the physical universe. We just
remain accelerating, up to and beyond the speed of
light.”

Navia indicated that he should
continue.

“Over eighty percent of the
universe mass is broadmatter. Broadmatter is infinite with no outer
edge in space or time. Broadmatter seems to flow through the
future, past and present. Molecular matter makes up the balance of
the mass of the physical universe. Matter is drawn to broadmatter,
and so the entire universe is constantly accelerating outward,
toward a greater sea of broadmatter.”

Goren concluded, realizing by the look
on his audience, that he was getting too technical for them. Still,
he asked if there were any questions.

Navia yawned. “Are there any dangers
with the Warp Drive system?”

“There is only one with the
system itself. That is the leading edge of the craft. It begins to
break down as you approach the speed of light squared, relative to
the now universe. But you don’t need to worry as all craft have
governors to prevent us approaching those speeds. We will reach
only eight percent of the speed of light squared before we begin to
decelerate.”

“What would happen if you
lost your leading edge?”

“I can’t say Navia, but I
imagine you might find yourself breaking back into the now universe
at speeds greater than the speed of light. You would likely be
plastered through stars, planets and the winds of space. Atoms of
your body would break down as the universal relativity laws came
into effect. Your body may break into an unlimited number of
different impulses, of energy to depart this universe, to haunt the
great depths of uncharted broadmatter.”

“Thank you for that graphic
description, Goren. I do hope to avoid it,” Navia said
sarcastically.

Goren smiled. “I won’t disappoint you.
If you look to the top viewscreens, you will see the background
starting to shimmer.” Goren paused as the troop looked up. “We’re
now under the influence of the Warp Drive System. As the shimmering
increases over the next few seconds we will lose visual contact
with the basement of Residence. Then the screens will darken to
blackish purple.” The screens did just that. “This means we’re no
longer part of the now-present physical universe.

“So everyone, our journey
has begun. Relative to Residence, we’re now passing through the
molten core of Jilta.”

Goren stood and walked to the screens.
“The compubanks take over from here. The coordinates are set for
the first leg of our journey, Celtron 4.”

Checking coordinates he continued.
“Celtron 4 is a Hymondian outpost storage planet. We will emerge
from Warp Drive in six days. In the meantime, each of you has a
ship's inventory including consumables, libraries, armaments and
communications. I suggest we read up, and have any questions ready
for our next bridge briefing. Also I would suggest sleep for any
who can manage it.”

Goren bid the others his leave. He had
been without sleep the past thirty hours.

“You know, Erin,” Navia was
watching the purplish viewscreens. “Without the stars, Warp Drives
have made space travel an unromantic trip of solitude.”
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After Goren retired to his cabin, he
brought up the inventory stocks list on his screen.

He was curious about the communication
stores brought aboard by the Boguard. He was extra curious about
the sonic and visio-protectors, normally found in mining camps. The
protectors were old, originating from the Confederacy
era.

Sonic-protectors were normally placed
in the ear canals, and virtually undetectable. Each protector would
work independently of the other and had volume control.

The sonic-protector also had a
transceiver. A wearer could receive messages transmitted by close
range radio, while also triggering a homing signal.

The visio-protectors worked and looked
similar to contact lenses. Upon receiving the right signal the lens
could cloud over to obscure all light. Unless carefully inspected
the lenses were unrecognizable to the naked eye.

Activated, these protectors could
render a wearer utterly deaf and blind. The controls activating
them were concealed under two false fingernails, radio
transmitters, pressure activated.

Goren wondered what he was going to
find on Earth. What did the Boguard know, he wondered?

The next curious items were the
hundred and fifty chunky thick gold finger rings, embedded with
large natural stones of highly compressed clear carbonate. Goren
recalled his last visit when he discovered the King of Spain's
fancy to own large numbers of them. Yes, they had been interesting
months back then.

The Boguard had also stocked
sufficient arms to give Goren the impression he was leading an
IFFCo infantry regiment into open warfare. Goren looked further
over the inventory. He was really beginning to think that the
Boguard knew more of his mission than he did.

Navia had stocked
fashionable clothing she believed would be appropriate for the
nineteen-eighties on Earth. Plus she had found a 1987 copy of
Encyclopedia Britannica, supplied on micro-circuitry courtesy of
Academia Alson. Other books included copies of a
Webster's Dictionary, copies of
Handy Mechanics,
Great Battles of Our Times, Trains We Have
Loved, and a copy of A Reason to Arm.

