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Аннотация
A kidnapping, a school band competition and an electric cat that eats
everything in sight! Join intrepid young heroine Ravana O�Brien in a fast-paced
and witty science-fiction mystery of interstellar intrigue. Having fled civil
war sixteen light years away, Ravana and her father now live in the sleepy
commune of the hollow moon, a forgotten colony ship drifting around Barnard�s
Star. Yet what began as a minor escapade to rescue her electric cat soon leads
to an incredible adventure into the shady dystopian world of politics,
kidnappings and school band competitions. The evil Taranis, the dark architect
of destiny, has returned from the dead and Ravana must do all she can to save
the day.
Cover artwork copyright (c) Victor Habbick 2013
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Prologue
The Runaway Star


BARNARD�S STAR has another name, for some call it the
Runaway Star. In the skies of Earth this faint red sun lurks in the
constellation of Ophiuchus the serpent bearer; hidden to all but the
astronomers, yet close enough to tantalise the scientists, dreamers, crooks and
believers who saw in the heavens the age-old lust for adventure. This is a
story of the future, a time when human ingenuity has bridged the vast cosmos
and many millions have staked their claims where distant suns burn fierce in the
sky.
Drifting around Barnard�s Star was a monument to both the
imagination and the folly of humanity. Like the first tools of prehistoric
ancestors, the lonely crater-pocked asteroid had been shaped by human hands, an
inventiveness betrayed by the caldera-like cones of silenced engines, the
concrete carbuncles and single vast airlock shutting out the unforgiving vacuum
of space. Beyond this door was carved yet another niche for survival, an
incredible land of homes, farms, families and friends where there should be
none. This was the forgotten ark of a planet few cared about, circling a sun
too dim to see.
Yet for all humankind�s wondrous endeavours, the old
squabbles and struggles remained. For every traveller who came to explore,
another came to exploit. The strange hollow moon had become a place to hide, a
refuge for the runaways fleeing the rank and file of someone else�s great game.
Unbeknown to them all, their tiny world now turned upon the fate of a girl
barely sixteen, one whose quiet exile was about to be shattered by a story
driven by those who saw destiny as just another human invention, a tool harder
than stone.
Barnard�s Star offered the only light in the black. It
was after all the Runaway Star.


Chapter One
Falling down the end of the world


RAVANA REACHED for the next hand-hold and pulled herself
higher, annoyed beyond belief at how easily she had once again let her wayward
electric cat lure her into such an idiotic predicament. The cliff was scarily
high; below her was a ten-storey drop to the rocky shelf left by a previous
collapse, which itself formed the top of a nasty slope of rubble that tumbled a
further three hundred metres to the ground. Her right leg was doubled up with
her knee against her chest, held there by bare toes wedged in a crevice just
centimetres wide. Her other foot was at full stretch and precariously poised
upon the narrow ledge that seemed to be the last decent foothold to the shallow
cave above.
�Daddy wouldn�t buy me a bow-wow,� she muttered
tunelessly, inadvertently adding her father�s Australian twang to the Indian
tones inherited from her mother. It was an odd combination at the best of
times, which this definitely was not. �Why didn�t he buy me a bow-wow? I�ve got
a stupid cat, that�s acting like a��
She cursed as her foot slipped and sent a cascade of rock
fragments rattling down the cliff. Trying not to panic, she forced herself higher,
then gave a brief grimace of triumph as her head finally appeared above the
floor of the cave.
Something small and furry slunk from the rocky shadows
and greeted her with a pathetic meow. Ravana blew out of the corner of her
mouth to dislodge an annoying strand of hair and glared at the cat with
ill-concealed contempt.
�Electric pets are not supposed to lure their humans into
risking life and limb!� she scolded, feeling a headache coming on. �What do you
say to that, cat?�
The black bundle of fur looked at her and meowed again.
With one last determined effort, Ravana heaved herself into the shallow cave
and sat back against the cliff wall, breathing heavily. She was no athlete and
her slim body was not used to this sort of strenuous exercise. Her sweat felt
clammy upon the scar on the side of her face and her weak right arm ached
badly. Trembling, the cat jumped onto her lap, its pitiful whining subsiding as
she stroked its fake fur. It was impossible to stay mad at it for long, even if
Ravana did often wish the cat had an �off� switch. Yet even electric pets had
rights these days.
She had first discovered the shallow cave just weeks
before; or rather, her cat had found it after a previous solo wander
cross-country. This was the second time it had homed in on this almost
inaccessible cliff-side perch. Whatever it was that lured her cat to this place
was also making it act very oddly. She had never seen her pet so agitated.
The cave was roughly a third of the way up the huge,
partially-collapsed cliff face at the end of the inside-out world that was the
colony ship Dandridge Cole. From this
high vantage point the whole interior of the hollow moon was laid before her.
It was a world hewn deep inside a spinning asteroid: a vast cylindrical cavern
five kilometres long and a kilometre wide, where the fields and the trees and
the stone buildings clung limpet-like to the rocky cavern wall. The position of
the sun was the strangest thing of all, for at this height she was almost level
with the tiny yet immensely-bright golden globe that sat suspended between
three radial pylons at the centre of the long cavern. The air was clear and
looking down she could see the tops of the trees dotting nearby grazing land, a
view that became increasingly dizzy as she followed the foot of the cliff with
her gaze until finally she was staring straight up. Directly above her, nestled
against the cliff face on the far side, was the Maharani�s palace, a place
strictly off-limits to people like herself.
Ravana�s gaze lingered upon the distant palace. Her
perspective shifted and now she was looking down upon the house and gardens, to
where a movement in the grounds had caught her eye. Two figures made their way
towards the main building; even from this distance, she was struck by the odd
way in which they moved. With a start, she realised they were wearing what
looked like lightweight spacesuits, albeit without helmets. This was unusual
enough within the hollow moon but more so here. It was said that the Maharani
had exiled herself from the modern world for good and looked down upon the
space-age trappings of the twenty-third century as she would something nasty on
the sole of her shoe.
Ravana frowned, wondering how her own life had ended up
like this, where watching two distant strangers had become the height of
excitement and adventure.
�Two spacemen,� she told her purring cat. �I wonder what
they�re doing? And why am I asking you? You only care about leading me astray!�

* * *

Unaware they were being watched, the two spacesuit-clad
figures continued their furtive progress through the palace grounds. Their
faces were pale and haggard, betraying a world-weariness echoed by their
patched grey survival suits.
Inari, the shorter and fatter of the two, moved with a
clumsy and hesitant air of bemusement. He was aware his slow progress annoyed
his colleague, who had crept ahead through the secluded undergrowth with a sly,
cat-like confidence, only to double back again upon finding Inari had fallen
behind. The palace ahead was an impressive building of carved stone, wooden
verandas and domed turrets, but as Inari stopped to stare it was something else
entirely that captivated his attention.
�Hey, Namtar!� he called. He gave a noisy sniff, wiped
his nose with a hand and used his sticky digits to tap the taller man on the
shoulder. �Funny, huh?�
With a sigh, Namtar turned to look at what his accomplice
had found so amusing. One of the Maharani�s gardeners, unhappy with his lot,
had planted the flower beds so that a rude word was spelt out in scarlet blooms.
�My dear Inari, could you please keep your feeble
utterances to a minimum?� whispered Namtar irritably. Like his colleague he
spoke English, albeit with a cultured Russian accent rather than Inari�s coarse
Greek tones. Neither man sounded entirely trustworthy. �It would greatly aid
our illicit enterprise if you could endeavour to concentrate what few brain
cells you own upon the task in hand!�
�Just looking,� Inari mumbled. �This place is weird.�
�It is as comfortable as any burrow could hope to be,�
said Namtar, urging Inari forward. �Perhaps you do not recall the squalid
conditions we tolerated in Lanka before the dome was removed. That this strange
hollow moon has succeeded as an independent colony more than makes up for any
superficial shortcomings, though I admit as a place of exile it is a somewhat
eccentric choice, given the Maharani�s rather exuberant tastes.�
Inari frowned as he deciphered the lengthy sentence,
wondering which bit he was expected to comment on. �I thought this was a
Commonwealth system,� he said at last.
�This rock has somehow escaped the attentions of the
government on Ascension,� Namtar told him. �Breathe this air, my friend, for it
is the same sweet taste of freedom we are fighting for on Yuanshi. Today, you
and I bring liberation one step closer!�
�Smells funny to me,� Inari observed, wrinkling his nose.
�If you ask me, living on all these different worlds is making people loopy.�
�Colonising the five systems has not changed humanity one
iota,� Namtar snapped tartly. �It merely brought us new lands to fight over,
new populations to enslave and new arenas in which to spread the same old lies
and deceit.�
�Speak for yourself!� Inari snorted.
�I do,� Namtar replied coolly.

* * *

High above, sitting on the ledge of the cave, Ravana knew
she should be heading home but found her gaze reluctant to leave the distant
mysterious spacemen. All of a sudden she heard the flutter of wings and felt
the furry lump in her lap twitch nervously. Startled, she turned to see a large
white gull staring at her from where it had landed on the far side of the cave.
Its wings rested stiffly at its side and there was something unnatural about
the way its head moved. There were real birds which flew the skies of the
hollow moon but she suspected this was not one of them.
�Go away!� she said, waving a hand irritably.
The gull regarded her solemnly. �I am friend! Require
assistance?�
The bird�s squawk had a definite metallic ring. It eyed
the electric cat warily, making Ravana wonder just how much assistance a robot
gull could hope to provide.
�Are you spying on me?� she demanded defensively. �I am
sixteen, you know. I don�t need my father�s permission every time I leave
Dockside.�
The gull did not move. Its blank mechanical gaze did
little to help Ravana�s growing unease. Spacemen and talking birds aside, she
had got herself into a tricky situation. What passed for gravity within the
hollow moon, the result of the centrifugal force generated by the Dandridge
Cole spinning on its axis, was barely half
that of Earth but still enough to make falling down the cliff an extremely
painful experience, if not terminal. Even the pleasant sensation of weighing
less in the cave than at ground level had lost its appeal, for it meant going
back down the cliff and into higher gravity was much harder than climbing up.
The descent could only get more complicated with an irritable cat.
Her headache was getting worse. Ignoring the stare of the
electric bird, she lifted her pet from her lap, rose to her feet and peered
over the cave ledge. She was not looking forward to the climb back down. She
had done it before and lived to tell the tale, but that did not stop her
inwardly cursing her cat for making her have to do it again.
�Require assistance?� the gull asked again.
The bird seemed to have picked up on her concerns. Its
presence was disconcerting and Ravana wondered if it was some sort of automated
surveillance device, which worryingly suggested she had entered a restricted
area. However, such sentries were not in the habit of declaring friendship. A
new thought popped into her mind.
�A flying robot sentinel,� she mused. �Zotz? Is that
you?�
�Affirmative!� the gull confirmed. �Bird syntax limited.
Require assistance?�
Ravana smiled. Fifteen-year-old Zotz was the only friend
she had close to her own age in Dockside and a wizard at building gadgets. She
knew he had a crush on her and could imagine him putting together something
like this gull to follow her around. It was a sweet thing to do, but also a
little weird.
�It�s nice of you to offer,� Ravana admitted, looking
down at the vertical obstacle course between her and the ground below. �But
unless your feathered friend has a ladder tucked under its wing I don�t think
you can.�
The gull, or Zotz, considered this. �Ladder not found in
inventory.�
�A jet pack?� she suggested, hopefully.
�Jet pack not fou��
�Yeah, yeah, I guessed,� said Ravana. She wondered
whether to ask it about the strange spacemen. Her cat had evidently decided the
winged robot was worth further investigation and was licking its lips. �All I
want is an easy way off this cliff.�
�Proceed upwards to ground,� the bird told her.
�I want to go down, not up! Have you flipped your
diodes?�
It was not easy for a robot bird to look disdainful but
the gull somehow managed it. Puzzled, Ravana looked up at the landscape curving
high above her head. It was then she noticed a rough flight of steps cut into
the cliff, leading up from the palace gardens; steps that therefore from her
perspective led down towards her cave. Looking closer, she realised the crude
footholds must have originally spanned the entire diameter of the cliff, right
across the end of the cavern, but a rock slide had taken away the section below
where she now stood. The vertical flight reached the ground on the opposite
side of the hollow moon to where she had parked the monocycle, but she was
ready to accept a long walk in exchange for an easy descent. Meanwhile, her wayward
pet had evidently decided the cave had one electric creature too many and was
flexing its talons ready to pounce.
�Isn�t it forbidden to enter the palace grounds?� she
asked, not that this would stop her. The constraints of the hollow moon were
frustrating and her solitary wanderings to counter boredom became longer by the
day.
The gull was busy trying to avoid the attentions of her
cat and did not reply. Ravana knew of the palace guard, yet the thought of
entering forbidden territory had a certain allure. She was suddenly intrigued,
not only by the prospect of finding out where the mysterious spacemen had come
from, but also of experiencing the zone of zero gravity she knew she would find
less than two hundred metres up from where she perched. Having proper steps to
follow back to ground level was a bonus. Being arrested by the Maharani�s guards
when she got there less so. On the plus side, her headache had eased a little.
A strangled squawk made her jump in alarm. She looked
around just in time to see her pet claw a chunk out of the gull�s scrawny neck,
leaving the poor bird�s head hanging loosely from an extraordinary variety of
brightly-coloured wires and tubes. For a machine, the gull was surprisingly
messy inside. Green hydraulic fluid bubbled from its neck and pooled upon the
floor, where it seeped into a large mould-covered crack in the cave wall.
Unperturbed, her electric cat cornered the damaged bird as it tried to escape,
growling with a mechanical vigour not unlike the waste disposal unit in the
communal kitchens back home.
�Reboot me!� burbled the gull.
�Bad kitty!� Ravana said reprovingly. Feeling guilty, she
gingerly reached for the gull and tried to wedge its head back into position,
but to no avail. �Sorry about that, Zotz.�
With a resigned sigh, she decided it was time to head
home. Separating her cat from the remains of the gull, she scooped her pet
under an arm, stepped up to the cliff and gingerly began a one-handed ascent of
the stone steps.
It was more like climbing a ladder than negotiating a
flight of stairs, but even with a wriggling ball of fur-wrapped electronics to
contend with it was easier than she anticipated. The pseudo-gravity of the
hollow moon lessened with every step and soon she was almost flying up the
cliff, the mystery of the spacemen forgotten. After a particularly vigorous
leap, Ravana found herself drifting to a halt in mid air, an arm�s length from
the rock face. She had reached the exact centre of the cliff, on the imaginary
axis upon which the hollow moon spun. She was weightless.
Ravana had been in free-fall many times before but
floating above the concave countryside of the hollow moon was a whole new
experience. With her feet wedged in the gap between two steps she found she
could float horizontally outwards from the cliff. The tiny sun was now above
her, with the distant trees and houses rising around her on all sides, stuck to
the surface of a vast cylinder wall. This change in orientation was made yet
more disconcerting when she spied the distant shapes of people as they moved
about the Dandridge Cole, looking like
slow-motion ants scurrying around a huge drainpipe.
As an experiment she put herself into a slow spin and
tried to visualise the asteroid rotating upon its axis as it drifted around
Barnard�s Star, much to the annoyance of the cat under her arm, which did not
like zero gravity at all and wriggled more than ever. Ravana was just pulling herself
back towards the stone steps when her cat, mistaking the cliff face for a
floor, dug its claws into her arm and made a sudden leap for freedom.
�Ow!� cried Ravana, caught by surprise. Her pet�s diamond-tipped
talons were pretty to look at but extremely sharp.
The cat gave an anguished howl, bounced off the stone
steps and back towards Ravana�s face, claws outstretched. In a panic, she
raised her hands and tried to twist away, then yelped as her feet slipped from
where they were wedged. Her floundering pet landed heavily on her shoulder. She
tried desperately to hook a foot back under the step but it was too late. A
split second later, the momentum of the cat�s ill-timed leap sent them both
reeling away from the cliff.
Ravana gave another strangled cry and frantically
thrashed her arms as if trying to save herself from drowning. Her pet, driven
by its self-preservation circuits, scrambled down her body and dug its claws
into her thigh. Just when Ravana thought things could not get any worse, she
saw the steps start to slip by and realised the flying cat had knocked them
beyond the zero-gravity point. Slowly but surely, centrifugal forces were
taking them back to the ground.
�Blasted cat!� she screamed.
�Require assistance?� came a cracked voice.
With a surprised yelp, Ravana stopped trying to swim in
thin air, looked up and to her amazement saw the mangled remains of Zotz�s
sentry gull hovering above them. The whole centre section of the bird�s body
spun horizontally so that its outstretched wings acted as helicopter blades,
leaving tail feathers free to whirl as a control rotor. Above the humming
blades the bird�s head hung skewed from its broken neck. Its beady electronic
eyes glowed with a defiant light.
In different circumstances Ravana would have been
fascinated by what she recognised as one of Zotz�s typically bizarre designs. Now
she just screamed and made a panic-stricken grab for the gull�s legs. The spin
of the hollow moon had gripped her and her cat with a vengeance. Soon they were
accelerating past another cliff-side cave in a descent that was fast becoming a
plummet towards the palace. Above her, the gull�s wings whirred frantically as
it fought in vain to stay airborne. There was little the mechanical bird could
do.
�Help me!� screamed Ravana.
The cliff became a blur. The Coriolis effect of the
spinning world pulled them down in a curve towards a copse of weeping willows.
Ravana stared in terror as the gull finally broke free to shoot away like a missile
into the flower bed, creating a sad punctuation mark that somehow made the rude
horticulture even more obscene. With a final, anguished shriek, she plunged
through the leafy canopy, her arms flailing wildly in a desperate attempt to
break her fall. Moments later she ricocheted off a branch towards the centre of
a hitherto-unnoticed pond and splash-landed with a loud squelch. The small
pool, it transpired, consisted almost entirely of evil-smelling mud.
Ravana slowly lifted herself out of the mire, her hands
clutching what was left of the gull�s spindly legs. For a while she could do
nothing but stand trembling knee-deep in the pond. The hollow moon�s low
pseudo-gravity had saved her from serious injury; not only had it kept her from
falling too fast, but it had also encouraged freakishly tall trees to grow just
where she needed them to cushion her fall. As it was, she was battered, bruised
and covered from head to toe in grey slime but otherwise amazingly unhurt,
though her headache had returned worse than ever. She assumed the large blob of
mud clinging to her leg was her cat.
�Excitement and adventure,� she muttered. �I should be
careful what I wish for.�

* * *

�What the hell was that?� exclaimed Inari.
Puzzled, he stumbled to a halt and slowly scanned his
surroundings for the source of the disturbance. He and Namtar had reached the
far side of the lawn beyond the cover of the trees and arrived at a secluded
open veranda at the side of the palace, out of sight of the main entrance.
�To what do you refer?� snapped Namtar.
Inari frowned, having been reprimanded several times
already for his lack of haste. �Didn�t you hear it?� he asked. �There was a
scream, then a splash.�
�I dare say it was nothing more than a duck.�
�What planet are you from? Ducks don�t make that much
noise!�
Namtar clouted Inari across the head with the scanner
device in his hand.
�Does it matter what it was?� he replied impatiently.
�Much as I would like to stand here and debate what hypothetical exotic fauna
may or may not reside in this antique habitat, the palace guard will not be
distracted for long and we have a job to do. So without further ado, may we
proceed with the task in hand?�
�Could be a wart hog,� Inari said sullenly. �They make
strange noises.�
�Takes one to know one, my friend. The window, if you
please?�
Namtar pointed to a nearby sash window below the low
veranda roof. Inari mumbled something underneath his breath, unhooked a lever
from his belt and moved across to attack the wooden frame. After more muttering
and a fair bit of grunting, there was a sound of splintering wood and the
window was open.
�There you go,� he said to Namtar. The room beyond was in
darkness.
�After you,� insisted Namtar, eyeing the window warily.
Inari shrugged, grabbed hold of the window frame and
pulled himself inside. Namtar quickly followed, albeit more carefully than his
clumsy spacesuit-clad comrade ahead.

* * *

The men disappeared from view. Ravana tossed aside what
was left of the gull and waded out of the pond as quietly as she could. She
briefly wondered why the men had failed to spot her, then realised that being
covered in mud was excellent camouflage for hiding in a garden. Neither were
anyone she knew from the hollow moon. The space agency shoulder patch upon
their spacesuits too was unfamiliar, though she recognised the national flag of
India in the corner of the design.
�Burglars!� murmured Ravana, intrigued despite her
thudding headache.
She scraped the mud away from the touch-screen of her
wristpad and activated the communicator, wondering what the protocol was for
one trespasser reporting on others. Her dilemma was resolved when she saw the
network symbol flashing, indicating there was something nearby interfering with
the signal. She was on her own.
There was a soft thud as her cat let go of her leg and
dropped to the ground. Deep in thought, Ravana reached to stroke its fur,
looked at the walking mud ball and changed her mind. The cat responded with a
belch before trotting away towards the nearby flower beds. Ravana suspected a
real cat would have at least tried to clean itself before going for a stroll.
It was then she heard a distant yell, a cry for help. It
was the voice of a child.
The two men reappeared at the window, but now they had
someone else with them, a dark-haired Indian boy dressed in matching tunic and
trousers of expensive-looking fabric. The boy was struggling to escape the
men�s grip and to her horror Ravana saw he had a gag across his mouth and his
ankles and wrists were bound with cords. Startled, she watched as the tall man
produced something from his pocket and spray-painted a symbol upon the wall
next to the window. He and his colleague then quickly moved away from the
palace, carrying their frantically-squirming burden between them. Their voices
came across loud and clear.
�Find him easy, you said!� remarked the fat man, clearly
out of breath. �Your tracker device tried to lead us back into the garden!�
�A mere technical glitch, no more,� his colleague said
dismissively. �The path of faith has not led us astray and we have found what
we came for.�
Still struggling, the boy somehow loosened his gag and
suddenly screamed.
�Help!� he cried in terror. �I�m being kidnapped!�
�Be quiet!� The taller man brought them to a pause so he
could nonchalantly cuff the boy around the head and refasten the gag, before hooking
his hands once more under the boy�s wriggling shoulders. �Children just do not
know how to behave in polite company.�
�He�s a right fidget. Can I knock him on the head to calm
him down?�
�We have been tasked to return our cargo in pristine
condition. I fear our own deliverance into sanctity may be withheld if we
deliver damaged goods.�
�I�d only hit him gentle, like.�
�I sincerely doubt you truly appreciate the meaning of
the word �gentle�.�
�Yes I do,� retorted the fat man. �My mum bought me a
dictionary for my birthday and I�ve read as far as �halibut�. Go on, ask me
what a halibut is.�
The men moved on and the response was lost to Ravana�s
ears. Alarmed at their treatment of the young boy, she watched nervously from
her hiding place as they headed towards the wall that surrounded the palace
grounds. Her headache was gone, as if the pain had been a needle suddenly
plucked free from her brain, but she was left with a less-than-steely resolve
to spring into action. Ravana knew there was no way she could tackle the two
men alone but was determined to find out what they were up to before she went
for help.
�Don�t be a scaredy-cat!� she muttered to herself. �No
offence,� she added, seeing her electric pet look up from its systematic
destruction of a pretty display of blooms.
Keeping herself hidden, she crept nearer and saw that
between the men and the wall was a very strange object indeed. It was some sort
of vehicle; a horizontal cylinder as high as a man and three times as long, one
end of which tapered to a cone of bright silver, the other end flat with a
recessed hatch. A series of horizontal spiked tracks ran along its rusty yellow
hull at regular intervals and between two of these, faded black letters spelt
out the legend �ASTROMOLE�. Ahead, the men had reached the machine and she
scurried towards them, darting through the undergrowth until she was as close
as she dared.
Her heart pounding, she peered around the edge of a
convenient bush. Beyond, the kidnappers were bundling their captive into the
open hatch of the machine. The taller man paused to look around the palace
grounds before following his colleague and the boy inside, the hatch clanging
shut behind him. There was a muffled shout, then the door swung open again and
he leapt out again, his face creased in disgust.
�You vile man!� he cried, fanning a hand frantically
before his nose. �That truly is the height of bad manners, especially in such
an enclosed space! What have you been eating?�
After a few moments of frenetic waving, he climbed back
inside and pulled the hatch closed once more. With a great clattering noise,
the Astromole jerked into motion and started to trundle across the ground,
cone-end forwards, propelled by the spiked tracks clattering along the side of
the cylinder. Startled, Ravana crawled from behind the bush and watched as the
machine moved slowly towards a small statue-lined courtyard near the main
gates. There was no sign of the palace guard or anyone else whom she could alert.
She quickly came to a decision and started in pursuit of the disappearing
vehicle.
The courtyard was watched by the blank stares of
moss-covered stone elephants, one at each corner standing three metres high.
All four faced the large ragged hole torn through the central paving. It was
towards this hole the rusty yellow machine now headed, its nose cone spinning
like a high-speed drill. Close behind, Ravana retreated to hide behind an empty
wooden cart at the edge of the courtyard. She looked out again just as the
Astromole reached the edge of the pit and tipped itself into the hole.
�They�re digging their way out!� she murmured.
She had never seen anything like it before in her life.
The machine tilted further, then began to sink into the ground, the whirring
tracks throwing chunks of rock into the air behind. In a matter of seconds it
had disappeared from sight, leaving nothing but a rubble-strewn courtyard in
its wake.
Awestruck, Ravana emerged from behind the cart and
hesitantly approached the edge of the pit. Peering into the gloom, she caught a
glimpse of the rear of the Astromole, slipping into the darkness of the curving
tunnel. It fitted its burrow so neatly she realised the vehicle must have cut
the shaft itself earlier to get into the palace grounds in the first place. Now
very scared, she backed away from the edge. The machine had made so much noise
she was sure the Maharani�s guards should have been alerted by now, but there
was still no one else in sight. Although apprehensive about approaching the
palace, she knew it was the right thing to do.
Ravana took a few steps towards the house and paused. The
hush that had descended upon the scene felt unnatural, making her more nervous
than ever. As if to reassure herself she had not imagined it, she glanced back
towards the shattered courtyard, then shivered as a sudden chill wind swept
through the grounds. The climate within the hollow moon was carefully
controlled and it was rare to feel anything much more than a gentle breeze.
The wind quickly gathered strength. Startled, she saw
that a flurry of leaves, twigs and other garden detritus were all being drawn
towards the hole in the centre of the courtyard. In a panic, she scrambled back
to her refuge behind the wagon and watched wide-eyed as the debris swirled ever
faster around the ragged pit like water down a drain. The wind grew more
ferocious still until the branches of the nearby trees too were bending towards
the hole, creaking with an agonising sense of foreboding.
Ravana stared at the pit. It seemed incredible, yet she
knew what was happening. Somehow, the hollow moon had been breached and its air
was being sucked out into space before her very eyes.
The canvas fastened across the back of the cart rose like
a sail in the wind, jolting the wagon forward against the wooden chock holding
its wheel. As the canvas rose, she spied a coil of rope lying in the back, then
screamed as a disturbed huntsman spider dropped from the canvas onto her arm,
scuttled down her sleeve and ran for cover. Ravana cursed and made a grab for
the rope before her plan had fully formed in her head.
Rope in hand, she quickly secured one end to a sturdy
part of the cart, then scrambled across to loop the other around the neck of
the nearest stone elephant, tying it tight. By now it was becoming difficult to
stand upright in the blasting wind. Crawling back to the wagon, she kicked away
the wheel chock, reached for the lever next to the driver�s seat and released
the brake.
The cart leapt across the courtyard with its canvas
flapping like a kite before a storm. The rope tightened and the wagon shuddered
to a halt on the edge of the pit. Buffeted by the wind, Ravana tried to crawl
to the edge of the courtyard and safety, but she could not get a grip upon the
paving slabs and slowly but surely found herself being dragged across the
ground towards the gaping hole behind her.
The rushing air was filled with grit that seared
painfully against her skin. Ravana closed her eyes and waited for the final
blast that would send her flying down the shaft to her doom. The wailing of the
wind was deafening, yet through her mounting terror she still found time to
curse her electric cat for landing her in this mess in the first place.
Just when she thought her plan had failed, she heard the
sound of grating stone as the nearby elephant began to topple from its plinth.
On the other end of the rope, the cart leapt forward once more and was
instantly sucked into the pit, dragging the huge statue behind it. Ravana, her
eyes tightly closed, sadly missed the awesome spectacle of several tonnes of
stone elephant flying across the courtyard as if it weighed no more than a
feather. The statue flew towards the pit and then, with an almighty crunch,
jammed neatly into the hole.
Suddenly, the wind was no more, leaving nothing but the
distant wail of a siren to break the silence. Ravana cautiously opened her
eyes. Standing before where she lay was her cat, looking suspiciously clean and
holding the remains of the sentry gull in its mouth.
�After today, you are definitely grounded,� she muttered.
She sat up and started pulling leaves from her hair. �Your recharging
privileges have been revoked.�
The cat looked at her oddly and shifted its electric gaze
to the source of the shadow over her shoulder. Ravana wearily climbed to her
feet and turned to see two Indian men standing at the edge of the courtyard,
both dressed in the dark suits of the palace guard. One was looking
despondently at the stone elephant, which now lay wedged in the hole in the
middle of the ruined paving with its legs in the air. The other pointed a gun
in her direction.
�I expected a better reception than this,� Ravana said
wearily. �After all, it�s not every day someone gets to save the world with an
elephant.�

* * *

The guards took Ravana through the palace grounds to the
guard house, a squat and utilitarian building attached to the palace itself by
a short open-sided veranda. There they led her into a small, sparsely-furnished
room and stood silently over her for what seemed an age. When she tried to tell
the guards what she had witnessed in the grounds she was steadfastly ignored,
though was given a bowl of perfumed water and a soft towel to wash the mud from
her hands and face.
The open door at the far end of the veranda offered a
tantalising glimpse of the elaborate yet old-fashioned decor of the palace,
which in Ravana�s eyes was well suited to a household under the rule of a woman
who used the archaic Indian title of Maharani. No one knew much about the
palace�s reclusive inhabitants. It was rumoured that the Maharani�s staff were
forbidden to speak of the outside world or mix with the other residents of the Dandridge
Cole. The only thing Ravana knew for
certain was that the Maharani and the rest of the royal household were fellow
exiles from the Epsilon Eridani system who had come to the hollow moon around
the same time as Ravana and her father, back when Ravana herself had been just
seven years old.
Finally, a third man entered. He was tall and
pale-skinned, with dark hair and a neatly-trimmed goatee beard. He wore a smart
uniform in green with gold piping and by the way the first two guards silently
deferred to him Ravana guessed he was their superior. Initially ignoring her,
the newcomer placed the small flat case and the antique paper-leafed book he
carried upon a desk by the window and only then turned to greet Ravana.
�My name is Fenris,� he said, by way of an introduction.
He spoke perfect English, with an accent suggesting he was of Terran Eastern
European origin. His brusque manner was that of someone who was clearly not
having a good day. �I am the Maharani�s chief of staff and head of security
here at the palace.�
�My name is Ravana,� she said hesitantly. �Is this
about�?�
�Ravana,� mused Fenris, interrupting. �An unusual name, I
must say. The Maharani does not take kindly to trespassers,� he said sternly,
side-stepping her unfinished question. �Yet we mean you no harm. I trust my men
have not mistreated you.�
Ravana saw he was looking at the scar on her face and
turned away, discomforted yet also puzzled by how calm he seemed considering
what had just happened. Fenris saw her unease and beckoned to her to take a
seat by the desk, then dismissed the guards.
He sat down in the chair opposite. She watched his hand
momentarily go to the book, a grey leather-bound volume inscribed with the word
Isa-Sastra, as if seeking reassurance.
Reaching for his case, he opened the lid and turned it slightly to hide its
contents from Ravana�s sight. Nevertheless, she caught a glimpse of what looked
like a small holovid screen and at the top of the lid there was a small hole,
now facing towards her, which she suspected was a camera lens.
�The guards are good men but not great at conversation,�
he said. Ravana smiled nervously, then thought better of it when she saw that
Fenris� own expression remained entirely humourless. �Regrettably, they were a
little slow to react to the rather unpleasant incident we had here today. Maybe
you saw something of it yourself?�
Ravana nodded and was just about to launch into her story
when Fenris put a finger to his lips, then cocked his head slightly as if
listening to something. She noticed he wore a small earpiece, adding weight to
her suspicions that he was recording their conversation. Suddenly rising from
his seat, he walked to the door and beckoned to someone beyond.
The youth who stepped into the room moments later,
dressed in a long green robe that reached to the floor, was instantly
recognisable as the boy Ravana had seen being carried off by the two
spacesuit-clad men.
�It can�t be!� she exclaimed. �You were taken away in the
Astromole. I saw you!�
The boy bowed deeply. �Pleased to make your acquaintance,
miss.�
Ravana stared at him. The voice was perfectly modulated
and strangely emotionless.
�Ravana, this is Raja Surya,� Fenris told her. �The Raja
is the Maharani�s only child and the sole heir to the royal seat of Yuanshi.�
Ravana looked confused. �But��
�Actually, I have misled you,� Fenris confided. �This is
the Raja�s clone.�
�What?�
The boy bowed again. �I am Cyberclone Surya,� he said.
�Here to serve in his place.�
�A cyberclone?� Ravana was dumbstruck. Momentarily
forgetting what she had seen outside, she looked closer. The boy�s expression
had an odd inscrutable smoothness that reminded her of the humanoid test pilot
robots she had once seen at Lan-Tlanto spaceport. �I thought the Maharani had
forbidden all advanced technology,� she said wonderingly. �You can�t get much
more advanced than a cyberclone.�
Fenris looked at her oddly. �I wanted to test if you
recognised the boy, which clearly you do. Your reaction to the clone is
curious. I was under the impression that the residents of this asteroid were,
dare I say it, a little backward?�
�I am training to be an astro-engineer and a pilot like
my father!� retorted Ravana, deeply offended. Now she knew she was looking at
an android she recognised the perfect symmetry of features that separated
machines from flesh-and-blood humans. �I�ve never seen a cyberclone in real
life before. Not that they are real life, if you know what I mean. It�s an
amazing piece of work.�
She fell silent as she caught Fenris� expression. His
inadvertent insult was partly true, for a fair few of the long-term residents
of the Dandridge Cole needed no
encouragement to shun technological luxuries and were perfectly happy to live
like simple farming folk.
�Your father is a pilot?� asked Fenris. �With his own
ship?�
Ravana nodded. �The Platypus,� she said proudly, having chosen the name herself.
�He�s flown in all five systems. Now I�m older he lets me go with him.�
�Ah yes,� Fenris mused. �The delivery man. But we are
getting off the point. The Raja is missing. There are signs of a forced entry
to his chambers and the mark of a rebel faction has been found on the wall by
his window. My men are even now scouring the palace grounds and beyond, but as
yet there is no sign of either the Raja or his abductors.�
Ravana glanced towards the clone standing silently at
Fenris� side. She recalled that months ago her father had made a large and
rather mysterious delivery to the palace, which had included what he thought
were two cyberclones in their coffin-like crates. The boy�s blank stare was
more than a little disconcerting and when it became clear that its presence was
stifling conversation, Fenris signalled for it to leave.
�I saw two men,� Ravana began, as the cyberclone closed
the door. She was pleased to see that her electric cat had somehow found its
way into the palace and homed in on her, slinking furtively between the legs of
the cyberclone as it left. Speaking hesitantly, but reassured by the comforting
weight of the cat clambering up onto her lap, she related how she had come to
be in the palace grounds and what she had seen whilst hidden in the bushes.
Fenris remained stony-faced as she related how the men and their captive
escaped in the Astromole, but raised a surprised eyebrow when Ravana described
how she had plugged the hole with the ornamental elephant. When she finished
her tale, he was looking at her in a new light, her mud-splattered clothes now
telling a very different story.
�Two men, you say?� he asked. �Wearing spacesuits?�
Ravana nodded. �They didn�t have their helmets with them,
though.�
�And they escaped into a hole in the ground,� Fenris
murmured. �My men have tried to move the statue but it appears to be stuck
fast.�
�There must be a vacuum on the other side,� Ravana told
him. �At first I thought they had bored a hole right through to the other side,
but�� She tailed off, for something had been puzzling her about that
particular incident.
�But what?�
�There�s a lot of rock between us and space and the
machine wasn�t moving that fast,� she said. �The wind started rushing through
far too soon after it left. Plus, the hole was already there before the machine
disappeared inside.�
�It is a mystery,� Fenris admitted. Ravana wondered if he
was thinking of the spacesuits the men were wearing, which to her suggested the
kidnappers and the Raja were no longer on the Dandridge Cole. �Alas, your observations would mean nothing to my
men and I myself have limited knowledge of the strange geography of this hollow
moon.�
He looked expectantly at Ravana, though she was not sure
why and for several long moments neither spoke. On her lap, her cat suddenly
belched and regurgitated the head and a mass of slimy rubber tubes that had
once belonged to the gull. Electric cat vomit did not mix well with dried
evil-smelling mud.
�Professor Wak may be able to help,� suggested Ravana,
eager to break the silence.
�Professor who?� Fenris sounded irritated.
�He has his quarters near ours at Dockside,� she told
him. Professor Wak, the father of her friend Zotz, was the scientist in charge
of keeping life-support and other systems of the Dandridge Cole in full working order and was a familiar sight within
the hollow moon. She had assumed from Fenris� educated manner that he knew as
much about their world as she did, but now wondered if the restrictions the
Maharani placed upon her household were more severe than she imagined. �He
teaches my physics and engineering classes. He knows the hollow moon like the
back of his hand.�
�Is that so?�
Ravana nodded, inwardly cringing at her use of that
particular metaphor. Professor Wak was notoriously absent-minded and had an
artificial left hand as a result of losing a glove whilst helping with repairs
outside the main airlock. In space, thanks to the wonders of helmet intercoms,
everyone had heard him scream. She had learned many new and interesting
expletives that day.
Fenris put a hand to his earpiece again, then looked
thoughtful. �I need to confer with the Maharani,� he told her, standing up as
he spoke. �If you would care to wait here a little longer, I will arrange for
someone to take you back to your father.�
�There�s no need,� Ravana interjected. �I can make my own
way back.�
Fenris glanced down at the holovid screen in the case
before him. Curious, Ravana leaned closer and her eyes went wide as she caught
a glimpse of a haggard and twisted face, heavy with anger, staring out from
within. Somehow, she knew the watcher on the screen was contemplating the
consequences of her tale. Fenris bore the look of someone chastised and who had
just been given orders to put it right.
�Please,� Fenris implored softly, closing the lid of his
case. �I insist.�

* * *

The Maharani�s private transport was an aged lunar-class
personnel carrier, the barrel-shaped hull of which had been modified with
polished wooden side panels, a luxurious velvet-trimmed interior and a roof
pennant displaying the royal crest. The transport�s six wheels were each as
tall as Ravana herself and were shod with large hoops of spring wire, for this
was a vehicle designed for bounding across the rocks of airless moons and not
one ideally suited to carrying exiled royalty through the bowels of a colony
ship.
Ravana sat between Fenris and the driver in the cockpit
at the front of the vehicle. A palace servant had given her a clean set of
overalls to wear, which were already starting to tear under the restless claws
of the cat sprawled across her lap. The Maharani rode in the main passenger
compartment behind, barely visible through the heavy gauze screen that
separated the cockpit from the rest of the vehicle. Her attendants had done
their utmost to keep the Maharani hidden from view and Ravana had caught just
the briefest glimpse of a petite figure swathed in a traditional Indian saree
of red and gold.
The transport bustled through the palace gates at a brisk
running pace, its wire wheels absorbing the worst of the bumps as it bounced
along the rough concrete tracks that passed for roads within the hollow moon.
Before long they reached Petit Havre, one of four tiny hamlets that together
housed the four-hundred strong population of the Dandridge Cole. This was the French quarter, a tight-knit farming
community who when not working the fields seemed to spend all day sitting
outside the caf� in the village square, drinking coffee and freely engaging in
conversation with anyone who happened to pass by. The gaily-painted houses were
built of stone and looked as old as the hollow moon itself. Today, the
appearance of the Maharani�s transport was creating quite a stir.
�This thing must be thirty years old,� Ravana remarked,
looking around the cockpit.
�This is the vehicle in which the Maharani, the Raja and
those loyal to her made our escape, almost ten years ago,� Fenris told her. �We
loaded it with supplies, commandeered a ship and left our world to its fate.�
�What were you escaping from?�
�Those who wanted the riches of Yuanshi for themselves,�
Fenris replied bitterly. �The Maharaja, Surya�s father, had been murdered by
those who did not see a place for the Raja�s family or the Dhusarian Church in
their own plans.�
Ravana remembered little of the troubles on the distant
moon, but knew she too had ended up in the Barnard�s Star system because her
father�s ship had been hijacked in a similar fashion. Her father had dropped
the odd cryptic remark hinting that the incident that had left his wife dead
and a young Ravana scarred for life had also been a result of the ongoing civil
war, but it was not something he ever really talked about.
Her thoughts were interrupted by her pet going into an
electronic choking fit. As she held it in her arms, the cat sat up, arched its
back and then coughed up a jumbled mess of wires, half an electric motor and a
wad of plastic feathers.
�Bad kitty,� scolded Ravana. �That will teach you to eat
that poor defenceless bird.�
Fenris looked annoyed. �Does it do that a lot?�
�It never used to,� Ravana admitted. �Unfortunately, over
the last few weeks it has started to eat the strangest things. Electrical
items, mainly.�
The transport by now had left Petit Havre behind. Through
the windscreen Ravana saw they were approaching the halfway point and about to
pass the base of one of the three huge pylons that held the sun in the centre
of the cavern. Near the bottom of the pylon was parked a familiar blue
hovertruck and it occurred to Ravana that the distant figure standing
scratching his head at the base of the pylon may well be Professor Wak himself,
for her father had mentioned that Wak was currently looking into a puzzling
power drain affecting the hollow moon�s systems. Dusk was upon them and
squinting upwards she saw the artificial sun starting to fade into darkness.
The cycle of night and day within the Dandridge Cole was synchronised to Terran cycles, not that many of
the hollow moon�s inhabitants remembered days and nights on Earth. The local
calendar had also been maintained to mirror that of its home planet, so much so
that the local date and time was exactly the same as European Central Time back
on Earth.
During the day it was markedly warmer in this region of
the hollow moon and it was no surprise that the hamlet here was home to
Spanish, Greek and Italian families, who had given the area a distinct
Mediterranean air. Here, the bubbling stream that ran the length of the hollow
moon had been widened into a shallow lake, around which picturesque stone
houses had been built, most with sun terraces. Of all the villages, this was
Ravana�s favourite and she had spent many a sunny day swimming in the warm
waters of the lake, though her weak arm left her with a tendency to swim in
circles.
Ahead lay a patchwork quilt of farmland and irrigation
ditches, the vast concave fields of wheat overshadowed only by the elevated track
of one of the three monorail trains that ran the length of the cavern. The
sheep, cattle and wallabies roaming distant pasture were descended from animals
born on Earth, though selective breeding and the low pseudo-gravity had created
freakish-looking beasts twice the size of their Terran ancestors. Ravana had
once spent an entertaining few hours at the lakeside watching a kangaroo being
rescued from where it had crashed through a second-storey window of a house.
The next nearest settlement lay on the other side of the
cavern and so was actually above them as the transport continued along the
road. This was the sprawling hamlet that was home mainly to families of German
and Eastern European origin. As Ravana looked up through the windscreen she
could already see distant lights shining through the windows of the houses far
above, which once the sunlight had completely faded would continue to sparkle
like stars in the night. Even this late in the day there were a few people in
birdsuits gliding high near the zero-gravity point, mingling with the real
birds flocking home to their roosts. Soon the air would be empty save for the
flittering shadows of the bats and flying foxes. Curiously enough, one of the
distant soaring figures now gliding home had chosen a bat-like design for their
own distinctive scarlet birdsuit.
Ahead, the great circular wall at the end of the hollow
moon grew nearer. Here was the community of Dockside, an unruly mishmash of
brick, stone, wood and even sheet-steel architecture all crammed tight against
the cliff face, stretching right around for over three kilometres to completely
encircle the hollow moon. Dockside was populated almost entirely by the
engineers, scientists and their families who supported the fragile economy of
the Dandridge Cole by trading
black-market goods and engineering services with the many unofficial colonists
in the Barnard�s Star system and beyond.
�Home sweet home,� Ravana murmured.
Right on cue, a beep from her wristpad alerted her to a
new message from her father, who was asking why she had not turned up to her
music class that afternoon. She had genuinely forgotten about her cornet lesson
and did not know how her father would react to her arriving back in such style.
She only hoped he would not be angry with her for straying into the palace
grounds.
The road they were on ran diagonally across open
farmland, which created the illusion that the end of the cavern was slowly
rotating to meet their approach. The building ahead was one of two maintenance
bays for the small fleet of spacecraft that served the Dandridge Cole. Half a kilometre above, in the centre of the cliff,
was the huge circular steel door of the main airlock. Ravana had never known
this to be opened; instead, there were elevators inside the two maintenance
bays to take ships up through the cliff and into the airlock chamber. A group
of Dockside residents had congregated outside the workshop entrance to watch as
the Maharani�s transport drew near.
�There appears to be quite a reception for us,� Fenris
observed irritably.
The transport pulled to a halt a short distance from the
gathered crowd. Fenris opened the hatch beside where he sat and motioned to
Ravana to follow him outside. As she stepped to the ground, she saw her father
making his way to the front, his familiar bushy beard and shiny bald head as
welcome a sight as his broad smile. Ignoring Fenris, Ravana ran over and hugged
him tightly, letting the familiar smell of grease and hydraulic fluid from her
father�s overalls fill her nostrils. Next to him stood the tousled and
ginger-haired Zotz, his pale face streaked with dirt, who had slipped through
the small crowd to join them. He wore a long bathrobe, underneath which Ravana
was convinced she glimpsed the elasticated body of a birdsuit. As usual, his
shoe laces were undone.
�Sorry about your robot bird, Zotz,� Ravana apologised,
seeing a remote-control unit dangling from his hand.
Zotz grinned. �That�s okay,� he said shyly. �I hope it
helped.�
�Ravana!� exclaimed her father. His distinctive Australian
drawl sliced through the murmurs of those around him. �Who have you brought
back with you?�
The Maharani stepped out of the personnel carrier as he
spoke. A faint tinkle of jewellery accompanied her; she was liberally decked in
a number of gold bangles and had completed her outfit with a chain headpiece
displaying a red stone in the centre of her forehead. She moved with a grace
that was the antithesis of the usual bounding walk most people adopted in the
low pseudo-gravity of the hollow moon, then turned and took small but
purposeful steps towards where Ravana and her father stood. The Maharani was
flanked by two female attendants who were also dressed in sarees, albeit of a
plainer design. As Fenris himself stepped forward, the Maharani put out a hand
to stop him, making it clear he was not wanted. Her gaze had not once left that
of Ravana�s father.
The Maharani was beautiful. Ravana looked into her
heart-shaped features, at her dark eyes and glowing caramel skin framed by a
cascade of jet-black hair, then turned her gaze to the floor, her hand moving
to touch the scar upon her own face. Her father put an arm around Ravana�s
waist and gave her a comforting squeeze. She glanced up into his eyes and
noticed with surprise that he was regarding the Maharani with an expression
that was unexpectedly cold and unwelcoming.
�Well, well,� her father said, his tone sarcastic. �If it
isn�t Maharani Uma, the mighty exiled drama queen of Yuanshi herself.�
The Maharani met his stare calmly, unabashed.
�We meet again, my dear Quirinus,� she purred, her voice
laden with silken tones. �As before, I regret it is an act of war that has
caused our paths to cross.�
�War?� Quirinus snorted in disbelief. �Here on the Dandridge
Cole?�
�Indeed,� replied the Maharani. �And once again, I need
your help.�


Chapter Two
The Eden Ravines


BELLONA STARED out of the window of the skybus at the
bleak landscape flashing by. The endless grey desert was not much to look at,
especially in the dim red light of Barnard�s Star, but it was good to get out
of Newbrum�s dome. Her best friend Philyra sat next to her, idly flicking
through the latest celebrity gossip holovid on her wristpad. To look at they
were nothing alike, yet plump ebony Bellona often thought of herself and pale
skinny Philyra as sisters; they were both tall and dark-haired, they studied
the same subjects at school and both liked the industrial robopop bands that
were the latest sensation coming out of Alpha Centauri. On the other hand,
Bellona had tried and failed to understand Philyra�s fascination with the
gossip holovids, particularly her current addiction to the long-running game
show Gods of Avalon, which featured a
host of minor celebrities fighting to survive on a forest moon where robotic
mythical beasts, android deities and even the terraformed climate were
controlled by a surprisingly sadistic audience vote.
On the seat opposite sat Endymion, a tall and scrawny
youth who wore a permanent lazy smile on his face. He was Bellona�s brother and
at eighteen Terran years a full three years older than his sister and her
friend, who nonetheless both agreed that he often acted more like a four-year-old.
Like the girls, he wore a one-piece light blue flight suit that was the school
uniform, all of which bore the Commonwealth Space Agency ensign for Ascension
on the shoulder: a small brown planet against a large red sun with the national
flag of the United Kingdom in the corner. In a rebellious mood he had undone
the top half of the one-piece and tied the empty sleeves around his waist,
revealing the fibre-optic tunic he wore beneath. Bellona and Philyra had
limited their own personal touches to the non-uniform wide silver belts worn
tight around their waists, though both had also taken more care than usual to
pile on the make-up and antigrav hair lacquer.
The fourth member of their party was Miss Clymene, a
portly and slightly eccentric Scottish woman who ruled the class with a firm
but fair hand. It was said by her ex-students that she could be both your best
friend and your worst enemy; more often than not at the same time. At the
moment she was at her most relaxed, sitting calmly across the central aisle
opposite Endymion. Miss Clymene was dressed as always in riotous assembly in
red, complete with a scarlet beret wedged upon her head to keep her tousled
grey locks in check. As Bellona glanced towards her teacher, Miss Clymene
looked down at the small touch-screen computer terminal upon her lap and
smiled.
�Nearly there!� she exclaimed, putting the slate away.
�All excited, are we?�
�Whoopee,� muttered Endymion, staring at the floor.
Bellona gave him a kick. His tunic momentarily flickered,
the graphic of polonium rock band Butt moving a little then stopping before the
tunic�s resonator could play a segment of their song Smell My Gas.
�Is he on egg?� remarked Miss Clymene, looking at
Endymion carefully. She was referring to the latest mood-enhancing drug out of
Epsilon Eridani.
Bellona laughed. �No, he�s always like that.�
�Aren�t you glad to get out of the city?� Philyra asked
him.
�This is a school trip,� he retorted. �It�s not the same.
I�m not even in the same class as you and Bellona.�
�On the contrary, during the run-up to the band
competition you are most definitely part of my class,� Miss Clymene said
firmly, her voice slightly scolding. �You know the rules. We rehearse together;
we study together. It is a shame there�s only you three at the academy who
actually have any musical talent, but that�s the way it is.�
�There�s only twelve people in the whole school,� Philyra
pointed out.
�Newbrum�s starting to look like a ghost town,� her
teacher agreed, though school numbers had also suffered due to the big
corporations setting up their own private schools. �The Clarke family shipped
out to Tau Ceti last month. The Robinsons too are talking of going back to the
Solar System to work on a terraforming project on Mars. There won�t be any
proper families left on Ascension at this rate!�
�My dad says there�s no jobs,� mumbled Endymion. His and
Bellona�s parents, both top-class aerospace engineers, had emigrated from
Nigeria to the Barnard�s Star system before he was born and were now starting
to regret it. �Not unless you want to work at the hydrogen works or the
spacecraft breaking yards.�
�Not me,� retorted Philyra. Her own Ascension-born
parents were descended from the English settlers who had helped to found
Newbrum. �When I leave school I�m going to catch the first ship to Alpha
Centauri and get a job at the holovid studios on Avalon. They say they�re
always looking for new talent.�
�Do they indeed,� Miss Clymene murmured.
�Perhaps we could leave you on Daode,� suggested Bellona,
teasing her.
Philyra shook her head, horrified. �Why is the band
competition there, of all places? Isn�t there war in Epsilon Eridani, or
something?�
�Not on Daode,� Miss Clymene reassured her. �I have been
through this several times. We have been invited to represent Newbrum in the
school band competition at the peace conference on Daode. There will be bands
from all across the five systems, plus of course all the politicians and
officials who are coming together to try and bring peace to the region.�
�So there is a war?�
�On Yuanshi,� her teacher confirmed. �Not Daode.
Different moon entirely.�
�The Avalon holovid news teams will be there,� Bellona
reminded Philyra, who immediately brightened. Endymion was somewhat more
lacking in enthusiasm.
�We�ve got no chance of winning, have we?� he grunted.
�Just the three of us?�
�The band may be small but it�s perfectly formed,�
remarked Miss Clymene.
�We sounded awful at rehearsal this morning,� Bellona
said with a sigh. �I couldn�t stop my clarinet from squeaking. It sounded like
a chicken trying to lay an emu egg.�
Philyra giggled. �Or a goose being plucked to death.�
�Bradbury Heights has a full orchestra,� muttered
Endymion, referring to the academy that had become their traditional rival. The
domed city of Bradbury Heights was the second-largest colony on Ascension after
Newbrum, with a far better locale north of the equatorial desert. �I hope we�re
not sharing a shuttle with those egg heads.�
�I can see your brother is as excited about this
competition as he is about today�s trip to the Ravines!� Miss Clymene remarked
to Bellona. �Endymion, my dear, please don�t let your bubbling enthusiasm spoil
it for everyone else.�
�That�s right!� exclaimed Bellona, giving him a prod.
Nevertheless, the rehearsal earlier that morning had gone spectacularly badly
and in her heart, she knew Endymion was probably right about their chances.
�We�re on a field trip! This is better than sitting in a class doing
astrophysics or Earth history, surely?�
Endymion shrugged. �I�ve been to the Eden Ravines before,�
he grunted.
�Hopefully, this visit will be different,� said Miss
Clymene. �I have it on good authority that a big meteor came down near the
research station just this morning and it reminded me that a trip to the
Ravines is part of your education. I thought it would be a good opportunity for
you all to take a break from lessons and rehearsals.� She sounded as if she
needed a break herself. She had spent days trying to secure them a flight to
Daode to no avail.
Bellona glanced at her brother but Endymion still looked
terminally bored. With a sigh, she looked out of the window once more. The
bloated red sun that was Barnard�s Star hung almost directly overhead. The
truncated shadow of the monorail track rushed by, wavering alongside them upon
the desert sand, with the smaller shadow of the skybus itself above it. The
pilot-less skybus flew on short stubby wings but was connected to the rail by a
long telescopic arm, which served to transfer power from the rail to the four
electric turbines that pushed the skybus through the thin atmosphere at speeds
approaching five hundred kilometres per hour. The Eden Ravines nature reserve,
the one and only certified natural wonder of the planet of Ascension, was
obviously not as popular as the Newbrum tourist board would have people
believe, for the four of them were the only people aboard. On the other hand,
the population of Ascension was far from huge and it was not beyond the realms
of possibility that, like Endymion, everyone else on the planet had already
seen it.
�I didn�t know you�d been before,� Philyra remarked to
Endymion, looking up from her wristpad. �When was that?�
�A couple of years ago. I worked at the labs on a science
project.�
�That was community service,� Bellona reminded him.
�Sweeping the floor does not count as a science project. I forgot you were sent
to the Ravines.�
�Community service?� Philyra�s eyes went wide. �What was
that for?�
Endymion muttered something and cast his eyes to the
floor.
�He reprogrammed the kitchen AI unit at school to serve
chocolate sauce instead of gravy,� Bellona told her. The academy�s
industrial-sized food molecularisor featured what was supposed to be the latest
thing in artificial culinary intelligence. She giggled. �It was days before
anyone complained.�
�Or even noticed,� Miss Clymene added wryly. �The
canteen�s desserts always did taste a bit too meaty for my liking. Much as I�d
like to sit here and reminisce about young Endymion�s misdemeanours, our stop
is approaching. Unless you want to stay on to Kirchel, I suggest you collect
your things and get ready. Don�t forget your pack lunches!�
As she spoke, the skybus lurched slightly, then the
high-pitched whine of the turbines slid into a gentle decrescendo as the
vehicle began to lose speed and drop towards the rail below. Moments later,
there was a solid clunk as the telescopic arm pulled the skybus down onto the
monorail trolley. They were no longer flying.
Outside the window the desert stretched to the horizon,
yet ahead they could now see a break in the endless grey monotony. Indeed, a
break is exactly what it was, for here the monorail track passed close to the
edge of a huge crack in the desert floor, which was just the start of a vast
network of deep crevices that radiated for hundreds of kilometres across the surface
of the planet and down through several kilometres of rock.
�We are now approaching Eden Ravines,� came the calm and
measured voice of the automatic pilot. �Please mind the gap.�
�That�s a big gap,� muttered Bellona. The edge of the
Ravines was close.
The skybus slid to a halt beside the barrel-shaped
building of corrugated steel that served as the station. Clutching their
emergency life-support masks, Philyra, Bellona, Endymion and Miss Clymene moved
to the door and waited for the station�s airlock tube to extend and dock with
the skybus. After what seemed an age, the airlock warning light switched from
red to green. The door slid open a fraction, then jammed.
Miss Clymene sighed. �Does nothing on this planet work
properly?�
She gave the door a kick, which responded with a horrible
grinding noise and slid open a fraction. The four travellers bustled into the
chamber before the door could change its mind. The airlock snapped shut at
their heels and then shuddered in the blast of turbines as the skybus accelerated
away from the retracting tube. Several anxious moments passed before the
airlock tube jolted home with a metallic clang.
The exit door before them slid open and as one they
hurried through into the reception room beyond. Bellona saw Miss Clymene glancing
at the airlock maintenance log next to the door and shudder. The girl peered
over her shoulder and saw the last entry was by an engineer she knew had
returned to Earth three years ago.
�What�s up, miss?� asked Philyra. Their tutor wore a
perturbed expression.
�Nothing to worry about,� said Miss Clymene, brightly.
Bellona caught her glance. A lesson on the dangers of poorly-maintained
airlocks on a planet with a mostly poisonous atmosphere was the last thing any
of them wanted right now. �This way!�
The station was a single long hall with the airlock at
one end and a second set of doors leading to a lift at the other. The curved
walls and roof were punctuated by a series of small portholes through which
little could be seen, though enough to suggest that the station was right on
the edge of the ravine itself and even overhanging it a little at the far end.
At various places upon the wall hung touch-sensitive electronic screens, of
which just three were operational. One was running a holovid advertisement for
a new production of the play Waiting for Goddard, showing an excerpt where two old women were arguing and pointing at
something unseen in the sky. The remaining working screens flickered with a
lazy silent slideshow of awestruck tourists walking through a dark forest, but
the glass was so badly scratched it was difficult to make out details. Bellona
touched the controls of the nearest screen but nothing happened. Realising she
was alone, she looked up and saw Miss Clymene and the others waiting for her at
the doors of the lift, which now stood open.
�Bellona!� exclaimed Miss Clymene. �Are you coming?�
Leaving the screen, Bellona skipped across the hall
towards the lift. Miss Clymene handed her a hooded cloak of a dull grey colour,
which when she took it turned out to be surprisingly heavy.
�Keep this safe,� her tutor told her. �If you hear a
solar flare warning, put it on as quickly as you can and pull the hood tight.�
�What does the warning sound like?� asked Bellona.
�No idea!� replied Miss Clymene briskly. �I�m sure we�ll
know it when we hear it.�
Bellona solemnly regarded the cloak in her hands as she
and her fellow students were bustled into the lift. She knew that Newbrum dome
and other buildings had radiation shields, for Barnard�s Star was not as stable
as it looked, but it had never occurred to her that they would need to take
extra precautions out here. Once they were all safely inside, Miss Clymene
indicated to Endymion to press the button marked �down�.
Philyra screamed. Before Bellona knew what to expect, the
lift dropped through the floor of the station and moments later they were
hurtling down the rocky cliff towards the bottom of the ravine six kilometres
below.

