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        “. . . ‘A house divided against itself cannot stand.’ I believe this government cannot endure permanently half slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing or all the other. Either the opponents of slavery will arrest the further spread of it and place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the course of ultimate extinction; or its advocates will push it forward till it shall become alike lawful in all the States, old as well as new, North as well as South . . .”

      

      

      
        
        —Abraham Lincoln, Republican State Convention, June 16, 1858
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        “I’m not even in your fucking war anymore.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Magistrate, it’s been four years since New Georgia fell. And I have not been anywhere near Mars to be held responsible for the two other colonies going dark. Maybe they are rebelling,” said Willard Bennett, former captain of the Jefferson Davis.

      The room itself was too large for eight people—three judges elevated above where a prisoner would stand and four armed guards, two flanking each side of Bennett’s back, close enough to grab him but far enough to respond if attacked. Dim lighting, dark wood-like material absorbing the low light, no chairs but for the judges, and no spectator benches. He was sure the minimal lighting over the judges was to cast shadows, obscure expressions, and create mystery. This courtroom was for closed-session, high-security meetings. Bennett had been there before his last tour as captain of the Jefferson Davis, where his instructions were clear and to the point. He had come to understand that if he had followed orders and simply killed the prisoner he was transporting and made it look like an accident, he might have kept his commission, status, and ship. It took him six months of solitary confinement to come to that decision. Greed and the opportunity to be rich had ruined him and killed his command staff. Hard lessons. It took an additional six months in the general prison population to own his role in his present situation, but he was not going to be held accountable for events occurring while he was en route back from Mars and in prison.

      Honestly, how can it be all my fault what happened to them after? he thought.

      “Not completely true. Your decision to disregard the original directives given to you in this very room may have set the stage for what happened,” the older of the three military judges said.

      Bennett was still standing, as was customary for a military prisoner in front of a review panel. In front of him was a table with three monitors showing security footage feeds from various locations of patricians being attacked, eviscerated, and dismembered by large dog- and catlike creatures. Other images showed half-dressed primitives carefully, methodically, and covertly breaking into storage and munitions stockades at various secured colonies, ushering slaves and plebs and anyone else along with them. He had seen these images before over the years and had come to hate them, especially the ones that showed his former chief medical officer tending to Black slaves, and even more, he hated a relatively small, athletic White woman with red hair leading the raids, whom he once knew as Cassandra.

      “Are you paying attention, Convict?” another judge asked.

      “Yes,” Bennett said.

      He was still not used to being spoken down to or his words being challenged. He had been interrupted, reprimanded, and put in isolation for disagreeing with any decisions these younger judges made. He continued to practice restraint. The bright-orange jumpsuit and limb- and throat-locking devices truly added to his fall from grace, with his uniform, property, riches, power, and position stripped upon his return to Earth two years ago. He was far thinner now, and he had to harden up and remember all the military fighting, training, and exercises he never thought he would actually have to use once he commanded his ship. In his time in prison, he’d had to live with slaves, plebs, and lesser humans. The poor food, lack of warm clothes and bedding, threats and acts of violence all the time, and no privacy anywhere—all of this was hell to him. He had been ill more times now than he had been in his life, and since his annual genetic dosages were no longer available to him, he would age and be susceptible to cancer, a disease effectively cured by patrician science for those patricians in good standing, which he was not. Still, it was being talked down to that bothered him the most.

      “If you had managed your prisoner well, your command staff and guards might have lived. And if you had taken the time to launch a thorough investigation and destroyed those monsters and stopped those mutineers who assisted this Cassandra Kurtz, New Alabama and Mason Dixon might still be running, and New Georgia could have been rebuilt.”

      “I mean, if you had just killed that girl as originally ordered instead of being greedy, you might not be where you are,” another judge added.

      That statement hurt the most. There is nothing worse than someone else pointing out a personal, massive mistake that can’t be defended or denied, Bennett thought. Not a day went by without recounting his errors and lack of judgment. Maybe this was the curse of imprisonment, to review all you did wrong and how it would have been simpler to stay on mission. Dumb.

      The older judge continued as if he had not been interrupted at all.