Navia's footnotes indicated that Earth
literature was exceptionally difficult to obtain in the libraries
of Alson. Any original copies of it continually disappeared, no
matter how secure they were thought to be. Navia surmised that the
students of Alson had an Earth fetish, and were borrowing the
materials illegally.

Goren wondered about that. However,
his mind drifted into times past, to other planets, and he was soon
soundly asleep on his bunk.
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Towards the end of the first leg of
their journey Goren opened his eyes to find Guard Instructor Letone
standing by his side, arms folded. Goren was a little
startled.

Letone spoke in a deep voice, calming.
“Sir, we have come out of Warp Drives and have entered the Celtron
System. We shall be in orbit over Celtron 4 in two
hours.”

“Thank you Guard
Instructor. I shall be on the bridge shortly. Inform the Marshal to
proceed to orbit.” The Boguard was about to retreat when Goren held
up the palm of his hand.

“Yes sir?”

Goren smiled. “Could you ensure that
no one enters my cabin without first informing me on my
viewscreen?”

“Yes, Independent Torren.”
With that, Letone slightly bowed his head. The cabin door swished
open.

Goren quickly washed and
set out his white dress shocksuit. This was a formal
occasion. As in all shocksuits, the material was thick, but with a
forgiving stretch. It fitted neatly, drawing firmly over the
contours of the body. Nylop
padding covered the elbows, shoulders and
knees.

The black belt was wide and the boots
were white polynylop trimmed in gold. On the shoulders were gold
trimmed epaulettes depicting Goren's rank and status as an
independent. Inscribed over the left breast pocket was the
Hymondian coat of arms in gold, green and blue on a black
background. Above the right breast pocket was a personnel
identification patch.

Goren strode onto the Bridge. All were
waiting to be briefed. To Navia he seemed taller. As a cadet, he
had always been her champion in uniform.

Taking the captain's chair Goren
turned his attention to the marshal. “I see we’re almost in orbit.
Good.”

Goren flicked on the left screens and
pointed. “Celtron is a small system, with only four planets. It is
a preferred storage site due to the small size of the system and
its small heliosphere.” Goren scanned the attentive
faces.

“A small system means we
can enter close to the system's solus, with Warp Drives. That saves
time. Militarily that is a boon.”

Goren now had the system's
solus on the screen, and continued the briefing. “Our rendezvous is
with the fourth planet. It is two hundred and sixty million
Ks from its solus, with a
0.7 standard gravity. It has only a tenth standard atmosphere with
almost no moisture.

He stood, and stepped to the
viewscreens. “The planet has been populated for millennia.
Initially it was a mining outpost. Lorde Hymondy has since been
able to justify a small garrison. Recently a light weapons factory
was established, necessitating an increase in the garrison. Now the
planet is being used as a graveyard for old CCP and unwanted
spacecraft. Due to the small atmosphere, little moisture and
bacteria, derelict spacecraft don’t deteriorate after set-down. The
thin atmosphere also leads to a very fast docking procedure, an
advantage for military and miners.” Goren moved to the screen
showing enlarged plans.

“The garrison is sealed
underground with its defense weapons system. The miners are
topside, about 50 Ks from the garrison. Both coexist well.
Alongside the miners is a sealed above ground township, serving
commercial and recreational needs. The population of Celtron 4 is
one hundred and thirteen thousand.”

The others had been silent since
Goren's entrance onto the bridge. Here in full uniform, on a royal
mission, Independent Torren was power. To Navia he appeared
slightly bigger than life. Goren too was aware of the difference.
He wielded something not really seen.

As Goren glanced over to Letone he
thought the instructor had a faint approval in his black
eyes.

Goren indicated to his far right.
“Celtron 4 is coming onto screen now. As we draw nearer you will
begin to see the satellite defense system. There.”

Navia nodded.

Goren continued. “There are over eight
hundred satellites, comprising communications, attack and defense
systems.”

“They look like a swarm of
fireflies,” Navia said.

Goren smiled. “Those fireflies will be
putting us through their identity register, and without our royal
ship’s code we will soon be in their gun sights.”

Goren hovered over the communications
console for a few seconds, hitting code buttons. After a flurry of
letters and messages from the viewscreens overhead, an amber light
came on.

“We have been accepted and
have one million Ks left to travel.” Goren sat back in his chair
contemplating the screen. “It appears our reputation has preceded
us. Instead of the mandatory docks-and-checks we have been
instructed to proceed directly onto the planet. No delay.” Goren
turned to the marshal. “Erin, take us down.”