* * *

The subterranean landscape of the Eden Ravines was unlike
anything Bellona and Philyra had ever seen before. It was an eerie jungle of
purple and black; a twisted confusion of trees and plants so strange to the
human eye that their first reaction was one of fear. Tall black spires sheathed
in velvet-like scales forced their way between fat stems sprouting huge
circular leaves of indigo. Spiny fronds of purple erupted from the myriad of
bushes and shrubs that clung to every available piece of ground and rocky
ledge, the dark foliage punctuated with blobs of yellow and white which were
tiny flowers and fruits. The cliff itself was covered in what looked like dark
green moss but which was probably nothing of the kind. A thin cool mist hung in
the air, glowing faintly pink in the sunlight filtering down into the ravine,
adding a further sense of unreality to the scene. The weird vista was all the
proof needed that Ascension was indeed an alien world.
The lift had travelled down the side of the cliff and
come to a halt out in the open on the floor of the ravine. Seeing that there was
nothing but open air on the other side of the doors, Bellona and Philyra
instinctively put on their emergency life-support masks, their nervousness
compounded when Endymion and Miss Clymene did not follow suit.
The lift doors opened. Bellona watched anxiously as her
brother stepped out of the lift onto the floor of the ravine. Endymion took a
few bounding paces, then stopped and slowly turned to face the occupants of the
lift, his face twisted in terror. Suddenly, with a terrible choking cry, he
fell to his knees, his hands up around his neck.
�Help me!� he cried, wheezing painfully. �I can�t
breath!�
Bellona shrieked. Philyra looked on in horror, her hands
clasped to her face mask.
Miss Clymene walked calmly out of the lift and approached
Endymion, who was now writhing around the floor in convulsions. She too was not
wearing her face mask, but contrary to Bellona�s and Philyra�s expectations she
did not keel over to join Endymion on the ground.
�Get up, Endymion,� she said wearily. �You�re not fooling
anyone. I can see now why you never get picked for the school�s theatre group.
I�ve never seen such bad acting.�
Endymion stopped moving and sheepishly climbed to his
feet.
�Sorry miss,� he mumbled.
�Endymion!� snapped Bellona. �You pig!�
Her brother grinned. �The air�s fine,� he admitted.
�Honest!�
Philyra looked far from convinced. Bellona slowly stepped
through the open lift doors and walked to where Miss Clymene and Endymion were
waiting. Cautiously, she lifted her own face mask and took an experimental sniff.
Much to her relief, her subsequent gasp of surprise was exactly that and not a
desperate wheeze of asphyxiation. Behind her, Philyra took off her own mask.
�Amazing,� Bellona murmured. �I can breath!�
�Yuck,� muttered Philyra. �It smells like the school
toilets.�
Bellona smiled. The air was damp and had an odd coppery
smell. Yet it was still an incredible sensation to be in the open on Ascension
and not need an oxygen mask.
�The Eden Ravines are truly amazing,� declared Miss
Clymene. �But you�ll learn more about this wonder of nature later on, when we
get to the scientific research station. It�s a couple of kilometres walk from
here, so� What do you want, Endymion?�
Looking guilty, Endymion held his hand in the air.
�I left my lunch on the skybus,� he confessed.
�You�re an idiot,� Miss Clymene told him. �It looks like
you�ll have to starve. Please don�t eat anything growing in the Ravines. Alien
biology makes your bowels do the most unpleasant things! Death by vomiting and
diarrhoea is not a good way to go.�
Without waiting for a response, she started down a narrow
track leading away from the lift, off into the dark moist jungle. Bellona
wasted no time in falling into step behind her, Philyra somewhat reluctantly
following behind. Endymion paused to hungrily examine a large purple fruit
hanging from a nearby black stem. Bellona glanced back just in time to see the
fruit split open to reveal what looked like teeth.
�Weird,� Endymion muttered.
Bellona frowned. Eating poisonous plants was one thing,
but it was rather more worrying to think that some of the plants were not so
worried about eating them.

* * *

The research station was a small habitation module
roughly five metres by ten that judging by appearances had been in the Eden
Ravines some years. It was owned by a large pharmaceutical company based at
Bradbury Heights that was looking into interesting alien compounds for possible
use in new medical treatments; a company that was more interested in making
nice profits for its directors than in providing pleasant living arrangements
for its field staff. The metal skin of the module, once pale grey, was badly
discoloured by a strange purple fungus that covered much of the outside
surface.
Inside, the laboratory and scientists� living quarters
were a picture of organised chaos, with no real separation of the two.
Half-eaten meals rested on work benches next to test tubes of biological
samples, along with trays of blue slime, holovid scanning microscopes and a
glass tank containing an insect-like creature that looked like a cross between
a grasshopper and a small dachshund.
A scientist in shabby white overalls stood at a hologram
projection bench, on the other side of which stood Miss Clymene, Endymion,
Bellona and Philyra. The scientist was pointing to the football-sized image
hovering above the bench, which was a scale projection of a nondescript brown
planet turning slowly anticlockwise upon its axis. As they watched, a smaller
planetoid appeared next to it on a collision course.
�This occurred more than a billion years ago,� the
scientist was saying. �However, the Barnard�s Star system is at least ten
billion years old so the planets, including Ascension, had long ago formed and
cooled from molten rock. It is thought this planetoid may have been a moon of one
of the outer gas planets that had broken free from an unstable orbit.�
The visitors watched as the holographic planetoid smashed
into the side of the larger world. The projection shimmered as the impact sent
ripples across the surface and a blanket of virtual dust into the atmosphere.
Moments later, the animated debris settled and now the planet looked more like
the Ascension they knew. The impact had left its mark not only in the vast
equatorial depression that became the Tatrill Sea, but also in the gargantuan
network of canyons and cracks through the planet�s crust that gradually
metamorphosed into the Eden Ravines. What was more, Ascension had come out of
the collision rotating clockwise. Endymion stared at the hologram, his mouth
hanging open in a most unattractive fashion.
�Are you on egg?� the scientist asked, frowning at
Endymion�s expression.
�No!� retorted Endymion, offended.
�Apparently, he�s always like this,� Miss Clymene added.
Endymion gestured towards the hologram. �That is so
cool.�
�In a way,� the scientist agreed. �The planetoid impact
threw up a lot of dust and triggered large-scale volcanic activity, blocking
out the sun.�
�So where did all the weird plants come from?� asked
Bellona.
�It�s likely there was micro-biological life already present
in the rocks, similar to what has been found on Mars,� he replied. �The ravines
along the equator receive plenty of sunlight and are deep enough to trap water
and a thick layer of air, thus creating an ideal environment for complex life
to evolve. It�s worth remembering that before the collision it is believed the
planet was tidally-locked and thus quite inhospitable.�
�Tidally what?� remarked Miss Clymene. �I teach music,�
she added, by way of an explanation. �Astrophysics is not one of my strengths,
I�m afraid. Ask me how to group quavers in six-eight time and I�m your woman.�
�Quite,� muttered the scientist. �To explain, Ascension
orbits Barnard�s Star so closely its rotation should have been slowed by
gravity long ago, leaving it spinning just once every orbit to thus always keep
the same side of the planet facing towards the sun. You can see the same effect
with moons as they orbit their primaries. Ingui and Geat have become
tidally-locked around Woden, for example.�
Philyra and Bellona looked blank.
�Or like Luna around Earth?� the scientist suggested.
Philyra shrugged. �Never been to Earth,� she admitted.
�Well, like the Tianzun moons of Shennong. Lingbao,
Yuanshi, Daode?�
�Ah!� said Bellona. �We have been studying Epsilon
Eridani.�
�We�re going to Daode in a few days,� Philyra added.
�Whatever. The point is that the impact hit Ascension so
hard it changed the planet�s spin,� the scientist continued. �They say love
makes the world go round, but on Ascension it was a kiss from a prehistoric
planetoid!�
He beamed, waiting for a reaction to his joke. Endymion
shrugged, looking baffled. Bellona and Philyra turned away, embarrassed by an
adult�s attempt at humour.
�That�s very amusing,� said Miss Clymene slowly, eyeing
the scientist carefully.
�Other people think so,� he muttered. �To conclude, the
impact was enough to give Ascension days and nights; though as you know, days
here are much longer than they are on Earth or Taotie. This is also why the sun
rises in the west rather than the east.�
�Why would it rise in the east?� asked Philyra. �That�s
stupid.�
�That�s enough questions,� Miss Clymene snapped. She
turned to their host. �Thank you for your time. It has been most educational,
but I�m sure you have lots of lovely scientific things to do. I was hoping to
meet up with a friend of mine who works here. When I spoke to him this morning
he promised to show us the meteor that came down in the Ravines.�
�Was it a big one?� asked Endymion. �I can�t wait to see
it.�
The scientist looked apologetic. �That may not be
possible,� he confessed. �The area is off limits at the moment. It�s not what
we thought it was.�
�It�s not a meteor?� asked Bellona. �What is it then?�
�I�ve already said too much,� the scientist admitted.
�Perhaps we should just head for the camp and get some
rest,� said Miss Clymene. �I�ll catch up with my friend tomorrow and ask if we
can come and see the meteor next time.�
�Next time?� Endymion looked downcast. �It won�t be here
next time.�
�In my experience, when meteors fall down, they stay down,�
the teacher said firmly. �Now, say thank you to the nice scientist for showing
you his hologram.�
�Thank you Mister Scientist,� intoned Endymion, Bellona
and Philyra.
Miss Clymene nodded courteously to the scientist, who
looked a little bemused. They received few visitors at the Ravines, unless you
counted the shadowy grey figures his colleague was convinced lived out in the
jungle.
�I hope it was educational,� he replied. �Good luck with
the camping!�

* * *

Before long, they reached their camp for the night, which
was an inflatable dome permanently pegged to the ground in a small clearing not
far from the research station. The concept of �night� was largely artificial;
as the scientist had noted, days were long on this strange world. Ascension took
the equivalent of fourteen Terran days to rotate just once on its axis. In
contrast, the planet was so close to Barnard�s Star that it positively hurled
around the star, taking just three Terran weeks to complete each orbit. This
also meant that the relatively-small Barnard�s Star looked six times bigger
from the surface of Ascension than Sol did from Earth, though the weak daylight
offered by the ancient red dwarf was nowhere near as bright. Ascension�s orbit
and rotation, along with its backwards rotation, resulted in a day that lasted
on average eighty-four hours, followed by a further eighty-four hours of night.
The native plants of the Eden Ravines had long evolved to cope, but human
biology was not so adaptable and remained firmly wedded to the old day-and-night
cycles of Earth.
Therefore, even though the sun was almost directly
overhead, the twenty-four-hour clocks of their wristpads were telling them it
was getting close to bedtime. The journey out to the gloomy Ravines had been
long and they were all tired. Bellona and Philyra sat outside the dome,
munching upon the contents of their pack lunches while Endymion sat to one side
with his stomach rumbling. Miss Clymene had just arrived back at the camp after
having returned briefly to the research station. In her hand she held a small
metal canister, from which emanated an odour not unlike mushroom soup. Endymion
eyed it hungrily.
�You�re in luck, Endymion!� Miss Clymene declared. �It
just so happens that the scientists have discovered a plant in the Ravines that
isn�t toxic to humans. What�s more, they�ve kindly made some into soup for you.
Isn�t that nice of them?�
Endymion took the canister from her and opened the lid.
The steaming liquid inside was a luminous shade of grey with orange lumps
floating upon the surface. Close up, the smell was not so pleasant and so
strong he wanted to gag.
�Yuck!� exclaimed Endymion. �It looks like a can of cat
vomit!�
�I did tell you not to forget your pack lunch,� Miss
Clymene pointed out, sitting down beside them. �Well, that�s the alternative.
Maybe next time you will remember to take notice of what I say.�
�Yes, Miss Clymene,� muttered Endymion, meekly. Holding
his nose, he took a sip of the soup and cringed. �Actually, this isn�t bad.�
�Really?� Philyra was curious.
�No,� he admitted. �It tastes revolting.�
After they finished eating, Miss Clymene pulled out her
slate to catch up on her work. They were supposed to be departing for Daode in
two Terran days� time but spaceport customer services at Newbrum had still not
found them a flight to Epsilon Eridani. Endymion�s earlier comment about
sharing a shuttle with Bradbury Heights had touched a nerve, as their rivals
had chartered the only interstellar cruiser currently docked at Ascension and
made it clear there were no spare seats for the Newbrum school band. It soon
transpired that this was not a problem she could resolve right now.
�No signal,� she sighed, tossing aside the slate in mock
disgust. The bottom of the Eden Ravines was out of range of Newbrum�s
transmitters and all she was getting was the scientists� local network, which
was sluggish and confounding her attempts to link to the wider net.
Philyra looked at her own wristpad in disgust. �How can
you not get the holovid channels here?� she complained. �This place is the
pits!�
�Exactly,� said Endymion. �A great big deep dark pit.
That�s why there�s no signal.�
�But this is inhumane! How dare they take away my Gods
of Avalon!�
�It�s just a holovid programme,� murmured Bellona, then
jumped as Philyra shot her a look dripping with venom.
�Just a holovid programme! How can you say that?� she
retorted. �I�m going to miss the vote on Sonja versus the Dethridge Demons!�
�How can you watch holovids on such a small screen?�
asked Bellona. Her lack of enthusiasm for the media capabilities of a wristpad
was partly due to a childhood ear infection, which had left her unable to have
the cochlear implant necessary to listen to broadcasts without plugging in
earphones. She found the amount of time Philyra spent glued to her wristpad
somewhat disturbing.
�I�m sure a few hours without net access won�t kill us,�
Miss Clymene said brightly, standing up. �We could all do with an early night.
Can I trust you all to get some sleep and not to go wandering off into the
jungle?�
Bellona looked fearfully into the trees. �Are we safe
here?�
�As long as you leave the strange vegetation alone,� Miss
Clymene confirmed.
�And the alien plants leave us alone,� added Endymion.
Philyra gulped. Miss Clymene gave him a withering look,
then disappeared inside the inflatable dome and out of sight. Bellona scowled
at her brother, who promptly turned his back on her to instead absorb himself
in something on his wristpad.
�What are you doing?� she asked at last. �I thought there
was no signal down here.�
�Hacking into the scientists� network.�
When he failed to elaborate, Philyra edged across and
peered over his shoulder, then shrugged. Bellona waited a little longer before
asking the obvious question.
�Why?�
�I want to see where that meteor landed.�
A hush descended once more upon their camp, until all
they could hear was the tap-tapping of Endymion�s fingers upon his wristpad�s
screen.
�Is he always this talkative?� Philyra asked Bellona.
�The life and soul of the party.�
Endymion appeared to have found what he sought. Standing
up, he shuffled around in a circle, looking at his wristpad as he did so, then
stopped.
�That way,� he declared, pointing into the jungle.
�Coming?�
�Yeah, why not,� said Philyra, climbing to her feet. �I�m
bored,� she explained, seeing Bellona�s look of surprise. �And not in the least
bit tired.�
�It�s not far,� Endymion told Bellona. �I got the
coordinates and a map of the Ravines from the scientists� database. It can�t be
more than a kilometre away.�
The prospect of a mini adventure did not appeal to
Bellona at all, but the thought of being left behind at the camp with no one
but Miss Clymene for company was possibly worse, particularly now she could
hear her teacher�s gentle snores drifting through the open door of the dome.
Bellona reluctantly stood up and came to her brother�s side.
Endymion picked up his radiation cloak and grinned.
�Follow me!�
Following the map on his wristpad, he led them away from
the camp and towards the edge of the jungle surrounding the research station.
Philyra fell in step behind him, leaving Bellona to bring up the rear. Although
the sun remained high, once they slipped beneath the cool leafy canopy it
became too dark to see more than a few steps ahead and Endymion soon had to
rely on the tiny display on his wristpad for directions. The black and purple
foliage grew more dense and chaotic the further they walked and before long
they had to force their way through the twisted undergrowth to make progress.
Faint slithering sounds and the distant screeches of unseen
creatures kept their nerves jangling. Bellona screamed as a huge black insect,
at least a metre long and looking like a cross between a centipede and a
scorpion, suddenly shot across her path just centimetres from her foot. She had
already decided that Philyra was acting far too serenely for someone scared
stiff of the Terran spiders that had taken up residence in Newbrum�s dome.
Endymion himself appeared oblivious to everything apart from the image on his
wristpad.
�This is stupid,� mumbled Bellona.
For what seemed the millionth time, she untangled her
hair from a spiny purple stem she was sure had been chasing her through the
overhanging foliage. Her companions did not appear to be having any problems
negotiating the undergrowth and she was convinced the jungle was singling her
out for attention. It did not help that she only had one free hand, for the
other clung to her radiation cloak as if her life depended upon it. Philyra
wore hers with an air of casual confidence that made the baggy lead-lined cape
look like the height of fashion.
Ahead, Endymion had stopped. �This is it,� he whispered.
�Look!�
They had reached the edge of another clearing. Philyra
and Bellona peered over his shoulder to where he pointed, expecting to see a
small crater with a smouldering meteor at its centre. What they actually saw
was nothing of the sort.
�It�s a spaceship,� murmured Bellona, surprised. �What�s
it doing here?�
Endymion stepped out of the jungle and slowly approached
the spacecraft. It was a lunar-class exploration vessel, consisting of a large
spherical hull standing upon four landing struts with a single booster engine
at its base. The lower half of the hull was an open frame that held a
cylindrical-shaped object on one side of the engine and a heavy-duty winch on
the other. One of the slanting struts had a ladder attached, above which an
open hatch in the side of the hull offered a tantalising glimpse of the
spacecraft�s interior.
�The Nellie Chapman,�
remarked Philyra, reading the legend on the side of the hull.
�It�s an asteroid mining ship,� Endymion told her. �You
can see the Astromole drilling machine in the cradle underneath.�
�I didn�t know people were mining in the Ravines,�
remarked Bellona.
�They�re not,� replied Endymion. �Or at least they�re not
supposed to be. It�s protected territory. You�re not even allowed to fly in the
area.�
�So what�s it doing here?� asked Philyra.
�No idea,� Endymion murmured. Bellona saw his eyes were
upon the gaping hatchway. �Do you think there�s anyone inside?�
He started to walk across the charred ground towards the
bottom of the ladder. Bellona ran after him and put a hand to his arm.
�Wait! Are you sure it�s safe?�
�No,� he admitted, grinning. �But I�m only going to
look.�
�Be careful not to press any buttons,� Philyra called
out. �You might fly off!�
�Don�t give him ideas,� muttered Bellona.

* * *

Endymion reached the bottom of the ladder and began to
climb. The hatch was at least five metres up but before long he was peering
cautiously through the opening, looking for any signs of life. The entrance
airlock and the cabin beyond appeared to be deserted. He turned and gave
Philyra and his sister a brief wave, then clambered inside.
He had never been in a mining ship before and was
surprised at the sparse flight deck. Everything looked extremely solid and
built to last, with the only concession to comfort being the padded cushions
upon the pilot�s and co-pilot�s seats. The Nellie Chapman was designed for the rough-and-tumble of prospecting
on rocky worlds and to survive the odd crash landing. It was not the ship of
choice for a long cruise around the star system.
The flight computer had a heavy-duty keyboard with
oversized keys for use by someone wearing a spacesuit. Endymion found the power
switch and watched the display screen glow into life, then jumped at the sound
of an unexpected loud click from under the console. He was curious as to why
the mining ship was in the Eden Ravines and it only took him a moment to call
up the navigation system and download the flight log to his wristpad. It was
then he spied a small foil-wrapped carton lying on top of the console and
recognising it for what it was, hungrily picked it up and stuffed it into a
pocket.
In the floor a few steps away was an open trapdoor with
an airlock control panel above. Curious, he looked down and saw it led into a
narrow chamber with a ladder fixed to the wall, descending to the Astromole
docked in the cradle below. The open hatch of the digging machine was
illuminated from within and Endymion was just on the point of climbing down to
have a look when he heard Bellona calling his name.
�What�s wrong?� he asked, sticking his head through the
hatchway.
�We should go!� shouted Bellona.
With a shrug of assent, Endymion stepped out of the
hatch, put a foot upon the top rung of the ladder and paused. Away from the Nellie
Chapman, on the far side of the clearing,
he could see a second area of scorched soil, complete with a distinctive set of
marks that he instantly recognised as those left by the landing gear of another
and much larger spacecraft.
�Another ship?� he murmured to himself. �Very strange.�
�Endymion!� Bellona called again.
He took a couple steps down the ladder, then glanced back
through the hatch, reluctant to leave. It was then his eyes fell upon a small
orange cylinder, about as thick as his arm, hidden beneath the console. In the
centre was a small digital display and he watched as the number upon it counted
down second by second.
�Ten, nine,� murmured Endymion. �Eight, seven��
His hands and feet were scrambling down the rungs long
before his brain had decided what it was he actually saw. By the time he slid
down the final metres of the ladder, his panic was in full swing and he hit the
ground like a coiled spring.
�Quick!� he yelled to Bellona and Philyra, sprinting
towards them. �Run!�
Seeing the girls hesitate, he grabbed their hands and
pulled them after him, leaping across the uneven ground as fast as his legs
could carry him. Ignoring their screams of protest, he dragged them back to the
jungle path and pulled them down into the undergrowth.
�Get off me!� Philyra shrieked.
�What the hell are you doing?� cried Bellona.
�Keep your heads down!� Endymion yelled.
Seven seconds after his hasty exit through the hatch,
there was a sudden deafening bang. A huge explosion ripped through the
spacecraft, tearing it apart and sending the upper part of the hull careering
into the air. Moments later, fiery debris began to rain down, setting fire to
the surrounding undergrowth and the tops of nearby trees. Endymion, Bellona and
Philyra cautiously raised their heads and looked towards the smouldering
remains of the spacecraft. The Nellie Chapman was no more.
�Wow,� murmured Philyra, then gulped. A broken landing
strut was embedded in the ground barely a metre from where she lay.
Despite everything, Endymion grinned. Bellona gave him a
shove.
�Philyra did tell you not to press any buttons,� she
retorted.

* * *

Incredibly, the sound of a spacecraft exploding a
kilometre away failed to wake Miss Clymene, who when they returned to camp was
still asleep and safely tucked up inside the darkened dome. Bellona and Philyra
were terrified of what she might do should she wake and learn of their
impromptu jungle trek and so quietly followed suit. Endymion stayed awake a
little longer, calmly munching upon the zero-gravity rations he had found
aboard the Nellie Chapman as he tried to
make sense of the data obtained from the ship�s computer. The mining ship�s
last flight remained a puzzle; before it returned to Ascension, the vessel had
ventured into deep space, far away from the asteroid belt and nowhere near any
of the other major planets of the Barnard�s Star system.
It was a mystery that would have to wait. The scientists
at the research station were exobiologists, not astrophysicists and their
limited network did not hold the information he sought. Admitting defeat,
Endymion eventually joined the others in sleep.


Chapter Three
Newbrum Spaceport


MAHARANI UMA did not repeat her visit to Dockside but her
plea for help struck a chord. The Dandridge Cole�s sensor arrays had tracked the kidnappers� spacecraft to Ascension,
yet nearly two days had passed since Raja Surya�s disappearance and discrete
enquiries to Newbrum and the black-market haven of Lan-Tlanto had so far drawn
a blank. Fenris had been back to Dockside several times since the Maharani�s
visit and now approached Quirinus and Ravana, who were in one of the hangar
workshops getting ready to refit an auxiliary life-support module removed from
the Platypus for repair.
�Can you smell something?� Quirinus asked Ravana. �Oh
look, it�s Fenris.�
Ravana giggled. Her father had confided to her that
although he was happy to help the Maharani and speak to his contacts on
Ascension, he had no intention of being nice to Fenris.
�The Maharani wishes for you to take me to Newbrum,�
Fenris said urgently, looking flustered. �She is keen for me to speak directly
with Administrator Verdandi. Are the repairs to your ship complete?�
�The Platypus is
available for hire, if that�s what you mean,� Quirinus told him. �I hope you�ve
got deep pockets. I don�t go to Newbrum without a very good reason.�
�Ever the mercenary,� Fenris murmured. �Money is no
object, as you know.�
�In that case, you�ve got yourself a ship!� said
Quirinus. �We�ll be ready to depart in an hour or so. Ravana, do you fancy a
trip to Ascension?�
Ravana nodded and grinned. �Do I get to be co-pilot
again?�
She watched as Fenris stomped away to find somewhere
quiet to sulk. She got the impression he was not so keen on taking the trip and
could not help wondering why.

* * *

Bellona unzipped the door of the darkened dome and gazed
out at another dim red day. High above the Eden Ravines, the sun had started to
edge towards the eastern horizon but otherwise had barely moved at all. Behind
her, she could hear two totally different musical alarms clashing dissonantly
as Endymion�s and Philyra�s wristpads tried their best to rouse their owners
from dreams made strange by the jungle�s alien murmurs.
Miss Clymene acted cordially enough at breakfast, but
there was a certain coolness to her manner that suggested she was not entirely
unaware of her students� jungle adventure. Endymion, Bellona and Philyra had
not stopped to talk on their hurried trek back through the alien forest and the
girls were still waiting for an opportunity to ask Endymion about what he had
seen inside the abandoned mining ship.
Upon their return to the research station, Miss Clymene
was informed that her friend had been called away on urgent business. The
scientist she spoke to was reluctant to elaborate but eventually revealed that
there had been a security alert and research station staff had been told to suspend
all duties pending the arrival of a government official from Newbrum. Miss
Clymene made some comment about the wheels of bureaucracy moving notoriously
slowly on Ascension and so it was that she decided to call it a day.
A few hours later they were back at the skybus station,
waiting for the next flight back to Newbrum. Philyra was once again glued to
her wristpad and periodically issued gasps of delight or groans of derision as
she caught up on the missed hours of holovid celebrity news and the latest
happenings in Gods of Avalon. Endymion,
never a great conversationalist at the best of times, was immersed in his own
device as he returned to the mystery of the last flight of the Nellie
Chapman. Bored, Bellona turned to her own
wristpad and upon reconnecting to the net she sighed, finding she had a paltry
two messages waiting. One was from her mother asking her to make sure Endymion
behaved himself. The other was a rude message from Maia, a girl who played
clarinet in the Bradbury Heights band, complete with a short holovid of her and
her fellow band members mocking their Newbrum rivals.
The skybus to Newbrum that arrived shortly afterwards
looked old enough to merit its own plinth in a transport museum, but soon they
were hurtling back across the desert and down into the vast equatorial
depression towards the distant Tatrill Sea. As the thin grey coastline came
into view, Bellona was reminded of the scientist�s hologram and the image of
the planetoid slamming into the side of Ascension. It was difficult to imagine
a collision of that magnitude, one which could create a basin five thousand
kilometres wide and forge the deep cracks of the Eden Ravines. Bellona tried to
imagine a planetoid falling on Maia�s head, wiping the smug smile from her
face.
�Look!� she exclaimed. �A terraformer!�
Endymion and Philyra glanced through the window to where
she pointed. Out in the desert sat a monstrous mechanical pyramid of steel,
crawling slowly upon huge tracks as it spewed a cocktail of greenhouse gases
into the air. Large-scale terraforming had been abandoned on Ascension more
than twenty years ago but there were still a few projects ongoing that were
trying to make the atmosphere a little less deadly to humans.
�Fascinating,� murmured Philyra, her gaze already back at
her wristpad.
�There�s not enough of them,� Endymion opined glumly. �At
this rate, it�ll take a million years before we can live outside the dome.�
�That�s what I like about you,� said Miss Clymene.
�Always looking to the future.�
�A friend of mine once hacked into a supply depot and
reprogrammed their systems so that a delivery meant for the fish market went
instead to a terraformer,� Endymion told her. �The next time it snowed, the ski
slopes at Kirchel ended up knee-deep in prawns.�
�You do talk rubbish,� retorted Bellona. �You know you
don�t have any friends.�
Ahead, the main dome of the city of Newbrum, an immense
blister of glass and steel squatting defiantly upon the shores of the Tatrill
Sea, had finally appeared upon the horizon. Outside the skybus the grey desert
was giving way to scrubland, where tougher versions of the alien shrubs seen in
the Eden Ravines mingled with hardy specimens introduced from the tundra
regions of Earth. The introduced flora was adding a little oxygen to the air,
but apart from at the bottom of the Ravines the atmosphere of Ascension was
still prone to turning blue the face of anyone foolish enough to venture
outside not dressed for the occasion. A few obstinate alpine animals brought to
Ascension by Australian genetic engineers nevertheless had managed to adapt to
the thin atmosphere to scratch out a meagre existence on the coastal plains. It
remained however that anyone wishing to see anything larger than a wombat would
not find it beyond the huge, radiation-proof conservatories, where the
descendants of Earth-born livestock grazed the artificial meadows of the
coastal covered farms.
The domed city grew nearer and now they could see
individual dots of light from the windows of the various buildings within. The
main dome was essentially a giant greenhouse, built to trap the weak heat of
the sun and sealed to maintain a breathable atmosphere for its residents. The
skybus approached Newbrum from the west; a smaller dome to the south, made of
reinforced concrete rather than glass, housed the city�s life-support plant,
while a similar dome to the north served as the spaceport terminal. Beyond the
city to the east lay the choppy grey waters of the Tatrill Sea.
�We are now approaching New Birmingham,� announced the
automatic pilot. Its use of the old name of the city confirmed Miss Clymene�s
earlier voiced suspicion that obsolete skybuses were being put back into
service. �Change here for interplanetary and interstellar spaceport services,
national skybus services and for flying boat services from Aston Pier.�
The skybus was slowing and dropping to the monorail track
below. Newbrum station was in the north dome and the track passed close enough
to the main city dome for them to see the unruly collection of concrete and
steel buildings within. On the far side of the spaceport was the salvage yard
where old space vehicles were dismantled for recycling; like all planets
orbiting ancient red dwarf stars, Ascension was seriously short of
metal-bearing rocks. The skybus gave a jolt as it settled upon its rail, the
turbines now working to kill its speed as it approached the giant airlock doors
sliding open ahead. Moments later they were inside, speeding through a long
concrete tunnel into the heart of the concrete dome. A second set of airlock
doors closed behind them and with a final screech of brakes the skybus finally
rolled to a halt next to a long platform. They were home.
�We have arrived at New Birmingham, where this service
terminates,� the automatic pilot proclaimed cheerfully. �All change, please.�

* * *

�Are you absolutely sure there�s nothing available?�
asked Miss Clymene. She was talking to the ticket office clerk at the spaceport
departure lounge, a stern-faced woman who clearly thought she had better places
to be. Behind Miss Clymene, Endymion, Bellona and Philyra stood idly by,
looking bored. �It doesn�t have to be direct to Daode. I�m sure we could get a
connecting shuttle from Taotie.�
�The Fenghuang III
has been booked by private charter,� the clerk told her, sounding weary. �Once
that leaves orbit, the next ship to Epsilon Eridani is in three weeks time.�
�Wonderful,� muttered Miss Clymene. Bradbury Heights
originally had offered her class some seats on the flight, but then just two
days ago had changed their minds on the grounds they now needed to make room
for a hamper of speciality cheeses. Miss Clymene decided to try a different
tack. �How about the Solar System?� she suggested. �If we can get to Earth or
Mars we can pick up a flight to Epsilon Eridani from there.�
The clerk consulted her screen once more. �I have a
flight to Hellas,� she offered.
�Oh good!�
�Although it hasn�t actually left the Solar System to get
here as yet,� she added. �It should be at Ascension by the end of the week. Is
that any use to you?�
�None whatsoever.� Miss Clymene sighed. They were due in
the city of Hemakuta on Daode in just four days time. �Is that all you have?�
The clerk nodded and for a moment almost looked as if she
cared. It had been barely six months since the last of the big corporations
pulled out of the Barnard�s Star system, but the exodus had started years ago
when Tau Ceti became the new frontier and now very few flights routinely called
at Ascension. Miss Clymene decided she too would look glum if her job had gone
from dealing with endless hoards of unhappy passengers to the mind-numbing
tedium of sitting behind a desk all day telling people they were not going
anywhere.
�Can we go?� asked Philyra, interrupting them.
Miss Clymene glanced over her shoulder to where Philyra
and Bellona slouched miserably against a wall. Across the hall, Endymion was
examining the contents of a snack food vending machine. There seemed no reason
to keep them here.
�Yes, you can go,� she confirmed. �Class dismissed. Don�t
forget the band rehearsal tomorrow morning!�
�Goodbye, miss!� called Bellona.
�Creep,� muttered Philyra, pulling her away.
Miss Clymene gave them a half-hearted wave, then turned
back to the clerk.
�Now, where were we?� she asked.
�Stuck on Ascension without a flight,� the clerk replied.
�You can�t help me at all?� Miss Clymene asked. �Here I
am, honoured with an invitation to represent the good people of Newbrum at the
Epsilon Eridani peace conference, and there�s nothing you can do to get myself
and my class to Daode?�
�How about I give you a jet pack each and a map of the
Milky Way,� snapped the clerk, finally losing her patience. �Or maybe you could
bribe some dodgy freighter pilot to take you and your class as rare breeds
livestock.�
�How rude!� Miss Clymene exclaimed, a blush of
indignation colouring her cheeks. She paused, then thought about what the clerk
had said. �Actually, that�s not a bad idea.�
�What? Using jet packs?� retorted the clerk. �I was
joking.�
�No,� replied Miss Clymene. �Finding a mercenary with a
freighter for hire.�

* * *

Endymion gave up trying to get anything from the vending
machine. He had no credit left in his account and the anti-hack software of the
machine had been upgraded to a new protocol he had not seen before. A second vending
machine was broken, burbling quietly to itself and muttering �Reboot me!� over
and over again in a muted electronic wail. Endymion decided to head further
into the spaceport, away from the entrance to the main city dome. It was a
while before he noticed Bellona and Philyra had followed.
�Where are we going?� asked Bellona.
�We? I�m going to drop by work,� he told his sister,
coming to a standstill. His latest job was as an apprentice ground crew
operative at space-traffic control, which more often than not involved making
tea for everyone else. �I don�t know where you�re going.�
�Can�t we come with you?� asked Philyra. �I�m bored.�
Endymion gave a non-committal shrug and carried on
walking, Bellona and Philyra trotting behind him. Soon they were passing through
the main departure lounge, where around two dozen people were waiting to board
a flight to CSS Stellarbridge,
Ascension�s orbital space dock. The small delta-winged shuttle was visible
through the window, parked in the hangar outside the lounge but still within
the spaceport dome. Ghostly monochrome advertising holograms drifted through
the room on a wave of banal chatter as each tried to sell upgraded hotel
bookings and last-minute insurance to the travellers. Endymion glanced at the
waiting crowd and then groaned, recognising them as students and tutors from the
academy at Bradbury Heights. As he and the girls hurried past, three of the
students left the group and stood in their path, blocking their way.
�Xuthus!� murmured Philyra, fluttering her eyelashes at
the boy in front.
�Whoopee,� muttered Bellona. The girl beside him was
Maia.
Xuthus, Maia and the boy with them all wore distinctive
black and gold flight suits, no doubt bought especially for the trip to Daode.
The spray-tanned American families who lived in Bradbury Heights all had some
connection with the large pharmaceutical companies based there and as such
benefited from the high salaries paid. Unfortunately, there were always those
who revelled in displaying their wealth. Endymion scowled.
�Clear off, Xuthus,� he growled. �I�ve seen enough slimy
bugs in the Ravines today without needing to look at you too.�
Xuthus gave a hollow laugh. �Well, if it isn�t the mighty
players of Newbrum,� he said scornfully. �The entire band, in fact. All three
of you.�
�It�s not size that matters,� retorted Endymion. �It�s
what you do with it. At least, that�s what your girlfriend told me.�
�Whatever,� snapped Xuthus.
�It�s a shame you couldn�t come on our flight,� said the
other boy, a short and rather rotund figure, who addressed Endymion with mock
sympathy. �We�re on the Fenghuang III, a
proper interstellar cruiser with separate cabins and everything.�
�I�ve heard of that ship,� said Philyra. �The captain is
a pirate who dumps his passengers into the nearest black hole if they don�t
laugh at his jokes. Oh, don�t worry, Lodus,� she added, as the boy looked
worried. �There isn�t a black hole in the universe big enough to throw you
into.�
�Did you get my message?� asked Maia, leering at Bellona.
Bellona gave her a withering look. Endymion heard her
mutter something about a freak falling planetoid dislodging Maia�s smug smile,
or perhaps even doing it herself.
�Maia, my dear,� Bellona said sweetly. �You really should
get a new wristpad. The holovid you sent me did not do justice to your beauty.�
�Really?� Maia tossed her immaculate blond coiffure,
genuinely flattered.
Bellona nodded. �Close up you�re far more ugly.�
�Girls! Calm down!� cried Endymion, as Maia leapt angrily
towards Bellona. Behind him, Philyra winked at Lodus, then giggled. The boy
responded with a grin. �Put your claws away! See, even Lodus can see it was
just a joke!�
�Were you laughing at me?� Maia asked fiercely, turning
on Lodus.
Lodus shook his head, suddenly very nervous. �Me? No.
Never!�
�Yes you were!�
�I was laughing with you, not at you.�
Endymion gave Bellona a nudge. �I think it�s time we
left,� he whispered.
Leaving Xuthus to deal with the squabbling Maia and
Lodus, Endymion led Bellona and Philyra towards the sliding doors at the far
side of the departure lounge. He was almost at the exit when he paused, then a
mischievous grin crept upon his face as his eyes fell upon a touch-screen
terminal on a nearby wall. After quickly checking to make sure there were no
spaceport personnel about, Endymion retrieved a short cable from his pocket and
connected his wristpad to the terminal.
�Xuthus is quite cute,� said Philyra dreamily. �For a
Bradbury Heights boy.�
�I�d like to shove his violin where the sun doesn�t
shine,� Endymion muttered. There was a rebellious glint in his eye. His fingers
were a blur upon his wristpad.
�What are you doing?� asked Bellona. On the wall-mounted
screen, the holovid advert for rock-climbing tours of Mars� Olympus Mons
changed to a floor plan of the spaceport. She looked down at his wristpad. �Oh
no,� she murmured. �You wouldn�t.�
A hissing of running water suddenly filled the air, a
sound quickly drowned by loud screams from the departure lounge behind. Moments
later they saw Maia run past, her blond hair now extremely bedraggled and
dripping wet. More of the Bradbury Heights party followed to escape the sudden
downpour inside the lounge. As Endymion, Bellona and Philyra watched, a
spaceport security guard ran past them into the fray, getting soaked in the
process. Philyra was helpless with laughter, leaving Endymion to grab the
dumbstruck Bellona and hustle them away through the doors. The grin on his face
grew wider by the minute.
�That was fun!� he exclaimed.
�What did you do?� asked Philyra, once they were out of
sight of the guard.
�I set off the sprinklers!� Endymion said gleefully. �I
thought I�d dampen their spirits a little. Give them a proper send off.�
�You are awful,� Bellona told him. Her brother caught her
secret smile, as if she regretted not getting a picture of Maia running past
with her expensive hairdo ruined.
�How did you manage that?� Philyra inquired. Endymion
could tell she was trying not to sound impressed. Her wristpad was no different
to his own.
�I have a whole load of hackware hidden on the servermoon,�
he told her, coming to a halt before the door to a lift. Ascension�s
servermoon, a kilometre-wide orbiting data satellite, not only provided Newbrum
with all the data storage it would ever need but also an extra-dimensional
transceiver array linked to servermoons in other star systems.
Endymion led them into the lift, swiped his security pass
across a reader on the control panel and pressed the top button. The lift shook
badly on its short journey to the second floor but soon they were piling out into
a large, circular room in which half a dozen people were working in front of
computer terminals with large screens. Windows rose on all sides, half of which
looked inside the dome to give a birds-eye view of the spaceport hangar. The
rest provided a panoramic vista of the main runway and coastal plains to the
north.
�Gosh,� murmured Bellona. �Nice view.�
�Spaceport control,� Endymion announced. �This is where I
work.�
�Endymion Ezenduka! Have you being setting off the fire
sprinklers again?�
Startled, Endymion saw a tall, middle-aged English woman
bear down upon him with a disapproving stare. From the blonde hair fixed in a
bun down to her highly-polished boots, she cut an imposing figure in her
corporate suit of navy skirt and jacket. She was clearly not pleased to see
Endymion, but not many people were.
�Administrator Verdandi,� stuttered Endymion. �I didn�t
expect��
�Thought you�d give your friends a quick tour while the
boss was away?� suggested Verdandi, sternly. �I am here on official business,
so please try and behave.�
Endymion stared meekly at the floor. �Of course,
Administrator.�
Verdandi was a hard-headed politician with a razor-sharp
mind and one of the few people of whom Endymion was genuinely wary. She was not
only the head of the spaceport but also of Newbrum city itself, yet with a
population of barely three thousand under her jurisdiction she was the last to
pretend it was a position of great influence or power. It was unusual to find
her at spaceport control and Endymion thought he detected an air of muted
anticipation amongst the people in the control room. Subdued, he led Bellona
and Philyra to a spare desk overlooking the inside of the dome and the shuttle
in the hangar below.
�You�re scared of her,� Philyra observed.
�Aren�t we all,� murmured the man at the next desk. He
looked up at Endymion and winked. �Here to make the tea, Endymion? Or perhaps
sweep up a little?�
Bellona laughed. �They make you sweep the floor?�
Endymion stuck his tongue out at her. �Actually, I sweep
the runway,� he said. �They let me drive this huge truck with massive brooms
attached. It�s great fun.�
He sat down at the desk and switched on the vacant
terminal. Philyra had found herself an empty chair to slump into and was
newly-engrossed in the latest celebrity news on her wristpad. Bellona stood at
Endymion�s shoulder and watched the screen as he called up an interplanetary
navigation chart for the Barnard�s Star system.
�Are you still thinking of that spaceship we found in the
Ravines?� she asked.
Endymion nodded. Using his wristpad, he retrieved the
data taken from the Nellie Chapman�s
flight computer and entered a set of coordinates into the chart�s search
facility. Once he was satisfied he had entered the correct numbers, he pressed
the �enter� key.
�Weird,� he murmured.
The result brought up a region of empty space beyond the
orbit of Thunor, the second of the system�s three gas giants and fourth-closest
planet to Barnard�s Star. He smiled when he saw that the rocky world
second-closest to the sun was on the chart as Frigg, the name given to
Ascension when the system was first surveyed, but later changed following the
arrival of humourless puritanical colonists.
�Having problems?� asked the man at the next desk.
�Just trying to make sense of a flight path,� replied
Endymion.
�Is this part of your training?�
�Something like that,� Endymion lied.
The man peered at the chart on the screen. �You�ve got it
showing planetary bodies only,� he pointed out. �Try changing the settings to
include navigation beacons.�
Endymion ran the appropriate command and a series of red
crosses appeared upon the screen, each one of which marked the position of the
various signal beacons and satellites that warned pilots of potential
navigation hazards in the system. One such symbol had appeared at his entered
coordinates.
�A radiation warning beacon,� Endymion noted, looking at
the code next to the cross.
�Why would anyone travel into a radiation area?� asked
Bellona.
Endymion had forgotten his sister was watching. The main
display offered no further information, so he used the touch-screen menu to
bring up the navigation database and entered the beacon reference number. The
result just left him more confused than ever.
�Dandridge Cole,�
he read. �Funny name for an asteroid.�
�An asteroid?� asked Bellona.
�The Dandridge Cole?�
exclaimed the man at the next desk.
�Have you heard of it?� asked Endymion, bemused by the
man�s sudden excitement.
�It�s almost the stuff of legend!� the man said. His eyes
shone with excitement. �The Dandridge Cole
is the original colony ship that brought settlers from Earth to Ascension more
than a century ago. It was thought to have been abandoned and left to drift
away, but it turns out it remained in orbit around Barnard�s Star. The weird
thing is I�d never given the story a second thought until today,� he said,
dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. �You see, when Administrator
Verdandi turned up earlier, it was to announce that we�re expecting visitors
from the Dandridge Cole!�
�Visitors?� Bellona sounded wary. �Who?�
�Aliens,� replied Endymion flatly.
�There�s no such thing as aliens,� Bellona retorted.
�What else can live on an asteroid?�
�They don�t live on the asteroid, they live inside it,�
the man told her.
�Inside?� Endymion was intrigued.
�The Dandridge Cole and
its sister ship the Robert Goddard were
asteroids that had been hollowed out and fitted with life support and huge
fusion engines,� the man explained. �They could reach speeds approaching a
fifth of that of light, but even then they were expected to take more than
fifty Terran years to get to Barnard�s Star. During the journey, the crew and
colonists would live out their lives inside the asteroid, waiting until they or
their descendants reached their new home.�
�Fifty years!� exclaimed Bellona.
The man smiled. �Twenty years into their voyage, the
Chinese perfected the extra-dimensional drive and suddenly we had spacecraft
that could do the same trip in days. By the time the people of the Dandridge
Cole arrived at Ascension, they were
greeted by Commonwealth engineers hard at work building Newbrum. Many of those
from the colony ship hated their new home so much they caught the first flight
back to Earth.�
�Why didn�t someone send a ship to meet them halfway?�
asked Bellona.
�You can�t jump into interstellar space,� Endymion told
her. �An ED drive needs the gravity well of the target star to work properly.
But what happened to the other ship?� he asked the man. �The Robert
whatitsname.�
�No one knows. Have you never seen Waiting for Goddard?�
Endymion and Bellona shook their heads.
�The Robert Goddard
disappeared in very mysterious circumstances,� he told them. �To be honest, the
play doesn�t explain a thing and is a lot of nonsense if you ask me. The
Administrator will tell you it is a biographical, philosophical,
psychoanalytical and religious masterpiece, but it is her mother who is
currently starring in the revival at the Newbrum Palladium so I assume she�s
biased.�
�If the Dandridge Cole was abandoned, who are the visitors?� asked Endymion. He still could
not imagine what interest the crew of the Nellie Chapman had in a lonely asteroid, even one as odd as a
century-old colony ship.
�The stories tell of people who refused to leave the
colony ship and live there still,� the man said. There was a note of awe in his
voice as if he had already decided the tale was true. �On the other hand,
you�ve just proved that it�s still on the charts so anyone with a bit of
initiative could have found it and taken up residence if they wanted to.�
�What�s going on?� asked Philyra, appearing next to
Bellona, having been told to move from her perch by a spaceport worker
returning from her lunch break. �I heard someone say a ship was coming in.�
�Aliens,� said Endymion. He glanced at Bellona and
winked.
Bellona nodded. �Horribly mutated by radiation into
flesh-eating zombies.�
�Yuck,� muttered Philyra. She glanced at the screen in
front of Endymion and laughed. �Dandridge Cole! I never really believed that story of colony ships.�
�What?� exclaimed Endymion. Her casual acknowledgement of
what he saw as a great mystery was a little disconcerting. �You don�t know what
you�re talking about!�
�Weird Universe
reviewed Waiting for Goddard a
few weeks ago,� she countered, referring to the off-beat entertainment news
show. �The cast said it was based on a true story but I thought they were
making it all up. A hollow moon indeed!�
�Administrator!� called one of the workers. �We have
radio contact.�
Verdandi walked to a window overlooking the runway and
stared into the distance. Apart from the odd wispy cloud, the dusky purple sky
was empty.
�Put it on loudspeaker, please,� she instructed.
�Endymion!�
Endymion jumped. �Yes, Administrator?�
�Take your friends and leave,� she said, still facing the
window. �I don�t want you here when our visitors arrive.�
Endymion�s face fell. The loudspeaker in the centre of
the room crackled into life.
�This is Captain Quirinus of freighter Platypus calling Newbrum spaceport control. Can you hear me,
spaceport control? Over.�
�Platypus?�
remarked Philyra. �What an odd name.�
�Still here, Endymion?� Verdandi said impatiently.
Endymion reluctantly stood up to leave, then a thought
struck him. �Is this about what was found at the Eden Ravines?� he asked slyly.
�I may know something about that.�
Verdandi faced Endymion squarely and gave him a cold
stare.
�You never cease to amaze me,� she snapped. �Stay there
and be quiet!�
Endymion grinned and went to stand by the window. The
operator seated near where Verdandi herself stood reached to his console and flicked
a switch.
�This is Newbrum control calling, err� Platypus. Are you receiving me? Over.�
�Receiving you loud and clear,� replied the pilot. �We�re
on our final approach, heading due west on a controlled glide.�
�Warning,� a synthesized female voice calmly interrupted,
speaking from the Platypus. �Forward
starboard undercarriage malfunction.�
�Ignore her,� said Quirinus. �Are we clear to land?
Over.�
The operator looked up at Verdandi, who nodded.
�You are clear to land, Platypus,� he confirmed. �Are you having problems? Over.�
�We should be okay,� called Quirinus. The pilot was
struggling to make himself heard above the swelling background static. �We�re
coming in a lot faster than I would have liked. We�re leaking coolant from the
brakes; the ailerons are also a little stiff from possible dust contamination.
The AI also thinks we have a problem with the landing gear but I�m sure we�ll
cope!� There followed a muffled conversation in the background. �Ravana said I
should mention that we�ve run out of chocolate biscuits. Over.�
The operator nodded, not that Quirinus could see him.
�Runway one is clear. That�s the big one,� he added hastily, just to avoid any
confusion. �Over.�
�Here they come,� said Verdandi, looking out of the
window.
A small dot had appeared high above the eastern horizon,
one growing larger by the second as the incoming spacecraft screamed through
the air at a rate only obtainable by dropping out of space onto a planet
inconveniently rotating the wrong way. Within moments the purple and white dot
had expanded enough for the watchers to see its short wings. As Verdandi,
Endymion and the others stared out across the Tatrill Sea, they suddenly heard
a loud crashing rumble as the speeding projectile dropped through the
thickening atmosphere and overtook its own sound waves.
�What was that?� asked Philyra, startled. �Thunder?�
�Sonic boom,� replied the man at the next desk.
Endymion kept his gaze upon the incoming spacecraft,
which was coming in low and fast. The freighter had four wings, one pair above
another, seemingly made of a strange flexible material and quite unlike the
rigid swing-wings of other mixed-mode spacecraft he had seen. As he looked
closer, he was startled to see that only three of the four undercarriage
assemblies had lowered into the correct position, for one of the front sets of
wheels had decided not to join its companions. The operator too had seen the
same thing and flicked the switch on his console once again.
�Scramble the fire engines,� he ordered. �All units to
runway one.�
�Do you think they�ll make it?� asked Endymion, suddenly
worried. This was one job he did not want to be sweeping off the runway.
�Newbrum spaceport to Platypus,� the operator called. �We have visual on possible
landing gear malfunction. Please advise. Over.�
�I was hoping the computer was over-reacting again,�
crackled the response. �Never mind. We�re running light so hopefully it�ll
hold. Over.�
�I wish I could be that confident,� murmured Verdandi.
The Platypus was
now no more than five kilometres away, then three, then one; skimming ever
lower above the surface of the sea. It appeared the pilot was trying to put the
wheels down as soon as possible so not to waste a single centimetre of the long
landing strip. Nose high, the cylindrical hull of the freighter swept over the
marker beacons at the start of the runway, clipping one of them with a tail fin
to send it spinning away. Moments later, an almighty screech of rubber ripped
through the thin air and the rear wheels met the ground.
�He�s doing well,� the operator murmured.
The Platypus tore
at breakneck speed down the uneven runway, the freighter�s wings shaking
violently. Endymion found himself holding his breath as he watched the front
end of the spacecraft slowly descend onto the last remaining set of wheels. The
freighter tilted a little to starboard as the weight settled upon its
precarious support, but the undercarriage seemed to be holding. Endymion
released a sigh of relief.
�What a landing!� he murmured.
The Platypus sped
past the spaceport dome, the spacecraft�s main thrusters now in full reverse
mode in an attempt to bring it to a halt. Verdandi moved to the next window to
continue to watch its progress and Endymion followed suit. With smoke billowing
from the undercarriage brakes, the freighter was slowing down but rapidly
running out of runway. It finally came to a shuddering halt mere metres from
the end, then promptly disappeared beneath the plumes of white vapour pouring
from its wheels. The Platypus had
landed.
�Platypus to
Newbrum control, we are down safe,� crackled the speaker. �Over.�
�Captain Quirinus, that is both the best and the worst
landing I have ever seen!� replied the operator. �Welcome to Newbrum. Over.�
Endymion watched two fire rescue vehicles rush out onto
the runway towards where the spacecraft had come to rest. Incredibly, the
freighter was now moving again, turning around on its three good sets of wheels
in a determined attempt to make it to the spaceport hangar under its own power.
The smoke cleared and as the spacecraft approached the dome Endymion recognised
it as a heavily-modified Mars-class interplanetary carrier in unusual purple
and white livery. Having four wings instead of two was strange enough, but the craft
also had a curious flat projection jutting forward from the curved bow of the
cylindrical hull. As he watched, the wings began to retract into the hull,
revealing a smaller than usual cargo door at the side.
�Strange-looking spacecraft,� Bellona remarked.
Endymion had to agree. �The name isn�t so silly after
all,� he mused. �The flat bit at the front does make it look a bit like a
duck-billed platypus.�
Upon learning that Miss Clymene was still at the
spaceport, pestering off-duty flight crews in an attempt to find someone
willing to accept a charter to Daode, Verdandi asked her to take charge of
Endymion, Bellona and Philyra while she went to the arrivals lounge to meet the
crew of the Platypus. When Endymion once
again hinted they were in some way involved following their trip to the Eden
Ravines, Verdandi reluctantly invited Miss Clymene and her students to
accompany her. Endymion, Bellona and Philyra went with some trepidation, for
their earlier jokes about aliens had settled uneasily upon their minds and
imaginations were running wild as to what the visitors from the legendary
colony ship would look like. As they walked, Bellona attempted to bring Miss
Clymene up to date, but her teacher still had other things on her mind.
�Aliens, eh?� she mused. �Do you think they take
charters?�

* * *

Ravana walked across the deserted arrivals lounge and
paused by a window to gaze upon the neighbouring steel and glass dome of
Newbrum city. Everywhere she looked inside the city�s protective shell she
could see distant specks that were people: at the windows and balconies of the
tower blocks, on the bustling walkways, in the vehicles plying the streets; all
busy living their lives just like their ancestors on Earth had done for
thousands of years. The main dome of Newbrum was no more than a kilometre wide
and a fifth as much high and thus nowhere as big as the hollow moon, yet to
Ravana it literally seethed with humanity. She found it hard to comprehend that
so many people could live in such a small space.
The view across the coastal plains was something else.
She had been to Ascension before, having previously accompanied her father on
trading runs to the small community of Lan-Tlanto on the far side of the
planet, so was used to seeing the bloated red sun hanging high in the sky.
However, this was the first time she had set eyes upon the Tatrill Sea and the
sight of so much water stretching to the horizon was awe-inspiring.
�Amazing,� murmured a voice behind her. �I�ve never seen
anything like it.�
Ravana smiled. Ostara, a slender Chinese woman just a few
years older than herself, stood nearby, looking at the same view with a
similarly stunned expression. She liked Ostara a lot and had been pleasantly
surprised when she had joined them on this trip. A random selection process had
recently awarded Ostara the dubious position of head of security on the Dandridge
Cole and other than an ongoing
investigation into some stolen laboratory equipment, the kidnap of Raja Surya
was her first real test in the role. Quirinus and Fenris, the other half of
their contingent, sat uneasily at the other side of the arrivals lounge under
the watchful eye of a silent security guard.
Upon hearing the sound of footsteps, all four of them
turned and saw two women enter the lounge, one of whom was accompanied by a boy
and two girls of around Ravana�s age. Ravana guessed from her smart attire that
the woman leading the group was in charge. Ostara stepped forward to greet her.
�Ostara Lee,� she said, holding out her hand with a
hesitant yet calm confidence Ravana had not seen in her before. �Head of
security on the Dandridge Cole.�
The woman took Ostara�s hand and shook it carefully. As
Quirinus and Fenris came over, the woman�s smile faltered at the sight of the
faded and old-fashioned flight suits the four visitors wore, all of which had a
blank space at the shoulder where a space agency flag was usually displayed.
Her companion and three young followers grinned nervously, perhaps out of
relief that the four strangers from space were undeniably human.
�Administrator Verdandi, at your service,� the woman
replied. She seemed relieved that Ostara at least was a natural speaker of
English and not relying on the often-erratic wristpad translator. �Glad to see
you made it down in one piece.�
�Thank you!� Ostara smiled. �This is Quirinus, pilot of
the Platypus,� she said, indicating the
pilot, who nodded. �Ravana, his daughter,� she continued, putting a hand upon
the girl�s shoulder, �and this is Fenris, chief of staff to Maharani Uma.�
�Hello,� chirped Ravana, giving a little wave. Behind
her, Fenris grunted.
�We are honoured,� said Verdandi, eyeing Fenris coolly.
�This is Rosanna Clymene, one of our gifted tutors here at Newbrum, along with
some of her students.�
�Rosanna!� The gleeful murmur came from the pale slim
girl at the tutor�s side. Ravana smiled, recognising her surprise upon
realising that even teachers had first names.
�This is an unexpected pleasure!� exclaimed Miss Clymene,
sounding both apprehensive and genuinely excited. �This is Bellona, Philyra and
Endymion,� she added, introducing each in turn.
�Please, take a seat,� Verdandi said, indicating the
nearby chairs. �I had arranged for us to use the security office, but an
incident with the fire sprinklers has left it full of some wet and very angry
people. However, as you can see we have the lounge to ourselves.�
�Thank you,� said Quirinus. Ravana�s father seemed
pleasantly at ease, unlike Fenris who had taken on the appearance of a wallaby
caught in an oncoming shuttle�s landing lights.
The window next to the seats looked through to the dome�s
hangar and the berthed Platypus.
Settling into her seat, Ravana watched as a spaceport technician started
hammering at the jammed undercarriage, trying to free the stuck wheel. Inside
the lounge, the security guard stood quietly by the door to the hangar, his
hand resting upon the grip of his regulation stun gun. As the others took their
seats, Ravana became aware that Bellona was staring at her in a most unsettling
way and self-consciously pulled her hair across to hide her scar.
�We were very surprised to receive your message,�
Verdandi told Ostara, once they were all settled. �We had no idea anyone still
lived on the Dandridge Cole, though we
have suspected for a while it was possibly in use by smugglers.�
Quirinus dropped his gaze. �We do need to fly supplies to
the hollow moon from time to time,� he said. �I admit we rarely seek official
clearance for flights to Ascension.�
�A few of my staff did recognise your ship,� Verdandi
remarked. �Though they tell me the illegal spaceport at Lan-Tlanto is your more
usual port of call.�
�Illegal?� Quirinus raised a surprised eyebrow.
��Independent� is a better word.�
�But that�s not why we are here,� interrupted Ostara.
�Indeed,� replied Verdandi. �Your news was disturbing, to
say the least.�
�It is a tricky political situation,� said Fenris,
breaking his silence. �I must ask all of you not to breathe a word of this to
anyone. Should news of the kidnapping reach Yuanshi, it would only add fuel to
the bitter fire of rebellion burning on the moon.�
�Who�s been kidnapped?� asked Philyra, curious.
�Don�t interrupt,� scolded Miss Clymene.
�It was the Raja,� Ravana told Philyra. �I saw it happen.
He�s just a boy.�
�Raja Surya, heir to the old throne of Yuanshi,� Quirinus
added. �He was taken from his home on the Dandridge Cole and we think he was brought here to Ascension.�
�We have little evidence to substantiate that,� Verdandi
said cautiously.
�Quirinus and his colleagues tracked an unidentified
spacecraft following a course to Ascension,� Fenris pointed out. �Alas, by the
time we were ready to send a ship in pursuit it was too late.�
�I�m in charge of the investigation,� Ostara told her,
then glared at Fenris, who rolled his eyes in an obvious display of contempt.
�But my experience is limited.�
�So now you have decided to come to the proper
authorities,� remarked Verdandi. �Which, I may say, you should have done long
ago rather than hide away on the fringes. We have had a couple of security
incidents recently,� she confirmed. �A stolen spacecraft, a mysterious explosion
in the Eden Ravines; but I repeat there is precious little to suggest that the
Raja is anywhere on Ascension.�
�The Ravines?� chirped Endymion. �Is this about the Nellie
Chapman?�
He gulped. Verdandi was staring at him with a look that
could freeze a supernova.
�Endymion,� said Miss Clymene gently. �Is there something
you�d like to tell us?�
�Didn�t see nothing,� mumbled Endymion, suddenly reticent
to say more.
�That�s a double negative,� Bellona pointed out. �And
therefore not a lie.�
Miss Clymene produced an empty foil-wrapped carton from
her pocket and showed it to Endymion. �And this looks suspiciously like a
zero-gravity food pack from a spacecraft,� she declared. �I found it near your
sleeping bag just before we left the Ravines.�
�A clue!� exclaimed Ostara. She took the empty wrapper
from Miss Clymene and examined it carefully. �See the teeth marks? Maybe some
strange alien creature stole this morsel of food from somewhere then found its
way to your camp, seeking warmth.�
Endymion nodded enthusiastically. �Yes!�
�Or a certain someone was out and about in the jungle
when he shouldn�t have been and took the rations from a possible crime scene,�
suggested Miss Clymene. Bellona and Philyra blushed and shuffled along the seat
away from Endymion, who stared at his shoes. �Someone with the annoying habit
of opening packets with his teeth?�
Ostara considered this. �That is a possibility,� she
admitted.
�We suspect the wreckage in the Eden Ravines is indeed
the Nellie Chapman, but that hasn�t as
yet been confirmed,� Verdandi said slowly. �Young man, are you saying you saw
the ship before it was destroyed?�
�We all saw it,� Bellona told her, when it became clear
Endymion had lost his tongue. �We were looking for the meteor the scientists
said had fallen nearby. Endymion was the only one to go inside, though.�
�Thanks,� muttered Endymion.
�So what makes you think this ship was involved in the
kidnap?� asked Ostara.
�The flight computer,� Endymion replied sullenly. �I
checked the coordinates and saw that its last flight was from the Dandridge
Cole.�
�Clever boy,� remarked Quirinus.
�Not really,� retorted Verdandi. �The scientist at the
Ravines who found the spacecraft noticed an explosive device attached to the
main console. By the time our bomb disposal expert arrived, there was not a lot
left for her to examine. This young man was lucky not to blast himself into
orbit. Anyone would think he was on egg!� she said, looking at Endymion.
�Egg?� queried Ravana, confused. Ostara shrugged.
�What sort of ship was it?� asked Quirinus.
�Asteroid miner,� replied Endymion. �With an Astromole
digging machine.�
�Astromole!� exclaimed Ravana. �That�s the name I saw on
the side of the machine that took the Raja and the men down into the ground!�
�If the boy�s testimony is to be believed then it seems
the young Raja may be on Ascension after all,� said Verdandi, looking
thoughtful. �I will personally��
Endymion held up his hand. �Excuse me, Administrator,� he
said. �There�s more.�
Verdandi looked most displeased at being interrupted mid-flow.
�Well?�
�There was another ship,� he said tentatively. �There
were marks on the ground where it had landed next to the mining ship.�
�More witnesses!� Ostara said excitedly. �This Ravines
place is a tourist area, right? The other ship could be a coach party from
Earth, or one of those flying souvenir shops which sell ice-cream, or��
Quirinus held up his hand to stop her. �Has anyone got a
more sensible theory?�
�The Maharani believes her son has been taken to
Yuanshi,� Fenris declared, glaring at Quirinus. �The symbol left upon the
palace wall was that of the freedom fighters of Lanka. You have to take me to
Epsilon Eridani. We need to continue the search from there!�
Miss Clymene looked at Quirinus. Ravana heard her murmur
something about her and the band being dropped off on Daode along the way.
Quirinus however had other ideas.
�How dare you ask that of me!� he retorted. �Ravana and I
went through hell on that moon. Your crack-pot religion has torn Yuanshi apart.
There is no way I am going to risk my life going back to Epsilon Eridani just
to hunt for some third-rate prince!�
�Father!� exclaimed Ravana. She had never seen her father
so angry.
�Crack-pot religion?� exclaimed Fenris. �You dare to mock
the followers of Taranis?�
�I am not going to Yuanshi,� said Quirinus. �I�ve escaped
your stupid holy war once already and I have no intention of throwing myself
back into that madness again.�
�Madness?� shrieked Fenris. �Stupid holy war?�
�It sounds even more convincing when you say it,�
Quirinus told him.
�So you�re definitely not going to Epsilon Eridani?� Miss
Clymene asked.
Fenris stood up. �I am not taking any more of these
insults!� he declared. Glaring once more at Quirinus, he strode away through
the arrivals lounge and was gone.
Ravana stared after the departing figure in shocked
disbelief. Her gaze met those of Verdandi and Ostara, who both looked equally
stunned.
�Are all you people this highly strung?� Verdandi asked
Ostara.
Ostara shrugged. �I don�t think the Maharani is an easy
woman to work for.�
�He�ll be back,� mused Quirinus. �He�s got no other way
of getting home.�


Chapter Four
The return of the prince


RAJA SURYA gazed through the porthole at the planet
hanging in space before them. The gas giant was truly immense, with bands of
turbulent clouds in various shades of brown from cream to rusty red, dwarfing
the tiny moon that had moved into view to add a sense of perspective. He had
been barely four years old the last time he had gazed upon such a sight with
his own eyes, yet the view was all too familiar and somehow comforting.
The tall man sitting opposite, who like Surya was held
into his seat by a harness to stop him drifting away in the zero gravity, was
captivated too by the view of the distant planet. The man had previously
admitted that his own feelings were born more of relief that the end of what
had been a busy week was near.
�Shennong, the divine farmer,� the man said. �A Chinese
name, but one somehow appropriate. The gardens of Yuanshi and Daode have indeed
proved bountiful to the intrepid adventurers who have made these distant moons
their home.�
Surya stared at him. �Do you always talk like that?�
�Namtar does like his fancy words,� retorted the fat man,
who sat by himself on the other side of the cabin. �He acts all swish but he�s
no better than scum like me.�
�If I am scum, I am merely guilty by association,�
replied Namtar. �It is regrettable that circumstances have forced me to
associate with miscreants of your ilk, my dear Inari. Rest assured that once I
have taken my rightful place in the brave new world we are building on Yuanshi,
standing shoulder to shoulder with my fellow elite, no one will call me scum.�
Inari gave a derisive snort. �You�ll always be scum to
me.�
Surya looked away and smiled. Barely two Terran days had
passed since he had been rudely awakened from his afternoon nap and taken bound
and gagged from his cosy rooms at the palace. Namtar and Inari had been a
little heavy-handed during his kidnap and there was no denying that he had been
scared, especially after they had bundled him out of the strange burrowing
machine into another cramped vehicle, which had then shot out of a tunnel to
present him with a mind-bending vision of the hollow moon spinning through
space. After that his senses had been in overdrive as he sought to comprehend
their fiery descent towards a small brown planet, the brief sojourn on a
strange jungle world to meet another waiting spacecraft, then another hasty
departure away into the void of space.
Through all this, it quickly became clear that Namtar and
Inari had no intention of hurting him and indeed often treated him with a
politeness verging on reverence. Notwithstanding the shock of the abduction,
Surya was getting to like being away from his mother�s stifling influence. The
scariest part of the journey since had been the stomach-churning leap, lasting
mere nanoseconds, which had taken them through extra-dimensional space to
Shennong, sixteen light years away.
�Fourth planet of Epsilon Eridani and first of its three
gas giants,� Surya murmured. �Given to Indian settlers by a Chinese nation
grateful for our help in colonising the star system. I have studied my
homeland,� he said, addressing Namtar. �What was never explained to me was why
Shennong and its moons kept their Chinese names.�
�Space traffic control throughout the system is firmly in
the hands of the Chinese authorities on Taotie,� Namtar replied. He referred to
Epsilon Eridani�s second planet, the first ever discovered outside the Solar
System with an Earth-like biosphere and one which had been claimed exclusively
by Chinese colonists. �All local navigation and survey data comes from Yao Chi
city and it would be a gross incivility to start changing names.�
�If it were up to me, I would give Yuanshi an Indian
name,� declared Surya.
�Our Chinese friends may take offence at such a
suggestion,� Namtar said darkly.
�And when the people of Taotie get offended, other people
get hurt,� muttered Inari. �Steer clear of the Chinese, I would.�
�I�m sure they feel the same way about you,� Namtar
countered.
They were interrupted by the arrival of a third man, who
entered from the flight deck ahead by pulling himself along a ceiling handrail,
perfectly at ease in the zero gravity. He was a young Indian, his mop of unruly
hair and two-day growth of stubble framing a confident gaze and knowing smile.
Hanuman was the owner and pilot of the Sun Wukong, the Chinese-built ex-military transport ship in green and black
camouflage livery that had collected Surya, Namtar and Inari from the Eden
Ravines and delivered them to the Epsilon Eridani system. To avoid detection
they had maintained a ground-hugging flight path deep in the Ravines for over
an hour and Surya had been impressed by the way Hanuman piloted the spacecraft
through the maze of deep canyons. At the moment it was his co-pilot Ganesa who
was at the controls. She too was Indian and for want of a better offer had
flown with Hanuman for many years.
The Sun Wukong was
essentially a broad flying wing, the angular hull of which was mostly taken up
by fuel tanks and a cargo bay big enough to take three armoured ground
transports and a platoon of troops. The ship was of an old design and when the
time came for it to be taken out of service and auctioned off it had been
stripped of its military hardware and weaponry. However, over the years Hanuman
had gradually equipped it once again with a formidable array of defence
systems. The one thing he had not managed to improve was the passenger
compartment, which like that of most military craft was cramped with a tiny
kitchen area and a very unpleasant zero-gravity bathroom and toilet.
�We�ve just had the all-clear from Lanka spaceport,� he
said, addressing Namtar. �We should be down on Yuanshi within the hour. I�ve
also had an interesting conversation with Ayodhya space-traffic controllers who
think we�re gun runners,� he added casually. �They�ve launched a gunship, which
given the chance will undoubtedly try to blast us into tiny bits.�
�So why aren�t you at the controls?� Namtar asked,
regarding him quizzically.
�I trust Ganesa implicitly,� Hanuman told him. �Besides,
I must have done something to annoy the computer as it�s only responding to her
at the moment.�
Namtar gave him a weary look. �Anything else I should
know?�
�It�s raining hard in Lanka. The terraforming crews
disintegrated another ice asteroid into the atmosphere last week.�
�Typical,� muttered Namtar. A gunship was one thing, but
Surya saw he was far less impressed by the prospect of bad weather. �Do you
perchance have a hat I may borrow?�

* * *

Lanka spaceport turned out to be not much more than a
rain-drenched landing strip next to a small terminal building and a
bomb-damaged warehouse. The long civil war on Yuanshi between the followers of
the exiled royal family and the Que Qiao Corporation had taken its toll and
Lanka had been heavily scarred by the long royalist campaign to secure the city
as their own.
Que Qiao was the driving force behind the colonisation of
the Epsilon Eridani system and the huge terraforming projects on Yuanshi and
Daode. Despite its Chinese name, the corporation was very much a multi-national
affair. On Daode the Indian colonists had accepted the security of a Que Qiao
administration with the same lackadaisical political vigour the Chinese had
shown on Taotie. The people of Yuanshi had not been so compliant; after
declaring their intention to self-govern, the Indian settlers instead adopted
an archaic system of government under the rule of a Maharaja where older
traditions shaped the law. Yet Yuanshi had many riches that both the Maharaja
and Que Qiao were keen to exploit and the political battle for control had long
since escalated into civil war, inflamed by a heady mix of religious tensions
and the heavy-handed attitude of the corporation. The Maharani and her son went
into exile following the assassination of the Maharaja. The sumptuous palace
that had been theirs in the old royalist capital of Ayodhya, on the other side
of the moon�s main continent, became Que Qiao�s headquarters on Yuanshi.
Raja Surya, the Maharaja�s son and heir, was coming home.
The descent from orbit turned out to be uneventful, notwithstanding the
colourful and quite obscene language exchanged between Hanuman and the
commander of the corporation gunship sent to intercept the Sun Wukong. Any flights in or out of the rebel stronghold at
Lanka were automatically deemed an act of war but the gunship never got close;
Hanuman and Ganesa knew full well how difficult it was for two craft to
rendezvous at high altitudes, especially when one was actively fleeing the
other.
With Ganesa at the helm the Sun Wukong made a textbook landing and trundled to a halt at the
end of the runway. A small aircar, a box-like craft with large windows and
stubby wings, waited with its four turbines running ready for take-off. Hanuman
and Ganesa were to stay behind on the ship and so it was left to Namtar and
Inari to lead Surya out through the torrential rain towards the waiting
vehicle.
Night was falling and the damp air was breathable but
cold, made more so by the chill wind driving the storm. As Inari swung the
aircar door shut behind them, a distant muffled explosion reached their ears
and moments later Surya saw a faint glow of orange silhouetting a distant part
of the city. He could already feel a headache coming on.
�Missile attacks,� Inari told him, scowling. �Que Qiao
likes to keep us on our toes.�
Namtar nodded to the young woman sitting silently in the
pilot�s seat at the front. With a deafening roar of turbines, the aircar soared
into the sky and headed across the city. The roads below were deserted and as
Surya gazed through the window he could see dark bomb craters and crumbling
buildings everywhere, interspersed with occasional pockets of light from where
even amidst the ruins life went on. Then they were past the battle zone and
flying over an unruly conurbation of brightly-lit mansion blocks, squat factory
units and high-rise offices intersected by streets bustling with traffic. The
city lived behind a thick mass of buildings crowding against a huge circular
wall, which itself was all that remained of the dome that once protected Lanka
from the hostile environment of a pre-terraformed Yuanshi.
�Wow,� murmured Surya.
�The historic city of Lanka,� said Namtar, peering over
the Raja�s shoulder. �The apron of the old dome has been built up and
fortified, as you can see. The city wall is little defence against missile
attacks, but Kartikeya believes it brings certain psychological benefits. It
makes people feel more secure.�
�Who is Kartikeya?� asked Surya.
�Commander Kartikeya leads the fight against Que Qiao
here on Yuanshi,� Namtar told him. �You have the honour of being his guest here
in Lanka.�
�Is he winning the war?� asked Surya, still looking down
at the city.
�Nobody wins wars,� Namtar opined. �Generals plan battles
to be swift and decisive. When they are not, the aim is to end the conflict
less defeated than your opponent.�
�He means no, we�re not winning,� retorted Inari.
The aircar started to descend towards a large square
building, situated on the edge of a circular park that had once lain beneath
the highest point of the old city dome. The park was bordered by a wide road
and from this a number of broad boulevards stretched away to the city wall like
the spokes of a wheel. As they approached, the building resolved into a mansion
house topped by four domed towers, built from blocks of gold-tinted opaque
glass in a style that reminded Surya of his mother�s palace of exile within the
hollow moon.
The four main blocks of the mansion were built around a
square courtyard, which was open to the elements. Guided by the ever-silent
pilot, the aircar dropped out of the darkening sky and moments later touched
down upon the small landing pad in the middle of the courtyard. The whine of
the turbines wound down into silence, to be replaced by the splattering
staccato of rain upon the aircar�s roof.
Reaching over, Namtar pushed open the door.
�Welcome to the Crystal Palace of Kubera,� he said to
Surya. An attendant rushed across the courtyard towards them, holding a large
umbrella. �Your destiny awaits.�

* * *

Raja Surya gazed around the room, impressed. The bedroom
was enormous and luxuriously furnished with solid wooden furniture, wall
tapestries and a carpet that caressed his bare feet and tickled his toes. The
four-poster bed, adorned with dark curtains embroidered with intricate swirling
patterns, was twice the size of anything he had slept in before. After the rain
and the cold outside, the room was pleasantly warm and the lower gravity of
Yuanshi compared to that of the hollow moon made him feel as light as a
feather. His headache was worse than ever.
�This is my room?� he asked in disbelief. �It�s huge!�
The elderly Indian woman who stood beside him smiled. She
was dressed in a traditional pale blue saree, which looked slightly incongruous
alongside the touch-screen slate she held in her hand. She placed a reassuring
hand upon his shoulder.
�Surya, you have said that in each of the rooms I have
shown you,� she said lightly. �The entire suite is yours and the servants will
tend to your needs. I have however taken the liberty of instructing the staff
not to enter the master bedroom unless so ordered. Everyone deserves a little
privacy now and again, whatever their place in the household.�
�Thank you, Yaksha,� murmured Surya, awestruck. Back at
his mother�s palace, nowhere was safe from the prying eyes of Fenris, who
professed to serve the Maharani first and foremost. Here in Lanka it was
beginning to dawn upon him that Yaksha, the head of the household at the Palace
of Kubera, was here to serve him. The thought filled his young mind with
unexpected delight.
�I see the headaches have started,� said Yaksha. Surya
winced again as the ache in his skull became insistent. �Your implant is
awakening to the palace network and you may feel some discomfort for a while,
but it will pass. You may find it useful to run the calibration programme on the
holovid unit. In the meantime, I will leave you to rest.�
As she turned to depart, Namtar appeared at the doorway,
looking unusually grumpy. The Sun Wukong
had landed barely an hour ago, yet to his dismay Inari had already volunteered
them both for a new assignment. Inari was the ideal recruit to the rebels�
cause, for he was easily talked into doing the most foolhardy missions, usually
when Namtar was out of earshot. Namtar himself had a keen sense of
self-preservation and to date had brought himself and Inari back from several
escapades that had made a martyr of others.
�I have a message from Kartikeya to the young Raja,� he
said, addressing Yaksha. �He would be greatly honoured if the Raja would
consent to joining him and his guests at dinner this evening in the grand
hall.�
�Still using ten words when one will do, my little
Thesaurus Rex?� teased Yaksha.
�What time is dinner?� asked Surya, still musing over
what Yaksha had said about an implant. Apart from an unsatisfying zero-gravity
food pack given to him by Ganesa aboard the Sun Wukong he had not eaten since leaving the hollow moon. �Is
it soon?�
�Eight o�clock, Raja,� replied Namtar. �It is half-past
six now.�
�You will find a change of clothes in your room,� said
Yaksha, addressing Surya. �Namtar or I will come and collect you before eight
o�clock. In the meantime, I will arrange for some light refreshments to be
brought to your study.�
�Thank you,� replied Surya, slightly bemused. Declining
the invitation to dinner did not appear to be an option, but his rumbling
stomach had already spoken for him.
Namtar replied with a curt nod and departed, followed
shortly afterwards by Yaksha who closed the door quietly behind her. A hush
descended upon the room, one broken only by the murmur of voices from the lower
floors. Feeling a little at a loss, Surya sat down upon the edge of the bed,
his mind whirling. His headache was subsiding and on reflection he should have
guessed it was from his cranium implant, which his mother had explained was in
his head for reasons he still did not fully understand.
For the first time since his arrival he wished there was
a way he could hear a familiar voice. Surya owned a wristpad, for the
Maharani�s disapproval of technology had not been total, but it had been
confiscated during the short flight on the Nellie Chapman. The only other net device he had seen was the
holovid receiver in the next room, though Yaksha had told him that access was
restricted to a select hundred or so local entertainment channels broadcast
from Ayodhya.
Surya walked into the holovid room and paused before the
large screen. This was a true three-dimensional display; a glass box two metres
wide, a metre high and another metre deep, which he knew once switched on would
produce laser-projected images that looked real enough to be touched. After
pacing the room several times looking for and failing to find anything vaguely
resembling a remote control, he threw himself into a chair and glared at the
screen in disgust, willing it to explode on the spot.
Without warning, a loud rumble filled the room and Surya
stared in stunned amazement as the glass box suddenly filled with an image of a
mountain belching glowing lava and sickly yellow smoke. In the top corner of
the holovid screen hovered the words �Celestial Geographic�. Above the noise, a
voice was talking about the sulphur volcanoes on Jupiter�s moon Io.
�Amazing!� he exclaimed.
As he watched, the image shifted to show a close-up of
two spacesuit-clad figures standing at what was hopefully a safe distance from
the volcano. Ignoring the commentary, Surya left his chair and cautiously
sidled around the glass box. The three-dimensional effect was so good that from
behind the screen all he could see was the back of the spacemen�s helmets,
though it seemed their view of the camera crew had been edited out.
He thought more about what Yaksha had said about an
implant and it occurred to him that the holovid unit had somehow reacted to an
image in his mind, a thought reinforced when he became aware of a strange
square symbol in the corner of his mind�s eye. Implant technology was not
something he had come across at the hollow moon. Standing in front of the
screen once more, he tried to visualise a sliding motion, hoping this was the
way to change channels. A sudden swishing noise behind him made him jump and
turning around he saw the curtains at the window had opened to reveal the
darkness outside.
�Whoops,� he murmured.
He returned his attention to the holovid and tried to
imagine what he may be getting for dinner. Much to his delight, the holovid
switched to a cookery channel, which made him feel even more hungry.
Remembering Yaksha�s advice, he found and ran the implant calibration
programme, then experimented a while with different mental images until he
could call up at will any number of channels showing everything from soap
operas to foreign films, though the holovid was strangely silent when he tried
to access a search engine or visualise anything to do with music.
A news channel held his attention for a while as he tried
to understand what the reporters were saying about the civil war. The media in
Ayodhya made it look as if Que Qiao security forces were merely acting to
protect the people of Yuanshi and that the true villains were the terrorists of
Lanka.
After a while his headache returned and he sat down upon
a nearby chair, feeling weary. The calibration of his implant had also
activated some sort of inbuilt communication device, which impressed him no end
until he discovered that visualising a contact list resulted in just one entry,
that for Yaksha. He had never been alone like this before. He had lived his
childhood in the constant shadow of his mother and the only world he had really
known to date was the tiny corner of the Dandridge Cole that had become their home. Yet here he now was,
sixteen light years away on Yuanshi, a moon that had taken on an almost
mythical status through his mother�s stories of their lost kingdom and his
father�s defiant death at the hands of the evil Que Qiao Corporation. Isolated
in what was effectively a comfortable prison, it no longer seemed the stuff of
legend.
Surya was momentarily disturbed by the soft chink of
silver from the study next door. Walking through the connecting door, he looked
around the room and saw that someone had entered and left again in his absence.
Upon the table in the centre of the room was a small silver tray covered in
white linen.
�Food,� he murmured. His stomach growled in a most
undignified way.
Intrigued by what strange alien cuisine lay awaiting him,
he quickly crossed the room and lifted the cloth from the silver tray.
Underneath was a plate heaped with little white squares of bread and a jug of
what proved to be milk.
�Cheese and pickle sandwiches,� Surya murmured
approvingly, after scrutinising one of the offerings. �My favourite.�

* * *

At eight o�clock Yaksha dutifully arrived to bring the
Raja down to the great hall. Keen to be fed, Surya was washed and dressed ready
for dinner. He had gone through the endless row of clothes neatly hanging in the
wardrobe and selected a military-style suit, deep blue with gold piping. By now
he was not in the least bit surprised to find that it fitted him perfectly.
�I trust you have found everything to your satisfaction?�
Yaksha asked him, as she led him down the main stairway. �Kartikeya is most
anxious to make your stay here as comfortable as possible.�
�I have everything I could possibly want,� confirmed
Surya. �Except��
Yaksha regarded him kindly. �Your mother?�
Surya was quite taken aback. �I was going to say my
wristpad,� he said haughtily. �Something to play music on. My violin even! Why
would I want my mother here?�
Now it was Yaksha�s turn to look shocked. �That is no way
to talk about your mother!� she scolded. �She brought you into this world,
cared for you, educated you and gave you the best start in life she could. You
have already lost one parent through the stupidity of others. You do not want
to lose the other through being foolish yourself.�
Surya considered this. �I have spoken out of turn,� he apologised.
�Indeed,� said Yaksha. �Secondly, as for your wristpad or
violin, I�m afraid music is not allowed in Kubera, unless you count those
dreadful hymns Dhusarians are so fond of. Song and dance is forbidden in Lanka.
I had hoped you knew that already.�
�No music!� exclaimed Surya, shocked. �At all? Is that
why I cannot find any music channels on the holovid?�
�Broadcasts of that type from Ayodhya are blocked,� she
told him, with a hint of regret. She saw the Raja�s puzzled expression and
tried to explain. �In Lanka, the Dhusarian Church believes that dancing and
singing encourages people to abandon self-control, tempting them towards
immoral acts. You are too young to understand,� she admitted, as he stared at
her, more confused than ever. �And maybe I am too old.�
Surya thought he detected a note of longing in her voice.
Yaksha refused to be drawn further and upon reaching the bottom of the stairs,
directed him wordlessly through a door into the room beyond.
The banqueting hall was pleasantly warm and decorated in
the same opulent style seen throughout the palace. Two huge hologram
chandeliers floated near the ceiling, the projected light reflecting off the
opaque glass bricks to make the wall shimmer with rainbow hues. The room was
dominated by a huge table, at the head of which sat a bearded young Indian man
wearing a simple tunic of green. To the man�s left sat Namtar and then Inari,
behind whom stood a domestic butler-class android in black and white livery.
The table itself was weighed down with silver dishes
containing all manner of foods, many of which unfamiliar to Surya, as well as
several bottles of wine and other drink. As they entered, the young Indian man
rose from his seat and smiled in greeting.
�Welcome, my prince!� he cried, holding out his hand. �I
am Commander Kartikeya. As you may have already been told, I have the dubious
pleasure of being in charge of the rabble here on Yuanshi who continue to swear
allegiance to your family.�
Surya approached and hesitantly shook the man�s hand. �Pleased
to meet you, sir.�
�There�s no need for formalities here!� exclaimed
Kartikeya. �If there were, it would be I who would call you sir. However, war
is a great leveller and we are all comrades now. Please, take a seat,� he
continued, indicating the empty chair on his right. �Yaksha, won�t you join
us?�
Yaksha nodded assent and beckoned to Surya to take the
offered seat, before sitting down next to him. Across the table from Surya,
Namtar ruthlessly devoured what looked like a lobster, except it was a mottled
purple colour and had twice the expected number of claws. Opposite Yaksha,
Inari was piling curried meat and basmati rice onto a wad of bread and stuffing
it into his mouth as fast as the android butler could refill his plate, not
seeming to mind the mess he was making with the sauce that dripped from his
chin. Yaksha glanced at him with a shudder and helped herself to a small
selection of cooked vegetables.
�The butler won�t mind if you help yourself,� said
Kartikeya, giving Surya a wink.
The commander waited for the Raja to take something to
eat before he himself joined in the feasting. Surya felt Kartikeya�s eyes upon
him as he hesitantly selected from the more conservative vegetable and meat
dishes, which reassuringly looked most like the food he was used to back on the
Dandridge Cole.
�Yuanshi is famous for its seafood,� Kartikeya remarked,
taking one of the purple lobster-like creatures for himself. �Now the oceans
have all but thawed our fishermen are landing the most wonderful native
delicacies.�
Surya glanced to the remaining Yuanshi lobsters, then
thought better of it. He was weary from his journey and not in the mood for
trying new experiences, even though the food he had already tried tasted better
than anything he had eaten in a long time.
�Why am I here?� he asked.
As one, Namtar and Inari stopped gorging and looked up.
�Don�t think of it as a kidnapping,� Namtar said
cautiously.
�Though it probably seemed like one,� added Inari. �Ow!
Who kicked me?�
Kartikeya regarded Surya kindly. �We do not mean you any
harm,� he said, pouring himself a large glass of red wine. �I am sorry your
departure from your mother�s side was a little abrupt, but I can assure you it
was in your best interests.�
Surya frowned. �I don�t understand.�
�We have brought you home!� declared Kartikeya.
�Liberated you from exile! The Crystal Palace of Kubera has awaited the return
of a royal presence ever since your dearly-departed father was cruelly taken
away from us by a cowardly Que Qiao assassin. As his only son and heir, it is
your destiny to reclaim your father�s throne!�
�I am to be Maharaja?� exclaimed Surya. His day was
getting better by the minute.
Kartikeya hesitated, his face looking pained. �You will
be Maharaja,� he said guardedly. �All in good time. You are not yet of age and
when the time comes a regent will be appointed to help you rule until you are
old enough to do so alone.�
Surya thought about this. �You mean my mother?�
�We wish to protect the Maharani and keep her from harm,
especially after we so badly failed your father,� Kartikeya replied carefully.
�It is better she remains safe in the Barnard�s Star system and that someone
else helps you rule here on Yuanshi.�
�And who would that be?� asked Yaksha, sarcastically.
�Anyone we know?�
Kartikeya looked offended. �I believe I am best placed to
do so.�
�Would I be king of the whole world?� asked Surya, his
mind already contemplating a myriad of possibilities. �As Maharaja, would I be
able to do anything I liked?�
�We must first put an end to this tedious war,� Kartikeya
replied. �In time we will liberate your home city of Ayodhya and the moon will
then be yours to rule.�
�What of the war?� asked Surya. The warmth of the hall
was making him sleepy and he put a hand to his mouth to stifle a yawn. �Why are
we fighting?�
�For freedom!� declared Inari, spitting out a mouthful of
chewed rice.
�For the people,� interjected Namtar. �The Que Qiao
Corporation has claimed Yuanshi for itself and cares little for those who call
it home.�
�And for justice,� concluded Kartikeya. �Our vision is
for a world where everyone is equal and free from interference from outsiders.
Que Qiao is only interested in what it can take from Yuanshi, not what it can
give back.�
�The corporation believed the government of Yuanshi had
become corrupt and so replaced the Maharaja�s advisors with their own
officials,� Yaksha told Surya. �Those who had become rich under your father�s
rule did not like that at all. The rebellion became messy and your family were
forced to flee.� She caught Kartikeya�s glare and stared back in defiance. �The
boy needs to know the facts, not the political rhetoric.�
�What have Que Qiao ever done for Yuanshi?� asked
Kartikeya. �Tell me that!�
Yaksha shrugged. �Given us a breathable atmosphere?� she
suggested.
�Not to mention the cities and infrastructure,� said
Namtar.
�And food,� added Inari, burping loudly into the butler�s
face. �Lots of it.�
�Que Qiao is taking Yuanshi�s wealth for themselves!�
retorted Kartikeya. �Just like it has long done on Daode. The justice we will
bring to this moon is only the start, for our ultimate goal must be to rid
Yuanshi, Daode and Lingbao of Que Qiao so that all of India�s children can
share in the bounty of Shennong.�
�Just like you are sharing the wealth of Kubera?�
retorted Yaksha. Surya, sitting sleepily at her side, wondered if he had been
forgotten. �Is it not hypocritical of you to preach of equality from the
comfort of a palace when so much of Lanka lives in poverty? Or to sit drinking
the best wines when alcohol is forbidden by the Church you profess to serve?�
�Yaksha,� murmured Kartikeya, warningly.
�What with your pretentious royal court, your foolish
feud with Que Qiao and the ban Taranis has imposed on music and anything else
that brings a bit of joy to the poor, you and that mad priest seem determined
to drag Yuanshi back into the dark ages!�
Silence fell across the table. Kartikeya stared frostily
at Yaksha, then jumped as Inari clumsily dropped a serving spoon into his dish,
where it landed with a loud clatter. As one, Kartikeya, Namtar and Inari turned
to see how Surya had reacted to Yaksha�s impromptu outburst. They were greeted
by the sight of the Raja slumped forward upon the table, almost but not quite
fast asleep. The long day really had been too much for him.
�It is fortunate he is not awake to hear your words,�
murmured Kartikeya.
Surya, his eyes closed, heard a scrape of a chair and
felt a hand upon his shoulder.
�It is not my words he should be worried about,� Yaksha
replied softly. �If you will excuse us, I will take him to his chamber. He has
another long day ahead of him tomorrow.�

* * *

Kartikeya sat at the holovid console, waiting for the
connection to be made. He felt ill at ease; partly because the tiny alcove in
which the console stood in the palace basement made all users feel
claustrophobic, but more because the man to whom he was about to speak
increasingly left him with little room for manoeuvre.
Behind him in darkness was what he liked to call his
top-secret operations room, a large barrel-roofed basement in which pride of
place was given to his prized holographic projection table loaded with
geographic studies of all Yuanshi. In the palace kitchens above he heard sounds
of movement as Hanuman and Ganesa, having come from the Sun Wukong to get some rest before their next assignment, helped
themselves to whatever food Inari had left unmolested. Inari himself had
departed earlier with Namtar to embark upon a night-time raid in Ayodhya.
The message on the screen had been �waiting� for what
seemed an age. Kartikeya cursed and waited a little longer, then when the
message still failed to change reluctantly brought up the contact details for
Kubera�s resident technician on his wristpad. Moments later, a tired-looking
redheaded woman appeared on the wristpad�s tiny screen.
�Kubera service desk,� she said sleepily. �How may I help
you?�
�The holovid isn�t working,� Kartikeya told her, not
bothering to hide his irritation. �I�m expecting a very important call but
nothing�s come through.�
�Are you using the one in the basement?�
�If you mean the operations room communications centre,
then yes.�
�And where�s the call coming from?�
Kartikeya blinked. He had regular holovid conversations
with this particular caller but now he thought about it, he had no idea where
the holovid transmissions actually originated.
�I�m not sure,� he admitted sheepishly. He called up the
holovid�s call log and scrutinised the display. �The last one came from Station
BS3, if that helps.�
�That�s the Ascension servermoon, Barnard�s Star,� the
technician told him. There was a pause while she tapped at a console on the
desk before her. �There is a transmission trying to come through, so it may be
a fault with your holovid unit. Have you tried turning it off and on again?�
�No,� mumbled Kartikeya. He reached behind the console
and pressed the power button, waited a few seconds, then pressed it again. The
holovid screen flickered, quickly ran through its start-up checks, then much to
Kartikeya�s relief the status message on the screen changed from �waiting� to
�connecting�.
�Thank you,� he said. �It seems to be working now.�
�Glad to hear it,� she snapped back. �Don�t drag me out
of bed again.�
The wristpad call ended. Kartikeya was momentarily
distracted by the sound of movement in the room behind and was about to turn to
look when his gaze was drawn to the console before him. The screen now showed a
face that no matter how many times Kartikeya saw it still sent an
uncontrollable shiver down his spine. The man�s grey skin hung in folds; the
metal plates upon his skull seemingly ready to squash his head down into his
chest at a moment�s notice. Only his head and black-robed upper torso could be
seen but that was enough to see the glistening pipes running out of the
skullcap and down his back.
The years had certainly left their mark. The caller was
barely recognisable as the man Kartikeya had known personally in the early days
of the rebellion. Even before his mysterious disappearance the priest had used
a spider walker mobility chair to get around, but looking at him now his return
from the dead seemed more than a mere figure of speech.
Kartikeya nodded curtly at the screen. �Good evening,
Taranis. I trust all is well?�
On the screen, the priest�s face twisted with
displeasure, not that it made much difference to his gnarled features.
�Kartikeya, all is not well!� he snapped. �Has the Raja
arrived?�
�Safe and sound,� Kartikeya confirmed. �He is resting
upstairs.�
�I have a report from Fenris,� Taranis informed him. �The
ship your idiots used to board the Dandridge Cole has already been found. Instead of losing it in the
jungle, those numbskulls landed too close to the research station.�
�Navigation was never Namtar�s strong point. Are the
authorities on the case?�
�If not, they soon will be,� retorted Taranis. �The
Maharani sent Fenris to Newbrum to ask for help in tracing the Raja�s
kidnappers. He tells me that he must do her bidding if he is to avoid
suspicion, but aims to join you on Yuanshi as soon as he can. There is still
much that can go wrong, Kartikeya. Did you find out why Namtar moved ahead of
schedule?�
�He swears he picked up the signal from the Raja�s
implant and acted as ordered,� Kartikeya replied. �They were lucky Fenris
managed to think on his feet and keep the palace guard occupied, for it could
have gone a lot worse.�
�By the mighty greys, why do I get saddled with fools?�
exclaimed Taranis, shaking his head in exasperation. �It matters not, for we
have another problem. There was a witness, a girl named Ravana, who saw your
men with the Raja. Fenris spoke to her afterwards and I watched on a holovid
link. She saw too much.�
�Ravana?� mused Kartikeya. �Who on Yuanshi would be so
daft to name their daughter after some mythical demon king? I bet she was
bullied rotten at school. I�ve heard it�s almost impossible to change your name
once it�s lodged on the network.�
�The point is your careful planning has come to nothing!
Not only is our timetable compromised, but those fools have left a trail any
idiot could follow.�
�The plan will work,� Kartikeya reassured him. �We are to
spread the word that Que Qiao abducted and murdered the Raja, then once the
conference has collapsed and the people are at arms, Surya will miraculously
reappear, ready to lead Lanka to victory. All Fenris has to do is get here in
time to make sure the Raja�s appearance goes as planned.�
�Fenris is concerned that the mind probe he was secretly
running prior to Surya�s liberation may not work, as the hypnosis was
incomplete. I trust the Raja remains unaware of how we have shaped his thoughts
while he slept. Will he cooperate when the time is right?�
�I think so,� replied Kartikeya. �I have told him a
little of our plans and he appears keen to claim his father�s inheritance. He
seems very at ease here at Kubera.�
�That is good to hear. The Maharani herself cares little
for our cause and craves only the life of luxury she once enjoyed at Sumitra,�
mused Taranis, referring to the grand palatial complex in Ayodhya that had once
been home to the Maharaja and his family. �Fenris tells me she is trying to
make a deal with Que Qiao to return as Governor of Yuanshi! This has put Fenris
in a somewhat delicate position, but he assures me he will not let her plans
interfere with our own and will do his utmost to sabotage any investigation.�
�She�ll soon have to rethink her plans, if all goes
well,� noted Kartikeya.
�Indeed. My disciples are but days from their awakening.
Soon we will be ready to spread the faith with both words and fire!� Taranis
declared with grim satisfaction. �The true godly spirit of Yuanshi will rise
again, Kartikeya. The time of the new dawn is near!�
A sound in the darkened room behind drew a glance from
Kartikeya and he cursed as he saw a figure steal away into the shadows. Yaksha
had long made a habit of eavesdropping. This latest exchange between himself
and Taranis had revealed more than most.
�Damn that woman!� he muttered.
Her own murmurs, though faint, caught him surprise.
�Ravana,� he heard her say. �A name I�ve not heard in a
long time.�

* * *

Inari and Namtar stood in the doorway of the church and
looked out across the road at the brightly-lit entrance of Ayodhya railway
station. They had left Kubera over three hours ago, but due to the time
difference between Ayodhya and Lanka the sun had only just set. The rain had
been with them all the way and in the gloom the deserted street shimmered as it
reflected the city lights in its damp slickness. Above, a gap in the clouds
revealed a glimpse of the blue moon of Daode low in the darkening sky. Inari
squirmed uncomfortably as the straps of the heavy rucksack dug into his
shoulders, took a hesitant step forwards, then paused.
�Do I have to do this?� he asked. �You know I don�t like
the rain.�
�It will be nice and dry inside the station,� Namtar told
him. �The spaceport express departs in half an hour and it is imperative that
both you and the package are aboard when it leaves. All you need to do is hide
it, activate the timing device and then keep watch to make sure our plot is not
discovered before time. What could be simpler?�
�Staying at home?� replied Inari. �Speaking of which, if
I blow up the station, how do we get back to Lanka? I bought a return ticket.�
�Our target is the spaceport, not the station,� Namtar
reassured him. Inari saw he relished the taste of the lie upon his lips; he
knew it was so, for earlier he had overheard his colleague mutter something
about getting a refund on Inari�s return fare. Namtar raised his hand to push
him out into the rain, glanced warily at Inari�s rucksack, then gingerly edged
away. �Fear not, comrade. When all is said and done, we shall meet again. The
embrace of the Dhusarian Church is here not just to keep us from the rain.�
Inari grumbled under his breath, recalling that as a
homeless ex-convict he had been lured to church purely because it had been the
only place willing to offer food and shelter. Seeing Namtar was not about to
volunteer to take his place, he stepped into the rain.
Keeping low, Inari crossed to the other side of the road
and entered the station. The concourse was almost deserted and the only eyes
watching as he crept furtively towards the dormant trains were those of an
elderly couple sitting on a bench, unless he counted the electronic stares of
the omnipresent security scanners, not to mention that of a solitary maintenance
robot sweeping the floor. Inari did not fear the cameras, for all they did was
allow the replaying of his movements after the event, by which time he hoped to
be safely back in Lanka and out of reach of Que Qiao police. The robot he
regarded more cautiously, for some were armed and could be operated remotely by
security staff. However, the eight-limbed metal box on wheels shuffling back
and forth with a broom looked harmless enough.
The missile-like monorail train that was the spaceport
express stood silently at platform four, its deep blue paintwork reflecting
Inari�s nervous steps as he approached. The first two carriages already had a
few passengers aboard, but the third and final one was empty and moments later
Inari was inside. He quietly slipped the rucksack from his shoulders into a
convenient hiding place behind one of the seats, reached into the top of the
pack and pressed the switch to activate the timer on the device inside.
Unbeknown to Inari, as the unseen digital display began to count down, the time
left remaining was in minutes, not hours.
He was just about to take a seat himself when he felt a
sudden pang of hunger. Namtar had instructed him to stay with the package, but
Inari figured it would not matter if he had a quick look to see if there was a
snack machine on the station concourse. As he stepped out of the express train
he almost fell over the maintenance robot, which had followed and was now
busily sweeping the platform outside the door. It seemed that after crossing
the rain-drenched road Inari had left a muddy trail across the floor.
�Sorry about that,� he said to the robot. �Still, it
keeps you in work.�
He pressed the control to close the carriage door and
quickly headed back across the concourse. He had almost reached the row of
vending machines near the exit when a sudden loud metallic voice from behind
startled him into a stumbling halt.
�Is this your bag, sir?� rasped the maintenance robot.
Inari stared at the rucksack swaying gently from the
claws at the end of two of the robot�s eight spindly arms. On platform four, he
saw that the carriage door he had carefully closed behind him was wide open.
�Put that back!� he growled.
�Is this your bag, sir?� repeated the robot, trundling
closer.
�Yes. No!� snapped Inari. �I don�t want it! Put it back
on the train!�
Now starting to panic, he shuffled towards the exit. To
his dismay, the robot followed, the swinging rucksack becoming ever more
ominous with every squeaky turn of wheels. Inari reached forward to grab the
pack, then thought the better of it and instead ran out of the station and
across the street. As his feet pounded through the puddles he could still hear
the rasping voice following him with its ever-insistent demands to claim his
luggage.
Inari leapt through the door of the church and dashed to
where Namtar sat hunched beneath one of the church�s telepathy transmitters,
his fingers in his ears. Inari�s wild gestures and babbled words did not get
through to him even after Namtar had extracted his digits and it was not until
the maintenance robot rolled into the church, still holding the primed
rucksack, that his colleague truly appreciated the gravity of the situation.
�Is this your bag, sir?�
�Quick!� Namtar yelled. �Get out of here!�
As one, Inari and Namtar sprinted for the door, the robot
close behind them. Namtar slammed the door shut before the robot could catch up
and they managed to cover a hundred metres in record time before a deafening
explosion shook the street, throwing them to the ground.
Lifting his head, Inari peered over his shoulder into the
cloud of dust billowing up the street, then shielded his eyes as flaming bits
of church began to fall with the rain. The building had been completely
destroyed, leaving nothing but a rubble-strewn crater and four smoking lumps of
rubber where the wheels of the unsuspecting robot had trundled their last. As
he picked himself up from the ground, the wail of distant sirens drifted across
the night.
�Whoops,� he muttered. Beside him, his colleague wearily
climbed to his feet.
�All in all, well up to your usual standards,� Namtar
remarked. �I would not want to be in your shoes when Taranis hears you�ve blown
up one of his churches!�

* * *

At breakfast the next morning, Hanuman and Ganesa were
the first to take their seats in the banqueting hall and thus pleasantly
surprised to find that Inari had not yet decimated the prepared morning feast.
News of the failed attack had not gone down well with Kartikeya, who was
reportedly furious that Namtar and Inari had managed to botch what should have
been a straightforward assignment in such spectacular fashion.
�What do you make of the young Raja?� asked Hanuman,
between sips of orange juice. �Seems a shame a young boy like that is mixing
with Kartikeya�s ruffians.�
�I blame his mother,� said Ganesa. She tucked a length of
dark hair behind an ear and reached for another bread roll. �It would be just
like the Maharani to sanction the kidnap herself in some weird plot to return
to Ayodhya. I heard she can be quite devious at times.�
�You think so?� asked Hanuman, surprised. �I thought it
was all Kartikeya�s idea.�
They were interrupted by the arrival of Yaksha, followed
by a sleepy-looking Surya still dressed in his nightclothes. Yaksha seemed
strangely subdued and as she picked at the fruit salad Ganesa had laid out for
her it was clear her mind was elsewhere.
�How are you settling in, Raja?� asked Ganesa. �Did you
sleep okay?�
Surya nodded. �The holovid in my room is amazing!� he
told her. Grabbing a bread roll, he proceeded to split it with his knife and
pile it high with strawberry preserve. �It�s like magic the way I can change
channels and do everything with my mind.�
�You obviously learn quickly,� Ganesa replied. She too
had an implant but had never fully got to grips with its potential. Everyone
else at Kubera had been born before childhood implantation became mandatory and
now refused to have one as an act of defiance. Some even believed the rumours
that Que Qiao could use them to read people�s minds.
�Did you hear about Namtar and Inari?� Hanuman asked
Yaksha.
Yaksha smiled. �I did. Kartikeya is not a happy man.�
�What happened?� asked Surya.
�They took their special brand of terrorism to Ayodhya,�
Ganesa told him. �No one was hurt and there�s one less church in town. I
thought that was rather a good result myself.�
�You�re not supposed to say things like that!� said
Hanuman, adopting a mock scolding tone. �These people pay us good money to fly
them around.�
�Aren�t you all on the same side?� asked Surya,
thoroughly confused. �I thought Kartikeya was your leader.�
�We don�t take sides,� replied Hanuman. �We only take
cash. Preferably in advance.�
A hush fell upon the table. From across the palace, the
distant sound of an extremely irate Kartikeya shouting at Namtar and Inari
drifted quietly through the air.
�Do you know a girl named Ravana?� Yaksha suddenly asked,
turning to Surya.
Surya looked at her in surprise. �Ravana isn�t a girl�s
name,� he pointed out.
Hanuman regarded Yaksha oddly. �Why do you ask?�
�I heard the name recently,� she said. �As the Raja says,
Ravana is not usually a name someone would choose for a daughter, yet years ago
I did know of a child who had been given that name for a very strange reason. I
wondered whether it was indeed the same girl.�
�Ravana was the ten-headed demon king,� Surya declared.
�A lot of people have names from mythology,� mused
Ganesa. �It seems to be a growing trend as we delve deeper into the galaxy.
Don�t you think that�s odd?�
�Fascinating,� retorted Hanuman, faking a yawn.
�I am pleased you know something of the legends of our
homeland back on Earth,� Yaksha said to Surya. �The priest Taranis was also
fond of the old stories and once gave the name Ravana to the unborn son of a
good friend of mine. He predicted that the boy would be a great warrior, who
would see Lanka join forces with Ayodhya and free Yuanshi from Que Qiao rule.
My friend wanted no part of this and had secret medical treatment early in the
pregnancy so that her child would be born a girl. Yet she was so scared of
Taranis that she still let the priest name her newborn Ravana.�
�Taranis must have found out eventually,� remarked
Hanuman.
�Not until Aranya Pass,� Yaksha told him. �Ravana was
injured in the attack and her unusual name was commented upon by hospital
staff. Taranis was reportedly furious, but soon after disappeared in mysterious
circumstances and was presumed dead for years.�
�Why did you ask me if I knew Ravana?� asked Surya. The
infamous battle of Aranya Pass, a botched and bloody attack early in the civil
war that saw royalist rebels fire upon an unarmed medical supplies convoy, was
one he knew from history lessons.
�Do you know her?� inquired Yaksha.
Surya shook his head. �My mother doesn�t let me get out
much,� he confessed.
�Ravana�s father was a pilot and it was his ship that was
commandeered when you and your mother fled Yuanshi following the death of your
father,� she told him. �Ravana too may have ended up at that asteroid you have
called home for the past nine years.�
�How do you know all this?� asked Ganesa.
�Because she is a sneaky, devious woman who listens to
private conversations when she should be minding her own business!� roared
Kartikeya, suddenly appearing at the door.
Yaksha went deathly pale. �I was just telling the boy of
his history, no more.�
�Did you mention that this girl Ravana was a witness to
the Raja�s kidnap?�
�Kidnap?� retorted Yaksha. �Yesterday you were talking of
liberation.�
�Silence!� snapped Kartikeya. He approached the table and
glared at Yaksha. �Your indiscretion will be the death of you, mark my words.�
�Your words are something for which I do not care,�
Yaksha remarked coolly.
�Maybe not,� retorted Kartikeya. �Yet careless talk is
dangerous. You�d better pray to the greys it does not prove to be the undoing
of this girl Ravana also!�


Chapter Five
Strangers in a strange land


RAVANA PEERED into the narrow space between the curved
hull and the carousel housing and cautiously felt along the bundle of cables
that ran along the inner spine of the Platypus. The spherical mass of the combined fusion plant and extra-dimensional
drive at her back left little room for manoeuvre. The ladder upon which she
stood, though bolted to the cargo bay wall, seemed a lot more wobbly in the
gravity of the hollow moon than when in flight.
When the ship first came into her father�s possession it had
been no more than a lowly interplanetary freighter. Quirinus saw the ship�s
potential from the start and the fitting of an ED drive had been but the first
of a series of modifications towards creating a vessel ideal for clandestine
voyages between star systems. The most recent addition was the carousel
habitation module, a cylindrical cabin that spun upon its axis like a miniature
version of the hollow moon, transplanted from a larger passenger cruiser to
provide an area of artificial gravity during long flights. The downside was
that when it came to repairs, the various alterations and necessary extra fuel
tanks had left the Platypus with far too
many nooks and crannies to make maintaining the ship easy.
Reaching into the gap, Ravana�s hand at first found
nothing amiss, but then she felt the squishy tendrils of the strange,
plant-like growth they had recently noticed invading the inner recesses of the
ship. She gave the tendril an experimental tug but it clung firm. Withdrawing
her hand, she lowered herself down the ladder to the halfway point, slipped
into the carousel hub crawl tunnel, then shuffled quickly past the hatch
leading to the carousel interior and onwards to the short ladder at the end.
Moments later, she emerged breathlessly up onto the flight deck, where her
father was busy peering into the dark recesses behind the main console, an open
tool box at his feet. True to form, her electric cat was fast asleep on the
co-pilot�s chair. Upon hearing her enter, Quirinus turned and gave her a weary
smile.
�Did you see anything?� he asked.
�They�ve reached as far as the ED drive,� Ravana told
him. �I can feel them along the main run of cables. I wonder what they are?�
�All the stems we�ve found lead back to the AI unit,�
reflected Quirinus, meaning the artificial intelligence core processor at the
heart of the ship�s flight and life-support systems. �Zotz reckons he has seen
something like it before and has gone back to his father�s workshop to have a
look.�
�Do you think it�s dangerous?�
�Hard to tell. They don�t seem to be affecting anything,�
Quirinus admitted, stroking his beard thoughtfully. �I�ve run the AI unit�s
diagnostic programme twice already and searched the net for any mention of it
in maintenance bulletins, but found nothing helpful.� He pressed a switch on
the console. �Ship, report status.�
�All flight and life-support systems are functioning
normally,� said the synthesized female voice. �There is superficial damage to
the starboard tailfin, a small leak in the flight-deck air-conditioning unit,
the light is not working in the toilet cubicle, the��
�Stick to the important stuff!� Quirinus interrupted
testily. �Nothing�s wrong, see?�
�Isn�t that a good thing?� asked Ravana.
�Yes and no. If there was a fault it would give us
something to look for.�
Ravana lowered her sleeping cat to the floor and sat down
in her co-pilot�s seat. The ship was berthed in the shuttle bay at Dockside.
All she could see through the flight-deck windows, beyond the beak-like sonic
shield generator that formed the nose of the aptly-named Platypus, was the graffiti-riddled concrete of the hangar
walls.
�I wonder why she didn�t invite me?� she asked suddenly.
�Who?�
�The Maharani. We brought those people back from
Ascension so she could talk to them in person, but it was me who saw the men
take the Raja away.�
�That woman is trouble,� Quirinus retorted, returning his
attention to the console. �My advice is to stay clear and not get involved. It
will only end in tears.�
�All they did was find that spaceship,� Ravana mumbled,
swinging her legs in a sulk. �Anyone could have done that.�
�The ship was here and we never saw it,� he pointed out.
�Wak�s had a robot probe scanning the surface of the asteroid since yesterday
looking for the other side of that hole you saw but as far as I know has found
nothing.�
Ravana did not reply. Behind her words was the
frustration of someone rapidly outgrowing all that life on the hollow moon
could offer her. Her father had hoped that co-piloting the Platypus would offer a respite, but their trip to Newbrum had
awakened her to the reality that Ascension was not just a place to trade but
also a world of cities where people felt part of the interstellar spread of
humanity. In contrast, the inhabitants of the Dandridge Cole were outcasts who used the hollow asteroid to hide
from civilisation. She wondered if this was what her father wanted for his
daughter.
�We need to talk about your future,� Quirinus said
suddenly, surprising Ravana. It was as if he had read her mind. �I think it
would do you good to see more of the five systems. How do you feel about
leaving to study in Newbrum or Bradbury Heights? Or further afield even,� he
added. �There�s a fantastic engineering academy in Hellas.�
�Go to university on Mars?� Ravana�s dark eyes shone. �Or
maybe even Earth!�
�If you don�t mind carrying twice your weight around, why
not!� Quirinus smiled. �You complained about your aches and pains for months
after we came to live here and the hollow moon�s gravity is only a bit more
than that on Yuanshi.�
�Don�t you want me to stay here and help you crew the Platypus?�
�You�re old enough now to think about making plans of
your own.�
�Yes, but to leave here,� murmured Ravana. �To leave
you�?�
�My life is not your life,� Quirinus told her. �You have
your own future to think of.�
They were interrupted by the sound of hands and feet scampering
along the crawl tunnel. Moments later, Zotz�s ginger mop bobbed through the
hatch to herald his arrival at the flight deck, his progress hampered by the
bundle of cloth he held in his hands. While Ravana and her father still wore
the flight suits they had donned for the trip to Newbrum, Zotz wore one of his
father�s laboratory coats with the sleeves rolled back. It was clearly too big
for him, but what drew Ravana�s eye was that he seemed to be once again wearing
part of a birdsuit beneath, though she could not recall ever seeing him fly.
Zotz was a strange boy who took after his Canadian father in many ways. His
mother was away on family business in Welsh Patagonia and Ravana knew he was
missing her dearly, not that he would ever admit it.
�I�ve found it!� Zotz declared. He dropped what he held
to the floor. Ravana�s cat awoke with a start and went to sniff cautiously at
the smelly bundle.
�That was quick,� remarked Quirinus.
�He can move like lightning when he wants to,� said
Ravana, smiling. �He reminds me of the big bats you see flitting through the
trees by the lake.�
�The flying foxes?� Zotz grinned. �They are pretty cool.�
He carefully peeled back the layers of cloth to reveal
the untidy ball of wires and components within, then stood back in triumph.
Ravana got up from her chair and regarded the mangled mess with some
bemusement.
�What exactly are we supposed to be looking at?� she
asked.
�It�s the AI circuit from a toy spider my dad gave me
years ago,� said Zotz. �It was made in Peng Lai, Taotie. I took it apart to
have a look at its brain.�
�A toy spider?� Ravana shuddered. �I can�t think of
anything worse.�
Zotz drew their attention to a small metal capsule, no
more than three centimetres square, at the centre of the nest of cables. The
lid of the capsule had been crudely prised free and inside they could see a
blob of what looked like green mould.
Quirinus peered at the circuit. �So you have a
destructive streak. Don�t all boys?�
�The organic AI chip,� Zotz said irritably, pointing at the
blob. �See? It�s all squidgy, just like the weird growth infecting your ship.�
�My ship is not infected!� retorted Quirinus.
�It does look similar,� Ravana admitted. �Is it really
organic? Alive, I mean.�
�Not exactly,� said Zotz. �It�s a cluster of vat-grown
brain cells on a semiconductor base. These chips are a lot cheaper than quantum
processors but are smart enough to control simple things like AI toys, food
molecularisors and the like.�
�And the Platypus?�
asked Quirinus thoughtfully, glancing towards the console.
�Where was the ship built?� asked Zotz. �Dad told me this
sort of technology is common in the Epsilon Eridani system.�
�She came from the Lan-Tlanto shipyards,� Quirinus told
him, giving the console an affectionate pat. �That was back when they actually
built spacecraft on Ascension. However, she�s had a whole load of repairs and
upgrades over the years and I think the AI unit did come from an old
Taotie-class interstellar tug that had been broken up for spares. We took the
ED drive from the same ship, as I recall.�
�So the Platypus AI
unit is also a green blobby thing?� asked Ravana, wonderingly.
Quirinus plucked a screwdriver from the tool box. �Let�s
see, shall we?�
Turning to the console, he reached into the mass of
wiring behind the facia and pulled the green tendrils away from where they were
wrapped around the metal case of the AI unit, a box half a metre square and
almost the same in depth. The screws securing the cover came free easily and
moments later he was gazing intently into the unit�s metal skull.
�Odd,� he said at last. �Very odd indeed.�
Leaving the cat to eat the dismantled remains of the toy
spider, Ravana and Zotz peered over Quirinus� shoulders to look for themselves.
The AI�s metal case was filled by a spherical green mass that had a texture not
unlike that of a plant, yet with brown streaks that looked eerily like veins.
Like the writhing snakes upon the head of Medusa, a dozen or more thick stems
sprouted out of the AI brain and on through the cable outlet, before splitting
into the tendrils they had seen reaching throughout the ship. The swollen
central green pod had grown across the surrounding circuit boards, swamping the
row of data sockets where the ship�s wiring loom connected with the AI unit.
�Is it supposed to look like that?� asked Ravana.
�Err, no,� Quirinus admitted. �Definitely not.�
�The brain has grown tentacles!� Zotz gasped in awe.
Quirinus put down the screwdriver and took a small pair
of cutters from the top of the tool box. He reached behind the console again,
positioned the blades around a small tendril offshoot, then squeezed the
cutters closed.
Ravana suddenly screamed and fell to the floor, holding
her head in her hands. At the same instant, her cat let loose an unholy
electronic shriek and leapt away down the hatch as if its tail was on fire. Startled,
Quirinus dropped the cutters. Zotz knelt beside her, a look of panic etched
across his young features. Ravana felt sick and ready to faint, as if all the
blood had suddenly rushed from her head.
�Ravana!� cried Quirinus. �Are you okay?�
�What happened?� asked Zotz, looking quite pale himself.
Ravana slowly lowered her hands. �I�m� I�m not sure,�
she murmured. She stared wide-eyed at the fallen cutters, beside which lay the
piece of severed tendril. �I felt the pain. It was as if the cutters were
biting into my own flesh!�
�What?� exclaimed Quirinus. �I don�t understand.�
�How could you feel it?� asked Zotz.
�The pain,� Ravana protested weakly. �I felt the pain of
the ship.�

* * *

�Amazing,� murmured Miss Clymene, quite taken aback at
the view. The ornamental pagoda in the palace garden in which they stood was on
a slight rise, offering an unique vista of the whole of the hollow moon.
�Totally amazing.�
�Freaky,� remarked Philyra, looking up from her wristpad.
Bellona had to agree. The long cavern was on a scale
somewhat reminiscent of the huge canyons of the Eden Ravines, but seeing the
ground on either side curve up and above them like it did was extremely
disconcerting, especially when the landscape and its people high above somehow
gave the impression they were looking both up and down at the same time. Of
everything they had seen of the hollow moon so far, the only thing that seemed
normal was the pseudo-gravity, which they learned deliberately mimicked that of
Ascension in order to acclimatise the original colonists of the Dandridge
Cole.
Only Endymion seemed underwhelmed by the experience. He
had expected to find the asteroid crammed full of inbred and radiation-mutated
recluses, kept alive by antiquated technology and eager to welcome the
travellers from Newbrum as their saviours. Instead, the few residents they had
met were perfectly normal people who were if anything slightly annoyed that
strangers had been invited into their close-knit community.
�It�s different,� he conceded. �A lot of space. The new
bio-dome at Bradbury Heights has parks and trees but it�s nowhere near as big
as this.�
�But there�s no sky,� murmured Bellona. �Nowhere to look
up and see the stars.�
A silence descended upon the pagoda as each contemplated
the view before them.
�These people are living in a cave,� remarked Philyra.
�One flying through space,� Endymion pointed out.
�But a cave nonetheless,� mused Miss Clymene. �It is a
little weird.�
�The freighter that brought us here was odd too,� said
Endymion. �A real mongrel. Everywhere I looked there were bits from other ships
that had been modified to fit. I�ve never known a spacecraft that small to have
a centrifugal passenger cabin.�
�The girl with the scar on her face was flying it part of
the way,� said Bellona with a tinge of jealousy. �She can�t be much older than
me.�
�It�s a shame the pilot is so dead against going to
Epsilon Eridani,� said Miss Clymene and sighed. Somewhat optimistically she and
her students had come prepared for a week-long trip to Daode, even going so far
as to say their farewells to friends and family on Ascension, but after
broaching the subject to Quirinus during their flight to the Dandridge Cole she was not hopeful. �For a moment I thought we�d
found us a ship. The man Fenris was very interested in the peace conference and
wished us all the best in the competition.�
�If we ever get there,� murmured Philyra gloomily.
�Don�t give up hope!� exclaimed Miss Clymene. �I have a
feeling the people of this strange world brought us here for a reason.�
�They did mention an invite to dinner,� Bellona reminded
her.
�Perhaps we�re the main course,� said Endymion. �They may
all be cannibals.�
He grinned. Philyra and Bellona had gone wide-eyed in
fright.

* * *

Maharani Uma settled into the velvet cushions of her
chair and regarded the object upon the table before her with suspicion. Fenris
stood at her side, momentarily distracted by the faint sound of voices coming
from the palace gardens outside the window. Professor Wak was close to finding
the other end of the tunnel the Raja�s kidnappers had used in their escape and
had brought a couple of maintenance robots to the courtyard, though as yet they
had only succeeded in breaking the trunk off the stone elephant plugging the
hole.
Their visitors from Newbrum had been encouraged to walk
the grounds ahead of dinner. The Maharani had an important call to make and was
not in the mood for exchanging social pleasantries.
Upon the table was a small flat case, the lid of which was
open so that the Maharani could directly face the holovid screen concealed
within. The Dandridge Cole boasted its
own low-power extra-dimensional transceiver array, liberated from the disused
emergency communications centre at Lan-Tlanto, which provided the hollow moon
with a link to the Ascension servermoon and thus the interstellar network. The
screen relayed the image of a neatly-dressed bureaucrat with pale skin, dark
thinning hair and clean-shaven features. The man�s sumptuous surroundings
reflected that despite his innocuous appearance, he was one of the most
powerful people in the Epsilon Eridani system. The Maharani was rather annoyed
to see that the man was in fact sitting at the desk that used to be hers in her
old home, the Palace of Sumitra in Ayodhya.
�How dare he use my office!� she hissed to Fenris. �The
cheek of the man!�
Fenris leant forward and addressed her in a low voice.
�He can hear you, Maharani.�
�Indeed I can,� said the man on the screen, his Eastern
European tones not unlike Fenris� own. He allowed himself a small triumphant
smile. �To what do I owe this honour, my exiled queen? It is good to see that
you have not entirely abandoned the modern world.�
�I have no time for pleasantries, Jaggarneth,� snapped
the Maharani. �What have you done with my son? What sort of game are you and
your Que Qiao minions playing this time?�
Jaggarneth�s smile faded. �Are you accusing me, the
governor of Yuanshi, of kidnap? This relationship is a three-way orbit and I do
not take kindly to slander.�
�I was told you had news,� retorted the Maharani. �If not
about my son, then what?�
�I have made enquiries on your behalf,� Jaggarneth told
her. His manner had softened in recognition of the Maharani�s genuine concern.
�My sources suggest the young Raja has been taken by terrorist agents working
for Kartikeya and is being held in Lanka, possibly in an attempt to derail the
peace conference. You may rest assured that Que Qiao in Ayodhya are giving it
one hundred and ten per cent to bring your son to safety.�
�I am sorry I accused you so,� said the Maharani, a
little subdued. �My son means everything to me. It was fated that he would one
day return to Yuanshi, but not like this.�
�Your desire to see an end to your exile is well known,�
Jaggarneth acknowledged. �Though should I choose to turn my telescope to new
worlds, my superiors remain far from convinced that my successor should be the
deposed prince and his regent.�
The Maharani glanced at Fenris. �This man is starting to
annoy me.�
�I heard that!� retorted Jaggarneth. Fenris smirked.
�Whatever,� snapped the Maharani. �As for your
�telescope�, my sources tell me you�ve had your eye on the governorship of
Daode for some time.�
Jaggarneth shot her a knowing glance. �Let�s move that
off the launch pad for a moment. All I will say is if the peace conference was
in anyway disrupted it would have unfortunate political consequences for both
Yuanshi and Daode.�
�And you would not want the governor of Daode to look
bad, would you?� the Maharani suggested slyly. �I do not approve of my son
being used as a political pawn.�
�It is Kartikeya�s limited ambition that has made him
reach for the low-hanging fruit,� Jaggarneth retaliated. �I am sorry it is your
son that is caught up in all of this, for I suspect you would otherwise approve
most heartily.�
The Maharani glared at him. �Find my son,� she snapped.
�Your politics disgust me.�
Without waiting for a response, she got up out of her
chair and walked to the window, leaving Fenris to close the holovid connection.
�Odious man!� she muttered, gazing out at the gardens
beyond.
�I can still hear you!� came Jaggarneth�s voice from the
holovid unit.
�Not for much longer,� muttered Fenris, reaching for the
power switch. Closing the case, he joined the Maharani at the window and awaited
her instructions.
�You must go to Yuanshi,� she told him. �I do not trust
Jaggarneth to do my bidding, let alone understand half the phrases he uses. How
dare he call my son a low-hanging fruit!�
�The only interstellar ship to hand is the Platypus and Quirinus refuses to go,� remarked Fenris. �He
made that quite clear.�
�So you said,� mused the Maharani. �Tell me your plan.�
�After I left Quirinus and that idiot security officer, I
spoke to a few people at the spaceport. The teacher and her pupils have been
invited to the peace conference to take part in the school band competition,
which Governor Atman is running to show how the five systems �can join together
in harmony�,� said Fenris. His scornful tone suggested he was not exactly
enthralled with the concept himself. �I also learned that as yet they have been
unable to find a ship to take them to Epsilon Eridani. That is when I invited
them to meet with you.�
�And here they are, stomping on my flowerbeds. How does
that help us?�
�If we can persuade Quirinus to take the Newbrum school
band to Daode, I can easily accompany them,� replied Fenris. �From there it is
but a short hop to Yuanshi.�
�Quirinus is hardly likely to be so charitable to total
strangers.�
�Ravana, his daughter, is musical. If she were to be
invited to join the band�?�
The Maharani regarded Fenris cautiously. His suggestion
was unusually devious and for a moment she found herself wondering if he had
planned it this way from the start.
�Send me Surya�s clone,� she said. �I should see to our
visitors. The clone will hopefully keep the children amused while I talk to the
tutor.�
Fenris took this as his cue to leave and after collecting
his case, left her alone in the room. The Maharani remained by the window for a
few more moments, then upon hearing the sound of shuffling footsteps turned to
see Surya�s cyberclone walking stiffly into view. With barely a glance at the
clone, she moved to a nearby wall mirror and scrutinised her reflection, deep
in thought as she pushed a length of hair behind her ear. Satisfied, she
stepped lightly across the room and paused near where the cyberclone waited by
the door.
�You are not my son,� she said sadly. �No matter how much
you look like him.�

* * *

Unbeknown to either the Maharani or Fenris, Miss Clymene
had decided the Newbrum band were duty-bound to serenade their host with a
segment of their planned conference performance as a thank-you for her
hospitality. The Maharani and the cyberclone thus arrived at the palace dining
hall to find Endymion, Bellona and Philyra sat in a semicircle, clutching their
instruments and staring in tense anticipation at the conductor�s baton Miss
Clymene held in her outstretched hand. Upon seeing the Maharani enter, Miss
Clymene nodded to her students and began to count them in.
�One, two, three! Two, two, three�!�
Maharani Uma reeled as the first discordant wail of
trombone, clarinet and flute rolled across the room. The hall quickly filled
with a cacophony of hoots, parps and squeaks as Endymion, Bellona and Philyra
put their half-hearted life and soul into a performance that whilst lacking in
finesse, was certainly loud and fast. Incredibly, somewhere within the
maelstrom of notes, the Maharani almost recognised what they were playing and
as the band�s confidence grew the piece did start to quiver with genuine signs
of life. Yet it was clear there were too few players to plug the huge gaps in
the aural canvas and it most definitely was not something she wanted to listen
to any longer than necessary. When the performance came to a close after
several excruciating minutes she was momentarily too stunned to clap.
�Did you recognise that?� she whispered to the
cyberclone.
�The notes and melody are a close approximation of
Constance Scott�s Woden Waltz from her Barnard�s
Star Concerto,� the clone replied.
Looking embarrassed, Endymion, Bellona and Philyra
lowered their instruments.
�Bravo!� cried the Maharani, clapping her hands. �Well
done!�
Miss Clymene bowed meekly. She was not used to praise.
�That was an excerpt from Woden Waltz by Scott,� she said. �Part of a musical montage we
have created to represent the five systems.�
�These are your best music students?�
�Our only music students,� Miss Clymene announced
proudly.
�That figures,� mused the Maharani. �Shall we eat?�
She directed Miss Clymene to the far end of the table,
who in turn beckoned to her students to join her. Six places had been set for
dinner: Endymion plumped for the chair to Miss Clymene�s right; Bellona sat to
the tutor�s left, opposite her brother, with Philyra taking the seat next to
her friend. The Maharani thought it was rather rude the way Philyra ignored
everyone to instead scowl at her wristpad, which had stopped working as soon
she had entered the palace. She gave a wry smile when she recalled she had
forgot to mention that the palace�s network shield was extremely fussy about
what electrical equipment could be used indoors.
Once her guests were settled, the Maharani took her seat
at the head of the table, opposite Miss Clymene, leaving Surya�s cyberclone to
take the vacant seat to her right. The food had already arrived and the table
held a variety of tantalising traditional Indian dishes.
�I trust you are all hungry,� said the Maharani. �As you
can see, we have been joined by my son�s cyberclone, which we are training to
assist in official duties.�
Surya�s clone smiled. �It is a pleasure to meet new
people.�
Bellona stared at the young boy sitting opposite Philyra.
Her friend beside her had managed to stand up, help herself to vegetables and
rice, then sit back down again all whilst continuing to tap angrily at her dead
wristpad.
�Amazing,� Bellona murmured. �Is he really�? Ow!� She
glared at Endymion, who upon seeing an opportunity for mischief had given her a
kick to shut her up.
Philyra looked up and glanced at Surya�s clone. �Really
what?�
�A really huge Gods of Avalon fan,� Endymion told her, helping himself to food. He
winked at Bellona, who stuck her tongue out at him as she rubbed her bruised
shin.
�No way!� exclaimed Philyra, abandoning her wristpad. �So
am I!�
�I hear Avalon is covering the peace conference in
Epsilon Eridani,� the Maharani noted, regarding Miss Clymene carefully. �Fenris
tells me you are representing Newbrum in the music competition. That must be
terribly exciting!�
�It is an honour,� Miss Clymene replied, eyeing a plate
of samosa pastries. �We are still trying to secure a flight to Daode but I�m
sure something will turn up.�
�Have you asked Quirinus, the pilot of the Platypus?� asked the Maharani innocently. �I believe he sometimes
accepts private charters.�
�I don�t think he would be interested in taking us,� said
Miss Clymene.
�He was very angry with your man,� observed Endymion.
�I�m not sure why.�
Bored with adult conversation, Philyra turned to Surya�s
clone. �Who do you like best in the current series?� she asked.
�I believe all the contestants are fine people,� the
clone replied diplomatically.
�I like Eve best,� Philyra told the clone. �She�s smart,
funny and kicks ass. Did you see the way she dealt with the zombie guards at
Blackfoot Dock?�
The clone paused while it downloaded everything that was
known about the Gods of Avalon show from
the palace network databanks, which was not much.
�Eve is a fine warrior,� it said at last.
�The young Indian girl is his daughter, is she not?� Miss
Clymene asked the Maharani. �I couldn�t help noticing the nasty scar on her
face. Could she not have treatment to remove it?�
�Ravana is Indian on her mother�s side,� the Maharani
confirmed, noting the hidden query in the teacher�s curiosity. She confined her
own dining to a small plate of salad. �Medical facilities on the Dandridge
Cole are basic. Life can be hard out here
on the fringes, which makes society�s obsession with physical perfection rather
superfluous. Were you aware of Ravana�s own musical prowess?� she added,
swiftly changing the subject. �Opportunities for public performance are however
sadly few and far between in our little community.�
�What does she play?� asked Miss Clymene, mildly
interested.
The Maharani had forgotten to ask Fenris that question.
�I have no idea,� she admitted. �I�m sure you will get a chance to ask her
later.�
�I hope so,� mused Miss Clymene. The Maharani inwardly
smiled, for she could almost see the teacher�s mind whirring exactly along the
lines she had hoped for.
�Do you really watch that show?� Bellona asked the clone,
disbelievingly.
�It is entertaining to watch celebrities outside their
normal lives,� the clone replied, somewhat conspicuously the only one not
partaking in the feast.
�See!� exclaimed Philyra.
�But it�s so cruel,� protested Bellona. �The monsters the
audience control are horrible and vicious. Some of the stars get really hurt.�
�They�re not exactly stars, are they?� retorted Endymion.
�The last time I watched it, the most famous person they had was known for
being an advertising hologram for cat food!�
�I remember her,� said Philyra. �She was voted off after
she lost a leg to a dragon.�
�Yuck!� Bellona pulled a face. �That�s horrible!�
�They sewed it back on afterwards,� Philyra reassured
her.
�What on Frigg are you four talking about?� exclaimed
Miss Clymene.
�Gods of Avalon,�
replied Bellona meekly.
�A truly terrible celebrity holovid show,� Endymion
explained to the Maharani.
�He likes it,� retorted Philyra, indicating the clone.
�He told me so. You don�t say much, do you? I can tell we�ve got a lot in
common, though,� she added, looking hopeful. She looked down at his empty
plate. �Are you not hungry?�
�You do not eat, do you?� the Maharani said to the clone.
�Maybe a drink then,� Philyra said, filling a glass with
orange juice. She leaned across the table and offered the glass to the clone.
�No!� cried Bellona, seeing the Maharani�s look of
horror. �Stop!�
She lunged across the table to snatch the glass from
Philyra�s hand, then shrieked as she knocked it from her grasp and into the
clone�s lap. Surya�s cyberclone looked momentarily stunned, then a small wisp
of smoke rose from between its legs. Suddenly, the clone slumped forward and
collapsed face-first upon the table.
�Reboot me!� it murmured, then fell silent.
A faint smell of burning drifted upon the air. Philyra
looked around at the other diners with an expression both terrified and
apologetic. Endymion grinned sheepishly.
�My dear,� the Maharani said icily. �Surya�s cyberclone
does not care to drink either.�

* * *

Ravana rode the monocycle furiously through the streets
of Petit Havre, earning startled stares from the villagers as she went by. The
electric motor behind her seat whined in protest as she urged the vehicle
forward at close to maximum revolutions. Monocycles were single-seat machines
where the rider sat inside the hub of a huge wheel, then hung on for dear life
as AI-controlled gyroscopes handled the tedious business of making sure it did
not fall over on corners. A monocycle�s top speed was barely thirty kilometres
an hour, but when perched upon the low-slung saddle mere centimetres from the
ground, where the only view of what lay directly ahead was via a monitor
screen, such a speed seemed dangerously fast.
She was angry, for her father was clearly keeping
something from her. After she collapsed aboard the Platypus he had taken her to the medical unit, where a young
doctor on duty had run a scanner over her skull before walking away to talk to
her father in private. Ravana had seen them pointing to something on the
scanner display, but although they reassured her there was nothing wrong, all
her questions had gone unanswered. The pain in her head had been fleeting but
excruciating and even now the memory of it remained. It was not something she
wanted to experience again in a hurry.
Upon leaving the medical unit, she had looked for Zotz
but he was nowhere to be seen. Nor indeed was her poor cat, but her electric
pet had an inbuilt tracking device and it did not take Ravana long to ascertain
that in the two hours since it had run from the Platypus it had somehow managed to make its way from one end
of the hollow moon to the other.
The ride was doing Ravana good and already her anger was
fading. Leaving the streets of Petit Havre behind she sped onwards down the
road, the gates of the palace now visible in the distance. Up ahead, the road
passed a large brick maintenance shed, outside which stood Professor Wak�s
familiar blue hovertruck, the flatbed loaded with tools and ropes. Ravana
decided to stop and see whether Zotz was there with his father.
As she parked the monocycle behind the battered
hovertruck, Ravana spied the professor himself walking up and down outside the
open doors of the shed, looking gloomy. She was pleased to see that Ostara was
with him, for although some people made fun of the security officer�s misguided
enthusiasm, Ravana liked her a lot and often went to her for advice on personal
matters, particularly those she would not have been comfortable taking to her
father. Ostara was kind and always ready to chat, for she understood that
Ravana was of an age where men and women started looking like they were from
totally different planets. Seeing Ravana arrive, Ostara waved in greeting.
�It�s a mess!� Wak was saying. �The kidnappers knew the Dandridge
Cole well, but it baffles me as to why they
were so destructive. There was no need!�
�Hullo, Ravana!� greeted Ostara, ignoring Wak. �On the
way to the palace?�
�I wasn�t invited,� replied Ravana glumly, thinking of
the visitors from Ascension. She found herself distracted by the professor, who
was pacing in circles and running a hand across his mop of ginger hair in
exasperation. �Hello, Professor Wak.�
The professor gave a vague wave, his mind clearly
elsewhere.
�The kidnappers blew the end off a maintenance shaft
which runs to the outside,� Ostara said to Ravana. �The top of the shaft comes
up inside this shed.�
She explained that a robot probe, sent out by Wak to fly
alongside the Dandridge Cole, had
discovered that a control bunker on the surface of the asteroid had been ripped
open by an explosion. The bunker was one of four housing the thrusters used to
keep the asteroid on course and spinning at the right speed, but they also
capped four long excavation shafts, bored into the centre of the asteroid when
the hollowing-out of the Dandridge Cole had first begun. Wak had a team of engineers out on the surface of the
asteroid assessing the damage to the bunker, but there was no question it had
been deliberate, for it appeared that it was into one of these shafts that the
kidnappers had guided the stolen Nellie Chapman.
Her search for her cat forgotten, Ravana looked with
renewed interest at the nearby brick shed, which she now noted was barely fifty
metres from the palace gate.
�Do you think the Astromole I saw burrowed towards the
shaft to escape?� she asked.
�Maybe,� muttered Wak. �All I know is that the airlock in
the floor of the shed is damaged and the maintenance shaft is open to space
when it should not be.�
�Never mind!� replied Ostara brightly. �It gives your
team something to get their teeth into. It must be quite exciting to go outside
and see the asteroid in space.�
�My team are skilled engineers, not dare-devil
bricklayers!� retorted Wak. �The prospect of directing a bunch of
concrete-laying robots whilst clinging to the side of a spinning lump of rock
is not their idea of excitement. We were already very busy trying to find the
power drain affecting the Dandridge Cole�s
systems. We have lost remote access to the reactor controls!� he exclaimed. �I
need my team here, opening the old tunnels to the engine rooms, but instead
I�ve got them outside erecting a temporary dome over the damaged bunker, so
they can waste even more time repairing this senseless demolition!�
Ostara looked humbled. �It sounds bad.�
�Is there anything I can do?� asked Ravana.
�Another pair of hands is always welcome,� Wak replied,
inadvertently drawing her attention to his mechanical left hand, the artificial
skin of which was a markedly different colour to his own flesh tones. �My
engineers outside already have the dome in place and I�m just waiting for
confirmation that it�s all sealed and secure. Once that�s done, we can
re-pressurise the shaft and have a look inside. I am more than happy for you to
dangle on the end of a rope on my behalf.�
Ravana�s eyes grew wide. �Will it come to that?�
Wak smiled. �Probably not. The airlock should be big
enough to take the hovertruck.�
He was interrupted by a tinny yet insistent beeping noise
from his wristpad. Glancing down, he read the brief message that had appeared
on the tiny screen.
�The shaft is sealed,� he said. �Let�s see if it will
hold some air.�
Without waiting to see if Ostara and Ravana followed, Wak
stalked towards the open doors of the maintenance shed and entered the gloomy
interior.
The airlock hatch at the head of the maintenance shaft
was a ten-metre-wide circular door in the concrete floor, painted yellow and
split down the centre so that the two halves of the steel hatch could slide
open. The waist-high wire fence that ran around the perimeter of the airlock
included a wide double gate at the edge of the hatch nearest to the shed door.
On the right-hand gatepost was a control panel, upon which red flashing lights
and warning buzzers were doing their utmost to attract everyone�s attention.
Ravana and Ostara watched Wak tap at the panel keypad, then heard a loud
vibrating drone as the airlock air compressors rattled into life.
�This may take a while,� Wak informed them. �The maintenance
shaft is two kilometres long and the whole lot needs to be pressurised before
the damaged airlock will open. In the meantime, I suggest you suit up.�
�Pardon?� exclaimed Ostara, looking slightly
panic-stricken.
Wak pointed to the row of spacesuits hanging on a rack
beside the door.
�No one is going through the airlock without a suit,� he
said firmly. �The dome sealing the end of the shaft could give way at any
time.�
�I am not wearing a spacesuit!� protested Ostara. �I�m
claustrophobic!�
�I don�t mind,� ventured Ravana.
�Fine,� snapped Wak. �Ostara, you wait here and keep an
eye on the airlock panel. Ravana, grab a couple of suits and get ready to come
with me.�
Wak stalked out of the shed and made for his hovertruck.
Ravana gave Ostara an apologetic shrug, then walked to the rack of spacesuits.
There were four of them in a variety of sizes; all lightweight emergency suits
in bright orange rather than full spacewalkers, each with a matching helmet.
Ravana selected her usual size and another that looked big enough for the
professor, then returned to where Ostara stared pensively at the airlock door.
�You probably think I�m silly,� sighed Ostara, glancing
at Ravana. �Being scared of wearing a spacesuit, I mean.�
�Are you scared?� asked Ravana. She placed Wak�s suit
over the top of the gate, then carefully stepped into a leg opening of her own.
�Aren�t you?� asked Ostara. She pointed to the circular
hatch in the floor. �Doesn�t it bother you that beyond that door is nothing?
That we�re separated from the cold, dark depths of space by just a few
centimetres of metal?�
Ravana looked at the airlock door. �I never really
thought about it,� she admitted.
She inserted her other foot into the spacesuit and pulled
it up around her. Emergency suits were designed to be donned quickly over
normal clothing and shoes, so were extremely loose-fitting but not very
flexible, thanks to internal reinforcing tubes of spring wire. The result made
the wearer look as if they had been gorging on chocolate cake, while trying to
move in one was like dancing at a fancy-dress party whilst dressed as an
airship. As Ravana slid her arms into the voluminous sleeves and wriggled her
fingers into the elasticated gloves at the end, she saw Ostara was trying hard
not to laugh.
�You look like a toy animal with too much stuffing,�
Ostara told her.
Behind them, Wak�s hovertruck arrived at the entrance to
the shed. The professor�s face, framed by the scratched windscreen, was a
picture of fierce concentration as he carefully manoeuvred the vehicle through
the gap between open doors. The truck was of a basic design; the crew
compartment at the front was open to the elements and had a simple bench seat
for the operator and a passenger, behind which was a flatbed furnished with
removable side rails and a couple of straps to keep any cargo in place. The
vehicle flew using jets of hot gas and the exhaust blast filled the shed with
dust and noise as Wak halted before the airlock, then throttled back the
thrusters to let the truck drop clumsily onto its spring-loaded landing struts.
Ravana collected his spacesuit from where she had left it on the gate and
handed it to him as he stepped down from the cab.
The drone of the compressors finally changed to a less
manic tone. In the comparative quiet that followed, they became aware that the
airlock control panel was no longer buzzing its warning, though a red light
continued to flash. Suit in hand, Wak went to the panel and scrutinised the
tiny digital display above the keypad. Seemingly satisfied, he pressed the large
green button at the bottom of the panel.
A loud clang reverberated around the shed as the securing
bolts of the airlock door were released. Then, with a screech of steel that
made both Ravana and Ostara jump, the two halves of the hatch began to slide apart.
Moving away from the control panel, Wak unlatched and
slid aside the gates, then stood back and stared into the opening jaws of the
airlock chamber. A sudden breeze briefly surged from behind and down through
the widening gap, but the engineers� dome and the compressors had done their
job and the airlock was no longer open to the vacuum of space. Moments later,
the distant sound of falling masonry and accompanying robot shrieks drifted in
from the direction of the palace as the stone elephant fell away from the hole
in the ruined courtyard.
Ravana, moving clumsily in her emergency suit, came to
Wak�s side and shuddered. The top of the long concrete-lined cylinder now open
at her feet was brightly lit, revealing the ragged hole that had been crudely
hacked into the side of the white curved wall. Yet it was not the kidnappers�
tunnel that immediately caught Ravana�s eye, for twenty metres below the second
set of airlock doors were wide open, beyond which the shaft continued on into a
dark nothingness. It was hard not to think of Ostara�s words on the cold black
void of space.
�It�s a long way down,� she murmured.
�Indeed it is,� Wak agreed. He handed her a length of
rope, at the end of which was a large clip. �Best if you attach that to your
suit. One slip and a couple of kilometres later you�d be smashing straight
through the temporary dome and out into space. I�d hate to have to explain that
to your father.�
Ravana gulped. Taking the rope, she clipped it to the
safety ring on her suit. The other end she saw was attached to a long handrail
that ran alongside the ladder fixed to the wall of the airlock chamber. In the
time she had been staring transfixed into the dark shaft, Wak had pulled on his
own suit and clipped a second safety line to himself. He now motioned to Ravana
to pick up her helmet and follow him into the cab of the hovertruck. Once they
were seated, the professor beckoned to Ostara, who up until now had taken great
care to maintain a wary distance from the edge of the airlock.
�Stay by the control panel and keep your wristpad audio
channel open,� he instructed. �If anything happens, we�re relying on you to
close the airlock as quick as you can.�
�If anything happens?� asked Ostara, startled. �Like
what?�
Wak ignored her. He put on his helmet, then motioned to
Ravana to do likewise.
�Can you hear me?� he asked, waving to Ostara. His voice
sounded tinny and slightly distorted through Ravana�s helmet speaker.
�Loud and clear,� replied Ostara, speaking into her
wristpad.
�Ready to go, Ravana?� asked Wak, turning his helmet
visor towards her.
Ravana nodded. With one hand on the control stick, Wak
tapped in the start code on the hovertruck�s control panel and the thrusters
roared into life, sending Ostara scurrying for cover. The truck lurched into
the air, then slowly edged forward through the gate until it was hovering above
the open shaft. Ravana peered over the side of the truck and looked down into
the abyss. Her left hand was clamped around the handle on the edge of the
windscreen, while her right held the safety rope attached to her suit, which
looped down out of the cab before coming back up to the rail inside the
airlock. Now they were directly over the open airlock doors, a mere length of
rope seemed very flimsy protection indeed.
Wak throttled back the thrusters by the merest fraction
and the truck slowly descended into the airlock. They were soon level with the
large ragged hole, which Ravana guessed had been made by the Astromole on its
way to the palace. Wak manoeuvred them into a position where they could see
straight into the kidnappers� tunnel. To Ravana�s surprise, she saw just inside
was a wider section with a huge net attached the wall, behind which was wedged
a variety of equipment. On the tunnel floor nearby, presumably also firmly fixed
to the rock, was what looked like a mountaineering survival tent.
�The scoundrels set up camp underground!� exclaimed Wak,
raising his voice against the sound of the hovertruck thrusters.
�You should look for evidence,� suggested Ostara over the
helmet speaker.
�Isn�t a great big hole evidence enough?� retorted the
professor. �You can do your detective work later. My priority is to close this
damn airlock.�
Wak turned the hovertruck away from the hole and guided
it towards a control panel upon the wall. As soon as the panel was within
reach, he outstretched his right hand and tried a few experimental taps on the
keypad. However, unlike the control panel in the shed above, this one displayed
no warning lights and was evidently not working.
�It looks like it has been over-ridden from outside,� Wak
informed his listeners. Squinting through the open doors below, he peered into
the dark shaft. �I can see another panel beyond the airlock. I�ll have to take
the truck further down.�
Ravana gulped as the hovertruck began to descend once
more. Soon the entire airlock was above them. The walls of the shaft had become
the grey rock of the asteroid, streaked with the dark veins of century-old
cement pumped in to stabilise the structure. The lights of the airlock chamber
above were partly masked by the lower doors and Wak was forced to switch on the
truck�s headlights to dispel the shadows. As they levelled off near the lower
control panel, Ravana watched as Wak attempted and failed to reach it,
concentrating as he was on keeping the hovertruck steady. Eventually, he gave
up and turned to Ravana.
�This one is recessed into the wall and I can�t reach it
without letting go of the stick,� he told her. �You�ll have to work the panel
for me.�
�I�ll do my best,� Ravana told him.
Wak swung the truck around and the panel came into view.
She could see what he meant, for the control panel was installed in a shallow
alcove in the wall of the shaft. It was a stretch even for her, but by leaning
out of the side of the truck and clinging to the side of the windscreen she
found she could just about touch the keypad, only to find there was no
response. There was a grey box taped to the side of the panel and Ravana could
see a number of wires running from it to the back of the keypad.
�This one is dead too,� she told the professor. �There�s
some sort of device connected to it which may be affecting the circuits.�
�Damnation!� exclaimed Wak. �This airlock needs to be
closed!�
�Airlock to be closed?� crackled Ostara�s voice. �Right
away!�
With a sudden clang of steel, the upper doors of the
airlock began to slide shut.
�What!?� retorted Wak. �No!�
Startled, Ravana twisted around to see what was
happening, forgetting that hasty movements were unwise in the bulky emergency
suit. Her grip slipped from the edge of the windscreen and before she could
grab it again, she lost her balance and fell against the shaft wall, then felt
the hovertruck slide from beneath her. Ravana�s cry of panic became a
heart-rending scream, drowning out the professor�s own anguished shout. Her
boot slipped from its precarious perch. All of a sudden, she was tumbling into
the void.
�Ravana!� cried Wak.
Free of her weight, the hovertruck lurched up through the
lower airlock doors, accompanied by a second strangled cry from Wak as he
fought to regain control. Her eyes wide with fear, Ravana fell away from the
airlock, her rope streaming behind her. A split second later, the rope snapped
tight and she came to an abrupt stomach-churning halt.
Above her, the lower airlock doors had somehow come to
life. Ravana watched helplessly as they slid together, then clanged shut like
the lid of a tomb. She was trapped.


Chapter Six
The Flying Fox


HIGH ABOVE THE PALACE soared a hero of the skies,
exquisitely framed by the bat-like wings of a red birdsuit as his eyes scanned the
ground for his damsel in distress. In the low pseudo-gravity near the axis of the
hollow moon the flying was easy and the masked figure swooped and swirled with
a panache surpassed only by the real birds of feather and flesh that darted in
his wake. With a deft flick of artificial wings, the birdman banked towards the
cliff at the rear of the hollow moon and skimmed the vertical rock face with
playful zeal. Spying a familiar shape, he veered sharply towards the rock,
performed a delicate aerial somersault, then crashed heavily onto the floor of
a shallow cave in the side of the cliff.
�I really must practice landings,� the figure muttered,
climbing to his feet.
He folded back his scarlet wings and solemnly regarded
the black cat meowing pathetically at his feet. Ravana�s electric pet looked at
him with an air of apprehension, for the ginger-haired winged intruder offered
a completely different challenge to the gull it had previously decapitated at
this very spot. There was something quite unnerving about the mask that covered
the top half of the figure�s pale face.
�So what brings you up here, little Jones?� asked the
birdman.
The cat meowed again and feebly scratched at a crack in
the wall at the back of the cave. Moments later it found itself plucked from
the ground by red-gloved hands, an act it chose to reward by sinking its claws
into the birdman�s arms.
�Ow!� cried the figure, dropping the cat. �I�m trying to
rescue you, stupid moggy!�
He tried again, this time giving it reassuring strokes as
he tucked it gently yet firmly under his right arm. Turning away, he stepped
towards the edge of the cave floor and calmly regarded the cliff dropping away
at his feet. The fingers of his left hand reached for the miniature joystick at
the end of the suit�s control arm and pressed the switch to snap the bat-like
aerofoils into position. The figure paused, then stepped off the cliff.
His wings bit the air and he quickly banked to the left,
keeping the cliff to his side as he glided in a slow descent towards the
ground. The concave landscape of the hollow moon rolled slowly below, bringing
the Maharani�s palace around from above until it lay straight ahead. Ravana�s
cat remained remarkably still under his arm, perhaps recalling the
foul-smelling pond of mud that had greeted it the last time it was here.
In the palace garden ahead, Endymion shaded his eyes with
his hand and peered up at the birdsuit-clad figure gliding towards them. Miss
Clymene and Bellona were waving like lunatics at his side, leaving Philyra to
sulk alone. Dinner with the Maharani had proved to be an awkward and
short-lived affair. After the incident with Surya�s cyberclone, the visitors
from Newbrum had quickly made their excuses and left.
�Why didn�t you tell me the boy was a clone?� wailed
Philyra, not in the least bit interested in the approaching birdman. �I looked
an idiot!�
�Is that a bird?� asked Miss Clymene, ignoring her.
�Is it a spaceplane?� queried Bellona.
�No, it seems to be a ginger man wearing a birdsuit,�
murmured Endymion.
�He looks like a big bat,� grumbled Philyra, returning
her attention to her wristpad.
The figure came in to land just outside the palace
grounds, his descent slowed by tiny bursts of gas from the birdsuit�s built-in
jet pack. With Endymion leading the way, the four visitors hurried past the
robots trying to move a fallen stone elephant and headed to the palace gates.
By the time they reached the road, the mysterious birdman was picking himself
up from another rough landing, his movements hampered somewhat by the cat
clinging to his arm. The figure acknowledged the approaching figures with a
curt nod, glanced at his wristpad and then strode away. Eager for a bit of
excitement, Endymion and the girls promptly ran after him, leaving Miss Clymene
to wearily bring up the rear.
Upon reaching a brick maintenance shed, the scarlet-clad
hero paused by the parked monocycle to take in his surroundings, then slipped
through the open doors and out of sight.
�Who is that masked man?� murmured Miss Clymene,
wonderingly.