      “Now, I don’t know if it was incompetence or poor judgment, and you hoped all of this was going to blow over, but you have a chance to offset your failure and make things right.”

      Bennett looked up from the monitors, which were still displaying havoc, chaos, well-orchestrated raids, and a familiar face—Gavin, he remembered, whose image was now captured on security cameras. This betrayal had made his heart jump but hearing that he could somehow make his situation better caused him more dread than excitement.

      He was afraid to talk, so he waited. It had taken him years to learn not to speak and wait for his betters to talk first.

      “You left a total mess on Mars. We have no idea where this Cassandra Kurtz is or where she is getting her people, but it is evident that she is behind all these attacks that challenge the very foundation of our society and jeopardize our expansion on Mars. She has evaded, escaped, and at times destroyed any unified force against her, and after nearly four years of being unchecked, we must put an end to her,” the older judge said.

      “Yes, sir,” Bennett said. He really had no idea where this was going. He had already lost everything, so he could at least listen.

      “Officer,” one of the judges said. “Play the transmissions we picked up from these terrorists.”

      Bennett had no idea what the judge was talking about. There was a blanket of silence until it was broken by a woman’s voice, subdued anger behind the thoughts that were thought out and direct, leaving no mystery as to whom she was, what she wanted, and whom the enemy was. Everything had been visual up until that point, but now, in place of images the screen reflected audio waves, rising and falling with every word the woman said. Bennett sat in dissonance of this Cassandra who had been on his ship and the voice that speaking now.

      The low male voice documenting the radio transmission source, time, and location highlighted Cassandra Kurtz’s strong, unforgiving, and confident voice. Not rushed or particularly feminine but deliberate with smooth cadence and even tone. Somehow, the way she spoke was just as threatening, as frightening, as the message she conveyed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Transmission frequency 145.100 Hz—New Alabama, All Citizens’ Band

      

      

      

      
        
          
        “. . . how is that I bleed like you, eat like you, shit like you, fuck like you, and will die like you but lived a much better life than you? No disease. No sickness. No struggles. That’s what it was like when I was one of them: a patrician, first citizen to stolen wealth from plebs, surfers, and slaves. All power. No accountability. I was no better than you . . . We know where you are. You are out of your element. This is our world. Can you find us? Do you dare? You lack conviction. You have no moral compass. This is why we will prevail while you fail.”

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Transmission frequency 412.289 Hz—Mason Dixon, Expedition Team Bravo Six, Forward Operations—Echo-Tango 12

      

      

      

      
        
          
        “. . . now. I am you. I am you, and we are here, living in the dark shadows of a black continent on a red planet. And above are they—our enslaved brothers and sisters. Above us, on the surface, are their slave owners. We must free the slaves and all who want to join, and we must kill any that get in our way . . . They are no better than us . . .”

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Transmission frequency 412.338 Hz—Mason Dixon, Expedition Team Bravo Six, Forward Operations—Echo-Tango 12

      

      

      

      
        
          
        “. . . They are looking for us. Every step deeper into our home, they die. They’re not strong. They are soft, comfortable, and weak. They started with twenty-three soldiers, and now they are down to four, the four horsemen. The rest have fled the horrors that are our home. Madness killed them. Weakness killed them. The heavy weight of darkness killed them. Every passing day they look for us, they lose more of themselves to terror . . . There is nothing here for you other than sheer terror and horror.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Whether it was staged or not, the silence felt heavy, but her voice still echoed in his head: the taunting judgment, her harsh conviction that she and the insurrectionists were far more while people like him—the judges, all patricians—were less than.

      How the hell did this happen? What happened to her? he thought.

      “This woman is a menace to our industry and expansion. She is costing us billions in lost revenue and profits, and word of her freeing the slaves and plebs has made it back here, causing more trouble on Earth. We are on the brink of an apocalypse now, every day she lives and transmits this shit,” another judge said, pointing at him as if he were personally responsible.

      There was a brief silence. Bennett wanted to make sure it was his time to speak.

      “Yes, sir. Where do I fit in?” he asked.