Goren reclined back in his chair
watching the screens. A small guard of a dozen satellites was now
on its way out to receive them.

Docks-and-checks were an elaborate
security procedure set up by a host planet, or docking station,
that usually took hours. This small ship was moving into orbit with
automated killer satellites jockeying around. They would be on the
planet in twenty minutes.

The planet filled the screen. Pock
marked and scarred, the surface looked as though it had been at war
with the universe since creation. The lights of the mining camp and
the small town were strung out like gossamer pearls over a dark
barren landscape. A haunting lure, beckoning unwary space ships to
set down. A few lights became very evident over the garrison as the
planet slowly rotated.
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Navia straightened Goren’s collar. He
looked to the troop. “It is early evening. You each have full
freedom to explore what isn’t declared off limits. We will be
spending fourteen hours on the planet. Be ready at the departure
lounge by 02:00. Outside locally has a thirty standard-hour
day.”
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Goren stepped from the ship. “Good
evening sirs.” Someone strode forward from a waiting patrol dressed
in a planet-green shocksuit. After drawing to attention he saluted.
“Lieutenant Twi Stacy, at your aid, sir. The garrison commander has
asked me to welcome you down, sir, and to deliver you all
assistance.”

Goren returned the salute, without the
crispness. “Thank you, Lieutenant. Let me introduce us. I’m
Independent Goren Torren, to my right is Anthropologist Navia
Carlton, then Marshal Erin Torb, and behind me are Captain Mepat
and Guard Instructor Letone from Lorde Hymondy's
Boguard.”

“Delighted to meet you all.
As your stay here is short I would be pleased to hear of any
special requests immediately.”

Navia hesitated, looked to Goren and
then spoke up. “Lieutenant, I would very much enjoy a tour of your
garrison, professionally as a social anthropologist.”

“Thank you for asking
ma'am.” The lieutenant looked to a senior whose eyes acknowledged
the request. “An escort is on its way, ma'am, and will be here
shortly.”

“Thank you,” Navia
smiled.

The lieutenant's attention
shifted to the marshal. “Sir, it is a great privilege for the
garrison to have you amongst us. I was requested to offer an
informal invitation for you to meet fellow officers in the
garrison High Lounge, tonight, sir.” The lieutenant’s gaze was
expectant.

The marshal looked to Goren who raised
an eyebrow, signifying why not. Erin accepted.

“Would twenty-eight hundred
be acceptable?”

“Fine,
Lieutenant.”

The lieutenant glanced to the Boguard
and returned to Goren. “This must be an important mission
Independent.”

“So my Lorde informs me,
Lieutenant....” Goren's words were cut short by the arrival of
twelve male guards, becoming more orderly as they approached. They
stopped behind the lieutenant, at ease, in three rows of
four.

Lieutenant Stacy looked to
Navia with a slight smile. “Your escort, ma'am. They’re off-duty
volunteers and would be delighted if you would let them escort you
through the garrison, and onto the commercial and recreational
areas we call, The
Township.”

Navia beamed. “Let's go!” she called
to the escort. Quickly she was flanked by two guardsmen with the
others following in an orderly fashion. Soon they were out of
sight.

The lieutenant noted concern on
Goren's face. “This is a disciplined command, sir.”

No sooner did the lieutenant speak,
and then echoes of raucous laughter traveled up the
corridor.

Goren sighed. “No doubt. Now, I wish
only the Boguard to have access to my ship till my return.” Goren
turned to the Boguard. “Captain Mepat, the ship's security is your
responsibility. During our stay here only yourself or Guard
Instructor Letone are to be present within the ship during my
absence.” He turned back to Stacy of the garrison. “Can you lead us
to your commander? I believe he is expecting me.”

“Without delay,
sir.”

The lieutenant led the way through a
maze of corridors and several shafts.
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“Independent Torren and
Marshal Torb, pleased to meet you both. Be seated.” The commander
indicated the chairs in the center of the room. He was a short
craggy faced, middle-aged man.

The commander's office wasn’t as large
as Goren might have imagined. It measured about six by seven pacs.
The walls were a pale blue with scattered prints of landscape
scenes from more hospitable planets. Goren recognized Jilta. The
commander’s desk was timber and ornate.

One wall had a viewscreen - taking up
the full length and breadth of the wall. Goren studied the harsh
view of Celtron 4 flooding into the commander's office. The
screen’s high resolution gave the impression of a single pane of
glass to the outside.