* * *

Ravana stopped screaming and opened her eyes, not that it
made much difference in the cloying darkness. She swung at the end of the rope,
nursing the mother of all headaches but with remarkably few actual injuries
other than several bruises from where she had hit the shaft wall as she fell.
�Ravana!� The professor�s cry crackled loud in her helmet.
�Are you okay?�
�I�m fine,� she hesitantly confirmed. �What happened?�
�You fell,� replied Wak, stating the obvious. �I have no
idea how the lower doors managed to close behind you. Regrettably I too find
myself trapped.�
�You�re in the airlock?�
�I fell off the truck and somehow got my false hand
trapped in the gap between the doors,� he told her, sounding sheepish. �That
daft woman closed the doors above me and I�m not sure she has the wit to get us
out. I�m afraid my wristpad has also been crushed.�
Ravana tried hard not to panic. Her own wristpad was
visible through the clear plastic window on the sleeve of her suit but an
on-screen message made it clear that the subterranean shaft was beyond the
range of the Dandridge Cole�s network.
There was also a large crack across the screen, no doubt a result of her having
crashed into the shaft wall.
�There�s no signal down here,� she told Wak. �What now?�
�Can you reach the airlock control panel?�
Ravana looked into the darkness above. The rope
disappeared into a blackness that clung to her like treacle. Reaching out with
an exploratory hand, she did at least manage to locate the wall of the shaft,
although her bruises had already told her that it could not be far away. She had
no idea how far she had fallen.
�Maybe,� she said. Her headache was getting worse. �If I
could see it, that is.�
�Try,� came the anxious reply. �Your wristpad screen may
give you a bit of light.�
Ravana gripped hold of the rope with both hands and
strained to pull herself up. Being skinny did have its advantages, but she was
not particularly strong and her weak right arm was starting to throb quite painfully.
With a great deal of effort she managed to haul herself high enough to allow
her feet to grip the rope dangling below. After that she made better progress,
but it took several agonising minutes of climbing before her hand touched the
airlock door above her. A faint glimmer of light filtered through the gap
between the two halves, for both her rope and Wak�s crushed prosthesis had prevented
the airlock doors from closing completely. Miraculously, she saw the control
panel was within reach.
�I�ve reached the airlock,� she gasped breathlessly. �And
I can see the panel.�
�Excellent! Is it working?�
Swaying gently upon the rope, Ravana extended a hand and
tried the keypad.
�It�s still dead,� she told him despondently.
She glared at the control panel, then gave it an
impatient slap. Her gloved hand caught the edge of the strange grey box next to
it, just as her headache flared again. At the exact same moment, she felt the
grey surface yield beneath her fingers like a touch-sensitive switch. A split
second later she was staring at the box in disbelief, for it was as if a key
had turned inside her head. Incredibly, for the briefest of moments, she had
seen the airlock control mechanism laid out in her mind.
�It can�t be,� she murmured.
�What did you say?� asked Wak.
Ravana stared at the grey box. To her amazement the
airlock schematic popped back into her head as clear as day; yet this was a picture
that could be twisted, prodded and turned. An idea both fantastic and
unbelievable came to her. She concentrated upon the image again, this time with
the eyes of Ravana the trainee engineer, then flexed the image in her mind.
�Open sesame,� she declared.
Above her, the airlock doors gave a metallic screech and
slowly began to slide open. As quick as a flash, Ravana clambered up the rope
and hauled herself through the widening gap into the airlock beyond. Without
stopping to consider how she was doing it, she threw another mental
manipulation at the image in her mind to reverse the opening of the doors. She
paused, glanced up and tried the same trick for the airlock entrance above.
She did not know whether to look smug or just relieved when
the upper doors promptly squealed into life and began to open. Professor Wak
pulled free his mangled hand, staggered back to lean against the hovertruck and
regarded Ravana with a look of disbelief.
�How did that happen?� he asked, amazed.
�Positive thinking,� she murmured, somewhat stunned.
Wak began hastily isolating the power supply so that the
lower doors could not open again. Ravana made for the ladder, eager to get out
of the airlock. Upon reaching the top she was alarmed to find Ostara lying
unconscious on the floor near the edge of the shaft. After relieving herself of
the safety rope and her helmet, Ravana knelt down beside the crumpled figure to
see if her friend was okay. She did not notice the arrival of the masked
birdman behind her.
�Ostara!� hissed Ravana. �Wake up!�
Ostara�s eyes flickered open and she frantically shot out
a hand to point over the girl�s shoulder. Ravana whirled around and saw a figure
in a red birdsuit shuffling hesitantly towards them, who upon seeing her fierce
expression cautiously lowered a squirming bundle of fur to the ground and
stepped back again. The electric cat thanked him with a vicious hiss and ran
towards Ravana and Ostara.
�The devil�s come to get me!� Ostara shrieked.
�It�s just an idiot in a custom birdsuit,� Ravana reassured
her.
She gave the cat a stroke as it came to her side,
comforted by its gentle purrs. Still shaking from her ordeal, she stood up and
gave the birdman a weary look.
�What�s with the mask and the fancy costume?� she asked.
The suit bulged with muscles that did not look entirely real. �Are you supposed
to be some sort of superhero?�
The figure gave a proud salute. �I am The Flying Fox!� he
declared. Ravana smiled at his attempt to project his pre-pubescent voice in a
way that fitted the heroic facade. �I have rescued Jones the cat from extreme
danger!�
�Where were you when my life was in danger?�
�You were in danger?� exclaimed The Flying Fox,
concerned.
�Ostara passed out and accidentally shut me and the
professor inside the airlock,� Ravana told him. �I think you may have banged
your head,� she added to Ostara.
�You don�t say,� mumbled Ostara, rubbing her head. �Sorry
for fainting and all that.�
Behind the birdsuit-clad figure, Ravana saw Endymion,
Bellona and Philyra arrive at the door to the maintenance shed, followed
moments later by an out-of-breath Miss Clymene. The sheer energy of Endymion�s
excited burst through the doorway was enough to make the masked hero jump in
alarm.
�Who are you?� Endymion asked him, ignoring Ravana and
Ostara. �We saw you flying above the palace! That is such a cool birdsuit.�
�This is The Flying Squirrel,� Ostara declared, smirking.
�Sorry, Fox.�
�Saviour of electric cats,� added Ravana.
�At your service,� The Flying Fox announced. He bowed
gracefully to Ravana, not noticing that her cat was now licking a wall power
socket. �I am here to both serve and protect you, wherever and whenever danger
threatens. Do not fear, for The Flying Fox will always be near!�
�What�s going on up there?� Wak suddenly cried, calling
up from inside the airlock chamber. Finding he could not fly the hovertruck
one-handed, he had tried to climb the ladder to see what all the fuss was about
but found his attempt frustrated by his flattened hand�s inability to grip the
rungs. �This is a restricted area!�
�I must fly,� The Flying Fox told Ravana. �I shall
return!�
The masked figure stepped forward, took Ravana�s gloved
hand in his own and kissed it gently. Before she had a chance to respond, he
spun upon his heels and slipped through the door and out of sight, leaving
Ravana somewhat nonplussed.
�How sweet!� said Ostara. �Your very own guardian angel!�
Ravana turned away, embarrassed.
�Why was he wearing a mask?� asked Miss Clymene.
�Perhaps he was on his way to a fancy-dress party,�
quipped Philyra.
�A real-life superhero!� Bellona exclaimed. �This place
has everything!�
�He isn�t exactly a super�� began Ostara.
Ravana nudged her to be quiet. �He is if he wants to be,�
she said softly. There was a note of respect in her voice, for she had been
somewhat moved by the strange encounter.
�Hello?� called Wak. �Is anyone listening to me?�
Ravana moved to the edge of the airlock and looked down.
The professor had removed his helmet and stood on the back of the parked
hovertruck, trying in vain to see what was going on in the shed above. Ravana
was acutely aware of Endymion and Bellona peering over her shoulder.
�The people from Newbrum are here,� she called down. �The
ones who found the kidnappers� ship on Ascension.�
�Excellent!� cried Wak. The mystery of how Ravana had
opened the airlock and then closed it again seemed to have gone clean from his
mind. �Bring them down!�
Bellona looked down into the airlock, then at Ravana�s
spacesuit. �Is it safe?�
Ravana hesitated. �I�d be lying if I said it was,� she
admitted.
Endymion had already collected a suit from the rack.
�I�ll come with you!�
�With me?� remarked Ravana.
She had not intended going back into the airlock after
what just happened, not least because the now-fading rush of adrenaline had
left behind a very painful ache in her arm. She looked at the nervous
expressions of Miss Clymene, Philyra and Bellona, then sighed. She was the only
one already dressed for the occasion. Ostara crept behind the safety fence and
peered down into the airlock.
�What made that big hole?� she asked woozily, still
holding her head. She pointed to the kidnappers� tunnel. �Burrowing wallabies?
A mass migration of earthworms?�
�She�s your investigator?� asked Endymion wonderingly.
�Shut up and suit up,� Ravana told him. �Don�t forget
your helmet.�
Clambering down the ladder in the clumsy orange emergency
suit was not made any easier with Endymion following her and threatening to
tread on her gloves with every step. Professor Wak, once again wearing his
helmet, was waiting at the bottom of the ladder. As soon as they were down he
bustled them across to the large hole hacked into the side of the airlock
chamber.
Ravana peered into the kidnappers� lair. Beyond the
initial wider section, the tunnel sloped down for a short distance before
curving back up towards the inner surface of the hollow moon. The roughly-cut
passage was not in total darkness, for now the elephant had toppled from its
perch a faint glimmer of light filtered through the hole in the palace
courtyard, illuminating the jammed wreckage of the wooden cart.
�Look,� came Wak�s voice into their helmets. He pointed
to a large circular burn mark upon the lower airlock doors. �The kidnappers
brought their ship up the shaft from outside, closed the airlock door behind
them and parked the ship on top of the doors. See those food cans?� he
continued, pointing to a cluster of tins nestling behind the net fixed to the
tunnel wall. �They must have been here a while.�
Endymion was gesturing wildly and mouthing something, but
neither Ravana nor Wak could hear a word he was saying until Ravana signalled
to him to turn on his helmet intercom.
�The Astromole!� Endymion�s voice crackled excitedly.
�That�s how the tunnel was dug. An Astromole can burrow through anything.�
�I know that!� retorted Ravana. �I saw the whole thing.�
The professor regarded Endymion curiously. �Who are you,
boy?�
�Endymion,� he replied meekly. �I saw the Nellie
Chapman in the Ravines.�
�Ah! The Eden Ravines!� exclaimed Wak. �The only place on
Ascension where a ship-to-ship transfer can be done without spacesuits!�
Endymion considered this. �I never thought of that,� he
admitted.
�What type of ship?� asked the professor. �Lunar class?
With a winch?�
Endymion nodded. �It was an asteroid miner.�
�Was?� asked Ravana. �What happened to it?�
Endymion looked sheepish. �It err� sort of exploded.�
�Tricky manoeuvre, flying into a vertical shaft in the
side of a spinning asteroid,� mused Wak. �Firing an anchor and tether into the
rock next to the shaft entrance would do the trick, though. The winch could
haul the ship down to a point where a quick blast of thrusters could be used to
counteract the centrifugal forces and power it up the shaft.�
�How did they open the airlock?� asked Ravana.
�Bypassed the circuits,� Wak replied. �The grey box you
saw attached to the control panel is no doubt some sort of remote trigger. When
it was time to leave, they simply opened the airlock door beneath the ship and
the spin of the Dandridge Cole sent them
flying out of the shaft and into space like a bullet from a gun.�
�Leaving the door open in the process,� murmured Ravana.
�Your quick thinking saved us there,� noted Wak. It was
the first time he had acknowledged what she had done in the palace garden and
about as close to a compliment as she could expect from him. �The kidnappers
were reckless in the extreme.�
Endymion stepped into the tunnel and looked at the mess
the kidnappers had left behind. The tent had done well to survive the mini
tornado that had swept through the tunnel, as had the extremely-smelly portable
latrine wedged inside a nearby alcove. Ravana wondered where all the excavated
rock had gone, then saw the ring of spoil around the edge of the airlock and
guessed it had been piled around the parked Nellie Chapman and then sucked into space when the ship went on its
way.
Endymion was drawn to the sturdy net fixed to the tunnel
wall. Amongst the empty food containers, a biochemical lighting rig and other
items, Ravana saw his attention go to a small box-shaped device with a short
aerial protruding from the top. The instrument panel on the side of the device
had been deliberately smashed, presumably with the heavy hammer wedged in the
webbing nearby. She watched as Endymion reached beneath the net and pulled it
free.
�Get everything on the truck,� Wak told him. �Ostara
wants her evidence and I do not want to be in this airlock any longer than we
have to. I�m sure Ravana would agree.�
�All of it?� asked Ravana. Stepping past Endymion, she
found the tent�s switch panel and pressed the button to activate the closing
action. The canvas abruptly twisted and snapped shut, leaving a neat triangular
package staked upon the tunnel floor.
�Every last thing,� the professor confirmed. He looked up
and waved his good hand to attract Ostara�s attention.
�Yes?� she called, speaking into her wristpad.
�Call Quirinus,� said Wak. �It�s time we paid Maharani
Uma a visit.�

* * *

The monorail car trundled sedately along its rail above
the lake shore, heading towards Petit Havre. Within the Dandridge Cole there was little call for high-speed travel; the
monorail could barely achieve twenty kilometres per hour but even then a
journey from one end of the hollow moon to the other took no more than fifteen
minutes. The asteroid�s three monorail systems were each as old as the colony
ship itself and the carbon-fibre panelling and fake chrome fittings looked
positively archaic compared to the vat-grown bioplastics and exotic alloys of
the Platypus. The monorail did
not run to a schedule like the skybus service on Ascension, but instead the
driverless eight-seat carriage acted like a horizontal elevator service,
controlled by selecting from a row of buttons, one for each station.
Quirinus and Zotz had this particular monorail car to
themselves. Zotz wore his cadet jacket, which was covered in tiny circular
badges displaying his merit awards. The Dandridge Cole cadet scheme was championed by the Symposium, a
select group of philosophers who occasionally met to discuss matters other
societies left to governments. They had introduced the scheme as a way of
encouraging the younger generation to learn new skills and out of a possible
hundred and forty-eight awards Zotz had gained all but one; that he had
singularly failed to master the art of tying a decent knot had long ago become
a running joke amongst his contemporaries. Zotz held Quirinus� slate in his
hand, totally engrossed in the pages of engineering data, photographs and
schematics that made up the lengthy communication received by Quirinus barely
an hour ago.
�So the strange growth infecting the Platypus is called Woomerberg Syndrome?� Zotz asked,
wonderingly. �Where did you get this stuff?�
�An old friend of mine has a custom spacecruiser workshop
on Asgard,� replied Quirinus, grinning as Zotz�s expression became one of awe.
�I was getting nowhere with what I found on the net so I gave my friend a call
and he sent me all this information on the Woomerberg.�
Asgard, a large moon orbiting the gas giant Thule in the
Alpha Centauri system, was an anarchic colony of smugglers, black-market
traders and data hackers, who were supported by an ever-growing community of
inventors and engineers known fondly as �rocket-heads�. Their presence had been
cautiously welcomed by the holovid corporation on the neighbouring moon of Avalon
as they brought with them a rough-and-ready element to life that had been the
inspiration for Rocket Queens of Valhalla and
many more hit holovid programmes.
Zotz looked back at the report on the screen of the
slate. The Woomerberg was a prototype
interstellar cruiser, built in the workshops of Valhalla spaceport on Asgard,
which had a new type of extra-dimensional drive with double the range of
anything else currently flying the five systems. In their attempt to upgrade
the ship�s flight systems, engineers had injected the organic brain of the AI
unit with an illegal growth hormone, causing the unit to sprout tendrils
throughout the ship in exactly the same way Quirinus and Ravana had noted on
the Platypus. After finding the
tendrils were benign, the engineers left them in place and to date had flown
dozens of test flights without noticing any problems. On the contrary, once the
growth reached every nook and cranny of the ship, the AI unit performed far
beyond all expectations, though did become a bit too conceited as a result. The
Valhalla engineers had never repeated the experiment, but there had been one or
two cases in the Epsilon Eridani system where similar growths had been noticed
on other ships, a condition now known amongst experimental engineers as
Woomerberg Syndrome.
�I�ve never heard of anything like this before,� Zotz
admitted. �But this didn�t happen on the Woomerberg until they injected the hormone. How did it happen on
the Platypus?�
�That�s the strange bit,� mused Quirinus. �I took the
tendril cutting to one of the biochemists, who recognised the DNA structure as
soon as she slipped it into the scanner. It�s very distinctive, apparently; but
stranger still is they told me your father had already found traces of
something similar building up inside the air filters at the life-support plant.
They�re not sure what it is, but it�s not native to the Dandridge Cole.�
�The Platypus is
infecting the hollow moon?�
�Or vice versa,� Quirinus replied. �It�s hard to tell.�
Zotz turned to the window and watched as the curved
countryside of the hollow moon slowly passed by. They had left the lake behind
and the end of the line at Petit Havre was just a few minutes away.
�What about Ravana?� he asked carefully. His voice
betrayed a tiny nervous tremor. �Why did she scream like that?�
Quirinus did not reply for a while. Taking his slate from
Zotz, he pressed the power button in the corner and switched it off. Zotz
caught his expression and it was clear that Ravana�s father too shared the
boy�s unspoken concerns.
�I don�t know,� Quirinus said eventually. �You like
Ravana a lot, don�t you?�
�She is my friend,� Zotz answered simply.
�That teacher wants me to take her students to Epsilon
Eridani,� Quirinus told him. �Perhaps we should go; Ravana and I. They have
good doctors on Daode.�
Zotz looked at him, puzzled. �I don�t understand.�
�Me neither,� Quirinus admitted. �Maybe we need to find
someone who does.�

* * *

Ravana�s cat had once again wandered off towards the
cliff behind the palace, but at least this time she did manage to catch up with
her electric pet before it started scrambling up the three-hundred-metre tumble
of scree below the cave. At Ostara�s insistence, Ravana reluctantly invited
Endymion, Bellona and Philyra to join her, leaving Professor Wak, Miss Clymene
and Ostara herself at the maintenance shed to await the arrival of her father.
Ravana knew Ostara was trying to encourage new friendships, but did not find it
easy to be sociable at the best of times. Endymion seemed friendly enough, but
the way Philyra and Bellona kept looking at her disfigured arm and face made
Ravana feel very self-conscious.
�Nice cat,� remarked Endymion, as she lifted her pet into
her arms. The cat had stayed away from the palace grounds and had instead
scampered diagonally towards the cliff through a stretch of common pasture
land, frightening a mob of wallabies in the process. �You don�t see many
electric pets on Ascension. Does it have a name?�
�Fluffy?� suggested Ravana, embarrassed. �That was the
name I gave it when I was little. It doesn�t actually take any notice of what I
call it, so now it�s just �cat�. It was a birthday present when I was six, back
on Yuanshi,� she added. �Zotz calls it Jones.�
�What made you come to this place?� asked Philyra, with a
tinge of disdain.
�What�s wrong with the hollow moon?� retorted Ravana
defensively.
As she spoke, a shiver fell upon them and for a brief
moment the shadows around them faded, just as they might on a planet such as
Earth or Taotie whenever the sun passed behind a cloud. Within an artificial
environment such as the hollow moon or the dome of Newbrum city, it was not
something that should happen. Startled, Ravana lifted her gaze towards the
artificial sun and for a moment she was convinced it glowed less brightly. As
long as she could remember it had never faltered before.
�Is it supposed to do that?� asked Endymion. He had seen
the same thing.
Ravana shook her head slowly. �Not in the middle of the
day,� she murmured, somewhat disturbed. �Professor Wak did say there was something
strange happening with the Dandridge Cole�s
power supply.�
�Newbrum�s just as bad,� said Philyra. �Everything you
touch is falling apart.�
�Yes, but this place looks so much older!� Bellona
exclaimed. �The houses in that village we came through are really quaint. It
feels like we�ve gone back in time.�
�Father says the hollow moon is at least a hundred years
old,� Ravana told her, still puzzling over the faltering sun. �I like the
old-fashioned way we live here, especially how we work together and share
everything like they did in the early colonies. Father says it�s the only way a
place like this can keep going.�
�You share everything?� asked Bellona, surprised. �What
about money?�
�Dockside has an account we use for trading, but no one
has any for themselves. Except the Maharani, of course; they say she brought
lots with her when she fled Yuanshi. Everyone who lives here is provided with
food and shelter so there is no need for it.�
�I suppose if there�s no money, there�s no crime,�
Endymion reasoned.
�There is still a bit of crime,� Ravana admitted. �Ostara
was investigating a robbery at the biology laboratories before she started
looking into the kidnap of the Raja. On the whole though it seems to work well.
Everyone has to contribute a bit of their time to help where needed. I do three
days a week in the fields. I�m training to be an engineer.�
Philyra raised a surprised eyebrow. �You work for
nothing?�
�What use is money here?� asked Ravana, puzzled. �Where
would I spend it?�
�On Ascension, you have to work to buy food and clothes
and stuff,� Endymion told her. �If I didn�t get paid I wouldn�t want to work
for nothing. I�d rather do nothing!�
�You don�t do anything at work anyway,� Bellona pointed
out.
�What would happen if you couldn�t find a job?� Ravana
asked Endymion, smiling mischievously. �Would you be left hungry and naked?�
�There�s enough jobs for everyone,� Endymion said,
ignoring Bellona�s giggle. �More jobs than people, in fact.�
�But that�s forcing people to work or starve. That
doesn�t seem right to me.�
Philyra looked puzzled. �What happens here if you can�t
be bothered to do your bit?�
�People in the hollow moon are used to helping each other
out,� Ravana replied. �Very few refuse to work, but if they did all that would
happen is they would no longer have any friends. But they would not go cold or
hungry.�
Endymion shook his head in amazement. �Working for
nothing is crazy.�
�It�s not for nothing!� Ravana protested. �Father says
the hollow moon is everyone�s responsibility as we all need it to survive. If
someone couldn�t work for whatever reason, they would be looked after. Anyway,
I like being able to try lots of different jobs here. I think it helps you find
the one you�re good at and like doing best.�
She could see it had never occurred to a fascinated
Bellona that a community could live and work together in this way. Her brother
on the other hand looked unimpressed by the concept of a world without money.
Ravana was getting bored of the subject.
�Would you like to visit other places?� Bellona asked.
�Maybe go back to Yuanshi?�
�I�ve been to places!� retorted Ravana. �Father and I go
to Lan-Tlanto at least once a month. I�ve also been to Lowell City on Mars and
to Camelot spaceport on Avalon.�
�You�ve been to Avalon?� Philyra looked jealous. �To the
holovid studios?�
�We�re meant to be going to Daode this week,� added
Bellona. Ravana recalled Miss Clymene�s conversation with her father about
chartering the Platypus and saw Bellona
looked awkward, as if she felt she was being used. �We�re supposed to be taking
part in the school band competition at the peace conference. Perhaps you could
come with us?�
�I do play the cornet,� Ravana admitted. �It�s like a
squashed trumpet.�
�Another brass player!� exclaimed Endymion. �Trombone,
me.�
�I play clarinet,� said Bellona. �Philyra plays the
flute.�
Ravana considered this. �Is it just the three of you?�
Philyra nodded sullenly.
�You would make four,� Bellona suggested hopefully.
�Maybe,� mused Ravana, not convinced. While the idea of
an adventure to the Epsilon Eridani system was appealing, less so was the
prospect of going in the company of strangers. �Would Zotz be able to come as
well?� she asked. �He�s my friend.�
�Is he the one who keeps tripping over his shoe laces?�
asked Bellona.
Ravana smiled. �His father�s just as bad. Professor Wak
is one of the leading experts on extra-dimensional string theory but can�t tie
a knot to save his life.�
�Can he play an instrument?� asked Philyra.
�Who? The professor?�
�No,� retorted Philyra, irritably. �Your friend Zotz.�
�Of course!� said Ravana. She knew full well that Zotz
had never shown even the slightest interest in music. She lowered her gaze and
started to stroke her cat in a none-to-subtle attempt to mask her fraud.
�Marvellous!� Endymion grinned. �Let�s go and ask Miss
Clymene.�
�Whoopee,� muttered Philyra. �All we need now is a
spaceship.�

* * *

By the time Ravana, Endymion, Bellona and Philyra
returned to the maintenance shed, Quirinus and Zotz had arrived, having walked
the short distance from the monorail station at Petit Havre. At Wak�s
insistence, Ostara had contacted Fenris at the palace and arranged a meeting
with the Maharani. So it was that Ravana found herself back at the palace,
again with her cat in her arms but this time also with her father, Wak, Ostara
and Miss Clymene for company.
They were led to a sumptuous glass conservatory that
looked out upon a small leafy courtyard isolated from the rest of the palace
grounds. The palace servants, silent as ever, were somewhat perturbed at the
sight of so many people disturbing the peace of the Maharani�s sanctum and
quickly decided that Zotz, Endymion, Bellona and Philyra were better left to
amuse themselves beside the fish pond in the courtyard outside. Quirinus
brought with him the device Endymion had found in the kidnappers� tunnel. He
was just lowering it onto the table, fully expecting that they would be kept
waiting, when Maharani Uma swept into the conservatory, a sullen Fenris close
behind.
�Well, well,� sneered Fenris upon seeing Ravana. He had
just returned from carrying Surya�s cyberclone down to its coffin-shaped
maintenance unit in the basement and was in a foul mood. �If it isn�t Ravana
and her amazing vomiting cat.�
�Ignore him, my dear,� the Maharani said sweetly,
addressing Ravana. �He sometimes forgets his manners. I have been meaning to
thank you for the help you�ve given Fenris and err� your security officer,�
she said, with a glance towards the nervously-fidgeting Ostara, having
seemingly forgotten her name. �I know you are all doing your best to find my
son.�
There was an edge to the Maharani�s tone that suggested
their best was not good enough. It was a subtlety lost on Professor Wak as he
drew her attention to the metal box Quirinus had placed on the table.
�We have established how the kidnappers gained access to
the Dandridge Cole,� he informed her.
�They left behind this device, which offers a clue to their identity.�
�A clue?� asked Ostara, the Maharani�s snub forgotten.
�Your investigator appears to need enlightenment,�
muttered Fenris.
�As indeed do I,� remarked the Maharani, slightly put out
by the wild gesturing of Wak�s flattened hand. �What is it you have found?�
�A personnel scanner, as issued to Que Qiao authorities
on Daode and Yuanshi,� Quirinus remarked. �These devices can pick up the minute
signals given out by cranium implants. They�re used to track criminals,
political activists and the like.�
�What implants?� asked Miss Clymene, confused.
�Microchips in the brain,� Wak told her. �The ultimate
interface between human and machine! They�re popular with tech-heads across all
five systems, but it is only the Que Qiao administration in Epsilon Eridani
that insists every child is implanted with one as soon as they are old enough.�
Ravana shivered. �Yuck. Implants in the brain? That�s
horrible.�
�Maharani, I take it the Raja has such a device?� asked
Wak.
The Maharani nodded. �My son was fitted with an implant
as per the usual practice on Yuanshi. I was born on Earth and so do not have
one myself; and for various reasons nor does Fenris or anyone else in my
household here.�
�This equipment then was obviously used to target your
son,� Wak told her.
�Impossible,� retorted the Maharani. �The palace is
shielded against any electronic methods of espionage and as the girl saw, my
son was inside when the kidnappers struck. Perhaps you should ask Quirinus if
he knows of another who may have an implant.�
Ravana glanced to her father, puzzled by the Maharani�s
words. He looked back with a most curious expression, but quickly turned away
as he caught his daughter�s gaze.
�Are you saying Que Qiao agents took the Raja?� Ostara
asked Quirinus.
�That�s unlikely. The scanner is an old design,� Quirinus
replied hesitantly. �My guess is it was bought on the black market. The real
mystery is how someone managed to wander up to the palace waving a scanner
around without being apprehended by the guards!�
�My security team had been called away to complete a
health and safety assessment,� the Maharani replied frostily, glaring at
Fenris. �The timing was most unfortunate.�
�I must get to Yuanshi,� Fenris said to Quirinus,
ignoring the Maharani�s rebuke. �If I am to negotiate with the kidnappers on
the Maharani�s behalf, I need to be there with the authorities in Ayodhya.�
Ravana looked at her father. �Miss Clymene has invited me
and Zotz to play in their band at the peace conference on Daode,� she said, her
expression hopeful. She glanced towards the window, hoping to catch Zotz�s
attention. He and Endymion had taken a break from trying to grab fish with
their bare hands and were busy soaking Bellona and Philyra with water from the
garden pool. �We could all go to Epsilon Eridani together!�
�It would be a tremendous help and much appreciated,�
admitted Miss Clymene.
�I would be only too happy to provide the necessary
finances,� added the Maharani. �Fuel, accommodation; everything you need. I may
be in exile but I still have many influential friends on both Yuanshi and
Daode.�
�I�m sure you do,� muttered Ostara.
�Quirinus has already made his feelings clear,� retorted
Fenris. �He will not take us.�
�You know as well as anyone that I vowed never to return
to Yuanshi,� Quirinus said, regarding the Maharani carefully. His gaze fell
upon Ravana, who did not hide her excitement at the prospect of an adventure
away from home. �However, despite all I�ve said, something has come up and I
have some personal business to take care of in Epsilon Eridani. If he is happy
to travel with the band, your man can accompany us to Daode.�
�Yes!� exclaimed Ravana.
�That is wonderful!� agreed Miss Clymene. �I can�t wait
to tell my students!�
�In that case, I�m coming with you,� declared Ostara.
�No, you are not!� retorted Fenris.
�I need to continue my investigations,� she told him,
eyeing him coolly.
Ravana caught her expression, which clearly betrayed her
lack of trust in Fenris and as such echoed her own feelings. She knew Ostara
had yet to make her mark as an investigator, but with a ship full of strangers
she hoped her father would think it would be good for them to have a friend
aboard.
�You are more than welcome,� Quirinus told her. Fenris
pulled a face.
�The moon of Daode,� breathed Ravana excitedly. �Epsilon
Eridani, here I come!�


Chapter Seven
Voyage to Epsilon Eridani


INSIDE A SPACECRAFT it was never totally quiet, for there
was always the murmur and hiss of life-support systems, the whirr of actuators
and the occasional beep of control panels to disturb the eternal silence of
space. Yet out in the inky depths of the Barnard�s Star system, somewhere
between the orbits of Woden and Thunor, the hush that fell upon the Platypus as the plasma ion thrusters shut down was both deep
and heavily pregnant with anticipation.
Suddenly, a banshee wail erupted from the ED drive. Its
cosmic spinning wheel grabbed the membrane of reality, jabbed its spindle,
twisted the void into a kaleidoscopic spiral and smoothly stabbed a hole in the
space-time continuum. For a split nanosecond the Platypus was no more than a fleeting thread of quanta sixteen
light years long. Then the multi-dimensional roller-coaster was over, almost
before it began, leaving those aboard nursing fractured memories of an imploded
universe and indescribable feelings of nausea. Out across the star-spangled
void, the light of a new sun shone through the cabin windows.
�Extra-dimensional navigation complete,� intoned the Platypus� onboard computer. �Interplanetary plasma drive and automatic
pilot engaged. Estimated time to Daode orbit is twenty-five hours, thirty-seven
minutes.�
�Welcome to the Epsilon Eridani system,� Quirinus
muttered gloomily, earning a strange look from Ostara. Ahead, the view through
the window shifted as the automatic pilot aligned the beak-like nose of the
ship with the faint brown disc that was Shennong.
�I feel sick,� moaned Zotz. �Is it always like that?�
�Pretty much,� Ravana confirmed, giving him a mischievous
grin. Ostara and Zotz had joined her father and herself on the flight deck for
the manoeuvre. Their sickly yet stunned expressions reminded her of how she had
felt the first few times she had experienced an extra-dimensional leap. �Is
this really your first jump?�
Zotz nodded. Unlike Ravana, he had lived his whole life
on the Dandridge Cole and to her
knowledge had never ventured further than Lan-Tlanto with his father. He was
transfixed by the distant yellow sun, which was startlingly bright despite
being muted by the polarisation of the flight-deck windows. Ravana too was
captivated, but for a different reason. She was coming home.
The four seats on the flight deck were in a staggered
row, with the middle two pilot chairs positioned further forward within a nest
of flight controls. Quirinus was seated centre starboard between his daughter
and Zotz. Ostara had claimed the port-side seat on the far side of where Ravana
was now releasing herself from the co-pilot�s chair.
�Shall I check on the others?� Ravana asked chirpily. She
always felt more alive and cheerful when aboard the Platypus, for she much preferred the private realm of the
ship to the communal reality of the hollow moon. Even when they carried
passengers.
�I�ll come with you,� murmured Ostara, looking pale.
Unlike Zotz, she was no stranger to interstellar travel but that did not mean
she had got used to it.
Unbuckling her seatbelt, Ostara gently wriggled free of
the chair and let herself drift in the zero gravity up to the grab handles by
the ceiling docking hatch. Ravana�s movements were far more confident and with
one graceful backwards flip she was out of her seat, across the cabin and above
the entrance hatch, floating poised and ready to enter the crawl tunnel.
�Show off,� muttered Ostara.
�Coming, Zotz?� asked Ravana.
He managed a weak smile. �I think I�ll stay here a bit
longer.�
Ravana grinned. With a fish-like spurt of speed, she
twisted in the air and pulled herself through the hatch.
In deep space the carousel was set to spin once every ten
seconds and the crawl tunnel now rotated about her like a rolling barrel. The
only handhold, in a recess next to the open hatch to the carousel itself,
revolved with the rest of the tunnel. This made entering the spinning
compartment a little easier, especially given that Ravana had long ago learned
the hard way that it was vital to enter feet first. There was a good reason why
the inside of the tunnel and hatchway were padded; nevertheless, she still
earned herself a few new bruises by the time she managed to get her feet inside
and onto the top of the carousel ladder.
Ravana pulled herself through the hatch into the
brightly-lit space beyond, feeling the faint centrifugal pull of the spinning
cabin become more insistent as she descended the rungs. Once clear of the
hatch, she glanced over her shoulder and saw Fenris, Endymion and Philyra sat
stiffly upon the couch in the living quarters below, still stunned after the
extra-dimensional jump. Miss Clymene and Bellona were up to her right, standing
at the small kitchenette. Ravana gave them a little wave, slid down the ladder
and landed lightly upon the floor.
The passenger carousel was essentially a drum three
metres wide and seven metres in diameter, which when spinning generated a
feeling of gravity upon the inside wall in exactly the same way as the spin of
the hollow moon. The small size of the carousel meant that the pseudo-gravity
was barely a third of that of the Dandridge Cole and no more than the gravity an astronaut would feel on the surface of
Luna, Earth�s moon. Like the hollow moon, the floor of the carousel extended
all the way around so that the ceiling above where she stood was also the floor
of the sleeping area on the far side. When she had the carousel to herself
Ravana loved to leap along the endless curving surface and imagine that her
pounding feet were somehow powering the Platypus through space.
Fenris regarded her grimly. �Are we there yet?�
�We�re in the Epsilon Eridani system,� Ravana confirmed.
Above her, Ostara was trying to negotiate the entrance hatch and not having
much luck. �Everyone okay?�
�Am I allowed to throw up?� asked Philyra, looking pale.
�I feel terrible.�
�That�s what being zapped through a wormhole does to
you,� remarked Endymion.
�Actually, it�s the Higgs resonator that makes people
feel sick,� Ravana told him. �It aligns the quantum states of every single
particle in the ship so we can slip through the wormhole. Extra-dimensional
engineering is mind-boggling stuff.�
Ostara reached the bottom of the ladder and stood beside
Ravana, returning Fenris� rather rude glare with a grimace made somewhat
lopsided by the dizzy experience of moving in or out of the moving carousel.
Without saying another word, Fenris rose from the couch, grabbed hold of the
ladder and hauled himself up and out of sight.
�Yuck,� muttered Ostara, as soon as Fenris had gone. �He
gives me the creeps.�
�Never mind him,� said Ravana, looking around the cabin.
�Has anyone seen my cat?� Her electric pet had a hard time comprehending zero
gravity so she tended to leave it in the carousel whilst the Platypus was in flight.
�I�m sure it was here when we took off,� said Bellona,
noticing as she spoke that a door to one of the overhead lockers in the
kitchenette area was slightly ajar. No sooner had she put a hand to the door
when a furry shape leapt out onto her head and off again across the cabin, a
manoeuvre aided considerably by the low pseudo-gravity of the carousel.
Philyra, who had been engrossed in her wristpad, suddenly screamed as the cat
fell lightly into her lap, its diamond-tipped claws outstretched.
�There�s my little fluff ball!� exclaimed Ravana,
scooping the wriggling bundle into her arms. �I hope you haven�t been eating
the cutlery again.�
�Fluff ball?� muttered Philyra, rubbing her arms. �Bag of
nails, more like.�
�Do you know how long it will be before we arrive at
Daode?� asked Miss Clymene. �It would be good if we had time for a rehearsal
aboard the ship.�
�We�re still a day away from Daode orbit,� said Ravana.
�A rehearsal?� remarked Bellona, looking around the
cramped cabin. �Here?�
�We can use the cargo bay,� Ravana suggested. �There�s a
bit more room in there, though there�s no gravity outside the carousel.�
�A free-fall band practice?� mused Endymion. �Cool!�

* * *

Fenris� arrival on the flight deck cut short a somewhat
bizarre conversation between Quirinus and Zotz on the best and worst things
about zero gravity, a discussion prompted by an innocent question from Zotz
about the Platypus� toilet facility,
which he had been dismayed to learn was a basic vacuum unit in a tiny cubicle in
the cargo bay. Zotz took Fenris� arrival as a cue to go and find Ravana,
darting with ease around the older man. Fenris clumsily pulled himself into the
cabin in the manner of someone who grimly tolerated rather than enjoyed
weightlessness. Quirinus got the impression there was not much that Fenris did
enjoy and regarded his visitor with suspicion.
�The flight deck is off-limits to passengers,� Quirinus
informed him. �Please leave.�
�I need to put in a holovid call to Ayodhya,� Fenris said
smoothly.
�That�s out of the question,� Quirinus replied coldly.
The ED drive of the Platypus, like that
of all such equipped ships, was also able to send and receive packets of
compressed data and thus act as an interstellar transceiver array. �I need to
keep the channel open to Taotie space traffic control.�
�I�m afraid I must insist.�
�Insist all you like but it isn�t going to happen,�
retorted Quirinus. �Ship! Restrict access to all systems to registered crew
only.�
�Security protocol confirmed,� the dispossessed voice
replied. �My duty is to serve.�
Quirinus gave the console an odd look. The AI unit had
been behaving a little oddly just lately and he had noticed it departing from
standard audio scripts on more than one occasion. He suspected this developing
eccentricity was linked to the strange tendrils, one of which he could now see
poking out of a gap in the console.
Fenris glared at Quirinus. �It would not do for you to
make things difficult for me,� he warned him. �I have some very powerful
friends in Epsilon Eridani.�
�Is that a threat?� asked Quirinus, smiling sweetly.
�Because if it is, you may just find yourself waking up outside the airlock
before we even make planet-fall. Remember that.�
Fenris opened his mouth to argue, then thought better of
it and moodily retreated back through the hatch. Quirinus kept an eye on him as
he left, somewhat concerned.

* * *

The loud bellowing rasp shook the eardrums of everyone
present. Endymion sailed backwards across the cargo bay, propelled by the
raucous blast of air from his trombone�s bell. A huge smile rose either side of
his trombone�s mouthpiece as he ricocheted off the oxygen tanks on the far
side.
�Endymion!� scolded Miss Clymene. �Stop that!�
His grin wider than ever, Endymion lowered the instrument
from his lips.
�I never knew trombone could be so much fun!� he
exclaimed.
�You�re an idiot,� Philyra told him.
Ravana smiled, then returned to the search for her cornet
case amongst the piles of luggage strapped down at the end of the cargo bay.
Zotz had already untangled what passed for knots sealing his own travelling bag
and various items of clothing and strange gadgets drifted around him, including
his prized Swiss Army penknife with laser cutter blades. Unable to see what she
was looking for, Ravana pulled herself across to the other side of the mound of
luggage and uttered a cry of surprise.
�Look at this!� she exclaimed.
Zotz came over and stared at the coffin-sized box
half-hidden beneath a sheet. The lid of the black metal container was open and
within it lay Surya�s cyberclone, its eyes closed as if asleep. On the side of
the casket was a small control panel, upon which a row of green lights flashed
slowly in sequence. Ravana followed the power cable that ran from the box and
found it had been connected to the ship�s internal power supply.
�The Raja�s clone,� she murmured. �Why is it here?�
Miss Clymene, Endymion, Bellona and Philyra came over and
looked at the sleeping cyberclone. The straps to keep it safe within the casket
held the clone�s arms crossed upon its chest. It lay perfectly at peace, for
the clone had no need to breathe nor no heartbeat to maintain. Its dull
artificial skin bore a greyish tint in the dim light of the cargo bay.
�Is it dead?� asked Philyra. �It doesn�t look well.�
�Don�t you mean undead?� Ravana murmured. The scene
reminded her of the terrible holovid movies Zotz raved about during his
fleeting obsession with vampires.
�A cyberclone is supposed to be an exact copy of its
owner,� remarked Endymion. �At least we will recognise the Raja if we see him.�
�An exact copy?� retorted Bellona. �I�d like to see
someone try and replicate the wonderful odours that emanate from your body
after eating cabbage!�
�I think it�s just recharging itself,� said Zotz. �Shall
I wake it?�
�I think not,� Miss Clymene said firmly. �This ship is
crowded enough as it is. Back to your places, please. We have a long rehearsal
ahead of us!�
Grumbling noisily, Endymion, Bellona and Philyra returned
to the bench seat along the wall and entertained themselves for a while trying
to work out how to use cargo straps as improvised seatbelts. Ravana finally
located her case and went to join her new band mates, cornet in hand. Endymion
had earlier unfolded a music stand, then abandoned it after failing to find a
suitable anchorage on the floor and the metal stand was now drifting around the
bay with the contents of Zotz�s bag. In the end, Bellona had the bright idea of
running a couple of pieces of string between straps on opposite walls and
clipping the sheets of music to these. Miss Clymene had to make do with
floating before them as best as she could, though her expression betrayed a
sinking feeling that she would not stay in position for long once she started
waving her conductor�s baton about.
Zotz took the seat next to Ravana and fastened a strap
across his lap. In his hand was a curious metal box, from which emerged four
antennas sticking out at all angles, along with a tangle of cables that led to
a small speaker unit wedged under his seat.
�What have you got there?� asked Miss Clymene, giving the
box a dubious look.
�A quadraphonic autoharp theremin,� declared Zotz
proudly.
�There�s no such thing!� Miss Clymene retorted.
�I invented it!� he replied. �Ravana gave me the list of
music we had to learn and I thought Alpha Centauri would sound really good on theremin. Listen!�
He pressed a switch on the side of the box, flexed his
hands with a dramatic flourish, then slowly moved his fingers around the
protruding antennas. The most incredible sound erupted from the speaker; a plaintive,
almost ethereal tone that soared and swooped like the song of angels. Another
note joined the first, then a third and fourth, combining together to create a
cascade of wailing chords, sweet yet distressing enough to make a grown man
cry. When Zotz had finished, he saw that the others were looking at him with
expressions both stunned and not a little awestruck.
�Gosh,� murmured Bellona. �That was amazing! What were
you playing?�
Zotz blinked. �Alpha Centauri,� he said. Leaving the theremin to drift, he pressed
the touch screen on his wristpad and called up the message Ravana had sent him,
back at the hollow moon. �The list I have is Jupiter, Woden Waltz, Aram Sunrise, Shennong
and Alpha Centauri theme. I wasn�t sure about the last one so I looked
it up on the net.�
�It should be Theme from Gods of Avalon by Sellman,� replied Miss Clymene. �Other than what�s
written for holovid shows, there�s precious little symphonic music coming out
of the Alpha Centauri system. The rest of the list should be Shennong
by Bantoff, Jupiter by Holst, Woden Waltz by Scott and Aram Sunrise by Toitovna; something for each of the five systems.
What you were playing was interesting but did not sound like any of those!�
Zotz looked hurt. �It�s called Alpha Centauri,� he insisted. �I found a twentieth-century
recording by a band called Tangerine Dream. I must have listened to the wrong
thing.�
�Sorry,� said Ravana. �I should have made it clearer in
my message.�
�I actually prefer what you were playing,� remarked
Bellona. �The Gods of Avalon theme is,
well� a bit rubbish.�
�It is not!� retorted Philyra.
�Actually, I agree with Bellona,� said Miss Clymene. �I
never really liked it.�
�Could we play Zotz�s song instead?� asked Endymion. �The
sound from his theremin thing is so cool. The Bradbury Heights band has got
nothing like it, I�m sure!�
Miss Clymene looked thoughtful. Ravana had heard the
Newbrum students complain countless times that they had little chance of
winning the competition, but recognised the spark of optimism in the tutor�s
smile and an eagerness to try anything to give them an edge. The sound Zotz had
brought to the band was certainly different.
�Why not,� Miss Clymene declared. �Let�s see if we can
wipe the smug smiles from their faces!�
�Oh my!� murmured Ravana. She had no idea school bands
were this competitive.

* * *

Time went by and the Platypus crept ever closer to Shennong and its moons. There
were only four bunks in the carousel so passengers and crew slept in shifts,
with Quirinus, Ravana and Ostara taking it in turns to keep an eye on things on
the flight deck. The band managed two long rehearsals, both of which went a lot
better than anyone expected, leaving Miss Clymene very pleased with her
newly-expanded ensemble. Ravana was a capable musician who as long as she had
the music before her could play almost anything. Zotz�s inspired work on the
theremin was the icing on the cake.
During a lull when Quirinus and Ostara were alone on the
flight deck and Zotz, Endymion, Bellona and Philyra were asleep in the
carousel�s curtained bunks, Ravana found herself sharing the nearby couch with
Fenris, Miss Clymene and Surya�s cyberclone, which since it had been activated
never let Fenris out of its sight. Fenris sat at the far end of the couch,
quietly reading a paper-leafed book with a worn grey cover. In an age where
wristpads and other devices provided instant access to a vast library of
literature, digitally archived on every servermoon across the five systems,
old-fashioned tomes of bound paper were incredibly rare. Ravana realised she
had seen this particular book before.
�The Isa-Sastra,�
commented Miss Clymene, reading the name on the cover. Ravana could tell she
too was intrigued. �That sounds very mysterious!�
Much to Ravana�s surprise, Fenris did not mind being
interrupted.
�These are the sacred writings of the supreme,� he told
her. He placed a silver ribbon across the page and closed the book. �The holy
texts of the Dhusarian Church.�
�The Book of the Greys!� remarked Miss Clymene.
�Please do not refer to it as such,� replied Fenris,
looking pained.
�You�ve heard of it?� Ravana asked Miss Clymene.
Miss Clymene nodded. �I know one or two people who go to
the Dhusarian Church in Newbrum,� she told her. �They believe in alien gods, or
something crazy along those lines.�
Fenris was trying hard to maintain his composure. �It is
not quite like that.�
�We could ask the plastic prince what he thinks,� Miss
Clymene suggested.
Surya�s cyberclone looked at her. �I am not permitted to
talk of religion or politics.�
�Very wise,� said Miss Clymene. �So Fenris, what�s it all
about?�
�The greys?� asked Ravana.
�An ancient race, far older than mankind,� Fenris said
slowly, acknowledging both Ravana�s genuine interest and the obvious derision
in Miss Clymene�s words. �Interstellar travellers, bringing wisdom wherever it
was needed. Some say they had a home in Epsilon Eridani, others that they were
once regular visitors to Earth itself. They are beings of infinite insight who
have learned to live in harmony with the universe. It is these noble creatures,
the greys as we call them, who will one day show us our future.�
�Our future?� asked Ravana.
�For all our wondrous technology, mankind still clings to
his barbaric ancestry,� Fenris told her. �The greys have shown us there is another
way. The Isa-Sastra is a gift to
mankind, given to the first prophet Betty Hill over three hundred years ago and
which fate has now placed in the hands of our High Priest Taranis.�
Ravana smiled. �Betty is a funny name for a prophet.�
�History is full of people with strange names,� mused
Miss Clymene.
�Legend says Betty hid the book, for she knew the time to
reveal its teachings was not yet right,� continued Fenris. �It remained lost
for many generations, until fortune brought it to Taranis, who deciphered the
wisdom within the ancient script.�
Miss Clymene looked thoughtful. �So it was Taranis who
wrote your holy book?�
�He merely translated the original texts. The teachings
are those of the greys.�
�Aliens indeed! Has anyone else ever looked at Betty�s
book?�
�They are sacred writings!� Fenris retorted. �They are
not for mortal eyes.�
Miss Clymene smiled, her suspicious nature sensing a
scam. Ravana however was fascinated, for although she knew many people within
the hollow moon who were religious, the Dhusarian Church was not one she was
familiar with. It was the concept of mysterious alien beings, the benevolent
greys, that captivated her most. For the first time in years she found herself
thinking of a strange memory from her childhood, an incident that perhaps now
seemed a little more real.
�My dear Ravana,� Fenris said, addressing her softly.
�Would you care to know more about the Dhusarian Church?�
�Maybe later,� Ravana murmured.
In her mind she was once again six years old, out
exploring the woodland near Lanka on Yuanshi. It was a memory that would stay
with her forever; the vines across the entrance to the cave, the discarded and
crumpled spacesuit, the smell of burnt flesh in the air. Most of all she
remembered the bundle of blood-soaked rags that had suddenly become the
frightened stare of a strange grey creature she had found bleeding, dying and
hiding in fear from her, a small girl who had accidentally stumbled across a
broken traveller far from home.

* * *

The giant gas planet of Shennong grew closer by the hour
and soon the Tianzun moons of Lingbao, Yuanshi and Daode hove into view. Daode
hung in the black like a glittering turquoise jewel. As Quirinus looked out
upon the cloud-garlanded land and seas of the terraformed moon he could not help
but be reminded of his home planet of Earth.
The peace conference was creating a headache for Hemakuta
space traffic control, for most interstellar craft were designed for deep space
only and the small fleet of orbital shuttles plying back and forth from the
city could not unload the arriving ships fast enough. Endymion, Bellona and
Philyra were amused to learn that one such starcruiser now finally being met by
a shuttle was the Fenghuang III, aboard
which awaited Xuthus, Maia, Lodus and the rest of the Bradbury Heights
contingent. The Platypus had no
such problems and was granted permission to land shortly after establishing
orbit around Daode.
The carousel was brought to a halt for re-entry and
locked into position with the couch at the bottom to provide secure seating.
Surya�s cyberclone retreated to the safety of its recharging coffin, Ravana�s
cat to the nearest convenient cupboard. Once everyone else was securely
strapped to their seats, Quirinus fired the retro rockets, switched the sonic
shield to full power and the Platypus began
its final descent into Hemakuta.
The initial tumble through the upper atmosphere was in
many ways the most nerve-wracking part of the whole journey. Yet it was just a
matter of minutes before the ship slowed enough to deploy its wings and soon
their frantic dive to the surface became a gentle glide through the clouds,
high above the clear blue waters of Pampa Bay. Ahead lay the city of Hemakuta,
a vast metropolis of glass towers, parks and canals that had long outgrown the
site of the original domed settlement. The land beyond was a patchwork of
fields, forests and green valleys against a backdrop of dark mountains. Daode
was living proof of the power of human ingenuity and of mankind�s drive to
recreate Earth wherever it could.
The Platypus touched
down at an airstrip next to the small harbour, right in the heart of the city.
As they taxied to a halt, a long open-top ground car hove into view, looking
and moving like a river boat on wheels as it slipped from behind the sleek shuttle
parked nearby. When Ravana finally pushed open the cargo bay airlock to let in
the sweet sea air she was surprised to see a uniformed chauffeur waiting to
take them all to their hotel.
�The Maharani has arranged everything,� Fenris replied
simply.
�We made it,� whispered Miss Clymene, barely able to
believe it. �Daode!�
�Oh my,� murmured Bellona, looking through the door.
�It�s a whole new world.�
�I wonder what holovid channels they have here?� mused
Philyra.
�Did someone mention a hotel?� asked Ostara, putting an
arm around Ravana�s waist. �Only it�s been sixteen light years since I last had
a bath.�

* * *

The car sped along the wide boulevard that ran the length
of the harbour wall, weaving in and out of the heavy traffic on its way to the
seafront hotel on the far side of the harbour. The open-top car left its
passengers pleasantly exposed to the elements, for while the tiny sun above
seemed weak and incredibly distant, it was a warm day and there was a gentle
sea breeze to temper the humid atmosphere typical of terraformed worlds.
The streets of Hemakuta bustled with people surging from
one moment to the next; many rode in hoverchairs, while those on foot moved
with an odd lolloping motion that came more naturally in gravity barely a
quarter of Earth�s. Even before the dome was dismantled Hemakuta had somehow
avoided the usual fate of far-flung outposts, which often slipped back several
generations in technological prowess during the initial struggle to establish
food supplies, power and shelter. Instead, the city had become the epitome of
the ultra-modern spirit of colonisation: a confusion of high-rise towers of
carbon-fibre and green glass that splayed and twisted in a very organic way, an
idea reinforced by the gossamer hanging walkways that linked many of the
buildings to its neighbour.
The Pampa Palace hotel was a huge edifice of five towers
that rose from carbon-brick ramparts. Above the portico entrance, a colossal
holovid screen alternately switched between a newsreel on the peace conference
and a static display of the hotel�s name in a flamboyant yet regal lettering
several metres high.
The main political speakers were not due to appear until
the day after tomorrow, though preliminary talks had begun. A throng of
journalists and holovid crews had congregated outside, along with a crowd of
spectators who seemed ready to burst over the walls of the harbour and into the
sea at a moment�s notice. As they approached, this thought drew Ravana�s gaze
to the nearby beach and with a pang of jealousy she saw that some people were
indeed swimming and surfing in the warm waters of the bay.
�The Pampa Palace,� Miss Clymene observed. She was
clearly impressed. �This is the venue for the peace conference.�
�The most exclusive hotel on all of Daode,� Fenris added.
Their car turned off the boulevard and began threading
its way through the crowd. As they pulled to a halt outside the grand entrance
to the hotel, a stream of attendants swept through the doors, eager to greet
them and collect their luggage.
�We�re staying here?� remarked Ostara, surprised.
�Oh yes,� replied Fenris smugly. �The Maharani insists on
only the best.�
�So how come she hired you?� asked Quirinus irritably.
By now some members of the nearby crowd had started
cheering, perhaps mistaking the occupants of the ground car for visiting
dignitaries, though a journalist who managed to grab a few words with Endymion
was not at all impressed when she learned they were from the Barnard�s Star
system. Leaving the car, the travellers turned their back on the crowd and
trooped apprehensively into the cathedral-like surroundings of the hotel lobby.
Waiting to greet them was a tall, grey-haired Indian man
who was the epitome of casual confidence. With him was a severe-looking Chinese
woman, whose dark tresses were bundled up and tightly pinned. Both wore blue
corporate suits with a militaristic flair, which made the faded flight suits
worn by the crew and passengers of the Platypus look positively dowdy in comparison. The man gave Fenris a broad smile
and held out a hand.
�Welcome to the Pampa Palace!� he boomed, in
perfectly-modulated English. �Governor Atman at your service, executive
facilitator of the conference.�
�I am Fenris,� greeted Fenris, taking the man�s hand and
shaking it firmly. �This is Quirinus, captain of the Platypus; Rosanna, who is here with her music students to
represent the city of Newbrum; and finally Ostara, who is our err� head of
security.�
Atman nodded to each in turn, then indicated his
colleague. �This is Agent Dana, who has joined us from Ayodhya to help with
security arrangements.�
�So you are Fenris,� said Dana, speaking carefully. �We
have been expecting you.�
�I am here on behalf of Maharani Uma,� Fenris replied
smoothly. His confident manner surprised Ravana, especially after his obvious
nervousness upon meeting Administrator Verdandi at Newbrum spaceport. �As you
are no doubt aware, young Raja Surya has gone missing and I am on my way to
Yuanshi to see for myself what the authorities are doing to find the Maharani�s
son.�
�A sorry business,� acknowledged Dana. �I am sure
Governor Jaggarneth will tell you he is eager to facilitate a
mutually-agreeable docking, or some other gobbledegook.�
�So you�re here from Ascension!� exclaimed Atman, turning
to Miss Clymene. �This peace conference is indeed a marvellous opportunity to
meet all sorts of wonderful people from across the five systems. Of course,� he
added conspiratorially, �my security staff do not like it when the Governor of
Daode goes out and about in public, but I do think the personal touch is so
very important. Don�t you?�
Miss Clymene looked startled. �Err� yes. Definitely.�
�And you are entering the music competition? Such an
inspired way to bring the conference to a close. Bringing harmony to our worlds
with the music of youth.�
�Indeed we are,� replied Miss Clymene, recovering her
composure. Gathering her musicians together, she introduced each in turn.
�These are the Newbrum school players; Bellona, Endymion, Philyra, Ravana and
Zotz.�
Philyra, Bellona and Endymion gave a hesitant wave of
their hands, leaving Zotz lost in his own stunned silence. Ravana had a
terrible headache but managed a weak smile.
�And this?� asked Dana, indicating Surya�s clone. �Is it
what I think it is?�
�The Raja�s cyberclone,� replied Fenris. �Here to assist
in my negotiations.�
�Try not to parade it too conspicuously,� Atman said.
�The conference has an exclusive deal with Rent-a-Clone�s remote VR service for
delegates unable to be here in person and I�d hate to create any upset.�
�It was a pleasure to meet you both,� said Quirinus. �You
must excuse us. We�ve had a long flight and have not yet checked into our
rooms. I�m sure we will meet again soon.�
�Of course,� said Atman and smiled. �I do hope you enjoy
your stay.�
�I�m sure we will,� murmured Ostara, transfixed by their
ornate surroundings.

* * *

Ravana lay upon the bed, feeling her headache worsening
by the minute. She was sharing a hotel room with Bellona and Philyra, who were
currently standing on the balcony, pointing and shrieking excitedly at the
various sights and scenes of the city below. Endymion and Zotz soon joined them
from their own room next door and Endymion�s own loud exclamations did not help
at all.
The room itself was incredibly lavish with solid
furniture, thick carpeting and heavy wall drapes. The huge holovid unit had
turned itself on as she entered the room, only to promptly shut itself off
again after she gave it an angry glare. Yet the bed was comfy and the sea air
wafting through the window was a luxury in itself, carrying with it a natural
freshness that the life-support systems of the Platypus or even the Dandridge Cole could never hope to match.
There was a knock at the door and Ostara bustled in, not
waiting to be invited.
�Zotz!� she called urgently. �I need your help.�
�My help?� Zotz asked, turning away from the window.
�What with?�
�Fenris has gone downstairs to make a holovid call,� she
said, speaking as if it were some sort of crime. �Do you have anything in your
bag of tricks I can use to listen in?�
Zotz looked shocked. �You want me to help you spy on
Fenris?�
�If you put it like that, then yes.�
Zotz shrugged. �Fair enough. Network hacking isn�t really
my thing, though.�
Endymion, who was listening, beamed.
�Leave it to me!� he exclaimed. He glanced towards the
girls on the balcony. �Shall we go somewhere a bit quieter?�
Ravana watched as Ostara furtively bundled Endymion and
Zotz through the door and out of sight. She wondered if there was any chance of
another intervention to relieve her of the excitable Bellona and Philyra.
�Perhaps you two could go shopping?� she suggested
wearily.
Philyra turned to Bellona, her eyes wide. �Shopping!
Shall we?�
Bellona looked uncertain. �Let�s ask Miss Clymene.�
Moments later they had gone. With a sigh of relief, Ravana
settled back into bed, then smiled as her cat emerged from where it had been
hiding in her luggage and jumped up beside her. Right now she and her headache
were badly in need of some peace and quiet.

* * *

Quirinus sat down inside the holovid booth, well aware
that Fenris and Surya�s cyberclone had followed him downstairs. He had received
an urgent message on his wristpad from Professor Wak asking him to call, so
upon making the connection it came as somewhat of a surprise to see Maharani
Uma and not Wak staring at him from the screen. He was just about to make some
grumpy remark when he noticed her nervous expression.
�To what do I owe this pleasure?� he asked cautiously.
�I�m sorry for commandeering the holovid like this, but I
must speak with you,� she said quickly. The jumble of laboratory equipment in
the background confirmed she was speaking from Wak�s workshop in Dockside,
which in itself was a surprise as it meant she had left her palace hideaway
twice in one week. �I need to warn you about Fenris.�
�It�s not the first time you�ve hijacked what�s not
yours,� murmured Quirinus.
�Please!� The Maharani looked at him with pleading eyes.
�This is important!�
Quirinus returned her gaze, startled. He had never seen
her look so worried.
�What about Fenris?� he asked. �I should mention that
he�s outside, waiting to use the booth and probably listening to everything we
say. Not that I care,� he added. �What has he done that would make me trust him
even less than I do already?�
�I sense there are few people you do trust,� the Maharani
said softly. Behind her, Quirinus saw Wak move into view, then awkwardly
shuffle away again. �Including myself. Yet you are happy enough to ignore all
that when the price is right. Did you not deliver a consignment to the palace
just a few months ago?�
�That was a one-off,� retorted Quirinus. �We all have
mouths to feed.�
�You have good reason to hate me and my family. I will
not ask you to put that aside and trust me now. Yet you need to believe that I
trust you, especially in a matter like this.�
�A matter like what?�
�Faith,� she said simply. �The power of belief. You and I
have both seen on Earth and Yuanshi how such a power can corrupt. For a while I
hoped Fenris� own commitment was pure. Now I am sure it is not.�
Quirinus opened his mouth to protest against what seemed
an unfair attack against religion, then remembered his own tirade against
Fenris at Newbrum.
�In his absence I searched my son�s quarters and found a
device, hidden beneath his bed, that Professor Wak thinks is some sort of mind
probe,� the Maharani told him. �I also found a slate loaded with a disgusting
selection of scantily-clad young women on holovid, but that�s young boys for
you. The point is I think Fenris is trying to brainwash my son! I can�t help
thinking he had some part to play in poor Surya�s kidnap!�
Quirinus could not help but be moved by her anguish. �I�m
sure the authorities are doing all they can to find your son,� he said, in what
he hoped was a reassuring tone. �There�s little I can do other than keep an eye
on Fenris.�
�There�s no need. Surya�s cyberclone is with Fenris
specifically so that it can report his movements back to me,� she confided. �I
am frightened about what may happen but I trust that, if need be, you will do
the right thing. I just needed you to know that.�
Without another word, Maharani Uma stood up and walked
away from the holovid cameras, leaving him staring dumbstruck at an empty seat.
When Wak appeared on screen moments later, it took Quirinus a while to register
that what Wak was now telling him was totally unrelated to the Maharani�s
revelations.
The professor�s own concerns were over the worsening
condition of the Dandridge Cole�s power
supply. Neither Wak nor Quirinus had witnessed the unprecedented faltering of
the artificial sun, but Ravana had mentioned it and many others had seen it and
voiced their fears. The Indra,
the pilot-less fuel tanker that travelled between the hollow moon and the
cloud-mining facility orbiting the gas giant Thunor, had just returned to the Dandridge
Cole. Faced with potential crop failures
and the prospect of freezing to death in the dark, a growing number of
residents were petitioning the Symposium to allow the tanker to be made ready
to carry the population to safety. The irony that the hydrogen and helium-three
carried by the Indra was the only
thing keeping the power generation systems running was lost to those now faced
with the possibility that the hollow moon may have to be evacuated. Such fears
were not entirely unjustified; whatever was draining power had caused the
artificial sun to shut down twice more since, each time longer than the last.
Quirinus was sure Wak would find a solution. Nonetheless,
he left the booth wearing a thoughtful expression, though did remember to pull
a face at Fenris as he passed.