      The silence was deafening. Even with the shadows obscuring their faces, he knew that all three judges were staring at him. His stomach tightened, and his mouth and throat went dry. He ran a hundred ideas of what was coming next, the most likely of which he thought would be a public execution for everything that had gone wrong.

      “You are reinstated as acting captain of a Plebian Auxiliary Corps task force to find this Kurtz woman; locate and destroy her base of operations; end her reign of terror; stop the loss of property, especially the slaves; and execute all former Davis crew, regardless of position and citizen status. Do not leave a stone upon a stone, Acting Captain Bennett.”

      Bennett froze in place. He recounted each word to make sure he was not hallucinating or dreaming. He had to clear his dry throat before he spoke.

      “Sorry, but, um, are you sending me back to Mars to kill Kurtz and everyone, and if so, I’ll get my life back?” he asked.

      “You will get part of it back: full citizenship with medical benefits, captain rank but no ship, and you would be able to retire with an honorable discharge upon returning to Earth. Whatever property you reclaim will go to eliminating your prison term and filling your coffers, and while you will be on a short leash with the ship’s captain and command crew, you’ll be free from your cell. That’s a rather good deal, considering we could go with someone else,” the judge said.

      It is a good deal, Bennett thought. Almost too good to be true. Why didn’t they go with someone else? He wondered if it was a real deal or whether, if he did what he was told to do and completed the operations, he would have an “accident” like what was originally planned for Cassandra. He wondered if he should pass, spend his ten years in prison, and hope he wasn’t killed by the other inmates or guards. By the time he would get back to Mars, six Earth years would have passed, and his targets might be dug in deeper, with better resources and positioning. The whole planet might have changed by then. Maybe none of his kind—first-class citizens, patricians—would even be left alive by then. His eyebrows furrowed at the new thought. No more partitions on the whole planet. None.

      “Well, Bennett? Are you in or out?” the older judge asked.

      His moment was up. He did his best to snap to attention, as if he was fully committed to the offer.

      “Yes, sirs. Search, locate, and destroy the terrorists’ base; terminate Cassandra Kurtz’s command; locate and return all property, especially slaves; reestablish societal, political, and economic structures for the remaining colonies; rebuild the potentially lost locations; and return to Earth,” Bennett said. He did his best to project authority in his prisoner’s orange jumpsuit and limb and neck restraints. His response was precise, crisp, and delivered with command, just as he remembered from before his fall from grace.

      “We need you to document both visually and by DNA, but preferably bring her body, or if it’s easier, just bring her severed head back to be a lesson for all others who challenge our thinking to see,” said the third judge, who had been silent throughout the proceedings.

      “Her head, sir?” Bennett asked.

      “Yes, Acting Captain. Terminate her command with extreme prejudice,” the older judge said.

      With a nod, Bennett agreed, and his limb and neck restraints fell right off, leaving his body feeling lighter. He felt his stomach settling and relaxing for the first time in years. And while he felt a wave of relief, he was surprised he did not feel anger or hatred toward his targets; rather, he felt excitement. He couldn’t figure out why, but he embraced the offer to be an assassin with zeal, though he was not remotely positive he would carry out all his stated objectives.

      “Uncertainty is good,” Bennett said to himself.

      “What did you say, Captain?” the judge asked.

      “Nothing, sir. I will proceed,” Bennett said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      This might have been a mistake, Bennett thought.

      With an average-size, single door in right in front of him, Bennett stood looking at the only entrance and exit through light gray mall wall that spanned well beyond one hundred feet from floor to ceiling. He was not alone. He had three guards around him. They were a concession he had to deal with to get to the Delta Exchange, which was looking empty,

      What a waste of time, he thought.

      He had only three days left of his last seven on Earth. He had spent much of the time eating the best food possible along with wine, drugs, and sex, all on the admiralty tab. Reinstated as Acting Captain did have its perks. The only downside was that there was no time to get life-extending procedures and anatomical and organ regeneration before his trip.

      Something to do once I get back, he had often said.