The commander followed Goren's gaze.
“Up north here, we get a rather extended form of twilight. It is
black in reality but with infrared cameras we can manage a fairly
good view.”

Goren listened while staring out into
the desolate rock bound, rust colored landscape.

The commander reset the scene to
several of his favorites. All Goren could see was one scene after
another of brown dust, rock and craters.

“There are many such
outstanding views. One may think they’re nothing but red rocks, but
after a while, you can appreciate the landscape aesthetics. They’re
beautiful and we have over a hundred views available.”

Goren thought possibly the commander
could use a vacation away from his post.

Goren's ship came into view,
perceptively hovering off the ground. The brightly polished metal
bands that enticed the warp fields dazzled. Standing by the entry
to the craft were two motionless Boguard.

“The screen also doubles as
security surveillance, with over five hundred settings.” The
commander continued. “Now, Independent Torren, shall we do
business? What is it you wish of us?”

“Sir, quite simply, we want
a Rangercraft; Terrain Category Three,” responded Goren. “I was
informed by my patron that you have the best selection here. I
cannot get the Category Three
that I need on Jilta.”

“Hmmm....” The commander
thought for a moment. “An atmospheric planet, wet, and potentially
hostile environment. Let's see. Very hard to come by. Are you
certain you need a three?”

“Quite certain,
Commander.”

“Well, we have a couple.
One is serviceable.”

“We only require the one,
Commander.”

“Fine. For Earth did you
say?”

Goren hesitated. “I’m not at liberty
to give away the intent or the extent of my mission, but Commander,
how could you make such a conclusion?”

The commander stretched
back in his chair, smiling. “Simple. An independent, I mean… a
Royal Independent, a social anthropologist, the marshal, two
Boguard, and to cap it off a Rangercraft - Three? That is Earth. I
heard it is closed to visits now, and is a no-go system.”

Goren's estimation of the man went up.
“The Rangercraft, please Commander.”

The commander smiled from behind his
desk. They understood each other.

“Your mark here please,
Independent, and the thee
is yours. A good craft.” The commander produced
a clapboard, and
placed it on the desk in front of Goren. Goren put his hand on the
top surface, the board said, “Accepted,” and an electronic receipt
was sent to his ship.

The commander stood. “Well that
completes my part. Good fortune on your mission, Independent.
Should you require any further assistance Lieutenant Stacy here
will do all he can.”

Farewell pleasantries were exchanged
and they departed.
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CHAPTER 4

 


CELTRON 4

 


 


Within twenty minutes the
trio was joined by another, Erb, and was traveling one hundred and
thirty kinopacs per hour away from the garrison in a
groundflight. Erb was an
old time veteran of three campaigns, up for retirement in five
standard years.

Goren found Erb too easy to talk with,
and once spoken to was impossible to keep quiet. Not that Goren
objected to good conversation but Erb talked all one way. This
normally wouldn’t be a problem, but Erb had the annoying habit of
not looking in the direction he pointed the groundflight while
talking. This kept the passengers' eyes glued straight ahead, which
in turn fixed Erb’s attention more on the passengers, attempting to
gain their attention to what he just said.

Skimming knee high over the dust
plains at one hundred and eighty Ks and increasing, Goren was
certain that their mission was about to end. They whisked by huge
ledges, boulders and craters loomed out at them from the
darkness.

The marshal was amazed and in
admiration at the nearness of the rocks.

This only had Erb stretch his neck
further, craning behind him, in case others saw something in the
darkness that he did not. They slithered through a crevasse they
were about to become part of. Thereafter the marshal’s eyes did not
waver from ahead.

Goren in the meantime had learnt that
there were over two thousand vehicles in the yard. Only ten percent
were anything near operational, but through cannibalizing parts
they could improve that percentage. Goren also learned that no warp
drive craft lay on Celtron 4, only derelict, obsolete, quantum
drive vessels, remnants of the Confederacy.

“No use to anyone now, sir.
Slow quantum drives, beats me how anyone made a credit in them
days.” Erb never slowed the groundflight.

“These old militaries up
ahead, they could certainly hold their quantity of weapons but they
were slow as lead. Even if WDs were fitted to them, the Federation
ships could run rings about the old clunkers.

“Not only that, from the
look of them suppressor-plates I reckon it’d take ten times the
power of a Federation cruiser just to move one. Really old time in
them days,” said Erb as he just barely missed a crater.

Out of the darkness they drew close up
to the first of the old ships. They had arrived alive.