* * *

Fenris slipped quickly into the vacated booth and
instructed the computer to make the connection. After several agonising
moments, the grotesque grimace of Taranis� twisted features appeared on the
screen. The priest�s grey skin glistened as if covered by a thin sheen of
sweat. The holovid cameras revealed little of his surroundings but a noticeable
haze hung in the air, one alive with wispy tendrils of steam.
�Fenris!� snarled Taranis. �You have something to
report?�
�I am in Hemakuta,� replied Fenris, a little perturbed.
�I have made contact with Agent Dana and hope to be on my way to Yuanshi before
the day is out.�
�About time! I can no longer trust Kartikeya and his
incompetent rebels to do my bidding. He is firm in his belief that the Raja is
the key that will unlock Yuanshi, but the people will not find the spiritual
guidance they need in the hands of young Surya.�
�Only the Dhusarian Church can provide the true light.�
�Pah!� retorted Taranis. �True belief does not need
bricks and mortar to contain it. Those who need the trappings of organised
religion will never understand that true enlightenment must come from within.
My messengers of faith are growing stronger by the day and soon will be ready
to show humanity its future!�
Fenris thought about how he first came to the church,
finding solace in the routine and beliefs at a time when his own life was
chaotic and grim. He decided to ignore the priest�s forceful rejection of an
institution he himself held dear.
�Your activities are going to plan?� he enquired.
�My work is proceeding flawlessly. It is that of others
which has misfired,� Taranis snapped. �From what Kartikeya tells me, you have
done a sterling job with the Raja and he seems more pliable than I expected.
The fact remains that those idiots took him from the Maharani before the
mind-probe programme was complete. It is vital you reach Surya before his
appearance at the conference, to establish whether what you have done is
enough.�
Fenris bowed in acquiescence. �The Maharani has found the
device and spoken of it to Quirinus,� he reported. �She may yet choose to
reveal your whereabouts.�
�Then you must act before she does so,� Taranis told him
icily. �Preferably sooner than later. The Sun Wukong is on its way to Hemakuta as I speak, delivering the
equipment necessary to make the Raja�s conference appearance go the way we
desire. Unless you can find a quicker way of getting to Yuanshi, I suggest you
make sure your business on Daode is concluded and you are aboard when it
returns!�
�I have a plan in mind that will wrap up all loose ends
in one go.�
�Excellent. Any news on Que Qiao intelligence? An
oxymoron though that is!�
It was rare for Taranis to attempt a joke and Fenris
permitted himself a smile.
�My sources tell me that Atman and his government remain
blissfully unaware of our plans,� he said. �Jaggarneth of course knows of
Kartikeya�s scheme and is looking to use the resulting chaos at the peace
conference to denounce Atman and demand that the governorship of both Daode and
Yuanshi comes to him. Jaggarneth�s political ambitions are well known. He has
many powerful allies within Que Qiao on both Taotie and Earth.�
�Kartikeya and his rebels would not stand a chance if
this came to all-out war,� Taranis observed. �Jaggarneth has been stringing
them along for years, happy to use the threat of terrorism to keep control. The
time has come for these falsehoods to cease! My disciples will show them that
true faith is mightier than the missiles and gunships of Que Qiao. Together the
children of Shennong will rise to greet the dawn of the greys!�
�It is an honour to be here at the beginning,� said
Fenris. �In your head be it.�
�And be it in yours,� Taranis replied. �Go! There is
still much work to be done!�
Abruptly, the screen went blank, leaving Fenris alone
with his thoughts. Praise from Taranis was unexpected and he relished the warm
glow of self-assurance spreading through him from within. This truly was the
beginning. Fate had conspired so many times to thwart the priest�s plans but
Fenris now truly believed they were finally on the cusp of bringing his beloved
Dhusarian Church out from the shadows. Yuanshi was just the beginning. Soon,
all five systems would bow to the one true law. His mind whirring, he left the
holovid booth and almost collided with Surya�s cyberclone, which was waiting
for him outside.
�Spying on me again?� Fenris remarked. �Never mind. I
have a job for you.�

* * *

In a room upstairs, Ostara, Endymion and Zotz sat huddled
around the tiny speaker of Endymion�s wristpad, listening to the relayed audio
signal with wide-eyed expressions. They had been lucky in that the hotel�s
holovid booth had connected to the Ascension servermoon, making accessing
Endymion�s stored hacking programs so much easier, but missed Quirinus�
exchange with the Maharani.
Yet Fenris� conversation with Taranis had more than
captivated their attention, for even though the wristpad had only been able to
give them sound and not vision, the priest�s cruel tone had left its mark upon
their imaginations. As the audio signal faded, Ostara looked up, shocked.
�Politics, religion and a madman,� she murmured. �Never a
good combination.�


Chapter Eight
High and low in Hemakuta


RAVANA AWOKE to find the room deserted and her headache
gone. Her slumber had been deep enough for her to momentarily forget where she
was and it was not until she climbed out of bed and found herself staggering
erratically in the low gravity that she remembered the yellow sunlight
streaming through the window was that of Epsilon Eridani.
Yawning, she stumbled to the open window and gazed out
upon the golden sands and picturesque harbour of Pampa Bay. The moon of Daode
was as big as Mercury or Ganymede, but a lot smaller than Ascension and the
curve of the close horizon was disconcerting. The sun hung low on the eastern
horizon and looked tiny compared to the bloated sun of Ascension, appearing no
bigger than Sol would from Mars. Nevertheless, it was pleasantly warm outside,
for the cocktail of gases introduced into the atmosphere by terraforming
retained the heat as effectively as any greenhouse.
The time it took for the tiny sun to cross the sky
surpassed even that of Ascension; like its sister moons of Yuanshi and Lingbao,
Daode rotated just once every orbit, keeping the same face to Shennong as it
did so. Here in Hemakuta it would be another four Terran days before the sun
dipped below the skyline to the west, at which time the city would be flooded
with artificial light, allowing life to continue unabated. Shennong itself was
on the far side of the moon and so never graced the skies of Hemakuta; nor did
either Yuanshi or Lingbao, for Daode was the outermost of the three giant
moons.
The room was unnaturally quiet. Ravana tried to bring up
the tracker utility on her wristpad but the touch screen had not worked
properly ever since her fall down the airlock shaft. Their suite at the hotel had
connecting doors between the different rooms and after cautiously moving from
one to the next she quickly established why it was so quiet. Apart from Fenris,
who lay fast asleep in the room he was reluctantly sharing with her father, the
only other person around was Miss Clymene, who was sharing a chamber with
Ostara. Ravana found the teacher sitting on her balcony, enjoying a glass of
wine and reading the chapter on Hemakuta in The Amateur Astronaut�s Guide to
the Five Systems on her slate. Upon seeing
Ravana, Miss Clymene smiled and lowered the slate to her lap.
�Do you know where everyone has gone?� asked Ravana.
�Bellona and Philyra went to the floating market,� Miss
Clymene replied. �I do hope they and the boys have not forgotten we have a
rehearsal later! Your father said he had a few errands to run in town and asked
if you could contact him once you were awake.�
�Okay, I will. The floating market?�
�It�s not far from the hotel. You can�t miss it,
apparently.�
Intrigued, Ravana headed downstairs to the hotel foyer.
After she had coaxed her battered wristpad into sending a message to her
father, she went and stood before the large tourist information display near
the reception desk. She was flicking through the interactive holovid
advertisement for the floating market when a sudden tap on her shoulder made
her jump. She turned to see Endymion grinning inanely at her, who having just
come from an unnecessarily-lengthy holovid call with his parents back in
Newbrum was now bored and looking for something to do.
�Don�t do that!� Ravana retorted. �You scared the life
out of me!�
�Sorry,� he apologised. �Where are you off to?�
�I thought I�d take a look at the market,� she said. She
pointed to where the display played a holovid of happy shoppers being hassled
by market vendors, a scene set somewhat bizarrely in a giant open-air tree
house. �Miss Clymene said Bellona and Philyra are there. It�s only a short walk
away.�
Endymion pressed a symbol at the corner of the display
and quickly absorbed the satellite image map that now replaced the holovid.
�Okay if I come with you?�
Ravana gave a nod, though in the end it was Endymion who
took the lead as they made their way past the crowd outside. A large car had
just pulled up and a group of short, pale-skinned executives were stepping out
and blinking uncertainly in the sun, their movements clumsy and heavy.
�Probably from Earth,� said Endymion. �Not used to the
low gravity.�
Ravana smiled. People who lived most of their lives on
larger worlds tended to stay short and muscular, especially those born on
Taotie where gravity was one and a half times that of Earth. It seemed to her
that humanity was dividing into two distinct races, for colonists born and
raised in low-gravity environments such as on Daode found it difficult and
often painful to live anywhere else. The larger spaceports and shipyards were
also found on low-gravity moons and planets, which in turn meant that it was
the people of these worlds who became the next generation of explorers and
settlers, eagerly searching for somewhere just like home. It was telling that
the planet of Aram in Tau Ceti, with its Earth-like conditions, had not tempted
many settlers to move on from their new low-gravity worlds.
Endymion led her along the harbour boulevard and up a wide
street heading away from the seafront, keeping the twisted towers of the hotel
to their right. The road was lined with an array of ornate and imposing shop
fronts, while beyond the moving walkway electric ground cars hissed by every
few seconds, their occupants hidden behind mirrored windows. Holographic
billboards were everywhere, the more determined of which would follow them for
some distance before latching on to a new target, all advertising an amazing
variety of stores and services. The holograms were transparent to their
movements but the path was still far too crowded for Ravana�s liking, thronged
as it was with tall and skinny Asians of all ages. Most were on foot, though
many of the elderly rode in hoverchairs or in curious single-seat contraptions
that shuffled along on spindly mechanical legs.
�Spider walkers,� noted Endymion. �All-terrain mobility
chairs. Seems a bit silly to use them in a city, though I did know of a
disabled pilot who used one at Newbrum.�
�Why would anyone want to ride a giant robot spider?�
asked Ravana, frowning.
Local fashions varied wildly. Some wore corporate suits
but many were dressed in flamboyant unisex clothing with vague hints of
traditional Indian styles, to which many added the local bizarre fashion of
ornate gold neck braces to emphasise their height. Even without the gold
collars the younger people towered over Ravana and Endymion, some reaching two
and half metres tall. From the looks some of the lanky youngsters gave to the
utilitarian flight suits worn by herself and Endymion she got the impression
they were looking down on them in more ways than one.
Ravana found the street chatter in the local dialect of
Hinglish a little difficult to follow. Endymion made her laugh by showing her
the enhanced-reality projection of his wristpad. This revealed holographic
butterflies and birds fluttering around people�s heads amidst hazy floating
clouds of pictures and text, all generated by the data streams from devices
held by those around them. To off-worlders like Ravana and Endymion, the
concept of proudly broadcasting how many friends you have and what you ate in
which trendy restaurant an hour ago came across as highly superficial.
Beyond the final few shops ahead they saw a park filled
with trees of truly gigantic proportions. As they neared the entrance they
began to make out the large platforms hanging from the sturdier branches and
the wooden walkways crossing from one tree to another, all entwined within an
intricate web of wire rigging.
�I know a secret about Fenris,� Endymion confided as they
walked.
�He�s really a lizard in disguise?� suggested Ravana.
Endymion laughed. �Not quite. He�s been brain-washing the
kidnapped Raja. Ostara said it was all to do with politics and religion and
stuff.�
�What?� exclaimed Ravana. �Where did you hear that?�
�I�ll tell you later,� he replied, somewhat
infuriatingly. �When we find the others.�
They passed through the park gates and followed a young
Indian family across the gravel courtyard beyond. It did not take them long to
find the broad moving staircase that led to the tree-house deck above. In a
grassy part of the park ahead, a brass band performed to a small crowd and they
paused to listen.
�They�re playing Bantoff�s Shennong,� observed Ravana, recognising the tune.
Endymion looked genuinely surprised. �Is that what it�s
supposed to sound like?�
Using the tracker application on his wristpad, he found
the signal from his sister�s device on a live satellite map of the market and
beckoned to Ravana to follow him onto the escalator. The moving stairway bore
them swiftly up into the leafy canopy and onto a wide platform that completely
encircled the trunk of the tree. They stepped out into a bustle of people, all
idly browsing market stalls that were suddenly everywhere they looked.
The range of goods on offer was incredible. Endymion led
her over a footbridge onto the next platform and Ravana stared in wonder at the
astonishing displays of food, clothing, jewellery and souvenirs for sale. She
was drawn to a stall selling traditional Asian clothing and stared longingly at
a saree in emerald green, thinking of the beautiful clothes the Maharani wore,
then quickly hurried away when she caught the handsome young stallholder
staring at the scar on her face with undisguised disgust.
The posts and wires supporting the platforms were
cunningly concealed, though Ravana�s engineering training helped her pick out
the clever techniques that resulted in the incredible illusion that the market
floated in thin air. When she looked around for Endymion, eager to share her
observations, she saw he had gone ahead to where Bellona and Philyra stood by a
curious stall piled high with cages of tiny fluttering birds, slumbering
reptiles and other strange creatures. As Ravana went to join them, she saw
Philyra had failed to resist the temptation to shop for clothes and was wearing
a short summer dress in metallic blue that still had a price tag hanging down
the back. The dress was extremely low-cut and was making Endymion look at
Philyra in a whole new way.
�What do you think of this dress?� Philyra was asking
him, flouncing.
Endymion looked nonplussed. �It�s very, err� short.�
�I know!� exclaimed Philyra. She did not seem to mind
that he was clearly mesmerized by her exposed cleavage. �Isn�t it fabulous!�
Ravana glanced towards the cages on the nearby stall. She
had initially thought that the creatures within were electric pets, but now she
saw they were real animals and birds, a fact she found a little disturbing.
Looking closer, she was drawn to a large cage in the corner that held a
creature quite unlike the rest. Intrigued, she stepped closer.
�Amazing, isn�t it?� said Endymion, coming beside her. �A
real alien!�
Most of the captive animals and birds were species unique
to Daode, but Ravana knew that was not what Endymion meant. The caged creature
was the size of a small ape, grey and entirely hairless, with large
almond-shaped eyes staring up out of an angular and vaguely lizard-like face.
Like an ape, its legs were short and stocky and its arms long, though its feet
had just three toes while its delicate hands each had six dainty fingers. As
Ravana bent closer, the creature lifted its head and met her gaze with a
frightened stare.
�Poor thing,� she murmured. �It�s just a baby.�
�A baby grey!� exclaimed Endymion. �I knew it!�
�There�s no such thing as greys!� retorted Philyra. �It�s
nothing more than a shaven Yuanshi water monkey. One of those scams aimed at
gullible tourists!�
Ravana was not convinced. Daode and Yuanshi were teeming
with native life when humans first arrived, but it was well known that most
higher life-forms died out shortly after large-scale terraforming began.
Nevertheless, rumours persisted of secret colonies of intelligent humanoids,
reinforced by occasional sightings like her own childhood encounter. There was
something about the creature that held her entranced.
�The Dhusarian Church believes in greys,� she remarked,
thinking back to the conversation in the carousel on the Platypus. �Fenris told me all about it.�
�Fenris!� exclaimed Endymion. �I knew there was something
I meant to tell you all. Ostara, Zotz and I listened in on a holovid call
and��
�Well, well!� came a sudden loud voice. �The terrible
trio of Newbrum!�
As one, Ravana and Endymion turned to see two boys and a
girl strutting smugly towards them. All three were expensively dressed in
Hemakuta fashions and sported the latest model wristpads, though it occurred to
Ravana that this was the one thing she had not seen many local people wearing.
She was also a little mystified that anyone would recognise them sixteen light
years from home but it was clear that Endymion, Bellona and Philyra knew who
the three youths were and were not at all pleased to see them.
�Xuthus!� growled Endymion. �How unlucky of us to see you
here.�
�And it�s not a trio,� snapped Bellona. �There�s five of
us now.�
�Big deal,� Maia retorted, unimpressed. �We have a whole
orchestra!�
�They�re from the Bradbury Heights band,� Endymion
informed Ravana. �Xuthus, Maia and Lodus. Otherwise known as rich, stuck-up and
largely brainless.�
Ravana smiled, not noticing the venomous look Maia gave
her.
�So where are you staying?� asked Xuthus. �And how did
you get here? I bet you came on some smelly freighter and you�re having to live
in a tent on the beach!�
�The Platypus is
not smelly!� exclaimed Ravana, seeing Lodus snigger.
�We�re at the Pampa Palace,� declared Endymion. �Beat
that!�
�No way!� said Maia in disbelief. �Are you on egg?�
�Better than where you�re staying, is it?� remarked
Bellona mockingly.
�You should come and visit,� Philyra suggested to Xuthus,
smiling coyly.
Lodus pushed past Ravana and stuck his chubby fingers
through the wire mesh on the front of the nearby cage. He responded to her
glare with a defiant leer.
�Stop that!� Ravana snapped. �You�ll scare the poor
thing!�
�Get lost, scar face,� retorted Lodus. Inside the cage,
the grey creature cowered nervously, its child-like gaze transfixed upon the
boy�s wriggling digits.
�Yeah!� sneered Maia. �Scabby bitch!�
�Don�t be horrible!� retorted Bellona. �Not everyone can
be a glamour queen!�
�There are no words to describe Maia�s own beauty,�
Endymion said to Ravana in a mock whisper. �None that can be said in polite
company, anyway.�
�Yeah, well who does she think she is, telling Lodus what
to do?�
Ravana gave Maia a fierce stare. �My name is Ravana
O�Brien,� she said. �And I don�t much care to see small defenceless creatures
being bullied by big stupid ones.�
�Big talk from a little girl,� snarled Maia. �Think
you�re something, don�t you?�
Xuthus smiled and seemed content to let Maia�s temper
explode. Endymion stepped forward to come between her and Ravana, but was
abruptly jostled out of the way by Philyra who was staring into the branches
above and not looking where she was going. It was then that Lodus screamed and
wrenched his hand away from the cage, his fingers dripping blood. The grey
creature, having finally had enough of the boy�s taunts, had tasted human
flesh.
�It bit me!� cried Lodus.
�That�s your fault!� Maia yelled accusingly to Ravana. As
quick as a flash her hand came up in a blur and slapped Ravana hard across the
face, causing her to shriek. Blinking back tears, Ravana staggered back and
stared at Maia in disbelief.
�Look out!� shouted Philyra.
A figure in a red birdsuit suddenly dropped from above
and landed before Maia, wings outstretched and fists raised ready for a fight.
Maia gave a strangled yelp of surprise, turned to run, then tripped and fell
over Lodus, who had dived for cover as soon as the birdman appeared. Together
they scrambled to their feet and scuttled behind Xuthus. He was made of sterner
stuff and gave the masked birdman a withering stare.
�A flying ginger ninja,� he remarked coolly. �Here to
save the native princess?�
�It�s him!� cried Bellona excitedly. �The hollow moon superhero!�
�Is it really you?� Ravana asked wonderingly, momentarily
distracted from the pain of her throbbing cheek. �My guardian angel?�
The masked figure turned to Ravana and bowed
theatrically. �The Flying Fox, once again at your service,� he confirmed. �Are
you hurt?�
�Angry and sore,� Ravana told him, shooting a glare
towards the cowering Maia.
�Butt out of this, bat boy,� Xuthus snarled, squaring up
to the newcomer. He had quickly seen that dramatic entrance aside, The Flying
Fox was no more than a scrawny youth in a padded birdsuit and a good ten
centimetres shorter than himself. �This isn�t a holovid game. Someone could get
seriously hurt.�
�Aha!� declared the birdman. �Do I detect the smell of
fear? Or is it the hideous odour of the Eden Ravines� very own greater-spotted
voluminous tree-skunk!?�
With a dramatic flourish, The Flying Fox extended his
left wrist towards Xuthus and with his other hand pressed a button on his
oversized wristpad. A jet of choking green mist erupted from the wristpad,
enveloping Xuthus in the most foul-smelling, vomit-inducing odour Ravana had
ever had the misfortune to let near her nostrils. As the scent hit the
crouching Maia and Lodus, they gave yelps of dismay and leapt away into the
crowd. Xuthus grimaced, tears streaming from his eyes, yet incredibly held his
ground for several moments more before running after his friends and out of
sight. The masked birdman gave a nod and folded his arms in satisfaction,
seemingly unconcerned that his audience now included a growing congregation of
bemused shoppers.
�My work here is done,� he declared.
Ravana beamed and slipped her hands around The Flying
Fox�s arm. �You are my hero!� she cried. �Thanks for scaring them off. It must
make a change from rescuing cats.�
The Flying Fox bowed again and with poignant grace took
Ravana�s hand, raised it to his masked face and bestowed a gentle kiss.
Releasing her, he stepped back, unfolded his wings to maximum stretch and then
with a sudden spurt of power from the suit�s jet pack was up and away through
the leafy canopy. The gathered crowd soon lost interest and melted away,
leaving Ravana, Endymion, Bellona and Philyra alone and somewhat nonplussed.
�Don�t look at me like that!� retorted Ravana, feeling
the weight of the stares the other three were giving her. �I didn�t ask him to
follow me here!�

* * *

Ostara peered around the corner of the corridor and
watched as the Chinese woman ahead unlocked a door and entered a suite,
clipboard in hand. Fenris� mention of Dana during his conversation with Taranis
left her intrigued. Eager to pursue her investigations, she had forsaken her
bath to instead try to learn something about the Que Qiao agent, reassured both
by the knowledge that Fenris was safely asleep in his room and by The
Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes on her
wristpad. So far all her detective work had revealed was that the woman liked
going in and out of every hotel room she could find.
�Checking surveillance equipment?� Ostara murmured, her
mind working overtime. �Or looking for secret papers left behind by delegates?�
Moments later the woman reappeared in the corridor, still
too far away for Ostara to get a good look at her, then walked to the next door
and again disappeared inside. Ostara was momentarily startled by the arrival of
a laundry-collection robot, then on a whim quickly dropped to her hands and
knees and crawled in its wake, using the square bulk of the automaton as cover
as it moved down the corridor. When she reached what she thought was the right
room, she paused and put an ear to the closed door, still crouched upon the
floor.
�Can I help you?� came a sudden loud voice.
Ostara looked up and saw the woman standing outside
another door further along, then realised the robot had trundled away on its
own mission to collect the hotel�s dirty linen. It took a while for Ostara�s
brain to register that even though she was sure she had correctly identified
Dana in the hotel foyer, it now appeared that the woman she had been trailing
for the last half an hour was definitely not the Que Qiao agent.
�You�re not Dana,� murmured Ostara, sheepishly climbing
to her feet.
�Customer experience inspectorate!� snapped the woman.
�What are you doing?�
�I, err� dropped something,� Ostara stuttered, cringing
inwardly at how lame that sounded. Without waiting for an answer, she hurried
down the corridor as fast as she could and did not stop until the woman was far
behind and out of sight. She really wished she had chosen to stay in her room
and take a relaxing bath after all.
�Rats,� she murmured. �Sherlock Holmes makes it look so
easy.�

* * *

Endymion quickly grew bored of the floating market and at
his insistence they made their way back to the hotel, for earlier he had
discovered that the basement games room had a number of virtual-reality titles yet
to reach Newbrum. Ravana found Zotz waiting for her in the lobby, looking out
of breath and strangely dishevelled as if he had just fought his way out of a
wardrobe. He too was eager to sample the plethora of games offered by the hotel
but had been too shy to enter a VR suite alone.
The games room boasted a wide selection of VR machines.
Some were linked to keep-fit apparatus such as treadmills, exercise cycles or
rowing machines, enabling the participant to run with virtual dinosaurs on
Mesozoic Earth, cycle through Valles Marineris on a virtual Mars, or race the
krakens across the virtual seas of Yuanshi. For those feeling not quite so
energetic, submersion booths allowed players to enter any one of hundreds of
fantasy worlds, which ranged from no-frills relaxation breaks to full
role-playing adventures.
�Oh my gosh!� cried Philyra. �They have the Gods of
Avalon game!�
Ravana smiled at the sight of Endymion staring at the row
of booths in disgust. It did not surprise her that game makers had resorted to
adapting tacky holovid shows for ideas. The irony was that Gods of Avalon was itself based upon a long-running teenage saga,
which in turn had followed a film franchise inspired by a successful run of
comic books; a series that had been adapted from a trilogy of novels loosely
based upon the original Arthurian myths and legends of the British Isles. It
seemed there really were no new stories to tell.
�They also have The War of the Ring,� Zotz suggested hopefully, pointing to a row of
booths decorated with Tolkien-inspired imagery. �And Battlefield
Earth.�
�Or even Superhero Showdown,� added Endymion, giving Zotz a sideways look.
�It all sounds rather violent,� Ravana murmured. There
was a small VR suite on the Dandridge Cole,
but it was an old design and the few games they had were rather sedate. �I�ve
had enough conflict for one day.�
Philyra was already dragging Bellona towards the Gods
of Avalon suite and excitedly explaining
the game to her. Endymion gave a resigned shrug and trotted after them.
�What about it?� Zotz asked Ravana, as they followed.
�It�s a fantasy game. Wizards and monsters, mysterious quests, that sort of
thing.�
�Knights in shining armour,� added Bellona.
Endymion grinned. �Damsels in distress.�
The young man operating the suite gave them the merest
glance as they approached. He was a tall, olive-skinned local who looked barely
older than Endymion. His bleary expression suggested he had been down in the
dim basement longer than was healthy.
�How much?� asked Endymion.
The man shrugged. �Are you staying at the Pampa Palace?�
Philyra nodded. �We arrived this morning.�
�Then it�s free,� he told them. �All inclusive. You
off-worlders?�
�From Ascension, Barnard�s Star,� replied Endymion.
�Why?�
�Different settings,� he said. �Locals use their implants
for the data feed.�
He directed them to the booths. His offhand demeanour
made it clear he was not there for the conversation. Ravana watched hesitantly
as her four companions slipped easily into the walker frames within, then
reluctantly followed suit.
Once inside, she examined the touch-screen display before
her and flicked through the pages of VR avatars until one caught her eye. The
holovid clip showed a fierce yet strikingly-beautiful raven-haired woman,
dressed in wild flowing robes of purple and black. Ravana was no expert on
Arthurian lore but judging by the strange, dance-like way the woman tended to
her smoking cauldron it seemed a fair assumption she was either some sort of
sorceress or a very eccentric cook.
�Morgan le Fay,� she murmured, making her selection. It
was the fact that the woman seemed to share her cave-like lair with a cat that
attracted her most.
Settling back into the walker frame, Ravana put on the VR
headset and lowered the visor across her eyes. She was familiar with the
submersion process and saw straight away that something was wrong, for the
black-and-white holding image was so out of focus it made her head hurt just to
look at it. She could make out four figures standing inside a grey stone hall,
but the picture was indistinct and fuzzy.
�Are you all ready?� asked the operator, sounding bored.
Ravana raised her hand to ask him to check her visor, but
he had not waited for a reply and had started the programme. The image before
her eyes subtly twisted into three dimensions, flooded with colour and suddenly
she was inside the virtual world.
She found herself in a large stone hall, standing next to
four others before a circular table. A candelabra high in the vaulted ceiling
dispelled the shadows with a cool flickering light. A row of brightly-painted
jousting shields, many dented and scratched, hung upon the walls between narrow
windows. Yet everything remained out of focus, leaving her with the impression
she was seeing the same view twice, superimposed but not quite aligned.
Thinking her headset was at fault, she experimented with closing one eye and
then the other but it made no difference. Her companions were also blurred but
she could see they were a black knight in armour, a squire in a ragged brown
tunic, an African priestess in a blue smock and a chiffon-clad princess in
medieval garb. Beyond the table, a fuzzy figure in regal robes entered the hall
and walked towards them.
�King Arthur himself!� exclaimed the knight, in
Endymion�s voice.
�Everything�s a blur,� Ravana complained. �Is anyone else
having problems?�
�Not me,� said Bellona, who was the African priestess.
�I�m fine,� purred Philyra, whom Ravana had already
guessed would be the princess.
�Call the operator,� suggested Zotz the squire.
Ravana gave the double hand-cross signal recognised by
all VR consoles and the disembodied touch-screen display of the booth appeared,
hanging in air before her. Reaching forward, she activated the communicator.
�Hello?� called Ravana. �I�m having problems.
Everything�s fuzzy.�
�One moment,� came the voice of the operator. �I�ll check
the system.�
On the other side of the circular table, the hazy blob
that was King Arthur sat down and produced a long object from within his robes.
�Travellers!� he boomed. �The kingdom of Camelot needs
your help!�
�A scroll,� whispered Zotz. �He is here to give us our
mission!�
�Thanks for the commentary,� muttered Ravana. �But I�m
blind, not deaf.�
Her headache was getting worse. She reached to call the
operator again, then stared as Zotz�s tunic started falling to rags around his
feet. Nearby, Philyra had become a grotesque caricature of a preening princess
in a plastic dress, all heavy make-up and leering smile.
�You cannot escape your destiny!� roared King Arthur.
�The Gods of Avalon await!�
�What�s happening?� Ravana asked, her voice wavering.
�Still checking,� replied the operator irritably.
Now Endymion�s armour dropped away to reveal the
brightly-coloured costume of a court jester. Bellona�s robes turned dirty and
grey as she took on the mantle of a down-trodden farmer�s wife, complete with a
couple of chickens clucking at her feet. King Arthur�s words had become a
metallic slur and a confused Ravana saw the king was losing his own fine attire
to expose a grey, featureless avatar, then a panel on his chest fell open to
reveal he was no more than an android. The screen on the disembodied booth
display hanging before her showed a trembling Morgan le Fay shooting sparks
from her fingertips. Ravana�s virtual countenance had taken on a definite green
tint and her eyes glowed like red-hot coals.
�Are you okay?� asked Zotz. Beneath his disintegrating
rags the squire wore the armour of the gallant red knight, Queen Guinevere�s
secret champion. �You look scary.�
�Everything�s going wrong!� moaned Ravana.
Startled, she realised the hall was starting to shrink.
The shields faded from the walls, while all around her the narrow windows were
being squeezed out of existence by the relentless incoming stones. She tried to
step towards Zotz but could not move.
�zz-deestiinyy-zz�!� rasped the robot king.
�It�s all a bit of fun!� laughed the jester. �Fun! Fun!
Fun!�
�What the hell!� cried the operator. �A double feedback
loop!�
Ravana whirled around in alarm as the walls of the hall
continued to close in on her. The grey stones grew ever larger until the words Isa-Sastra
were revealed upon each one, then fell open
like the pages of a book.
Suddenly, cascades of black spiders poured out of the
openings, down the walls and across the floor. More and more spiders followed,
some as big as her hand. Her companions, the king and the table melted away and
she alone was left to face the hissing arachnid flood that seethed towards her.
Ravana clawed at her clothes in panic as she felt the spiders clambering up her
legs, up her body and arms, over her face and into her hair. The walls
continued to grind ever closer. Virtual reality or not, the horror was real. As
were her screams.
�Why didn�t you say you had an implant?� cried a voice.
�I�m pulling you out now!�
Ravana�s piercing shriek, a sound wrought from pure
terror, continued loud and strong. Suddenly, it was all over. The virtual world
disappeared from around her, leaving her hanging limply in the walker frame,
exhausted and sobbing uncontrollably. She barely felt the hands that reached
forward to carry her to safety.

* * *

Ravana peered over the edge of the sheets, her mind in
turmoil. Her cat lay curled next to her on the hotel room bed, chewing upon a
light bulb and doing its best to soothe her nerves with its electric purr. What
she had gone through in the Gods of Avalon game
had felt horrifyingly real, for her eyes had been opened to a twisted version
of her own imagination. Yet terrifying though her experience in the VR suite
was, a new and very real fear now gripped her. There was something in her head
that was not her.
�What the hell happened?� demanded Quirinus. He stood at
the end of her bed, facing a stout, middle-aged Asian man who happened to be
the hotel manager. Behind the manager stood the sheepish operator, while on the
bed itself was a bouquet of flowers and a box of chocolates, which the manager
had seen fit to bring by way of an apology.
�Is she okay?� asked Zotz, concerned. He and Miss Clymene
were standing by the connecting door leading to the suite next door. Behind
them, Ravana saw the anxious faces of Endymion, Bellona and Philyra. Quirinus
did not reply but instead motioned to Miss Clymene to take Zotz and the others
into the next room.
�A most unfortunate incident,� the manager said. �But I
can assure you that every one of my games room team are fully-certified
operatives. We will review our procedures to make sure this sort of thing does
not happen again.�
�They said they were off-worlders,� muttered the youth.
�How was I supposed to know she had an implant?�
As she heard the word again, Ravana shuddered and pulled
the sheets tight, increasingly frantic at the thought that there was something
lodged in her brain, something that had been there hidden and waiting all these
years. Quirinus glanced towards her and then quickly looked away, as if ashamed
at having concealed it from her for so long.
The double vision experienced within the game had been
caused by her long-dormant implant. It had tried to reconcile its direct link
with the VR suite with the data stream from her headset, but this had led her
mind to superimpose a nightmare-like interpretation upon the game itself. That
this had never happened to her before was purely because the only other VR
suite she had ever used, that on the Dandridge Cole, was so old it pre-dated implant technology.
�She didn�t know herself,� admitted Quirinus, looking
dejected. �I never told her.�
�Never seen a standard implant backfire like that
before,� the youth mumbled.
�How long have I had it?� whispered Ravana.
Her father still could not bring himself to look at her.
�Since you were four,� he said. �Children on Yuanshi had
to have implants by law; your mother and I were told it was as routine as
getting vaccinations. Back then we lived in downtown Lanka and didn�t have
access to any of the new and supposedly wonderful implant-controlled technology
that was becoming popular, so I assumed it had never been activated. As I
watched you growing up it became harder and harder to tell you about it.�
�I felt the pain of the Platypus,� murmured Ravana, watching as her cat slunk across
the bed to cautiously sniff the bouquet and chocolates. �Was that the implant?�
�I think so. Maybe also the cause of your headaches,�
Quirinus told her, then sighed. �It�s why I agreed to fly us here to Daode. I
was hoping to find a doctor who could tell us if there was anything wrong.�
Ravana sat up. �You brought me here to have a doctor look
inside my head?�
The hotel manager looked flustered. �If there is any way
the hotel can help��
�You�ve already been most kind,� said Quirinus, with a
cursory nod. �I will let you know if we need anything else.�
The manager bowed, taking this as a cue to leave. No
sooner had he and the young man left the room when Ostara suddenly appeared at
the doorway, looking breathless.
�I�ve been looking for you everywhere!� she exclaimed,
sitting down on the edge of the bed. �I need to tell you about Fenris!�
�Can it wait?� asked Quirinus. �Ravana has had a bit of a
shock.�
�Poor Ravana!� said Ostara. She gave her a sympathetic
smile. �What�s wrong?�
�I need my head examined,� Ravana replied gloomily.
�A wise precaution,� came a voice from the connecting
doorway. Quirinus and Ostara turned to see Fenris stepping into the room, his
expression suggesting he had been listening for a while. �It just so happens I
know of an old family friend of the Maharani�s, an excellent doctor who has a
practice right here in Hemakuta. I am sure he would be only too glad to help
put your fears to rest.�
�Don�t trust him,� Ostara warned Quirinus. �He��
�I don�t plan to!� Quirinus retorted, interrupting her.
�We have had our disagreements in the past,� Fenris
acknowledged. �But this is about doing what is right for your daughter in her
hour of need.�
�The Maharani does still have a great deal of influence
in this system,� Quirinus told Ostara, as she opened her mouth to protest. He
spoke as if it was himself he was trying to convince. �A friendly doctor may be
just what we need. Ravana, do you want me to take you to see someone? Just to
check that everything�s okay?�
�Can he get this thing out of my head?� asked Ravana,
bitterly.
She threw back the sheets with a grim determination.
Whoever put her to bed had removed her boots but left her still wearing her now
very crumpled flight suit. After recovering her footwear, Ravana picked up her
cat and came to her father�s side, though refused to meet his gaze. Fenris gave
her electric pet a disapproving glance but said nothing.
�You can take us there now?� asked Quirinus.
�Of course,� Fenris replied. �There is really no need for
you to come with us,� he added coolly when Ostara made as if to follow.
�Fine!� she snapped. �I�ll wait here.�
Leaving Ostara sulking in the hotel room, Fenris quickly
led Quirinus and Ravana to the lift at the end of the corridor. Once they
reached the ground floor lobby, he directed them not to the main entrance but
instead past the dining hall and on towards the pleasure garden.
�Is this the right way?� asked Quirinus.
�The hotel has a rear entrance,� Fenris replied. �It will
save us a few minutes.�
The garden was an oasis of green. The stone path they
followed wound past immaculate lawns, bright flower beds and a mini orchard
before arriving at a small fish pond. Overlooking the pond was an ornamental
wooden pagoda in the Chinese style, with an open doorway leading into a
darkened interior. Fenris led Ravana and her father towards the pagoda, then
upon reaching the door indicated for them to step inside.
�In there?� asked Quirinus, puzzled. �Why?�
Fenris reached into his pocket, withdrew a dark object
and pointed it at Quirinus� chest. Ravana looked down at the plasma pistol in
the man�s hand and stifled a scream.
�I�m afraid I must insist,� Fenris replied coldly. He
waggled the gun barrel towards the doorway. �Inside, now.�
Taking Ravana�s hand, Quirinus stepped into the dimly-lit
pagoda. To their surprise, waiting in the shadows was the unlikely duo of Agent
Dana and Surya�s cyberclone, but any hope that the clone may be of help was
quickly dashed by the pistol in its hand, which meant its usual Asimov safety
protocols had been disengaged. Ravana had seen similar plasma-bolt weapons at
Lan-Tlanto and knew they could easily knock someone off their feet without the
risk of leaving inconvenient holes in a spacecraft�s hull.
�What is this?� demanded Quirinus. �What�s going on?�
�Quirinus O�Brien!� declared Dana. She held up her
agent�s warrant, then slipped it back into a concealed pocket before either
Ravana or her father could get a good look at it. �You are under arrest for the
aiding and abetting of Maharani Uma of Ayodhya, wanted for terrorism offences
on Yuanshi. You do not have to say anything, but any statement may be recorded
and used in evidence against you.�
�You�re arresting me?� Quirinus exclaimed. �Don�t be
absurd!�
�I don�t understand,� cried Ravana. �Fenris works for the
Maharani, not my father!�
�Agent Fenris is a Que Qiao operative who has been
collecting intelligence on the renegade Maharani for some time,� Dana informed
them. �It is he who identified O�Brien as the man wanted for helping Maharani
Uma and Raja Surya flee Ayodhya nine years ago. Your father is an enemy of the
state and must be brought to trial.�
�No!� protested Ravana, hugging her cat tightly. Today
was going from bad to worse.
�You slimy son of a�� began Quirinus.
Fenris raised his gun. �Do you deny the charge?�
�My ship was hijacked!� retorted Quirinus. �I was forced
to take the Maharani and her cronies off Yuanshi! You were pointing the gun
back then too, as I recall.�
�Funny how history repeats itself,� mused Fenris. �Here I
am, once more holding you to account and fittingly it is to Yuanshi that we are
now to return. Did I mention I am once again commandeering your ship? We have a
car waiting to take us to the spaceport.�
�You can�t let this happen!� Ravana cried, appealing to
Surya�s cyberclone.
�I have my orders,� the clone replied, keeping its pistol
trained on Quirinus.
With Dana and the clone close behind, Fenris led Ravana
and Quirinus out of the pagoda and across a secluded section of the garden
towards a nearby gate. This opened into a deserted service street where a
ground car in police livery was waiting. Dana motioned to Quirinus and Ravana
to join the two black-clad security guards already inside the car. As Ravana
took her seat, nervously clutching her cat to her chest, she tried not to look
at the plasma rifles resting nonchalantly upon their laps.
Sirens wailing, the police car sped through the busy
streets of Hemakuta. The heavy drone of its turbines somehow made the hush
within the vehicle unbearably intense.
They reached the spaceport in a matter of minutes. When
Quirinus and Ravana saw the fuel tanker being decoupled from the Platypus they knew Fenris had not acted on the spur of the
moment.
�If you get a chance, run back to Ostara,� he whispered.
Ravana nodded.
The police car slipped smoothly past the departing tanker
and lurched to a stop next to the open airlock of the Platypus. The cyberclone followed Quirinus and Ravana out of
the car, keeping them at gunpoint.
Fenris led the way into the freighter�s cargo bay and up
the ladder towards the flight deck. Dana was behind them and the scowl she wore
as she led the guards into the airlock made it clear that Quirinus and Ravana
had little choice but to comply. As Ravana followed her father she kept a firm
hold of her cat, not trusting it to be roaming loose in a ship bristling with
plasma weaponry.
Ravana followed her father out of the crawl tunnel and up
onto the flight deck. Quirinus gave the waiting Fenris a frosty glare. Someone
had removed a maintenance panel to gain access to the AI unit, but it seemed
any attempt to bypass the security system had failed. The strange tendrils had
multiplied considerably in their absence.
�Ship!� Quirinus called. �Status report.�
�Dock safety protocols engaged, awaiting further orders,�
confirmed the melodious tones of the Platypus. �Access to all systems remain restricted to registered crew only.�
Fenris scowled. Behind Ravana came Dana and Surya�s
cyberclone, Dana by now having relieved the clone of the pistol. Ravana guessed
that even if she or her father could somehow get past Dana, the guards in the
cargo bay would be waiting.
�My word,� murmured Dana. She looked around the flight
deck with the air of someone distinctly unimpressed. �This thing brought you
from Barnard�s Star?�
�We have refuelled your ship,� Fenris told Quirinus. He
raised his pistol and aimed it squarely at the pilot�s head. �All you have to
do is fly us to Ayodhya.�
�What if I refuse?� retorted Quirinus. Just for an
instant, he darted his gaze towards the floor near Ravana, then returned his
stare to Fenris. �What then?�
�I presume registered crew includes your daughter,�
Fenris replied coldly. �If you do not cooperate, I will shoot you and persuade
Ravana to do my bidding instead.�
�You�re mad,� Quirinus told him. He settled resignedly
into his seat.
Moving slowly so as not to attract attention, Ravana
turned her head to see where her father�s glance had been directed, then
mentally kicked herself for missing something so obvious. Apart from the cargo
bay door and the docking ring in the roof, there was another way in and out of
the Platypus. Near where she stood was
an airtight hatch in the floor of the flight deck that led to the maintenance
bay below. This was where they kept a single-seat extra-vehicular pod used to
perform repairs in deep space, but more importantly the bay had a wide door
that opened out beneath the beak-like nose of the ship. All she needed was a
suitable distraction. On cue, the cat in her arms wriggled and purred.
�Forgive me cat,� whispered Ravana. �You know I wouldn�t
do this to a real animal.�
Quirinus activated the navigation console, all too aware
that Fenris and Dana both had their guns trained on him. Ravana caught his
glance and shuffled towards the floor hatch in readiness for an attempt to
escape.
�Ship, run pre-flight checks,� ordered Quirinus. �Prepare
primary systems for a short interplanetary hop, coordinates to follow. Confirm
main cargo bay airlock closed and sealed. While you�re at it, override dock
protocols and open the EV pod door.�
�Confirmed,� said the AI. �Glad to be of service.�
�What was that last order?� demanded Dana.
�Catch!� yelled Ravana.
Dana spun around and shrieked as the ball of black fur
hurtled towards her, the reluctant missile hissing violently as it pawed the
air with outstretched claws. Ravana had already dropped to the floor and was
slipping through the open hatch by the time Dana pulled the screeching cat from
her face. Fenris whirled around and aimed his outstretched gun at the fleeing
Ravana, but the cyberclone stepped forward to try and intercept the flying pet
and instead caught the full force of Fenris� swing across its face.
�Reboot me!� the clone burbled, falling to the floor.
�Run!� shouted Quirinus.
�Stop her!� yelled Dana.
Ravana dropped down the short ladder into the maintenance
bay. She landed heavily, centimetres away from the folded manipulator claws of
the giant metallic lobster that was the EV pod. The exterior door was open,
leaving the way clear for her to slide across the floor and drop off the edge
to the concrete runway two metres below. She fell awkwardly and was just
clambering to her feet again when a black shape dropped from above and into her
arms. A small furry face looked up at her and gave a weak meow.
�Hullo cat,� murmured Ravana. �Glad to have you back.�

* * *

Angry shouts filled the flight deck but the EV pod door
was already closing. Quirinus risked a glance through the windscreen and to his
relief saw Ravana put down her head and run as fast as she could across the
runway, not daring to look behind.
Fenris turned away from the Platypus flight-deck windows and glared venomously at
Quirinus. Dana looked equally displeased, but the claw marks on her face gave
her good reason to be. Surya�s cyberclone lay on the floor, burbling quietly to
itself.
�Try anything like that again and I will shoot you,�
growled Fenris. He raised his gun to Quirinus� face. �Get this thing in the air
now!�

* * *

Ravana ran through the entrance of the small terminal
building, not daring to stop as she hurtled on past the queues of bemused
travellers until finally she could run no more. Exhausted, she staggered into
the washroom facilities, found an empty toilet cubicle and dropped heavily onto
the seat. Only then did she break down and cry, lost in despair, her tears
falling heavily upon the electric cat clutched tightly to her chest until she
could weep no more.
When she finally plucked up courage to emerge and make
for a window overlooking the apron, glancing furtively around for any sign of
pursuit as she did so, a gap in the row of parked spacecraft confirmed her
fears. The Platypus and her father had
gone.
She slumped into a nearby seat, totally at a loss,
leaving her cat to wander. Whilst in the washroom she had managed to get her
wristpad working long enough to send a message to Ostara and Zotz, but now the
screen was dead and she had no idea if they were on their way. On the far side
of the arrivals lounge a group of Arab dignitaries were making their way towards
her, amongst whom she suddenly spotted the familiar figure of Governor Atman.
As they approached, Ravana rose to her feet and gave a hesitant wave.
�Governor?� she called.
�Hello!� he greeted. �You�re one of the Barnard�s Star
contingent, are you not?�
�I need help,� pleaded Ravana. �My father has been
arrested by Dana and I don�t know what to do! Fenris threatened to shoot him
unless he took them to Yuanshi!�
�Slow down!� said Atman. �Agent Dana, you say? I confess
that I�ve had little direct input on security arrangements but I�m sure there�s
nothing to worry about.�
�But�� protested Ravana.
�I must dash, my dear,� the governor interrupted. �These
people have come all the way from Aram and we�re already very late for dinner!�
Dejected, Ravana watched as Atman and the delegates
walked on towards the large ground car parked near the main entrance. Moments
later a couple of figures bustled through from outside, who upon seeing Ravana
quickly rushed towards her.
�Zotz!� called Ravana, almost crying with relief.
�Ostara! You came!�
Ostara ran up and gave her a hug. Zotz looked equally
anxious, so after Ostara had released her embrace Ravana gave him a quick hug
also.
�What is happening on this crazy moon?� asked Ostara.
�Your message had bits missing but it sounded like Fenris has gone mad!�
�He tricked us,� Ravana told her, close to tears. �Fenris
has taken the Platypus and forced my
father to fly him to Ayodhya. Agent Dana was in on it, too. She arrested him
for helping the Maharani escape all those years ago.�
�Dana arrested Fenris?� asked Ostara, confused.
�Agent Dana is working with Fenris,� Zotz reminded her,
putting down the large bag he had with him. �Remember what Fenris said in his
holovid to Taranis? They�re planning a revolution on Yuanshi and it�s all
linked to the kidnapping of the Raja.�
�What?� Now it was Ravana�s turn to look bewildered.
�What do we do?� asked Ostara. �Go to the authorities?�
�Dana is the authorities,� Ravana pointed out. Her cat
had returned and clawed gently at her ankles. �Besides, I ran into Governor
Atman and he was worse than useless.�
�Then we follow them to Yuanshi,� declared Zotz.
�That was my plan,� admitted Ravana. �But I�d be glad of
the company.�
�Easier said than done,� murmured Ostara, looking out
across the runway. Of the spacecraft berthed outside, most were short-range
orbital shuttles. The information screens showed a recent arrival from Yao Chi,
Taotie but no flights to Ayodhya until the morning.
�That�s weird,� Zotz said, tapping his wristpad. �The
satellite image for Hemakuta shows two runways at the spaceport, but the
screens only list flights for one.�
Without waiting for a response, he wandered down the
corridor and was soon lost from sight. Ravana returned to her seat, looked at
Ostara and managed a weak smile.
�I�m glad you�re here,� she said. �This trip is turning
into a nightmare.�
Ostara came and sat next to her. �I heard what happened
in the VR suite. It must be bad enough to suddenly discover you�ve got bits of
circuitry in your head, but to find out like that? I think I would have reacted
just the same.�
�It was horrible,� Ravana admitted.
Ostara took her hand. �Your father meant well,� she told
her. �It wasn�t right that he kept it from you all these years, but that
doesn�t make him a bad man.�
�I know,� said Ravana and sighed. �Dana won�t put him in
prison for helping the Maharani, will she?�
�It won�t come to that,� Ostara reassured her. �Not if I
have anything to do with it!�
Zotz came running back, waving excitedly.
�Come and see this!� he exclaimed, beckoning to them as
he picked up his bag.
Intrigued, Ravana and Ostara followed him to a long
corridor that led away from the main arrivals and departure lounges. At the end
of the passage was a small circular room with a high ceiling, large glass windows
and a door that led outside to an expanse of smooth concrete that was the
mirror image of the airstrip on the other side of the spaceport. Parked at the
end of the deserted landing strip was a large flying-wing spacecraft, one in
military green and black camouflage livery but without official markings.
�A second runway,� remarked Ravana. �Zotz, I�m impressed.
You were right.�
�The Sun Wukong,�
said Ostara, looking at the name on the side of the spacecraft. �Where have I
heard that before?�
�Taranis mentioned it during his holovid with Fenris,�
replied Zotz. �He said it was bringing equipment to Hemakuta and then returning
to Yuanshi.�
�So he did,� mused Ostara. �Perhaps we should find the
pilot and ask for passage.�
Zotz gave a crafty look. �Actually, I�m thinking we
should just sneak aboard.�
Ravana nodded, thinking only of her father. �I agree.�
�As the responsible adult here, I should forbid such
foolishness!� Ostara said severely.
�I have to do this,� Ravana said resolutely. Gripped by a
sense of purpose, she suddenly felt much older than her sixteen years. �I will
go alone if I have to.�
�Entering a spacecraft without proper authorisation is
illegal, not to mention extremely risky!� declared Ostara, then saw Ravana�s
woeful expression. �But I have serious reservations over Fenris� own conduct in
such affairs. I would not be much of a security official if I did not take this
opportunity to investigate the matter further, would I?�
�Then you�ll come with me?� asked Ravana, clutching her
struggling cat to her chest.
Zotz hefted his bag to his shoulder. �I�m game.�
Ostara nodded. �We have to do what we can to find your
father,� she said. �This local craze for kidnapping is getting a little out of
hand.�

* * *

Hanuman cast an expert eye over the flight-deck console
and satisfied all was well, buckled himself into his seat. Ganesa had stayed
behind on the Sun Wukong and in his
absence had arranged for refuelling and prepared the ship for their return
flight. Neither of them wanted to be in Hemakuta any longer than necessary,
both agreeing the city was far too bureaucratic, false and pretentious for
their tastes. Besides, they were both wanted for smuggling offences on Daode
and bribes to Que Qiao officials were becoming expensive.
�Did you make the delivery okay?� asked Ganesa.
�Fenris didn�t turn up to the rendezvous, so I left the
equipment in the conference hall control room as per instructions,� Hanuman
replied. He noticed Ganesa was giving him an odd look. �Is anything wrong?�
�We have stowaways,� she informed him. �In the hold.�
�More rats?� asked Hanuman. Their home port of Lanka was
overrun with vermin and it was becoming increasingly tedious to keep them from
sneaking aboard and chewing on the ship�s wiring. �Never mind. They won�t last
long in there once we hit deep space.�
�Look for yourself.�
Hanuman shrugged. �Computer,� he ordered. �Give me visual
on the hold.�
�That command is not recognised,� came the synthesized
reply. Hanuman scowled.
�I�ll do it,� said Ganesa, smiling. �Computer, can you put
the cargo bay monitor on the main screen, please?�
�Confirmed,� the computer intoned.
Hanuman looked at the main console display and squinted
at the view inside the hold. Three figures were clearly visible, crouched low
behind the ship�s cargo of animal feed and crated farming equipment.
�Rather young for pirates, don�t you think?� he observed.
�I�m sure you would agree that the Chinese woman is far too pretty and
innocent-looking to be a Que Qiao spy.�
Ganesa raised a quizzical eyebrow. �Do we throw them
off?�
�Anyone desperate enough to hide aboard this ship is
obviously anxious to avoid the authorities and therefore can�t be all bad,�
remarked Hanuman. �They look harmless enough. Just make sure they�re able to
open the inner airlock to the passenger cabin when they need to and hit them
with the usual depressurisation warnings once we clear Hemakuta airspace. I�ll
go and introduce myself once we break orbit.�
�Right you are, boss!� giggled Ganesa. �You�re just a big
softy at heart.�
�I may have a sideline in selling child slaves for all
you know,� he retorted.
Ganesa smiled again and selected the controls to fire up
the main engines. Moments later, the Sun Wukong was accelerating hard down the runway, all systems purring in a sweet
technological symphony as it prepared for another fiery ascent into the void.