      Still with the rest of the evening and two days of having an exciting time until he left for the Manassas, he did get access to Cassandra’s files. These were the closed files never seen in the hearing. He had asked to see all the material associated with the fall of this great curse, the bane of Earth’s patrician class existence. He hated to admit it, but the first time he’d seen her, he had been shocked by how plain and unassuming she was. His time with her on the Jefferson Davis opened a box of curiosity as to how a patrician, full first-class citizen could plummet such great heights from one of the most prestigious families in the Third Republic.

      When the box showed up late at night when he was waiting for an expensive plebian whore, he made the mistake of peeking and finding two sets of files: a smaller set to which the public had access, and a larger set from the investigation. Once he opened the larger set, he lost track of time, never got laid, and was not able to sleep until he sifted through the documents for nearly two days.

      At first, he skipped over her earlier life, which noted antisocial, distant relationships with family and friends from eleven years old and on. The materials, documents, and things called books had sweeping names such as The Constitution, The Declaration of Independence, and The Universal Declaration of Human Rights with various years going way back to 1945, after the fall of the Third Reich, a primitive predecessor of their great Third Republic, which every practician knew as the first fall of world order, long before the Great Conflict of 2041.

      He saw documents about the most maligned leaders of the misinformed in old US history, such as Abraham Lincoln, followed by Franklin D. Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, and Barack Obama—all delusionally supported by the lower IQ, mixed racial masses; undocumented, illegal aliens from equatorial countries; and misled Caucasian leaders who should have known better. There were still more documents and entities he had never heard of such as the International Criminal Court from The Hague, Netherlands, and various documents on a massive subject called crimes against humanity.

      There was so much. The depth, volume, and breadth of the material in her possession was impressive, and it wasn’t even all of it. Most of it she had given to the black market that liberated surfs, plebs, and slaves, other disrupters of a stable world government. Still, as much as there was to influence a young mind, poison it in effect, the material looked authentic, genuine, of a vastly different world gone by.

      Bennett was still processing and thinking while walking around his grand full bedroom suite, with delivered food containers everywhere and his bed a mess of papers, pamphlets, files, and computer tablets of still more data about places, events, and freedoms he had never heard of before. Still, he wondered how she’d gotten on this track at such an early age. What happened that would push her down a rathole of well-fabricated data points, lies, and mistruths?

      Bennett rummaged through the box of classified material again and found a psychological evaluation report that he hoped would give him some insight as to her mental illness. He had to believe that she was crazy, her life distorted with hallucination and delusions. So sad, he thought.

      Her psych report and clinical evaluation did a great job explaining things: In addition to some neurological deficits and a tendency for depression, she had been lost for about thirty minutes at the Delta Exchange, once the biggest trading posts for oddities, rare things, finding workers and slaves. Since then, there had been others that had grown and developed such as the Tennessee Triangle and Maven of Mississippi. All higher tech with customer service that boasted a “fulfilling, immersive experience.”

      Huh, thirty minutes in that place, and she became a shit-ton bag of trouble, he thought.

      Three hours later, under guard for “his protection,” he now wondered if it had been a mistake to waste an hour with the admiralty to get permission to “get in her head.” He still had two hours of transport with three guards to make sure he did not escape.
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        * * *

      

      Located at the far end of a massive mall, patrician citizens shopping, eating and wandering around, he was amazed by how busy the area was outside of a notoriously known access point for soldiers to find anything they wanted before leaving or upon returning from space or out on the surface.

      The wall, an easy hundred feet, had no windows, which was unlike any mall he had experienced. They were typically thoroughly encased in transparent metal to see a massive landscape cast in a dark reddish hue.

      “Problem, Captain Bennett?” the guard behind him said.

      “No, it’s just not what I expected. I mean, how many people have gone through the other side through this, well, small, unintrusive door?” he said.

      “Many a drunken fool looking for a fight, easy money, drugs, sex, and slaves or whatever helps you get rid of stress,” the guard to his right said.

      “We can leave if you want or wait here? One of us could go in and get you what you want,” the guard on the left offered.

      “No. This is for observational purposes for Mars,” Bennett said.

      He moved ahead and opened the unlocked door. A guard stopped him from going through first and went ahead to check on things. Even before he could hear the guard inside give an all clear, the other guard gestured for him to enter.