A wall of metal rose out of the
ground, disappeared upward from the light of the groundflight, into
the black night sky.

The groundflight traversed the
perimeter of the gigantic wreck. Erb offered an explanation.
“She'll not be lifting off again. A grand old lady that'n, sir.
Just about destroyed in battle, long time ago.

“She took a direct hit ram,
killed six hundred of her crew outright, more died later. She made
it this far and was scuttled. Her drives were recycled I heard. Her
name was Betsie, sir, and she was a heroine. The skipper didn't
make it. He vanished in the ram, but was a hero like his
ship.”

As they traversed, the fuller extent
of the damage was seen in the bright spotlights. The before
sections had been completely ripped away. It was as though somebody
had sliced the cruiser in half, exposing fifteen floors of mangled
corridors, flight decks, landings and operational quarters. Images
of horror and human misery of the battle entered Goren's mind. He
could feel pain and torment as though the victims of Betsie were
shouting to him from the dark voids of the ship's
interior.

Erb's voice brought Goren's
attention back. “Over 'ere sir. This is where you find the
Rangercraft. Second along, that’s her. The Terrain Three. Figure you must be
going to Earth, sir, what with the Three and all.”

Goren momentarily resisted, but had to
ask: “Why Earth, Erb?”

“Only wet planet on line
from Jilta through Celtron 4 out. But if you want my opinion,”
which Goren did not want, but felt he was going to get anyway,
“that's the Malukan sector and we've been havin' a spot of tension
with 'em lately. I mean, Rangercraft are fine and this one will do
ten thousand Ks plus take a direct mortar hit, but it’s got no
clout of its own. You want something you can give a bit of bother
back with. And Earth is weird, sir. You will need to be able to get
out from trouble there. Do not under estimate it.”

Goren shook his head slowly. Was his
mission so transparent?

He looked the crazy Erb in the eye as
the groundflight drifted to the Rangercraft. “I understand, and I
appreciate your concern, but the weaponless status of the
Rangercraft is necessary for access into Malukan
territory.”

Erb nodded. “Well sir, what about
letting me and the boys give the craft a good goin' over. I
wouldn't feel right unless I had inspected the craft myself. It'll
need a good system’s clean, sir.”

Goren replied hesitantly. “That sounds
safe.”

The Rangercraft was disc-shaped, eight
pacs wide. As the Celtron 4 moon began to rise over the horizon it
cast pale light over the small craft, its glinting hull contrasting
the dark eerie background.

The groundflight swung around the
Rangercraft and Goren asked: “How long will it take to ready the
Rangercraft, Erb?”

“About seven hours, sir.
Then we will stow it in the hold of your ship. That will be plenty
of time, sir.”

Goren nodded and the arrangements were
called in to the base.

The groundflight then set off in a new
direction for the recreation township, to catch up with
Navia.

As the groundflight swung around and
the moon was high; Goren was in awe at the enormity of the
graveyard and wrecks. Row upon row of old, outmoded vehicles, all
grounded, looking like an abandoned lost silver space city, once
the pride of the Confederacy fleet. Cruisers, tankers and
transports, they were all too slow for any use.

Goren watched as the last of the
distressed monsters slithered back into the darkness. The
groundflight returned to the open plains. Erb had two hundred and
forty Ks on the dial; Goren's attention went straight
ahead.

Across the rocks and plains they flew
passing a service crew of six in a hoverbus that had been called in
by Erb. Lights blazed as the bus whisked by.

Shortly they arrived at the township,
Celtron Centrum. The groundflight passed through the airlock into
the town proper. Moments later they were traveling slowly towards
the center in a wheelie, an electric ground car. Within mining
establishments the slow movement of vehicles was a regulated
security measure.

The car windows were now open. Goren
could see the stars through the resilient triple laminated
fiber-laced polycarbonate city rooftops that protected all
inhabitants from the outside.

Above the rooftops were particle beam
defenses to destroy space debris and meteorites that might fall too
close to the township. An additional safeguard was in the city
planning; a development of Celtron Centrum was their self-contained
cells, so that should an accident occur, vacuum activated doors in
the alleyways and buildings would automatically close. To date
nothing had triggered this last line of protection.

The lieutenant located
Navia and her escort at the Free
Inn. As the car approached, more raucous
laughter could be heard.

As they alighted Lieutenant Stacy
said, “Sometimes free-areas can be a bit wild....”

Immediately the doors of
the Free Inn swung
open and two intoxicated miners
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