      Once inside, the space was twenty feet away from yet another identical wall that created a buffer between them. The reasons became obvious; there were smells that were being recycled through massive machines above them that easily took up fifty of the hundred feet. The heat and stink that managed to be trapped between the walls was stifling. There was humidity too, almost as if sweat and body odor hung in the air. There was a double door in front of them, an ample collection of air purifying masks, and a set of rules and disclaimers that required biometric signatures, both optic nerve and handprint.

      “Sir, you’d better take one of these. It gets pretty raw in there,” a guard offered. Bennett took it but told him he would put it on only if it got too bad.

      “The subject I am studying was here at eleven years old for thirty minutes without a mask. I’m trying to see how that might affect her,” Bennett explained.

      “Poorly, I bet,” said another guard.

      You have no idea, Bennett thought.

      It was extremely hard to hear with the machinery running above their heads, and while the smell was tolerable at the moment with filtration and a wall as a barrier, he was trying to brace himself to the full onslaught on his senses once the main doors to the exchange opened. He imagined that there might be a lot of people, maybe some bazaars, shops, and workers. He wanted to make it to the slave block as that was the place where the authorities found her.
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        * * *

      

      With the final biometrics completed on the last guard, the double door sprung open, and a “WE COME” in orange came on. Initially confused, he realized either by design, mistake, vandalism, or error, the welcome sign was missing a letter. He was about to say something when the noise hit him, then the odor.

      “What the hell?” Bennett said.

      “It’s always a shock when the doors open. The barriers and filters do a really decent job keeping everything here at bay,” a guard said.

      The Delta Exchange was full, almost compact with people. Many patrician men and some women, all wearing filtration masks, were walking in threes and more, talking, pointing, and looking as they strolled around. He was surprised by how casual they appeared unless they were approached by a surfer trying to show them some goods they got from the surface, outside the biosphere. Then they would push them away or look at what they had to offer.

      Bennett felt his eyes water. He couldn’t tell if the smell moved from his nose to his eyes, or if the place was just filled with too much dust, dirt, or odors. There was a sweet and a pungent smell rivaling each other for dominance. He could determine that some of it was human sweat, and a lot of it. There was the smell of feces and urine in the air, along with vomit. While not overwhelming, he wanted to run out of the place screaming. He was aware that he might be putting his mask on sooner than later.

      As he walked, he felt eyes fall on him, mostly surfers who approached him to sell something, but the guards kept them away. There were plebs, but he was surprised it looked like women only, maybe mothers and their daughters shopping, but he couldn’t get his head around why any mother, even a nonpatrician mother, would bring their daughter to a place like this, and they were also without a mask. No masks at all.

      To his left were mobile selling carts. Behind them were walled-in stores, food and drinking establishments. Again, there were more patrician men than women there. He looked to his right and saw more of the same.

      Moving was slow. There were a lot of people, not just strolling or milling around, some just standing. Watching. Once he figured he was getting closer to the slaving block mall, he noticed he smelled more human waste, though it was still outmatched by the sweat. He had reached a point where the odors were unbearable, and he put his mask on. It was amazing. Nothing but pure air. Not a hint of any foul stench that was making him want to throw up.

      “It’s much better with the mask,” a guard said.

      Bennett continued to look around and started to notice a girl as young as ten or just around pubescence following a patrician man with a leash around her neck. She didn’t look frightened, like he imagined a little girl might feel. Her eyes fell ahead of her, following without a word, almost immune to the smell that he knew was getting worse the closer he got to the slaves’ quarters. He looked around to see if there were any similar sights of girls being led away. Some wore leashes on their necks. Others had leashes on their wrists.

      He saw more groupings: One group of patrician men had two young women in the same bondage as the first girl he saw. Each man had a leash to each girl. While they looked like they were smiling and engaging, it felt off, not genuine, more of an act. He looked beyond them and saw a young pleb man, maybe twelve, leashed to two
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/hwofd-cover-sRGB-1200-70.jpg
- JMN ERICKSON

Y
%







OEBPS/images/x-sRGB-89-70.jpg