Chapter Nine
The dark side of Yuanshi


THE SUN WUKONG stood
at rest in the darkness, cocooned in a hush broken only by the gentle ting-ting
of cooling metal. The spacecraft had made for the side of Yuanshi that faced
the mighty Shennong, descending through the night to land at a lonely forest
airstrip on a small island continent and hundreds of kilometres from the
nearest major settlement. The ship had come to a halt near the single security
light above the gate at the end of the runway, beyond which lay a cluster of
large square buildings. The dark was far from total, for the huge crescent of
the gas giant that hung above the horizon bathed the scene in a sickly yellow
aura, casting the surrounding bamboo forest into sharp relief.
Ravana peered through the cabin porthole, looking for
signs of movement, but all was still. The Sun Wukong�s pilots had left the ship shortly after landing,
leaving robot porters to unload and take away their cargo to the nearby
buildings. Upon finding them lurking in the passenger cabin, the man who
introduced himself as Hanuman had not been angry but had made it clear he
wanted them off the ship as soon as they made planet-fall. The trouble was they
had no idea where on the moon they actually were, or indeed where to go from
here.
�I take it this is Yuanshi?� whispered Ostara, at the
next window.
�Seeing Shennong in the sky like that brings it all back
to me,� Ravana murmured, stroking her cat. �There�s no way it would appear that
big from Daode.�
�We should leave,� said Zotz nervously. �Before they come
back.�
The airlock door to the cargo bay was unlocked and before
long they were slinking surreptitiously away into the warm night air. Like that
of all terraformed moons, Yuanshi�s atmosphere was thin but had a high oxygen
content to compensate. However, the civil war had left the terraforming
programme on Yuanshi less advanced than on Daode and once out of the ship the
difference in air quality was noticeable. Moving quickly as they were, by the
time they reached the fence separating the runway from the nearby buildings,
Ostara and Zotz were panting heavily and close to collapse.
�My word!� exclaimed Ostara, between gasps. �This is like
running up a mountain!�
�Why aren�t you out of breath?� Zotz asked Ravana,
sounding almost offended.
�I was born on Yuanshi,� she reminded him. �I guess I�ve
still got the lungs for it.�
The nearby gate, lit by the sole security light, had been
left wide open by the long-vanished robot porters. Beyond, a gravel track ran
towards the nearest of the vast warehouse-sized constructions they had seen
earlier, which now they were closer proved to be immense square tents of canvas
sitting upon stone foundations. From where they stood the lower point of
Shennong�s crescent was just visible through the thin canvas walls of the
nearest tent and its yellow light revealed a tantalising glimpse of a
jungle-like interior. Yet there was still no sign of the crew of the Sun
Wukong, or indeed anyone else. The quiet
within the forest clearing was positively eerie.
�I thought Yuanshi was supposed to be a war zone,�
murmured Zotz.
�We�re obviously far away from any fighting,� guessed
Ostara. �And from anywhere else by the look of it.� She looked hopefully at
Ravana. �Any ideas?�
�You�re asking me?� Ravana retorted. �I haven�t a clue
where we are!�
�You were born on this moon!�
�I left Yuanshi when I was seven,� Ravana said irritably.
She was starting to think that stowing away on the Sun Wukong had been a very bad idea. �All I can tell you is that
this is definitely nowhere near Ayodhya, which is where Fenris was heading. If
my wristpad wasn�t broken I may have been able to tell you more.�
�I doubt it,� remarked Zotz. He had been tapping
fruitlessly at his own device, having dropped his bag to the floor. �I can�t
get a signal. I think this place is shielded.�
�Nothing at all?� asked Ravana.
�I did receive a message just before we landed,� he
admitted. �Miss Clymene was asking where we were and why we missed the
rehearsal this evening.�
Ravana groaned. �Everything is going wrong. Were you able
to send a reply?�
Zotz shook his head. �Sorry.�
�Well, we can�t stay here,� Ostara said brightly. �Let�s
have a look around.�
Zotz glanced back at the Sun Wukong. �We could wait until the crew returned.�
�I have a feeling we wouldn�t be welcome,� she replied.
�Come!�
Ostara led the way through the gate and on towards the
nearest tent. Ravana felt her cat squirming in her arms, clearly distressed,
yet when she tried to put it down it dug its claws into the sleeves of her
flight suit and refused to let go. As they approached the huge wire-mesh gate
in the wall of the nearest tent, her pet began to wail in a highly disturbing
manner, each meow fainter than the last until finally it fell into a trembling
silence. Ravana was getting another of her headaches and the increasingly
erratic and uncalled-for vocal displays of an electric cat were not helping at
all.
�This gate is locked,� observed Zotz. He peered at the
control panel on the wall next to the entrance. �And electrified. I wonder
what�s inside?�
Ravana stared at the panel, then her eyes went wide as an
image suddenly popped into her thoughts. Somewhat unexpectedly, in her mind was
a pictogram of the gate, just as she had seen the airlock control whilst
dangling down the shaft on the Dandridge Cole.
�Pictures in my head,� she murmured.
She knew now it was her cranium implant that had opened
the airlock; a revelation she found somewhat disquieting. The gate control was
relatively straightforward in comparison, being a simple square of red lines
with a jagged red symbol upon it. Armed with a determined scowl, Ravana
directed her thoughts to mentally push first against the symbol and then the
square. In her mind she caught an odd little beep, then both images changed
from red to green. There was a loud clunk as the real gate powered down and
unlocked.
�Are you okay?� asked Ostara, seeing Ravana wince.
�This thing in my head feels ready to explode,� she said
grimly. Ahead, the two halves of the gate slowly rolled aside to reveal a dark
and humid interior.
�You used your implant!� Zotz exclaimed. He looked at Ravana
in awe.
�Girl and machine in perfect harmony,� she replied
gloomily.
Inside the tent, the dim light of Shennong shimmered
softly upon a confusion of tightly-packed trees, shrubs and undergrowth
drenched in heavy condensation. The air was alive with the gentle cacophony of
rustles, chirrups and slithers of creatures of the night, punctuated by
occasional glints from tiny watching eyes. The lack of artificial light
emphasised the primeval ambience. An unnerved Ravana, Ostara and Zotz found
themselves huddling close as they peered into the riot of foliage before them.
�What is this place?� murmured Zotz wonderingly.
�It reminds me of the banana plantations near Lanka,�
Ravana remarked. �They grow them inside big tents to keep pests and poachers
out.�
�Whatever it is they�re growing here, it isn�t bananas,�
muttered Ostara. �This is very creepy. Any chance of some light?�
Ravana thought the request was directed at her, but was
saved from having to hunt for a light switch using her implant by Zotz, who
quickly rummaged through his bag and withdrew a small sphere with twin rotor
blades on top. After pressing a switch on the base, he threw the globe with its
now-spinning rotors high into the air. A split second later the hovering sphere
blazed into life. The jungle shadows were instantly banished as the globe
illuminated the tent and Zotz�s triumphant grin with a stark and blinding white
light.
�Neat,� admitted Ravana, shading her eyes. �One of your
inventions?�
Zotz nodded. �The fuel cell is only good for ten minutes
though.�
The bright light transformed the scene before them,
revealing the jungle as a twisted, chaotic explosion of vegetation that showed
no signs of being an orderly crop plantation of any kind. The dark foliage was
the characteristic myrtle green of plants native to Yuanshi and Ravana was
instantly reminded of the ancient forest near her childhood home. For a moment
she thought she saw a grey shape deep in the undergrowth, then it was gone.
�Did you see that?� whispered Ostara. �It looked� alien.�
�Yuanshi�s own flora and fauna,� said Ravana, her voice
filled with awe. She took a few steps along a narrow gravel path leading into
the jungle and then paused. �A lot of the native plants and animals are deadly
to humans and were deliberately destroyed when Earth crops were introduced.
This could be some sort of nature reserve.�
Intrigued, she walked on, her senses primed to the sights
and sounds of the plantation. As she moved further from the gate, Ravana felt
the eyes of countless hidden watchers upon her and twice more saw a brief blur
of grey as a shadowy creature moved through the bushes ahead. At one point her
mysterious guide seemed ready to emerge into the open, then abruptly
disappeared when Ostara and Zotz crashed noisily through the undergrowth behind
with such a commotion that even Ravana jumped. All this time her cat continued
to act very oddly and squirm in her arms, its electric gaze darting back and
forth as if it expected to be leapt upon and eaten by a fierce jungle beast at
any moment.
The path ended abruptly at the edge of a circular pit in
the ground, several metres in diameter and more than a metre deep. Arranged
neatly inside the earthen hollow was one of the strangest sights Ravana had
ever seen: row upon row of large greyish-green spheres, each half a metre wide
and covered with silken threads. As she stared, her cat wriggled free from her
arms, jumped to the floor and cautiously sniffed the edge of the pit.
�My word!� exclaimed Ostara, as she and Zotz came up
behind her. �Look at the size of those, all covered in webs! Is this the nest
of a giant spider?�
Ravana shuddered. �Don�t say things like that!�
�They look like eggs,� Zotz murmured. �Giant alien eggs.�
�They can�t be!� protested Ravana. �There�s nothing on
Yuanshi that lays eggs like that. All the big native animals died out when
people arrived and started terraforming.�
�Those are definitely alien eggs,� Zotz declared.
�Probably ready to explode and spew out some face-sucking creature at any
moment. Have you never seen the Alien films?�
he asked, seeing Ravana�s confused and rather horrified expression. �Alien
versus Godzilla III was added to the Dandridge
Cole holovid library just a few months
ago.�
�I don�t watch horror films,� Ravana said firmly.
Zotz was flabbergasted. �But the Alien holovids are classics! They go all the way back to
the old-style movies of the twentieth century!�
�What about Alien: The Opera? You must have heard of that one,� interjected
Ostara. �Remember Administrator Verdandi at Newbrum? Her mother is a famous
diva who played Ripley in the recent revival. Your father took me to Bradbury
Heights Opera House to see it.�
Ravana blinked. �I don�t remember that.�
Zotz nodded eagerly and to Ravana�s amazement suddenly
broke into song:
�The alien is coming, we need to run!
Where can I find my flame-throwing gun?
The alien spits acid to melt my bones!
What has happened to the ship�s cat Jones?�


Ravana stared at him. �I�m almost lost for words,� she
said. �Is that why you call my cat Jones? After some moggy in a horror film?�
�It�s more science-fiction than horror,� Zotz protested
weakly. �In the original movie, Jones is the only crew member to survive other
than Ripley. In Alien and the Terrorclones,
the cat mutates into tiger cyborg and saves Ripley from the Mechanoraptor.�
�I�m obviously missing some class entertainment,�
muttered Ravana.
�Can we forget Alien for
the time being?� interrupted Ostara, sounding exasperated. �We�re supposed to
be trying to get to Ayodhya to rescue your father, yet here we are standing
next to a pit of alien eggs in the middle of nowhere, debating the merits of
science-fiction horror films! We need a plan!�
�The light from my lantern won�t last much longer,� added
Zotz.
He jumped and gave a shriek. For a moment, Ravana thought
she saw an indistinct grey face in the undergrowth peering up at them, then
frowned and decided it was a trick of the shadows. A split second later, the
light from Zotz�s hovering globe failed and they were promptly plunged into
darkness, then heard a faint crash as the powerless sphere fell to the ground.
Now they were away from the canvas walls and deep in the jungle, the darkness
was complete. Ravana could not even see her hand as she reached out to find
Ostara.
�An alien!� exclaimed Zotz. �Anyone got a light?�
Out of nowhere, the beam of a torch pierced the gloom.
Startled, Ravana, Ostara and Zotz turned and were instantly blinded by the
light.
�Who�s there?� demanded Ostara. The words of her brave
challenge trembled.
�I was hoping you three would run away once we landed,�
grumbled a male voice. �That at least would have saved me the bother of
wondering what to do with you.�
The beam changed into a gentler, more diffuse glow,
revealing the stern but roguish features of Hanuman, the pilot of the Sun
Wukong. The lantern was in his left hand,
leaving his right free to linger cautiously upon the butt of the plasma pistol
holstered at his waist.
�You!� Ravana cried, picking up her cat. �What is this
place?�
�And where could we go?� asked Ostara. �We�re miles from
anywhere!�
�Actually, on the other side of the forest is the main
road to Anjayaneya,� Hanuman pointed out. He acted annoyed, then relented and
gave Ostara a wink. �I�m sure you could have flagged down some friendly trucker
willing to take you back to civilisation. How did you get in here? These
plantations are supposed to be secure.�
�I really did see an alien!� insisted Zotz.
�I opened the gate,� Ravana told him, ignoring Zotz. �I
used my implant.�
�Never had you down as a military spy,� Hanuman admitted,
not noticing her look of confusion. �On that note, we should go before we all
get into trouble. Are you hungry?�
Ravana glanced at Ostara, who seemed equally surprised by
his apparent show of concern. Ostara nodded, for none of them had eaten since
leaving the hotel. Beside her, Zotz�s stomach had decided it was an opportune
moment to start rumbling audibly.
�Good,� said Hanuman, smiling properly for the first
time. �Ganesa�s cooking up one of her specials and it�s been a while since
we�ve had guests.�
�You�re very kind,� said Ostara meekly.
�It�s more an invitation to an informal interrogation,�
he said solemnly and tapped his pistol. �I do hope you�re not spies. It would
be such a shame to shoot you.�

* * *

Ganesa was waiting for them at a cabin on the edge of the
forest clearing, well away from the strange plantation. The ten-metre hut was a
camouflaged pre-fabricated habitation module as used by the military when
establishing temporary command bases in the field. This one had home-made
curtains at the windows and other homely attempts to soften the hard lines of
the utilitarian metal shell, though none succeeded quite as well as the
pleasant aroma of cooking that greeted Hanuman, Ostara, Ravana and Zotz as they
drew near.
It was a warm night and Ganesa had set up a table and
chairs beneath the canopy overhanging the front of the cabin. A large pot of
stew sat in the middle of the table and when Ravana saw the five dishes and
associated tableware laid out for them she realised Hanuman had deliberately set
out to find them. Ganesa herself was already seated at the table, visible in
the pale illumination spilling from the open cabin door. As they approached,
she looked up and gave a friendly wave.
�Our stowaways had broken into the compound,� Hanuman
told her with a wry grin. �I thought I�d better bring them back here before
they caused any more trouble.�
Ganesa looked impressed. �I�ve never been inside. What
did you find?�
�Alien eggs,� stated Zotz. He did not mention the grey
face. �A big nest of them.�
�Is that what they harvest in there?� she remarked.
�Well, I can�t promise you egg, but there�s plenty of stew if you�re hungry.
Please, take a seat, all of you.�
Ravana and Zotz were ravenous and eagerly helped
themselves to a large bowlful each, almost forgetting that Ostara, Hanuman and
Ganesa were waiting to follow suit. Ravana ate hungrily, amazed by the stew�s
rich flavours.
�This tastes wonderful!� Ostara told Ganesa, after
finally getting to the pot. �You must give me the settings for this.�
Ganesa smiled. �We have no food molecularisor here. When
you rely on zero-gravity rations as much as we do it becomes a pleasure to cook
something the old-fashioned way.�
�You didn�t use a �risor?� Ostara looked astounded.
Hanuman retrieved a bottle of liquor from inside the
cabin and poured a generous measure for Ostara, Ganesa and himself. Ostara
politely declined, for she had found upon the table a pot of wonder in the
shape of freshly-brewed Yuanshi tea. Hanuman offered the glass instead to
Ravana, who cautiously sipped at the clear sweet beverage and instantly felt a
warm buzz from the alcohol within. Her father permitted her to drink wine
sometimes but she had never tasted anything like this.
�A local speciality,� Hanuman told her with a grin. �The
fruit of the deggdra.�
�Dead Horse Gin!� exclaimed Ravana, recognising the
ingredient as being that of her father�s favourite tipple. �Aren�t deggdra
berries poisonous?�
�I wouldn�t eat them raw,� Hanuman advised.
�Can I have some?� asked Zotz, eyeing the bottle hopefully.
�You�re too young,� Ostara told him.
Ganesa pushed aside her empty bowl and reached for her
own glass.
�We should acquaint ourselves properly,� she said. �If
Hanuman hasn�t told you already, I am Ganesa, co-pilot of the Sun Wukong. Hanuman and I are what you might call independent
traders, as far as that is possible in this star system. I�m curious why you
three chose to flee Hemakuta by hiding aboard our ship. Are you on the run?�
�We�re trying to get to Ayodhya,� Ostara told her. �I�m
Ostara, head of security on the Dandridge Cole and this is Ravana and her friend Zotz. Ravana�s father has been
arrested and his ship hijacked, all thanks to a slimy, double-crossing
acquaintance of ours!�
Upon hearing the name of the hollow moon, Hanuman and
Ganesa visibly stiffened and a hush fell upon the table. Ostara appeared not to
notice, but Ravana caught their awkward expressions and gave Hanuman a
questioning stare.
�So you must be Ravana,� he said, breaking the
uncomfortable silence. �Complete with some sort of electric pet, I see. Where
have I heard your name recently?�
�Yaksha mentioned someone called Ravana when we were at
Kubera. She asked the young Raja if he knew anyone by that name,� interjected
Ganesa. She gave an apologetic grin in response to Hanuman�s glare. �Whoops!
I�ve said too much.�
�The Raja!� cried Ravana. �The Maharani�s kidnapped son?�
�The holovid call,� Zotz murmured to Ostara. �Taranis
mentioned their ship.�
�That�s right!� Ostara declared, looking at Hanuman. �We
listened in on a conversation between Fenris and someone called Taranis. We
know you were delivering equipment to Hemakuta for them. How do you know the
Raja?�
�I�m supposed to be asking the questions!� he retorted.
�Why are you so interested?�
�Fenris pulled a gun on my father and forced him to fly
the Platypus to Ayodhya!� Ravana said
bluntly. �All I want to do is find my father and go home.�
�The Platypus?�
Hanuman looked startled. �You�re O�Brien�s daughter?�
�You know my father?� Ravana asked, hardly able to
believe it.
Ganesa rolled her eyes. �This galaxy is getting smaller
by the day.�
�We know Quirinus and the Platypus of old,� said Hanuman. �We�ve shared a Dead Horse Gin
or two in many a trading post around the five systems. I had no idea he was
involved in this stupid plot Taranis and Kartikeya have cooked up for the
conference.�
�Bit of a coincidence, you knowing her father,� Ostara
said doubtfully.
�It�s hard not to remember someone who flies a ship
called Platypus!� Hanuman said with a
smile. �Besides, we�re in the same trade and there�s not many of us independent
flyers around. He�s a good man, Ravana. I am so sorry you�re caught up in all
of this.�
He spoke with a genuine fondness. Ganesa reached out to
Ravana, pushed aside a lock of the girl�s hair and gently touched the scar on
her face. Her smile wore a sadness that suggested she knew what had happened to
Ravana and her family all those years ago.
�Zotz and I came to Daode to play with the Newbrum band
at the peace conference,� Ravana said and sighed. �We thought Fenris asked to
come along so he could talk to the Raja�s kidnappers. Nothing seems to make
sense anymore.�
�I agree with that,� murmured Ganesa.
�I don�t know the full story myself,� Hanuman admitted.
�What I do know is that we�re finding it increasingly difficult to tell one
side from another in this crazy war.�

* * *

Hanuman�s story was a familiar tale. The Que Qiao
Corporation had long grown beyond the point where its president and board of
governors could claim to have full control. Yuanshi was a long way from the
corporation�s headquarters in Shanghai and shareholders on Earth did not want
to hear about a war on some far-flung moon. Governor Jaggarneth in Ayodhya had
been left to manage the situation, on the understanding no questions would be
asked as long as profits continued to roll. Yuanshi was otherwise of great
interest to the corporation, for Hanuman and Ganesa had learned that the moon
was home to a valuable resource used in the commercial manufacture of AI units.
Jaggarneth long ago decided to use the civil war as an
excuse to run Yuanshi as a police state under a corporate version of martial
law. The self-proclaimed freedom fighters of Lanka were badly organised,
ill-equipped and had not had a strong leader since the death of Surya�s father
years before. When the priest Taranis reappeared on the scene and the plot to
restore a Maharaja to the throne of Yuanshi was discovered, Jaggarneth set his
agents to work to ensure that whatever happened, the war would continue.
�What about the peace conference?� asked Ravana. �Is that
all just for show?�
Ganesa shook her head. �The conference is Governor
Atman�s idea,� she said. �He�s really sweet and genuinely wants to bring peace
to Yuanshi. He doesn�t understand that it�s only Jaggarneth�s meddling that is
keeping the war going in the first place.�
Zotz looked confused. �I don�t understand.�
�Commander Kartikeya and his royalists are a useless
bunch of misfits who are more likely to injure themselves than anyone else,�
Hanuman said flatly, making Ganesa smile. �Namtar and Inari, who carried out
the kidnapping of the Raja, were secretly helped by Jaggarneth every step of
the way. Que Qiao agents found a suitable ship and delivered it to where it
could be conveniently stolen, while Fenris provided plans to the Dandridge
Cole and arranged it so one of the airlocks
could be opened from outside.�
�Fenris is a Que Qiao agent?� asked Ostara. �Isn�t he
working for Taranis?�
�This is where it gets confusing,� admitted Ganesa. �As
far as Kartikeya is aware, Fenris is a double agent whose true loyalty lies
with the royalists. I�m not so sure.�
�What about you?� asked Zotz. �You said you�ve met the
Raja and you seem to know all about the kidnapping. Are you double agents as
well?�
Ganesa looked at Hanuman, then shrugged. �We�re free
agents,� she replied. �Mercenaries. We work for anyone as long as the price is
right.�
�Who are you working for at the moment?� Ravana asked,
eyeing Hanuman carefully. She had yet to make up her mind about whether to
trust him and Ganesa.
Hanuman smiled. �Right now we have an empty cargo bay and
are open to offers!�
�That�s not what I meant.�
�The farm supplies we brought here were a Que Qiao
consignment,� he told her. �Before that, we were in Hemakuta delivering
equipment for Kartikeya. And in case you hadn�t guessed, it was our ship that
collected Namtar, Inari and the Raja from Ascension and took them to Lanka. I
suppose we have a preference for working for Kartikeya and his rebels; the
pay�s good and the kitchens at Kubera serve only the best the system has to
offer!�
�What was the equipment you took to Hemakuta?� asked
Zotz.
�No idea!� said Hanuman. �The crate was sealed and I
didn�t ask questions.�
�You really are a class act,� murmured Ostara. �No morals
at all.�
�That�s not fair!� protested Hanuman. �Que Qiao
frequently threatens to impound the Sun Wukong and throw us in Feng Du unless we agree to play by their rules now and
again,� he said. They had all heard of Feng Du, an infamous penal colony on
Taotie.
�If you�re in his good books, Hanuman is as loyal as they
come,� added Ganesa.
�That�s right!� said Hanuman. �I�ve never let you down,
have I?�
Ganesa hesitated. �Well��
�We�re getting off the point,� Ostara hastily
interrupted. �Governor Jaggarneth and Que Qiao helped the rebels kidnap the
Raja? Why would they do that?�
�Jaggarneth wants the peace conference to end in chaos,�
Hanuman explained. �Partly to enflame the civil war, but also to discredit
Atman. Jaggarneth hopes to persuade his superiors that he, not Atman, should be
governor of Daode. It�s a more prestigious job.�
�Politics is mind-boggling,� said Ostara and sighed. It
was getting too much for Ravana and Zotz, who although interested were tired
and on the verge of falling asleep at the table. �One thing you never
explained. Why is Yuanshi so important to Que Qiao?�
Hanuman smiled. �You�ve already seen it for yourself,� he
replied. �The top secret plantation you somehow managed to enter is in the
middle of nowhere for a very good reason. Inside is something very precious
indeed.�
Ostara stared at him. �The eggs?�
Hanuman smiled. �And much, much more.�

* * *

A short while later they found themselves once again at
the entrance to the covered plantation. Ostara ventured that they had forgotten
to retrieve Zotz�s flying lantern, which if discovered could get Hanuman and
Ganesa into a lot of trouble. Hanuman appeared to have other concerns and
alongside his plasma pistol now also carried a holovid camera. He had been most
tactful when asking Ravana whether she could open the gate again.
�Are you sure about this?� he asked her. They had already
found that the gate and electronic defences had automatically locked and reset
in their absence.
Ravana nodded. The picture of the red square and jagged
symbol had come back into her head when she stepped up to the gate and it was a
simple matter to manipulate the mental image exactly as she had done before. A
loud clunk drifted across the night as the two halves of the gate unlocked and
began to roll open.
�That�s amazing,� murmured Ganesa. She had already
confessed to be more curious than anyone to see what lay inside. �I also have
an implant,� she confided to Ravana. �But I�ve never detected any remote
circuits in this area. How did you do that?�
Ravana shrugged. �I just prodded the picture in my head.�
�You have an implant?� Zotz asked Ganesa.
�It doesn�t seem to have the same capabilities as
Ravana�s, but yes,� she replied. �I was born in Ayodhya the year Que Qiao
started the implant programme.�
�When was that? Forty, fifty years ago?� joked Hanuman.
Ganesa gave him a playful punch. �Don�t be horrible! I�m
thirty-two.�
Hanuman grinned. Ahead, the gate rattled to a halt.
Holding his lamp high, he stepped into the jungle beyond. Close behind were
Ravana and Zotz, with Ostara and Ganesa bringing up the rear with the aid of a
second lantern. Ravana and Zotz had jumped at the chance of another adventure
in the plantation. Ostara, after mumbling something about her comfy Pampa
Palace hotel room and her foolishness in not taking a relaxing bath when she had
the chance, needed a little more convincing. Ravana once again carried her cat,
which still acted most strangely and tried to scrabble up her leg whenever she
put it down.
They retraced their earlier steps in no time and arrived
back at the edge of the circular pit. Ganesa was fascinated by the grey
spheres; although well-versed in the native flora and fauna of Yuanshi, she too
had not seen anything like them before. A faint heat rose from the pit and
Ravana was convinced the eggs trembled slightly. Zotz had found his fallen
lamp, its rotors now dented, but continued to peer into the surrounding jungle
as if expecting to see something else. Hanuman took out his holovid camera and
spent a few moments recording the scene, slowly panning from left to right as
he did so.
�Are they really alien?� asked Ostara. �What lays eggs
like that?�
�A massive spider!� said Zotz gleefully. Ravana grimaced
in horror.
�The red-crested thunderworm,� Hanuman told them. �A
species native to Yuanshi.�
Ravana shook her head. �No way. Thunderworms do not grow
that big!�
�Genetically engineered ones do,� Hanuman told her,
lowering the camera. �It�s unusual to see a hatchery out here in the open, but
this isn�t what I wanted to show you. Everyone knows about egg.�
�Do they?� asked Ostara, looking wary. Ravana shrugged.
Ganesa seemed surprised. �You�ve never heard of egg?�
�Alien or chicken?� asked Zotz.
Ravana remembered a curious phrase Maia had used at the
floating market, seemingly as an insult. �The girl from Bradbury Heights asked
Endymion if he was on egg,� she mused. �Is �egg� the nickname for some sort of
drug?�
�The Administrator said something similar at Newbrum
spaceport,� recalled Ostara.
Hanuman laughed. �You�ve never heard the phrase �egg
head�?�
As one, Ostara, Ravana and Zotz shook their heads.
�How do you stay so sweet and innocent in this day and
age?� asked Hanuman and grinned. �Thunderworm eggs are the main ingredient in a
street drug known as egg: a fine yellow powder that people mix into drinks for
the ultimate mellow experience. It leaves you blissfully happy, without a care
in the world,� he added wistfully. �Egg heads tend to stumble around in a daze,
grinning at everyone and being far too laid-back for their own good.�
�That does sound like Endymion,� admitted Ravana.
�Perhaps I should try feeding some to Jones. It�s been a bag of nerves ever
since we got off the ship. Do you want some egg?� she asked her pet, motioning
towards the hollow. The cat looked at her in disgust.
�Drugs made from worm eggs?� Zotz was astounded.
�Que Qiao has whole plantations dedicated to it here on
Yuanshi,� Hanuman told them. �Yet egg is illegal and banned across the five
systems. You can be arrested and thrown in jail if caught in possession of even
the tiniest amount.�
�Que Qiao is both police and pushers,� Ganesa said
bitterly. �By being part of the drug trade they can control the supply and keep
certain elements of society in check.�
�I don�t believe it,� retorted Ravana.
�This is nothing,� Hanuman told her. �Wait until you see
the big secret!�
�If this place is so secret, how do you know about it?�
asked Ostara.
�Que Qiao use outsiders to deliver to this research
facility because officially it doesn�t exist,� he explained. �If the wider
world ever got to know about it, Que Qiao agents would happily shoot everyone
involved, burn the place to the ground, then moan about having to make an
expenses claim for shiny new suits to replace the ones covered in soot and
blood.�
Ravana looked at Ostara and gulped. Hanuman stepped
forward once more and urged them to follow, leading them around the edge of the
pit and deeper into the plantation. After a few minutes, they caught sight of a
low windowless building nestled in a small clearing and surrounded by a
barbed-wire fence. Hanuman led them towards a gate in the fence and the
unmistakeable hum of an electrified fence.
Hanuman paused before the gate and turned to Ravana. �Can
you open this one?�
�Is that all I am to you?� she asked warily. �A bunch of
keys?�
�How provincial. No one uses actual keys anymore, do
they?�
Ravana recalled that locksmith was still a valid trade in
some of the more backwards communities of the hollow moon. An image of the gate
had already popped into her mind. With a quick mental flex, she released the
lock as easily as before. The gate swung open.
�Happy now?� she asked.
Hanuman bowed. �You are most kind, my lady.�
The sunken building ahead was as big as a spacecraft
hanger. The concrete bunker was entirely featureless apart from a recessed
steel door and a sinister-looking chimney stack disappearing into the gloom.
Behind the building was what looked like a small power station. Hanuman walked
briskly down the narrow cutting towards the door and gestured impatiently for
the others to follow.
�Note the fusion power plant,� he remarked. �You need a
tremendous amount of power to run a cloning facility. Ravana, can you get us
inside?�
She came to his side and concentrated upon the picture of
the door in her head.
�This one�s tricky,� she told him. �There�s three
separate locks, plus some other device I�m not sure about.�
�A booby trap?� suggested Hanuman.
Ganesa gave him a worried stare. �Is that likely?�
Hanuman shrugged. �Explosives, maybe. Or a toxic gas
cylinder. Who knows?�
�Perhaps it�s keeping something in,� postulated Zotz.
�Rather than keeping us out.�
�Wonderful,� Ostara murmured.
Ravana considered the image in her mind. Hanuman�s
response and her own engineering knowledge was enough to tell her that the
flashing red square with the skull-and-crossbones symbol probably needed to be
deactivated first. Nevertheless, it was with some trepidation that she reached
out to give the square a mental prod; and a huge relief when the symbol stopped
flashing and changed from red to green. With renewed confidence she quickly
released the three locks and jumped as a trio of solenoids shot back with a
clang. Moments later, a warning buzzer sounded and the heavy door swung open.
�Good girl,� murmured Hanuman. He made as if to step
through the door, then hesitated. �A word of warning. This is not for the
squeamish.�
The space inside was dimly lit by a series of glowing
roof tiles that revealed the scale of the interior but little else. The air was
filled with a strong smell of hay and animal sweat, reminding Ravana of her
days on the farm back on the hollow moon, as did the muted rustlings, squawks,
squeaks and heavy breathing that told her they were not alone. Hanuman moved to
the control panel on the wall next to the door and activated a switch. Above
them, the roof tiles brightened and flooded the bunker with light.
Ravana shrieked. In a cage dead ahead, regarding her with
eyes the size of plates, was the biggest spider she had ever seen. Its bulbous
purple-black bulk twitched upon hairy legs that were as tall as she was and
Ravana stared transfixed in horror as cruel pincers either side of its mouth
flexed in anticipation. Ostara scowled and drew her close.
�Yuck,� Ostara muttered. �How gross.�
�Ashtapada!� wailed Ravana, looking fearfully at the
caged arachnid. �I always thought the stories were myths! What�s one doing
here?�
�It�s not just spiders,� exclaimed Zotz. �Look!�
The building was filled with rows of metal cages, nearly
every one of which contained a creature of some sort. Startled, Ravana
recognised some from her childhood days in Lanka: a nearby cage held a bat-like
northern blood yerk, while further along she could see the familiar silhouette
of a rainbow cloud surfer, so called because of the huge hydrogen-filled sac
that enabled the jellyfish-like predator to float in air. Yet there were many
others she could not identify, though a few looked tantalising like the poor
animal she had seen at Hemakuta floating market.
The cages here were larger, but little attempt had been
made to furnish them with a mock natural habitat as a concession to their
reluctant occupants. The whole scene had a clinical air about it, one made
ominous by the way it had been hidden from prying eyes.
�It�s like some sort of secret zoo,� murmured Ganesa,
visibly shocked.
�Yes, but where are the keepers?� asked Ostara. It
puzzled Ravana too that they had not seen another soul anywhere in the
plantation. �Who looks after the animals?�
�They�re automatically fed and watered,� Hanuman replied,
switching off his lamp. �There are dozens of plantations like this on the
Shennong side of Yuanshi. This one has not had a regular team of scientists for
months. They are monitored remotely, of course,� he added, pointing to the
scanners mounted high upon the wall.
�They�re watching us?� exclaimed Ganesa, startled. �You�ve
led us into a top-secret, high-security compound and you knew we were being
watched? They�ll send gunships!�
�Well, maybe one or two,� Hanuman admitted. �I wasn�t
planning on stopping long.�
After recording a few seconds of footage on his camera,
he strode away between two rows of cages, seemingly unconcerned that his every
move was under surveillance by distant Que Qiao agents. Mystified, the others
followed. Ravana made sure she kept well away from the caged ashtapada as she
did so.
�Look,� Hanuman said suddenly, pausing next to a large
cage. �That�s what you get when you let genetic engineers mess with a
thunderworm.�
The huge green worm, resting coiled upon the bare floor
inside, was at least ten metres long and wide enough to swallow a man whole.
Protruding from its bumpy red spine near its skull was a slender chrome needle,
capped and taped to its skin.
�They�re experimenting on them,� Zotz realised. �That�s
horrible!�
�I thought animal testing had been banned,� said Ravana,
disturbed.
Ahead, the rows of cages gave way to an open area
dominated by four large metal tables, above each of which hung a light cluster
similar to those found in hospital operating theatres. Three tables were bare
but upon the one furthest away lay something covered in a white sheet. To the
right of the tables stood a large medical instrument cabinet, while to the left
was a long workbench equipped with electrical engineering tools. Zotz hastened
over to the workbench and began to excitedly examine its contents.
A sudden movement caught Ravana�s eye and she paused. A
frightened grey face with large almond-shaped eyes peered at her from a nearby
cage. Twelve spindly fingers gripped the bars, like those of a death-row
prisoner awaiting their fate. The creature�s lizard-like expression was alien
yet Ravana recognised both the intelligence and the sadness within.
Philyra had dismissed the strange creature at Hemakuta as
no more than a depilated monkey forced to play its part in a con. Ravana now
knew she was wrong. Meeting her stare of wonder both then and now was one of
the legendary lost alien beings of Epsilon Eridani.
�My word,� murmured Ostara, coming up behind her. �Is
that really�?�
�I always thought I�d imagined it,� Ravana said softly,
feeling a little queasy. Her cat, still in her arms, fidgeted more than ever.
�I was six years old. I�d been naughty and run off to play alone in the woods
near Lanka. There was a wounded creature in a cave, just like this one, except
it had these beautiful blue markings on its skin. I gave it what food and water
I was carrying then ran back home for some more, but because of an air raid it
was days before I managed to return, by which time it had gone.� She looked at
Ostara. �You�re the first person I�ve ever told that to. I�ve often wondered if
I imagined it all.�
�Fenris would love this. It would be like meeting one of
his gods,� Ostara remarked, then caught Ravana�s somewhat peeved expression.
�That probably sounded a bit flippant after your childhood revelation. I�m
finding all this a bit overwhelming.�
They were interrupted by a sudden cry of excitement from
Zotz. Hanuman glanced up from where he and Ganesa were examining whatever it
was under the sheet on the far table, then returned to the hushed argument he
was having with his co-pilot.
�Look at this!� Zotz exclaimed.
Ostara and Ravana joined him at the workbench. Zotz had
been investigating a series of shallow drawers, which when opened revealed row
upon row of tiny electronic circuit boards. Picking one up, he showed it to
Ravana.
�What is it?� she asked, squinting at the tiny board.
There was something familiar about the tiny chip in the centre, which had a
small green blob growing out of it.
�These are AI chips!� Zotz told her. �Prototypes, I
think. They�re much smaller than what I�ve seen before but have the usual
organic processor.�
�Did you never wonder what the organic bit actually is?�
asked Hanuman, coming over. He had given his camera to Ganesa, who was busy
filming everything in sight.
�They�re cloned brain cells,� replied Zotz. �Everyone
knows that.�
They are brain cells,� admitted Hanuman. �And in the
factories which churn out these chips by the billion, the organic bit is grown
in vats. But did you ever stop to think where the original cells came from? Or
how Que Qiao developed the technology in the first place when animal testing
had been banned?�
Ravana looked around at the cages. �You mean�?�
Hanuman nodded. �This is what makes Yuanshi so important
to Que Qiao,� he said. �Epsilon Eridani is the only system so far where intelligent
native life-forms have been found. The greys are the real prize; as you know,
the official line is all higher life-forms died out when humans arrived and set
up home. In fact, supposedly extinct species are secretly hunted and shipped to
these plantations, to become experimental playthings for Que Qiao scientists
looking for new ways to make cheaper, faster gadgets for the corporation to
sell. The civil war just makes it easier to keep these research stations
hidden.�
�That�s dreadful!� Ostara exclaimed, visibly shocked.
�Does that mean Jones also has a bit of alien inside it?�
asked Zotz.
�He means my cat,� Ravana explained, seeing a number of
puzzled expressions. �That might explain why it�s been acting so weird ever
since we got here.�
�Almost certainly,� Hanuman replied. �Everything from
spacecraft navigation units to washing machines uses a version of these organic
processors.�
�Even implants?� asked Zotz with a mischievous grin.
�What!?� cried Ravana, putting a hand to her head. �You
can�t be serious!�
Hanuman looked apologetic. �It�s possible.�
Ravana gave a screech and ran to Ostara, convinced she
could feel an alien about to explode out of her head. Zotz�s grin quickly faded
when he saw Ravana�s reaction.
�But why use aliens?� Ostara asked, putting a protective
arm around Ravana. �Surely all extra-terrestrial life should be protected.�
�All except giant spiders,� muttered Ravana.
�If Que Qiao had chosen to experiment on some Terran
life-form when developing their AI units, the corporation would have been
hauled before the courts on animal cruelty charges years ago,� Hanuman
explained. �Que Qiao instead claims the cells are entirely synthetic, knowing
full well that using the brains of presumed extinct aliens makes the source
material virtually untraceable. The latest twist is that thanks to the gullible
fools who follow Taranis, Que Qiao is starting to convince people that greys
were invented by the Dhusarian Church and never existed at all. Sightings are
never taken seriously.�
�So what�s under the sheet?� asked Ostara, pointing to
the table.
�Don�t let them see this!� cried Ganesa.
She was too late. Zotz appeared out of nowhere and with a
single swipe of his hand pulled the sheet clean away. As they stared at the
misshapen and butchered corpse hidden beneath, the boy�s face went deathly
pale. On the table lay a creature just like the grey humanoid staring out from
the nearby cage, only this alien was very dead.
�How gross,� murmured Ostara. �What makes people do
things like that?�
�Money,� replied Hanuman sadly. �Research facilities like
this one have made a lot of Que Qiao shareholders very wealthy.�
Ravana stared in horror at the mutilated carcass. The top
of the creature�s skull had been removed, as had part of its brain. Hanuman�s
words sounded blunt and cruel but she knew them to be true. The great space
race of the late twenty-first century had seen humans venture into space not to
explore but to exploit. The quest to safeguard supplies of helium-three to
power the new fusion reactors brought about the first lunar colonies and
cloud-mining facilities at Saturn, projects which in turn led to the invention
of the extra-dimensional drive and the urge to see what was worth having in
other star systems. Ascension had ended up a forgotten backwater, albeit
notionally a British colony and part of the Commonwealth, because the Barnard�s
Star system had nothing anyone wanted. Ravana now saw that Yuanshi had become a
war zone for precisely the opposite reason.
�Why are you showing us all of this?� she asked Hanuman.
�It�s horrible.�
Hanuman looked at Ganesa, then sighed. �We hate what
we�ve learned about Que Qiao over the years,� he said. �We would have quit
running these errands long ago if we had not been effectively blackmailed into
continuing. Worse still, it�s not just Que Qiao; when Taranis found out what
the corporation was doing to his beloved greys it just encouraged him to start
his own cloning experiments. You�ve given me a chance to turn the tables.�
�How?� asked Ravana, puzzled.
Ganesa held up the holovid camera. �We now have something
with which to do a little blackmailing of our own,� she said. �An insurance
policy, if you like. I wasn�t convinced it was worth the risk to get this, but
it isn�t nice being under the Que Qiao thumb.�
�Risk?� Ostara glanced at the cameras, startled by the
reminder they were illegally trespassing in a top-secret research station. �Are
Que Qiao agents on their way?�
�Almost certainly.� Hanuman relieved Ganesa of the
camera. �We should get back to the Sun Wukong. You�ve done me a big favour,� he told Ravana. �A very big favour.�
�Don�t thank me,� she muttered darkly. �Thank my alien
implant.�
�Now it�s my turn,� Hanuman said, then smiled. �I�ll take
you to Ayodhya, but I think we first need to recruit some help. Unfortunately,
the only people we can turn to on this moon are Kartikeya�s bunch of idiots,
but beggars can�t be choosers.�
Ravana looked at him in surprise. �You mean�?�
Hanuman nodded. �Let�s go and get your father.�
Ravana gave him a hug. �Before we go, there�s one last
thing I�d like to do.�

* * *

Governor Jaggarneth glared at the holovid display upon
the wall of his office. Today�s cricket highlights and seeing Yuanshi soundly
thrashed by Australia had already put him in a bad mood, but now the Ayodhya
news channel had picked up on an item from Anjayaneya and a local reporter was
on screen babbling excitedly about strange creatures in the night. By the time
Jaggarneth�s own sources had confirmed that someone had broken into a nearby
research station and opened the cages, the story had hit the interstellar
grapevine and it was too late to bury the bad news. He was just flicking
through the security footage from the plantation on a second screen on his desk
when there came a knock at the door.
�Come in,� he said wearily.
The door opened and Dana entered, holding Quirinus at
gunpoint.
�Governor Jaggarneth,� greeted Dana. �You asked to see
the prisoner.�
�Indeed I did,� Jaggarneth replied, then waved towards
the wall screen. �Though this may be an inopportune time. Why did we not burn
the retros on this story before it started pinballing the servermoons? What we
need is a quantum leap in security protocols to facilitate response times in
parsecs, not light years!�
�Actually, parsecs and light years are measures of
distance, not time,� said Dana. She decided not to add that a quantum leap was
the smallest possible in physics.
�Whatever. I�m a politician, not an astrologer.�
�Astronomer?� suggested Quirinus.
�Silence!� retorted Jaggarneth. He turned to Dana. �Who
is this?�
�Quirinus O�Brien. Fenris brought him in from Hemakuta,�
Dana replied. �Fenris would have come himself but he is feeling a little unwell
after our journey.�
Quirinus smiled. He had brought the Platypus down through the Yuanshi atmosphere as uncomfortably
as he could. By the time they landed Fenris was a vomiting nervous wreck.
�O�Brien, eh? The one with links to our exiled friend the
Maharani?� Jaggarneth regarded Quirinus closely. �How are you enjoying your
stay at Sumitra?�
�It�s not bad,� Quirinus said with a shrug. �Room service
is a little slack. I will be checking out tomorrow, so could you arrange a
wake-up call for about nine o�clock?�
�A man with a sense of humour,� observed Jaggarneth
coldly. �I suppose whoever it was who released all these specimens into the
wild also thought it was funny!� Part of him did wonder why the scary
ashtapadas had reportedly been left caged. It was a curious fact that they
shared a common ancestry with Terran spiders but no one knew how that was
possible. �Why do people insist on making life difficult for me? Who on Yuanshi
has done this?�
�One of the intruders possessed a special-services
implant,� Dana informed him. �It is unregistered but we�re checking the files
of known agitators.�
�I hope your security plans for the peace conference are
a little better prepared,� said Jaggarneth. �We need to be calling the shots,
not Kartikeya and his miscreants! Why did Fenris bring this man here?� he
suddenly asked, causing Quirinus to glance up from where he had been studying
what was on the desk holovid screen. The governor was not impressed by the
pilot�s attempt at a winning smile. �I�ve read this man�s file and he�s nothing
but a third-rate trader with a few petty misdemeanours to his name.�
�Fenris had his reasons,� replied Dana. �I will ask him
to report as soon as possible.�
�I�m more concerned about that cyberclone,� muttered
Jaggarneth. �You know those things can be used for espionage. Maybe we should
reprogram it to replace the real Raja and get this whole affair over and done
with.� Exasperated, he gave Quirinus a frosty stare and waved a hand towards
the door. �Get him out of my sight! I have work to do!�
Dana nodded. As he was led away, Quirinus took one last
look at the image upon the screen on Jaggarneth�s desk. He was surprised to
recognise all five of the figures captured creeping furtively around the secret
laboratory, but that they were together on Yuanshi and determined to cause
trouble raised his spirits like nothing else.
�That�s my girl!� he murmured.


Chapter Ten
Countdown to the conference


THE NOISE WAS INCREDIBLE: a truly violent cacophony of
both revelation and revulsion that roared through the air like a hypersonic
walrus. The thunderous rasps and discordant wails were born of frustration that
nonetheless revelled in both the anguish and misguided passion of a doomed
attempt to rise above adversity. It was an assault upon the senses both jagged
and raw, where any tiny glimpse of untapped potential was quickly lost amidst
the chaos of hoots and howls. Then suddenly the mayhem was over, leaving
listeners stunned as the performance drifted into silence like the echo of a
departing bomber squadron. If there was something greater lurking within the
souls of the players it had stayed well hidden.
Governor Atman shifted uncomfortably in his front row
seat. Up until now he had been enjoying the morning dress rehearsal but Newbrum
Academy�s performance left most people wondering if they had been subjected to
a rather cruel practical joke.
�That was err� interesting,� he said weakly. �Quite a
spirited performance.�
Miss Clymene was glad Atman was the only official watching
the rehearsal, for she had a feeling others would not have been so charitable.
Nevertheless, the conference hall auditorium was not quite empty for many of
the musicians who had been on stage earlier, including several members of the
Bradbury Heights orchestra, had stayed behind to watch their rivals. The
Newbrum band had been the last to rehearse; unbeknown to Atman, Miss Clymene
had been frantically delaying their performance as long as she could, hoping
for Ravana and Zotz to miraculously reappear and reinvigorate their crushed
morale. Against an imposing backdrop of the sovereign state flags from across
the five systems, the tiny band looked more than a little lost on the huge
stage and she did not blame Endymion, Bellona and Philyra for being glum. All
three wore the smart jade-coloured commemorative tunics given to them by the
peace conference organisers. She thought it was quite touching the way they had
all gone overboard on make-up and hair lacquer for the occasion.
�We are a couple of members down,� Miss Clymene
explained. �You should have heard us yesterday! We were like another band.�
�You have quite a small ensemble there,� Atman observed.
The tutor wondered if he was thinking another band would be very welcome right
now. �I thought Newbrum was one of the larger outposts.�
Miss Clymene saw Endymion open his mouth, no doubt to
quip that size was not everything, though their performance had blatantly
proved otherwise. She remained defensive.
�Newbrum Academy is very select,� she admitted. �But it
is the only official state-funded school in the city. Before the corporation
colleges were set up we had the biggest campus in the Barnard�s Star system.�
�And now the whole school sits in the same room,� sighed
Philyra. �All twelve of us.�
Bellona�s wristpad bleeped to signal an incoming message.
Maia had recorded their rehearsal and posted the holovid along with a bunch of
sarcastic comments on the net. What made it worse was that an earlier
performance by the Bradbury Heights orchestra had gone down very well and they
were now favourites to walk away with the prize. Miss Clymene caught her own
band�s downcast expressions and attempted to rally her troops.
�Well done, you three!� she told them. �You should all be
proud that you�ve made it this far. Whatever the outcome of the competition
tomorrow, you�ll be able to look back and say you were here, making history at
the Pampa Palace, sixteen light years from home!�
�I wish we were back home,� mumbled Endymion.
Miss Clymene pretended not to hear. �Class dismissed!�
she announced. �The rest of the day is yours to enjoy. We have quite an
occasion ahead of us tomorrow!�
Atman beckoned for her to join him for the routine
briefing he had given the other band leaders. As Endymion, Bellona and Philyra
shuffled despondently off stage, Miss Clymene could not help thinking that any
sane person would have asked her instead to take her band away and not come
back. She quickly collected the fallen sheets of manuscript left behind by her
class and hesitantly made her way to where Atman was seated. The governor�s
keen enthusiasm in the competition baffled her more than ever.
�Rosanna Clymene, is it?� asked Atman, consulting the
slate upon his lap. �Bad luck the rest of your students being called away like
that. I saw the young Indian girl at the spaceport yesterday. The one with the
scar on her face?� he remarked, but Miss Clymene�s mind was elsewhere. �She
looked terribly upset about something.�
�Ravana had a bad experience with a VR machine,� Miss
Clymene told him. She had received no word from Quirinus nor Fenris since
yesterday and the garbled communication Ostara sent her this morning, saying
that herself, Ravana and Zotz were attending to urgent business, had not
clarified things one iota. The news that Ravana had been seen at the spaceport
did nothing to allay her fears and she made a mental note to check if the Platypus
was still in Hemakuta. �We are confident
that she and Zotz will rejoin us shortly.�
�I do hope so,� he said. �These are interesting times!
The preliminary peace talks have gone well, though the rumours regarding the
Maharaja�s son are causing concern. The debate closing the conference tomorrow
will be the first time Governor Jaggarneth has shared a stage with the rebel
leader Kartikeya since hostilities began.�
�We are honoured to be part of it,� said Miss Clymene. �I
must however confess that my understanding of the conflict on Yuanshi is
limited. Are things as bad as they say?�
�Too many good people have died,� Atman said solemnly.
�All because each side claims Yuanshi as their own. Kartikeya and the
supporters of the exiled royal family believe that as descendents of the
original colonists they have a right to decide their own affairs. Yet the Que
Qiao Corporation wants to protect its investment after spending countless
billions on the terraforming project. Is this so unreasonable? The people of
Yuanshi would still be living in domes under a medieval monarchy if it were not
for Que Qiao.�
�People are strange,� agreed Miss Clymene.
�Indeed. I personally blame the curious cult of alien
worship they have on Yuanshi,� he said. �Or rather, one particular preacher: a
most forceful personality who has won many converts amongst the royalist
rebels. I�m not saying that religion causes wars, but it can be a very powerful
motivator. This priest Taranis is a dangerous man.�
�The Dhusarian Church,� mused Miss Clymene, thinking of
Fenris. �Religion does tend to bring out both the best and the worst in
people.�

* * *

Bellona shut her clarinet case and sighed. Endymion, Philyra
and herself were alone backstage but the gap in the backdrop curtain revealed
Maia, Xuthus and their friends from Bradbury Heights sitting not far away on
the front row of the auditorium. Bellona just knew they were waiting to throw
insults at them as they left.
�That was a bad rehearsal,� Philyra said gloomily.
�Truly terrible,� Endymion agreed. �The only way it could
have been worse was if we�d had monkeys on bongos flinging turds at the
audience.�
�Or dropped our trousers and waved our bottoms in the
air,� suggested Philyra.
�Or taken a hammer to a cage full of budgies,� added
Endymion, smiling wickedly at Philyra�s horrified expression. �Though your
flute solo sounded much the same.�
�You�re sick,� Bellona told him, but he had made her
smile.
Endymion lowered his trombone case into the cradle of the
waiting autoporter trolley, then came to join his sister as she peered through
the curtain.
�Xuthus and his cronies are still out there,� he
murmured. �Having a laugh at our expense, no doubt. I vote we sneak out the
back way.�
�Is there a back way?� asked Philyra, looking around the
backstage area.
Endymion grinned. �Seek and you shall find.�
Bellona deposited her and Philyra�s instrument case next
to Endymion�s trombone and sent the autoporter back to their room. The small
hatch through which the robot departed was protected against human entry by a
safety screen. A quick search of the backstage area revealed two alternative
exits: the first being a door to a sparse dressing room, the second a concealed
stairwell descending into a cavernous storage space beneath the stage itself.
They tried the dressing room first, only to discover that the far-side exit was
locked, so Endymion suggested they explore the room below the stage instead to
see if it led anywhere useful.
The storeroom was far bigger than expected. The vast
low-roofed chamber ran the full length of the hall above and was littered with
broken stage equipment thick with dust. Overhead lights illuminated a dim path
between two rows of square columns, leaving the far recesses in shadow. The
walls were of rough brick and everywhere they looked they could see pipes and
cables running in all directions.
�This place is filthy!� exclaimed Philyra, scowling. �I
can feel cobwebs in my hair!�
Her protest became a screech of fright as a small brown
shape ran across her foot and away into the murky shadows. Apprehensive yet
stubborn, Endymion began to make his way across the dingy storeroom towards the
far end of the vault. Not wanting to be left alone, Bellona and Philyra
followed close behind, jumping at every shadow and creak of floorboards above
as they scuttled through the gloom.
�Did you see that?� Bellona suddenly hissed. For the
briefest of moments she thought she had seen two huge eyes staring at her from
out of the shadows and the faint silhouette of something with far too many
hairy legs.
�See what?� asked Endymion, not even bothering to look
where she pointed.
�I thought I saw it too,� murmured Philyra, her voice
wavering. �A huge spider. I mean massive,� she added. Endymion wore a dubious
expression. �As big as you, anyway.�
�Spiders don�t grow that big!� he retorted, then looked
thoughtful. �Although, on a low-gravity world with an oxygen-rich atmosphere
like Daode��
�Now you�re scaring me,� muttered Bellona.
�I�m scaring myself,� Endymion admitted. �Let�s get out
of here.�
The door at the other end of the storeroom was a luminous
shade of red and had the word �FIRE� written on it in huge letters. Endymion
hesitated when the door did not open automatically upon his approach. When he
pushed it with his hand, it swung aside to reveal the bottom of a brightly-lit
stairwell.
�A fire exit,� Endymion noted with relief. �And the only
way is up.�
�That could describe our last performance,� mumbled
Bellona.
Philyra pushed past Endymion and ran to the foot of the
stairs. Eager to escape whatever it was lurking in the dark, Bellona followed.
The stairwell was several storeys high, presumably ascending all the way to the
top floor of the hotel.
�More stairs,� Philyra said glumly. �Why couldn�t you
lead us to a lift?�
�Use the hoverchair,� retorted Endymion. A folding
mobility chair hung from a frame on the wall, beneath a sign that read:
�EMERGENCY USE ONLY�.
Philyra stuck her tongue out at him and stomped noisily
up the stairs. On the next floor, the stairwell opened into a deserted
corridor, at the end of which they found a small lobby with a window and an
emergency exit leading outside. Endymion however ignored this and began to
climb the next flight of steps, pointing to another door on the landing above
that led back in the direction of the conference hall. When Bellona and Philyra
finally caught up, Endymion had his face pressed against the small glass window
in the door and was peering into the space beyond. When he tried to open the
door he found it locked.
Bellona sighed. �What now?�
Without saying a word, Endymion withdrew a length of
cable from his pocket, connected his wristpad to the control panel beside the
door, then began to tap at the screen. Moments later, they heard a dull clunk
as the lock released.
�Coming?� he asked, pushing open the door.
�Any spiders in there?� asked Philyra nervously.
�It�s quite safe,� Endymion reassured her. �Come and
look.�
The lights came on automatically as they entered,
revealing a deserted control room. The tiny chamber was dominated by a darkened
window that took up the whole of one wall, in front of which stood a huge desk
console and a couple of padded chairs. On the floor, next to a second door to
the left, was a small packing crate with the lid removed. Scurrying over to the
window, Philyra looked to see what was on the other side.
�It�s the conference hall!� she exclaimed. �You can see
everything from here!�
Endymion and Bellona came to her side and gazed at the scene
beyond the glass. The window gave a panoramic view of the whole auditorium,
looking out above rows of empty seats towards the stage from a vantage point
high in the rear wall of the hall. Directly below, they could see a holovid
crew making preparations for the evening�s live broadcast, while far away on
the front row were the bobbing heads of the Bradbury Heights band. Philyra
seemed more interested in the Avalon news team and eagerly scanned the crew.
She never watched current-affairs programmes; Bellona guessed one of the
celebrity gossip shows had recently uncovered an embarrassingly-hilarious
scandal involving a popular news presenter.
�I can see Maia,� she grumbled. �I�d recognise her fat
head anywhere. She�s not sitting under a sprinkler by any chance?� she asked,
giving her brother a sly look.
�I wouldn�t dare,� muttered Endymion, though Bellona saw
he was tempted to see what the desk console could do in his mischievous hands.
�This must be the control room for the stage lighting and sound system. I�m
pretty sure we�re not supposed to be here.�
Bellona watched as he moved towards the second door,
paused by the packing crate and then knelt to look inside. Nestling within the
shredded packing paper was a small metal box, which Bellona decided looked a
bit like the device Endymion had shown her from the kidnappers� tunnel on the Dandridge
Cole. This one had a larger aerial, a slot
for a data rod and a control panel that had not been smashed with a hammer.
�What is it?� asked Bellona, peering over his shoulder.
�A personnel scanner,� he told her. He had not been able
to resist switching it on and was soon flicking through the control menu that
had appeared upon the tiny screen. �Ravana said the kidnappers used the one I
found in their hideout to trace the Raja through his implant. This one appears
to be able to transmit as well as receive. I wonder��
Bellona waited for her brother to continue. When he gave
no sign of doing so she gave him a shove. Philyra came to join them, looking
bored.
�Zotz and I hacked into a holovid call between Fenris and
someone called Taranis,� said Endymion. �Ostara asked us to do it!� he added
quickly, as Bellona gave him a shocked glare. �Anyway, we heard them say that a
ship was bringing equipment to Hemakuta and it was all to do with the Raja�s
appearance at the conference.�
�The Raja was kidnapped,� Philyra pointed out. �He�s not
coming to the conference.�
�How do we know that? The kidnappers might be planning to
bring him here against his will,� said Bellona. �Isn�t he from the royal family
of Yuanshi?�
�A personnel scanner that can transmit data,� Endymion
murmured thoughtfully, his hand resting idly upon the device. �This could tap
into someone�s implant and put ideas into their head! Whoever commands the Raja
could change the outcome of the civil war.�
�You mean that thing can brainwash people?� remarked
Philyra.
�That�s one way of putting it,� Endymion admitted.
�Why is it lying around for anyone to find?� Bellona
asked. �It doesn�t make sense.�
Endymion paused. On the face of it, her observation did
seem to pour cold water on her brother�s conspiracy theory. Suddenly, his face
became a picture of shocked realisation.
�Don�t you see?� he said urgently. �It means there must
be people at the conference who are in on the plot themselves!�
�That�s crazy,� retorted Philyra, looking perturbed.
�We should tell Miss Clymene,� declared Bellona
resolutely.
�What can she do?� exclaimed Endymion. �Who on this moon
can we trust?�

* * *

Yuanshi took five Terran days to complete each orbit of
Shennong, turning just once on its axis in that time. On the daylight side of
the moon at Lanka, the storm clouds brought into being by the recent ice
asteroid had hidden the tiny sun for what seemed like weeks.
The rain lashed down in torrents and splattered heavily
against the windscreen of the Sun Wukong as
it slew to a halt at the end of the muddy airstrip that was Lanka spaceport. To
those aboard, the prospect of getting drenched was less of a concern than the
hail of bullets erupting from the squat gunship high above, with the missiles
exploding noisily above the city barely half a kilometre away coming a close
third. Que Qiao militia were out in force and concentrating their fire on the
Crystal Palace of Kubera. The daylight strike on Lanka had taken Hanuman,
Ganesa and their new-found friends by surprise, not least because the latest
message from Commander Kartikeya had reassured them he was not expecting
anything to happen this close to the peace conference.
�There�s an aircar waiting but we need to make a run for
it!� Hanuman yelled.
The whine of the engine compressors wound down as he
rapidly ran his fingers over the console, shutting off the flight systems with
well-practised ease. Behind him in the passenger compartment, Ganesa stood by
the airlock door with her hand ready on the release control. Ostara, Zotz,
Ravana and her cat sat rigid, shaken by their descent into a battle zone. The
oft-mentioned civil war on Yuanshi was suddenly too close for comfort.
�Welcome to Lanka,� remarked Ganesa, giving the door a
shove. Outside, a plasma cannon bolt from the gunship struck the edge of the
runway, showering the Sun Wukong with
clods of mud. �Thank you for choosing to fly with Hanuman airlines.�
�Very droll,� muttered Ostara, unbuckling her seatbelt.
A frantic dash across the runway took them to the waiting
stubby-winged aircar and soon they were on their way. Ravana�s first sight of
the city that had once been her home was one of a community ravaged by war, for
the outskirts had long ago become a bleak wasteland of bomb craters and crumbling
buildings, one of which she recognised as the shattered husk of the former
Dhusarian Central Church. It was not until they crossed the old dome wall that
the Lanka of her childhood abruptly came to life and she eagerly looked on as
the aircar sped low over the bustling conurbation and on towards the circular
park at the heart of the city. Ahead, the Crystal Palace was coming into view,
its four glass towers managing to look both awe-inspiring and ostentatious as
they glittered in the blaze of exploding missiles.
�What is that place?� murmured Zotz, staring spellbound
at the palace.
�Kubera,� Ravana told him, equally mesmerised. �It was
known as the Maharaja�s summer palace, though he and his family lived mainly in
Ayodhya.�
�Now it�s Kartikeya�s headquarters,� said Hanuman. �He
likes to command in style.�
Their pilot brought the aircar down into the inner
courtyard and parked neatly next to another on the landing pad. With the noise
of the aircar�s turbines still ringing in their ears, the travellers from the Sun
Wukong scurried through the rain into the
palace.
Hanuman led them to an ornate antechamber, where they
were met by an elderly Indian woman who greeted them with a smile. Ganesa
hurried forward and gave the woman a warm hug.
�Yaksha!� she cried. �Did you get my message?�
�I did,� the woman acknowledged. She gestured to where
Ravana, Ostara and Zotz stood, dripping wet from the rain. �Kartikeya asked to
speak with you before you do anything else. Are these the ones you told me of?�
Ganesa nodded and left it to Hanuman to perform the
introductions. Yaksha approached Ravana and like Ganesa before her, gently
raised a hand to the scar upon the girl�s face. Ravana felt a pang of
recognition upon seeing the old woman but could not place the memory. It did
not help that her implant was generating all sorts of distracting images inside
her head, for the palace network was a random mess of circuits where almost
anything could be controlled by the flick of a mental switch. Her cat wriggled
in her arms and meowed.
�So you are Ravana,� said Yaksha. �You�re even more
beautiful than I remember. Your mother was a very dear friend of mine, such a
long time ago.�
�You knew my mother?� Ravana exclaimed. She lowered her
cat to the floor.
�More coincidences,� muttered Ostara. Ganesa smiled.
�Ravana�s family and my own have long been connected with
Kubera,� Yaksha told Ostara. �It was her mother�s grandfather, one of the
founding fathers of Lanka, who originally built the Crystal Palace back in the
days of the first Maharaja. Kartikeya himself cares little for the past,� she
added with a touch of bitterness. �He sees only his glorious future, leaving
the rest of us to deal with the present.�
�Do you think Kartikeya can help me rescue my father?�
asked Ravana.
�He should,� retorted Yaksha. �He is to blame as much as
anyone.�
�Where is he?� asked Hanuman.
�In his operations room. The basement?� she suggested,
when Hanuman looked puzzled. �I should warn you that Fenris is down there with
him.�
�Fenris!� exclaimed Ostara.
Ravana frowned, equally dismayed. �Here?�
�He�s only just arrived,� Yaksha told them. �Fenris has
been entrusted by Kartikeya to escort the Raja to the peace conference
tomorrow. Were you not aware?�
�The Raja is here also?� asked Zotz.
�We knew that much,� Ostara pointed out. �I think.�
�I�ve lost track of who knows what,� sighed Hanuman.
�Take us to your leader.�
Yaksha led them along a hallway, down a flight of stairs
and into a brightly-lit room with an arched roof, leaving Ravana�s cat to
follow at its own pace. Of the two men who stood by the large table in the
centre of the room, Ravana instantly recognised the goatee-bearded, dour figure
of Fenris, while the younger Indian man in military dress next to him she assumed
was Commander Kartikeya. At first she thought the boy standing beyond was the
Raja�s cyberclone, then with a start realised it was none other than Surya
himself. Fenris saw them first and his face dropped into a scowl that did
little to conceal his anger.
�Damnation!� he spat irritably. �What are you three doing
here?�
�That�s him!� Zotz exclaimed excitedly, pointing at
Surya. �The kidnapped Raja!�
Kartikeya looked up and frowned as his gaze fell upon
Ravana and Zotz.
�More children,� he said disapprovingly. �This is a war
room, not a cr�che.�
�I am not a child!� retorted Ravana.
Surya caught her glare and smiled. The lack of music took
away the lustre of life at the palace but the Que Qiao attack and unexpected
visitors promised a bit of excitement.
�Good to see you made it in one piece,� Kartikeya said to
Hanuman and Ganesa. �We thought Jaggarneth was on to our plot and is trying to
stop us leaving for Daode, but my spies tell me this attack is in response to a
raid on a Que Qiao research laboratory.� He gave them a knowing look. �Is there
anything you would like to tell me?�
Hanuman gave him a sheepish look. �That was Ravana�s
idea,� he said, putting a hand on her arm. �She helped us with a spot of
espionage and while we were there she suggested we cause some trouble. I didn�t
expect Que Qiao to retaliate like this.�
�A bit of improvised rebellion, eh? I can�t say I
disapprove. So you�re Ravana?� remarked Kartikeya, looking at her as if seeing
her for the first time. �The one who saw Namtar and Inari with the young Raja?�
�You�re from the hollow moon?� Surya asked, regarding
Ravana warily.
�That�s her,� Fenris confirmed moodily. �Trouble-makers,
the lot of them.�
�The Raja was kidnapped!� snapped Ostara, with a glance
to Surya. �Don�t you dare use that patronising, pig-headed tone with Ravana or
anyone else! I am here as chief of security on the Dandridge Cole and if anyone is in trouble it is you!�
�Big words from a small woman,� mused Kartikeya, though
he said it with a smile. �There is no need for hostilities! We have enough of
that going on outside. You are here at Kubera as my guests. Please don�t let me
keep you here as my prisoners.�
�I�d like to see you try,� murmured Yaksha.
�Why are they here?� retorted Fenris. �What is going on?�
�Hanuman said you could help me rescue my father,� Ravana
told Kartikeya. �But I did not know you were in league with Fenris! He and a
Que Qiao agent commandeered the Platypus
and forced my father to fly to Ayodhya.�
�Did you do that?� Kartikeya asked Fenris.
�Quirinus needed to be dealt with,� Fenris declared. �He
and the Maharani were colluding against us. Besides, you remember how he was
part of the movement that opposed Taranis before the war.�
�That was a long time ago,� Ganesa pointed out.
�What business is it of mine?� Kartikeya asked irritably,
gently shooing Ravana�s cat away with his foot. �Fenris obviously had his
reasons for doing what he did.�
�You owe her,� Yaksha said. There was a degree of menace
in her voice and Ravana looked at the old woman in surprise, suddenly seeing
the rebel within.
Kartikeya gave her an odd look. �Owe her what?�
�You took her mother away from her. You have no right to
take her father too.�
�That�s not fair!� Fenris spluttered. �These things
happen in war!�
�Look at her face,� said Yaksha, fixing Kartikeya with a
steely glare. �Look at it!�
�That is quite a nasty scar,� Kartikeya admitted. �Are
you saying that�s my fault?�
�Perhaps Fenris could enlighten you. He seems more than
ready to dig up the past,� she said coolly. �Let me take you back to your first
command, when we still had a Maharaja, Taranis held sway in court and Que Qiao
had just started sending troops to Yuanshi. Do you remember Aranya Pass? The
attack on a Que Qiao supply convoy?�
�Aranya?� murmured Ravana, feeling her right arm twinge.
It was a name that conjured up disturbing memories from her childhood.
Kartikeya sighed. �Ganesa�s right. Some things are best
left in the past.�
�A little too late for that now,� Hanuman murmured to
Ganesa.
�What has it got to do with Ravana?� asked Ostara.
�She was there,� Yaksha replied. �Along with her mother,
her father and all the other volunteers who defied the Que Qiao curfew to bring
medical supplies into Lanka. The mighty commander here comes in with all guns
blazing and destroys the lot. Ravana was left scarred for life. Her mother was
not so lucky.�
�You did that?� cried Ravana, staring at Kartikeya in
horror. �You killed my mother?�
�War is hell,� Fenris said coldly.
�You got your scar in a war?� Zotz gazed wide-eyed at
Ravana. She just knew he was thinking that battle scars were in the top ten of
cool things to have.
�I thought it was a troop convoy,� mumbled Kartikeya. He
was unable to face Ravana. �My intelligence let me down.�
�In more ways than one,� muttered Ostara, putting an arm
around Ravana.
Tears welled in Ravana�s dark eyes. She clutched Ostara
tightly and buried her face in the crook of her friend�s shoulder. A surge of
anger lashed out at random at the implant images in her mind and for a split
second the basement was left in darkness as the overhead lights faltered then
recovered. Fenris glanced up at the ceiling, visibly startled.
�Is that really how it happened?� asked Hanuman,
regarding Kartikeya curiously.
Seeing he was not about to reply, Ganesa nodded. �I had a
friend who was there also.�
�You killed all those innocent people?� Surya�s
expression suggested he was suddenly seeing Kartikeya in a new and not very
flattering light. �What if I insisted you help Ravana? You brought me here as
heir to the throne of Yuanshi. I believe my father would have felt it was your
duty to do what could be done to right the wrongs of the past.�
�I am in command here!� snapped Kartikeya. He looked at
Ravana. �I am truly sorry for your loss, but I cannot help you. I have been
granted diplomatic immunity to attend the peace conference, with an official
shuttle waiting for me at the spaceport as I speak. In a few hours Fenris and
the Raja are to follow in the Sun Wukong.
I simply do not have the time nor the resources to mount what would undoubtedly
be a foolhardy enterprise.�
�Foolhardiness is your speciality,� Yaksha said bitterly.
�As I said, you owe her. Dwell upon that as I attend to our guests. You come
too, Surya,� she said, beckoning to the Raja. �Let us adjourn to somewhere more
civilised.�
After giving the commander a final glare, she led Ravana,
Ostara, Zotz and Surya out of the basement, in a silence broken only by the
sound of a young girl�s muted sobs.

* * *

Ravana clung to Ostara every step of the way and barely
lifted her gaze as they followed Yaksha upstairs to the first floor. By the
time they reached the old woman�s quarters, a small suite of rooms that doubled
as the palace�s medical centre, Ravana had exhausted her tears but remained
disconsolate and wary. Surya and Zotz stayed close to Yaksha, subdued and
eyeing each other uneasily. Zotz held Ravana�s electric cat rather awkwardly
under his arm.
�Amongst other things, I have the privilege of being
chief medical officer here in Kubera,� Yaksha remarked. She led them into a
large room that was in equal parts an office, laboratory and operating theatre.
�All that means is I get to wrap bandages, dish out pills and occasionally
press a few buttons when the autosurgeon is called upon to pluck bullets and
shrapnel from one of Kartikeya�s heroic revolutionaries.�
The far side of the room was dominated by a large
operating table, next to which were all manner of surgical automata, diagnostic
instruments and boxed medical supplies. Yaksha directed them to a cluster of
comfy-looking chairs and invited them to sit. Ravana needed no encouragement
and slumped into the nearest seat without uttering a word.
�Wow,� Zotz murmured, looking at the operating table.
Ravana�s cat started to fidget and he dropped it clumsily to the floor. �Do you
get to see lots of blood and guts?�
�Not really,� Yaksha admitted. �I keep my eyes closed.�
�I wouldn�t,� declared Surya. �I�d want to see
everything!�
�Charming,� muttered Ostara, taking the seat next to
Ravana. �Why are we here?�
The old woman ignored the question and instead knelt
before the crumpled and emotionally-drained Ravana. Reaching forward, she took
the girl�s unresisting grip in one hand, lifted her other towards Ravana�s head
and then hesitated.
�Ravana,� Yaksha said softly. �You did something to the
lights in the basement. Do you have a cranium implant?�
�That�s a sore point,� Ostara retorted. �She didn�t know
she had one until yesterday.�
�We were in a VR machine and it all went wrong,� added
Zotz.
�Everything since then has been like a bad dream,� Ravana
murmured wearily. For a moment she wondered whether she was still trapped in a
virtual nightmare and none of this was actually happening, but that was perhaps
too much to hope for.
�May I take a look?� asked Yaksha.
Ravana nodded and tried not to flinch as Yaksha moved
closer and put a hand to the back of her head. The old woman�s expert touch
went straight to the small lump at the top of Ravana�s spine, located just
below the base of her skull and so slight Ravana had previously never given it
a second thought. Leaning forward, Yaksha carefully moved Ravana�s dark locks
aside and peered at the brown skin beneath. Other than the lump itself, there
should not have been anything to see, yet there was a definite grey tinge
around the area of the implant and faint web-like traces of silver reaching out
across her scalp in all directions.
�Most odd,� she murmured, pursing her lips.
�Does mine look like that?� asked Surya and put a hand to
the bump on the back of his own neck. He had tried to find it earlier using the
mirror in his room but with no success.
�Is everything okay?� asked Ostara. Yaksha wore a
perturbed expression.
�I�d like to do a scan to get a read-out of the implant,�
said Yaksha, clambering to her feet as she spoke. �Don�t worry,� she reassured
Ravana. �It won�t hurt.�
She stepped to a nearby cabinet and retrieved a black
rod-like device with a switch on the side. Pointing the wand at Ravana, Yaksha
pressed the switch and a small red light on the tip flashed once. Ravana
instinctively closed her eyes and gripped the edge of the chair, bracing
herself against the expected sudden headache, but nothing happened.
�Is that it?� she asked, cautiously opening her eyes.
�That�s it,� Yaksha confirmed, now scrutinising the
screen of her wristpad. �My word! Did you know you�ve got a military-grade
implant in there? Unregistered, too. You could cause all sorts of trouble with
a thing like that.�
�We already have,� Ravana said, smiling weakly as she
recalled how they had set free the creatures from the secret laboratory. �Is my
implant different to others?�
�It�s very similar to those issued to Que Qiao special
forces operatives,� Yaksha told her, a note of awe in her voice. �Why on
Yuanshi would you have one?�
�Why has she got a special implant when I haven�t?� Surya
demanded, deeply offended. �I should have one! I am heir to the throne of
Yuanshi!�
�Little boys shouldn�t be given big boy�s toys,� came a
voice from across the room. Hanuman leant casually against the doorway, wearing
a huge grin. �Sorry to interrupt, but Kartikeya has requested your company in
Hemakuta,� he said to Yaksha, pretending not to notice the Raja�s sulky
expression. �He leaves in ten minutes.�
�I�m not his personal assistant!� Yaksha grumbled, but
knew she had little choice. She gave Hanuman a quizzical look. �Has he come to
his senses?�
Hanuman shrugged. �I put it to him again that he has a
duty towards Ravana and her father, but he was adamant in his refusal to help.�
Ravana�s face fell. Her electric cat, having found and
eaten a box of vaccination syringes carelessly left within its reach, decided
it was a good moment to bound back into her lap using Surya�s legs as a launch
pad, causing him to shriek.
�Is there really nothing you can do?� asked Ostara.
�After I left our beloved leader, I had a private talk
with Fenris,� Hanuman told her, looking sly. �I wanted to make sure he
understood the error of his ways. You�ll be pleased to hear that Fenris deeply
regrets what happened and is now ready to help us.�
�Really?� Ravana sounded surprised. �I don�t believe it.�
�He is the religious type,� said Ostara. �He must
appreciate honour and duty.�
�I wouldn�t bet on it,� murmured Yaksha. Her eyes were
upon a suspicious scuff mark on the butt of Hanuman�s holstered gun. �How
exactly did you make him change his mind?�
�That�s not important right now,� Hanuman said hurriedly.
He turned to Ravana. �This is a promise I mean to keep. We must do what we can
to rescue your father.�
Ravana�s eyes shone. �You really mean to help me?�
Hanuman nodded. �Namtar and Inari have sighted the Platypus at the private landing strip at Sumitra,� he told
her. �They�ve agreed to arrange a diversion so that Fenris can lead you to
where Quirinus is being held. However, we need to move quickly. We must get Fenris
and the Raja to Daode before Kartikeya starts wondering where we are.�
Ostara was impressed. �You seem to have thought of
everything.�
�There is one more thing,� Hanuman said to Ravana. �I�m
afraid we will need to call upon that piece of special-forces hardware in your
head. Security at Sumitra is tight but I have a feeling you should be able to
walk straight in without any problems.�
Ravana nodded. �Of course.�
�Be careful,� said Yaksha, pausing at the door to address
both Ravana and Surya. �Fenris is not to be trusted. He is firmly under the
spell of Taranis and I fear all this is part of something bigger. The mad
priest revels in tales of divine destiny that suit his own ends.�
Surya looked at Ravana, then shrugged. �We�ll be
careful.�
�A rescue mission!� exclaimed Zotz, excited. �What do you
want me to do?�
�Stay out of trouble,� Ostara said firmly.
Ravana pushed her cat aside and climbed to her feet, her
tears forgotten.
�I don�t know how to thank you for this,� she said
gratefully, giving Hanuman a hug. �You have been more than kind.�
�You can thank me when you and your father are safely
away from this moon,� said Hanuman. �The Sun Wukong leaves in an hour!�

* * *

Ostara sat in front of the holovid console, acutely aware
that the alcove in the palace basement was cosy enough without Zotz and Surya
leaning over her shoulders. It had taken all her powers of persuasion to get
the go-ahead for a call to the Pampa Palace hotel, but now she was here she was
not so sure it was a good idea. Before she could change her mind, the screen
lit up and an image appeared of a holovid booth that looked even more crowded
than their own little room. Endymion sat before the console, with Bellona and
Philyra perched on the arms of his chair either side. All three looked slightly
stunned and out of breath, for it had been barely ten minutes since Zotz had
sent a hurried wristpad message to Endymion asking him to wait by the hotel
holovid booths.
�Endymion!� greeted Ostara. �Good to see you again! Does
your teacher know you are here?� she asked cautiously. The second part of
Zotz�s message had urged secrecy, for much as she liked Miss Clymene, Ostara
did not trust her not to say something to Governor Atman or his colleagues that
could make things difficult for their rebel friends.
�She thinks we�ve been in the games room all evening,�
Endymion reassured her, which was exactly where they had been ten minutes ago.
�Where are you? Is Ravana there?�
�We�re on Yuanshi,� Ostara told him, smiling as she saw
their eyes widen in surprise. �Ravana is fine and having her implant
calibrated, or something like that. We�ve made some new friends, found the
kidnapped Raja and had all sorts of adventures.�
�Hello there,� greeted Surya, feeling he should say
something.
�That�s the Raja?� Philyra remarked. �He looks just like
his cyberclone.�
�That�s why they�re called clones,� retorted Endymion.
�Stupid.�
�When will you be back?� asked Bellona. �The music
competition happens for real tomorrow evening. This morning�s rehearsal sounded
awful without Ravana and Zotz.�
�Music competition?� asked Surya, pricking up his ears.
�Some mad priest has banned song and dance in Lanka and I�m going mad here
having nothing to listen to.�
�Ravana and I are supposed to be there with the rest of
the band,� Zotz explained, gesturing to the screen. �Loads of schools are
playing at the peace conference.�
�The entire band in a holovid booth?� Surya quipped, not
realising it was the truth.
�Don�t you start,� Bellona warned. The memory of the
dreadful dress rehearsal was still fresh in her mind. �If Zotz and Ravana were
here we�d win the competition, easy!�
�Do you want a violinist?� asked Surya, genuinely
interested.
�We�re getting off the point!� snapped Ostara. �We�ll be
with you again soon, but I need to warn you about Fenris in case he gets back
to Daode before us.�
She briefly told her listeners about Fenris� betrayal and
how Quirinus and the Platypus ended up
in the hands of Que Qiao. Surya was genuinely taken aback and stood in stunned
silence while he digested this revelation regarding the Maharani�s chief of
staff. When it came to Ostara telling them about how she, Zotz and Ravana had
made it to Lanka, she kept it brief and deliberately refrained from mentioning
the episode at the secret plantation, recalling how easy it had been for
herself, Endymion and Zotz to eavesdrop on Fenris� holovid with Taranis.
Coincidentally, Endymion was also thinking back to their earlier espionage.
�You didn�t need to warn us,� Endymion told her. �We know
Fenris is up to no good. Remember how Taranis told him that special equipment
was being brought to Hemakuta? We found some sort of brainwashing device in the
conference hall control room.�
�Brainwashing!� Surya screwed up his face in disgust.
�There�s all sorts of false stories going around about
your kidnap,� Philyra told him. �We could go to the Avalon news team with our
very own scoop!� she suggested, seemingly inspired by a vision of herself
fronting a holovid news report.
�That�s a stupid idea,� retorted Bellona. �Ostara, what can
we do?�
Ostara opened her mouth to reply, then hesitated, not
knowing what to say.
�Sabotage the device,� Zotz piped up. �If you can get to
it again. Do it in such a way that it doesn�t look obviously broken.�
Endymion grinned. �No problem! What will you do?�
�We are about to leave on a rescue mission,� Ostara said
grimly. �If all goes well, we�ll see you again in Hemakuta tomorrow!�


Chapter Eleven
The Palace of Sumitra


CONVERSATION WAS MUTED as the Sun Wukong touched down at Ayodhya spaceport. All aboard were
preoccupied by his or her own thoughts, some more than others. Ravana sat
quietly with her cat on her lap, tentatively exploring the multitude of images
she could now call up at will inside her mind. The calibration programme Ganesa
showed her on the holovid unit seemed little more than a random selection of
pictures and symbols, but after a few minutes of watching Ravana felt new areas
of her mind opening up in a way she found both daunting and empowering.
On a more prosaic level, she had also made time for a
quick bath in one of the palace�s sumptuous suites while Ganesa found her a
change of clothes. The maroon and gold salwar kameez she now wore made a nice
change from her usual flight suit. It was not as feminine as the traditional
saree favoured by Yaksha or the Maharani, but trousers were infinitely more
practical for the girl of action she had become.
Ostara sat next to Ravana, alternating her gaze between
the porthole at her shoulder and the slate in her hand. The latter had been
entrusted to her by Yaksha and contained all the security information the
royalists held on Sumitra Palace. Surya and Zotz sat together at the back of
the passenger cabin, murmuring quietly to one another and giggling now and
again at a private joke. Surya pointedly ignored Fenris, though shot the
occasional wary glance at his once trusted companion. Fenris had gained a
nasty-looking bruise above his left eye and kept his own stare upon Hanuman and
Ganesa, visible through the open flight-deck doorway ahead.
The spacecraft continued to roll for several more
minutes. Finally, with a faint squeal of brakes, the Sun Wukong shuddered to a halt.
�Looks like someone has come to meet us,� remarked
Ostara, seeing a large hoverbus driving towards them. On the side of the
vehicle were the words: �DHUSARIAN CHURCH OF YUANSHI � JOIN WITH US TODAY
AND PRAY THE GREY WAY!�
�That�ll be Namtar and Inari,� said Hanuman, stepping
through from the flight deck. He pushed open the airlock door, took one look at
the hoverbus and shook his head in exasperation. �A church minibus. They�re
supposed to be keeping a low profile!�
By the time they had all disembarked, Namtar and Inari
were stood waiting at the door of the bus. Ravana instantly recognised the two
men as the Raja�s kidnappers and was surprised at the amicable way in which
Surya greeted them.
�My dear Raja,� greeted Namtar, bowing gently. �It is
indeed a pleasure to once again be in your service. You have picked a fine day
to strike another blow for freedom.�
�It�s raining in Lanka,� Ganesa told him, gazing into the
clear blue sky over Ayodhya. A favourite whinge of the rebels was whether
geography alone made Lanka such a dull, wet place, for many would not put it
past Que Qiao terraforming teams to purposely make it so.
�You two started all this,� Ravana said guardedly,
regarding Namtar and Inari with suspicion. �I saw you take the Raja from the
palace.�
�These are the kidnappers?� asked Ostara. She sounded
disappointed.
�You�re from that crazy asteroid?� remarked Inari.
�You�re a long way from home.�
�Can you save the small talk until later?� interrupted
Hanuman. �That includes getting chatty on your wristpads. If we need to pass on
messages then Ganesa, Ravana and the Raja will use a secure channel via their
implant headcoms. Is that clear?�
He looked around the group and saw seven heads nodding.
Fenris did not look so sure.
�There is no way you will get away with this,� he
retorted sullenly. �Taking a prisoner from beneath the noses of Que Qiao! Your
plan is preposterous!�
�We�ll see about that,� replied Hanuman. �Everyone, get
on the bus.�
In no time at all they were hurtling along the elevated
expressway towards the city centre, high above the vast rice paddies that
surrounded Ayodhya as far as the eye could see. Ganesa spent the time teaching
Ravana and Surya how to use their headcom, the inbuilt implant communicator,
which fascinated Ravana no end until she accidentally switched off the privacy
setting and was instantly bombarded by calling cards, advertising messages and
recorded friendship invitations, all from total strangers on the local net.
Unlike the compact city of Lanka, Ayodhya began life as a
rambling series of linked domes and terraforming had allowed the low-density
conurbation to spread further still. As the hoverbus neared the graceful towers
and sprawling industrial facilities on the outskirts of the city, they passed a
cavalcade of jet cycles escorting a large official-looking ground car, all
headed in the opposite direction.
�Governor Jaggarneth,� Hanuman remarked. �On his way to
the conference.�
The church hoverbus continued across a slender suspension
bridge towards the island park in the heart of Ayodhya, at the centre of which
lay the majestic Palace of Sumitra. The expansive gardens and surrounding lake
were open to the public and in no time at all the bus was pulling to a halt in
a small, tree-lined car park within sight of the palace perimeter fence.
The low rounded towers of Sumitra lay beyond a stretch of
open ground. Ravana was surprised at how tranquil the scene looked, for she had
been expecting to find a fortified military base bristling with Que Qiao armed
guards. One by one, they trooped off the hoverbus and walked towards the fence
to get a better look.
�That used to be my home,� murmured Surya, visibly moved.
�The Platypus!�
exclaimed Ravana. Holding up her cat, she pointed to the indistinct purple and
white shape to the right of the palace. �Look, Jones! There�s our spaceship!�
Zotz rummaged through the bag he carried and withdrew a
pair of gyroscopic binoculars. Putting them to his eyes, he nodded in
agreement, then offered them to Ravana. Inari was already attacking the fence
with a laser cutter and within minutes had sliced a large ragged hole in the
wire mesh. Ravana peered through the binoculars and examined the distant
spacecraft, which looked rather forlorn standing alone at the end of landing
strip.
�There doesn�t seem to be anyone on guard,� she noted.
�Governor Jaggarneth will have taken his security team
with him to Daode,� Namtar pointed out. �A fortuitous situation which will no
doubt aid our forthcoming enterprise.�
�He means there won�t be many agents around,� Inari
translated, limping past them with a pained expression. He had managed to shear
off the end of his boot with the laser cutter.
Inari led Surya to the back of the bus and together they
started unloading a series of long canvas bags from the luggage compartment.
Hanuman gestured to Ravana, Zotz, Ostara, Ganesa and Fenris to go through the
hole in the fence, then turned to Namtar.
�Give us ten minutes,� he said. �Then do your thing.�
�You can count on us,� Namtar declared. �Or me, at
least.�
Hanuman grinned and quickly slipped through the hole to
join the others. Moments later he was leading a breathless sprint across the
open ground beyond the fence, towards a cluster of low-roofed storage huts on
the edge of the distant landing strip. Before long they were all gathered
against the back wall of one such hut, not far from the parked spacecraft.
�Everyone okay?� he gasped. It had been a long time since
he had last run like that.
�We�re fine,� replied Ganesa, smirking. �But our poor
gallant captain is not used to strenuous exercise and seems to be having a
heart attack.�
Hanuman gave her a withering look. Beckoning to Ravana,
he crept to the end of the wall and peered around the corner. The cylindrical
bulk of the Platypus loomed before them;
the tips of its starboard wings, wavering gently in the breeze, were barely ten
metres away.
�There�s no one in sight,� murmured Hanuman. �That�s a
bit of luck.�
�The main airlock is on the port side,� Ravana told him,
peering over his shoulder.
Hanuman waved to the others to follow. When Fenris
hesitated, the pilot withdrew his plasma pistol, moved back to provide the
necessary encouragement and motioned to Ravana to lead the group out across the
airstrip. After a hurried dash beneath the purple belly of the ship, they
arrived breathless at the cargo bay ramp. Ravana punched in the access code as
quickly as she was able with a wriggling cat in her arms, then after what
seemed an age the airlock opened and they all tumbled inside.
�My word,� murmured Ravana.
She lowered her pet to the floor. The walls and roof of
the cargo bay were covered in thick tendrils, all sprouting from the main cable
duct in the ceiling. Her cat nibbled at a nearby frond and gave a violent
sneeze.
�What�s with the crazy plant life?� asked Ganesa,
somewhat bemused.
�Woomerberg Syndrome,� Zotz told her, earning a blank
look in return.
�Zotz, come with me,� said Ravana. Her foot was already
on the ladder leading to the crawl tunnel. �I need to give you access to the
flight systems.�
Leaving the others in the cargo bay, Ravana and Zotz
hurriedly made their way to the flight deck. The strange tendrils had also
spread around the cabin and part of the console, which she noticed was still
minus the hatch covering the AI unit.
Ravana pressed a switch on the console. �Ship? Confirm
status.�
�All systems on standby,� came the familiar female tones
of the AI unit. �It is good to see you back aboard, Ravana. How may I serve you
today?�
Ravana regarded the console curiously. The AI unit had
generally always referred to her as �Miss O�Brien� until now.
�This is Zotz Wak,� she said, introducing him to the
ship. There were cameras in the cabin, but she could not remember where and
gestured to Zotz to do a slow pirouette. �Please add him as a registered member
of the crew and grant him co-pilot access to all systems.�
�Welcome to the crew, Master Wak. I look forward to
learning your voice print.�
�Quite,� murmured Ravana. The tendrils were one thing,
but a chatty spacecraft was something else entirely, especially now she knew
the AI�s thoughts were the product of alien brain cells. �Ship, run pre-flight
checks for a short interplanetary hop to Hemakuta spaceport, Daode. I have one
last thing to do before we leave, but be ready for a quick getaway.�
�Good luck,� said Zotz quietly. He suddenly looked quite
distraught.
Ravana leaned over and gave him a kiss. �Look after Jones
and the Platypus for me.�
Before Zotz could reply, she quickly dropped into the
crawl tunnel and returned to the cargo bay. With a wary eye upon Fenris,
Hanuman was showing Ostara how to use his plasma pistol, which she held as if
it were a dead fish.
�Zotz has access to the AI unit,� Ravana reported. �What
now?�
�Now we wait for the diversion,� murmured Hanuman.

* * *

Surya stood at the control panel of the rocket launcher,
awestruck by the simplistic yet savage lines of the weapon created from the
contents of the bags. It had taken Namtar and Inari just a few minutes to
assemble the device, which was essentially a barrel and flare shield fixed to a
tilted frame. The battered shield had one new dent where Namtar had hit Inari
with it after the fat man accidentally caught Namtar�s shins with part of the
frame.
�This is amazing,� murmured Surya. He idly brushed his
fingers across the panel.
�No touching!� snapped Namtar. �The firing circuits are
live.�
�I haven�t loaded a rocket yet,� Inari muttered, limping
towards them.
The black cylinder in his arms was half a metre long and
oozed malevolence from the red cone at one end to the small rocket nozzle and guidance
fins at the other. Inari lifted it to the open end of the barrel, pressed a
concealed lever to make the fins retract and then dropped the rocket smoothly
into the launcher. There was a soft thud as the missile slid inside and linked
with the ignition mechanism at the bottom of the barrel.
�Is this what you two do in the war?� asked Surya.
�Terrorist attacks?�
�We are not terrorists!� Namtar declared indignantly. �We
are freedom fighters, with the right of the Dhusarian Church on our side!�
Surya was quite taken aback at this sudden outburst.
Namtar frowned, well aware of how the rebels� activities looked to Que Qiao.
His own motives for joining the Dhusarian Church and Kartikeya�s royalist army
were questionable, for Namtar had done so purely for personal gain, admittedly
with little success.
�My father, Ravana�s mother and other innocent people
have died in your fight for freedom,� Surya said at last. �Perhaps my place is
here on Yuanshi. If I can help bring peace to the moon then I should. I am sure
this would have been my father�s wish.�
�Honourable words indeed, my dear Raja,� said Namtar,
though they all knew the late Maharaja had been far from innocent as far as the
war was concerned. �It is time for us to select an apt target for creating our
diversion. I am reliably informed there are a number of official transports on
the far side of the palace that should serve admirably.�
Surya took this as a cue to step away from the launcher�s
control panel. He watched with interest as Namtar switched on the guidance
system and brought up a satellite image of Sumitra Palace and the surrounding
park on the console screen. Various dark blobs were marked by a green square,
with a large group of them on the other side of the palace and a further
solitary one very close to their own position. Earlier, Namtar had suggested it
would be better if Inari personally took a homing beacon to the car park but
Inari had refused, for he was slowly becoming wise to Namtar�s homicidal
tendencies.
�You�re right,� observed Inari. Surya joined him in
peering over Namtar�s shoulder at the cluster of green squares on the screen.
�There�s a whole convoy parked over there.�
Namtar pressed the green square at the centre of the
cluster and the symbol marking the distant Que Qiao ground car began to flash
red. Satisfied, he lifted a cover next to the screen to reveal a large red
button. His finger moved to press it, then paused.
�Would you care to have the honour, my Raja?� he asked.
Surya�s eyes lit up and he nodded greedily. Extending his
own hand, he put a finger to the button and gave it a firm press. With a
deafening whoosh, the rocket erupted out of the launcher and soared into the
air, leaving a white vapour trail in its wake.
�Wow!� he exclaimed. �That is fantastic!�
Surya stared in delight at the missile speeding towards
its target. As he stepped back for a better look, he accidentally trod upon
Inari�s laser-damaged boot and was promptly deafened by an agonised shriek as
the freedom fighter felt the boy�s weight crushing down upon his charred toes.
Blinded by pain, Inari half-hopped, half-staggered away, then made a grab for
the launcher to stop himself from falling. His fingers barely managed to brush
the control panel and then he was on the ground, sobbing gently as he clutched his
wounded foot.
�Sorry about that,� murmured Surya.
�You fool!� roared Namtar. Surya looked at him in alarm,
but it was to the fallen Inari he spoke. �You imbecile! You�ve reset the
guidance control!�
Inari slowly staggered to his feet and looked at the console.
Surya saw the target was no longer that selected in the heart of the far-away
cluster; instead, it was the square closest to them that now flashed red. As
one, they looked up into the sky and saw the rocket begin to loop around and
head back in their direction.
�It�s locked onto the bus!� Inari glanced over his
shoulder in horror to where the church hoverbus was parked. �How do I stop it?�
Namtar did not reply. Mesmerised by the
rapidly-approaching missile, he was dumbstruck and rigid with fear. Inari
started hammering at the console screen but the pain in his foot and his
growing panic thwarted his efforts to change the target back again. Surya took
one look at the situation and quickly came up with a plan of his own.
�Run!� he yelled.
Not waiting for a response, Surya sprinted towards the
trees at the edge of the car park. Namtar uttered a strangled cry and quickly
followed, abandoning Inari to limp to safety alone. They had barely reached the
shelter of the surrounding woodland when the missile struck the unsuspecting
hoverbus with a mind-numbing bang. Surya yelped as a huge blast of hot air
swept them off their feet.
The bombardment of flaming shreds of church minibus came
a split second later. Soon the surrounding undergrowth was ablaze, forcing them
to scramble further into the trees. Once clear, they staggered to a halt and
looked back at the scene of devastation on the car park. The explosion had torn
the hoverbus apart and scattered the pieces far and wide, leaving nothing but
the charred and twisted remains of the chassis and a plume of black smoke.
Incredibly, all three of them had escaped with no more than a few cuts and
bruises from where they had been thrown to the ground.
�All in all, not a good week for the Dhusarian Church,�
remarked Namtar. At his feet lay a smoking fallen panel inscribed with the
words: �PRAY THE GREY WAY!�.
�Sorry,� mumbled Inari. �Still, it�s a diversion of
sorts.�
�What an utter debacle,� grumbled Namtar. �Today you have
plumbed new depths of incompetence. Where are you going?� he asked irritably,
seeing Surya walk away.
�To find the others,� Surya replied tartly. �It�s either
that or walk home.�

* * *

Ravana and Hanuman squatted beneath the starboard wing of
the Platypus, watching the distant
commotion as Que Qiao security guards and a fire crew tackled the blaze in the
car park. The diversion had come from an unexpected quarter but Namtar and
Inari had done their job. Ravana twitched nervously when Surya�s call sign
appeared in her mind and it took her a few moments to remember how to flex the
mental switch to bring his disembodied words into her head. The implant�s
headcom took a lot of getting used to.
�We�ve caused a bit of a distraction,� came the voice.
�Good luck!�
�Message received,� she replied, earning a strange look
from Hanuman. She had not yet mastered the art of transmitting a message
without speaking aloud.
Together they crept back to the airlock door where Ostara
and Fenris were waiting. Ravana would have preferred Hanuman to lead the
rescue, but he and Ganesa were going to be busy stealing liquid hydrogen from
the airstrip�s underground storage tanks so that the Platypus had enough fuel for the return to Daode. Fenris
looked extremely nervous, no doubt because Ostara held Hanuman�s pistol in a
way that suggested she would blast a hole in his head if he so much as sneezed.
Behind them, Zotz was busy pulling all sorts of strange gadgets out of his bag.
�Ready?� asked Ravana.
Ostara nodded, handed her the slate she had brought from
Kubera, then gave Fenris a prod in the back with the business end of the
pistol. Fenris scowled and led them quickly across the runway towards the
nearby palace, where a low-roofed terminal building had been built at the rear
of the complex. They could see a security desk through a nearby window, but it
was unoccupied and the entrance firmly locked.
�Never mind,� Fenris said condescendingly as Ostara
tugged at the door. �You tried your best. Perhaps we should give up now and go
home before someone finds us here.�
�I�m sure we can force our way in somehow,� Ostara
retorted. �We could go back for Inari�s laser cutter or try to break the glass.
I even saw Zotz with some sort of jet pack and I for one would love to fire you
head-first through an upstairs window.�
�Shall I just unlock the door?� Ravana suggested wearily.
The implant image for the electronic catch on the door
was straightforward and she opened it with ease. Moments later they were inside
the surprisingly drab terminal building, standing quietly by the deserted desk
and contemplating their next move.
�Where now?� Ostara asked Fenris, who was clearly
perturbed that they had managed to get past the first security door so easily.
When he did not answer straight away she gave him another prod. �Where are they
keeping Quirinus?�
�The palace has a small cell block for prisoners brought
in for questioning,� Fenris told her. �Unless he has been moved in my absence,
Ravana�s father is there.�
Ravana interrogated the slate in her hand.
�I have it,� she said, looking at a plan. �It should be
ahead and down one level.�
�Take us there,� ordered Ostara, speaking directly into
Fenris� ear. �Now!�
�Have you noticed how people�s personalities change once
they have a gun in their hand?� Fenris remarked lightly, as he started on his
way. �Not for the better, I may add.�
�I saw it myself when you pulled a pistol on my father,�
retorted Ravana.
Fenris led them through a set of double doors, beyond
which the decor changed from the dull pale grey of the security lobby to a
sumptuous red-and-gold colour scheme more befitting of the once-royal Palace of
Sumitra. At the end of a short corridor, they came to an archway that opened
onto a landing on the middle level of a large staircase. The ornate wall
coverings and brass banisters were as graceful as anything they had seen at
Kubera. Voices could be heard from a nearby room and it suddenly struck Ravana
what a terrible risk they were taking in wandering around the governor�s
headquarters uninvited. Fenris had visibly brightened and she just knew he was waiting
for a chance to reveal their presence.
�Down the stairs,� Ravana whispered. �As quietly as
possible!�
�What if I refuse to be quiet?� replied Fenris, speaking
deliberately loudly and making Ostara jump. �What would you do to me then?�
�Shut up!� hissed Ostara, raising the pistol to his head.
�Firing the gun will only hasten the discovery of our
presence,� Fenris said with a leer. �Perhaps a fine Dhusarian hymn will do just
as well!�
To their horror, he suddenly started singing at the top
of his voice:
�Show me the way, lord alien grey,
Light-years of rapture divine!
To you we all bind, to wipe clear the mind,
In your head be it and mine!�


In a panic, Ostara lashed out with the butt of the pistol
and hit Fenris hard upon his left temple, cutting off his song to send him
crashing to the floor. Ravana stared in horror at the prone figure suddenly
motionless at her feet.
�What have you done?� she whispered.
Ostara quickly bent down and felt the man�s pulse.
�He�s out cold,� she muttered. �That�ll teach him to sing
hymns at us.�
�We can�t leave him lying on the floor like that!�
�Stick him in there,� said Ostara, pointing to a nearby
door.
Ravana cautiously opened the door and peered inside. To
her relief, the office beyond was unoccupied; that is until she and Ostara
dragged Fenris off the landing and propped him up against the wall inside.
Ravana closed the door on the drooping figure, then frowned.
�There�s no lock,� she murmured.
�Can�t be helped. With any luck, by the time he awakens
we�ll be long gone.�
With Fenris no longer around to hinder them, they made
swift progress down the stairway and soon Ravana was tentatively probing the
implant images of the security gate at the bottom, while Ostara kept a lookout
for agents. A few seconds later the gate was open and they hurried along the
short corridor beyond to a further locked door, which Ravana found offered no
more resistance than the others. She could sense a multitude of systems
monitoring their progress, but any red flashing image in her mind she identified
as a security device miraculously changed to green as they approached, for it
seemed her implant was keeping them from tripping any alarms.
Ahead was yet another doorway. From the schematic
displayed on the slate in her hand Ravana saw they had nearly reached the cell
block. All of a sudden, the door before them opened and two figures stepped
through.
�Stop right there!� roared Dana, raising a gun. Beside
her stood a young boy, whom after a split second of confusion Ostara and Ravana
both realised was Surya�s cyberclone. �Drop your weapon. You are both under
arrest!�
�Don�t shoot!� Ostara cried. Much to her shame, what
little bravado she had mustered upon stepping foot in the palace had evaporated
at the sight of Dana�s gun.
Ravana stood in stunned silence. Her implant had locked
onto the cell-block security system and to her amazement her mind�s eye could
see the camera feeds from all eight cells. Flicking through them one by one,
she gazed in sorrow at the crumpled, dejected prisoners and suddenly came
across a joyous sight. The familiar bearded figure of her father was in cell
seven, looking weak yet defiant. It was galling to think she was so close to
him yet so far. Beside her, Ostara knelt down and placed Hanuman�s pistol upon
the floor.
�Kick it over here,� ordered Dana, keeping her own weapon
trained upon them.
�As hard as you can,� whispered Ravana. �Aim for the door
behind her.�
Ostara gave her a puzzled look, then booted the pistol
across the floor, sending it ricocheting off the wall and onwards down the
corridor. Just as it neared the door it clipped the cyberclone�s foot, then
passed smoothly through the doorway to the cells beyond. Dana stepped forward,
looking far from impressed.
�O�Brien has quite the resourceful little daughter,� she
remarked. �After you gave me the slip in Hemakuta I never expected you to turn
up here. Did I hear Fenris singing?�
�There is much happening that is most irregular,�
commented the cyberclone.
�I�ve come for my father,� Ravana said calmly. Her
implant had found the circuit she wanted and unbeknown to Dana, every cell door
in the block beyond was sliding open. �It�s been a long day and I�m no mood for
games. You would be wise to stay out of my way.�
Dana laughed. �Is that a threat?�
She heard a noise behind her and froze. Ostara gave a
little squeak of surprise as a figure appeared out of the shadows behind Dana,
then another, all closing in on her in a quiet wave of rage. With pride in his
step, the pilot of the Platypus strode
from amongst them, picked up Hanuman�s pistol and placed it to the agent�s
head.
�Actually,� said Quirinus, �what my daughter said was
more a warning.�
�Father!� cried Ravana.
�You won�t get away with this,� Dana replied coolly.
Lowering her gun, she dropped it to the floor, then calmly
reached out and hit the alarm button upon the wall.

* * *

The noise was deafening. The wail of sirens, thud of
boots and barked orders of guards merged with a cacophony of screams and shouts
that surged through the palace in an uncontrolled explosion of mayhem. Amidst
the chaos, a masked birdman strode forth, wreathed in the thick cloak of fog
his backpack had added to the confusion. Que Qiao agents who got in his way
were effortlessly thrown aside by a bolt from his lightning rod or a casual
sweep of artificially-enhanced muscles, or found their plasma weapons rendered
useless by the electromagnetic charges exploding in his wake.
Prisoners ran amok in a frenzied attempt to flee the
building. The surveillance network refused to cooperate. The agent in charge of
security, conspicuous by her absence, would be found hours later inexpertly
bound, gagged and locked in one of her own cells.
The scarlet-clad warrior, guided by his infra-red
goggles, reached the fog-bound grand staircase. With a dramatic flourish, he
heroically held out his hand to the girl struggling to lead her rescue party up
through the smoke.
�What the hell are you doing here?� exclaimed Ravana,
startled.
�The Flying Fox at your service!� the birdman declared.
�Follow me!�
Blinded by the thick smoke and a piercing headache,
Ravana had no option but to grab the offered glove and follow. Her other hand
firmly gripped that of her father, who in turn held onto Ostara. Surya�s
cyberclone could navigate perfectly well through the fog but was not programmed
to take the initiative, so in Dana�s absence simply decided to follow another
set of familiar faces.
The masked hero led them quickly along the corridor
towards the exit, which Ravana had fortuitously forgotten to close after
unlocking it earlier. There was a loud crash as a door behind them flew open
and they were suddenly joined by an extremely enraged Fenris.
�Don�t leave me in this place!� he roared.
Moments later, they charged through the door at the far
end of the security lobby and spilled breathlessly out onto the runway. To add
to the confusion they were surprised to find Namtar and Inari waiting for them,
even more so when Hanuman and Ganesa suddenly turned up driving a stolen
open-top ground car. Fenris made an ill-mannered grab for the Raja and quickly
bundled himself and the boy into the rear seat of the car.
�Hanuman!� cried Quirinus. �Ganesa! Is all this your
doing?�
�Thank your daughter!� Hanuman called over to Quirinus.
�We were happy to help a friend in need. Your ship is fuelled and ready to go!�
�What is going on?� exclaimed Ostara. Namtar and Inari
climbed into the ground car after Fenris, eager to leave.
�Inari blew up the hoverbus,� said Ganesa. �We needed
another way out of here.�
In the sudden rush to escape, Ravana had lost sight of
the birdsuit-clad figure and now there was nothing but a plume of smoke across
the runway to show where her saviour had been. A whine of distant turbines
reached her ears and she saw a sinister-looking Que Qiao ground car racing
towards them with sirens wailing. On the other side of the airstrip, the robot
refuelling gantry next to the Platypus was
retreating into its underground bunker to leave the runway clear for take-off.
�Go!� yelled Quirinus. He passed the borrowed pistol back
to Hanuman. �Thanks for everything. I just hope next time we meet it is in more
civilised circumstances!�
Hanuman grinned. With a roar of turbines, the stolen
ground car shot off like a bullet from a gun, racing in a wide arc towards the
approaching vehicle to divert the pursuers from the Platypus and its crew. Quirinus, Ravana and Ostara ran as fast
as they could towards the waiting spacecraft. Two figures frantically waved at
them from the smoke-filled airlock door.
Ravana reached the cargo bay ahead of the others and made
it up the ladder, through the crawl tunnel and onto the flight deck in record
time.
�Ship!� she yelled. �Start the engines!�
The thrusters fired almost instantly. An almighty roar
bellowed through the open airlock and the spacecraft shuddered into life, shaking
the tendrils dangling from the console and knocking Ravana off her feet and
into the co-pilot�s seat. Then her father was beside her, rapidly running his
fingers over the console as he prepared the Platypus for take-off.
�Main engines running in air-breathing mode,� the AI
confirmed, sounding almost smug. �Good to have you back aboard, Captain
Quirinus.�
�It�s good to be back,� he replied. He winked at Ravana.
�Let�s get out of here.�

* * *

The agents in pursuit of the stolen ground car proved to be
remarkably persistent. Finding all exit roads blocked, Hanuman forced their car
ever quicker along parkland tracks that were no more than footpaths until
finally they could go no further. The ground car was not designed for off-road
use and their frantic dash through the rugged terrain had shook it almost to
destruction. Forced to abandon the smoking vehicle, they were hurrying away
through the surrounding woodland on foot when they were abruptly deafened by
the sound of a spacecraft blasting its way skywards.
�They made it!� exclaimed Ganesa.
�What about us?� retorted Fenris. �It is imperative we
get the Raja to Hemakuta!�
The figure at his side had been badly shaken by the rough
off-road escape and without warning suddenly fell to the floor, trembling fitfully.
Fenris uttered a yelp of dismay and dropped to his knees in a panic.
�Raja!� he cried. �What is wrong? Are you wounded?�
�Dislocated motherboard,� the cyberclone whispered. A
thin wisp of smoke issued forth from his right ear. �Reboot me!�
Fenris lifted his head and screamed. �Idiots! We�ve got
the wrong Raja!�


Chapter Twelve
Final curtain call


COMMANDER KARTIKEYA stared out across the packed
auditorium and tried not to panic. The stage lights masked the individual faces
of the seated audience, but that did not stop him being acutely aware of the
thousand or so eyes directly upon him, plus the several million more watching
from across the five systems through the wonders of holovid broadcast
technology, all awaiting his response. Yet the carefully-prepared closing
speech on the rostrum before him was now worthless. His cunning plan had come
to nothing, leaving him all alone before all the worlds with nothing to say.
Out of the corner of his eye he could see Yaksha speaking
into her headset as she watched from the wings to his left. Her voice in
Kartikeya�s earpiece once again whispered the words that had rooted him to the
spot.
�I repeat, Fenris is not coming,� said Yaksha.
Governor Jaggarneth leaned forward upon his own rostrum
and regarded Kartikeya with a smug, self-satisfied smile. His secretary had
eavesdropped upon the hushed backstage conversation amongst Kartikeya�s
entourage and relayed the news to him also. His own devious scheme to bring
chaos to the peace conference also rested upon the Raja�s surprise appearance,
but he seemed happy to settle for watching the rebel leader squirm.
Beside him, the statuesque female presenter of News
120, the Yuanshi-based politics show,
quickly sensed the hesitation and stepped in to fill the gap.
�Commander Kartikeya, do you not think this is a valid
point?� she asked. �Would Yuanshi not be better served by a government modelled
on twenty-third century corporate lines, rather than on what most would see as
out-dated concepts of tradition?�
Kartikeya stared helplessly across the stage. He
recognised her words as the gist of Jaggarneth�s last argument but was unable to
recollect him actually saying it. Looking down at his rostrum, he
half-heartedly read the first few lines of the speech on his slate screen but
knew he could no longer expect inspiration from that quarter. The military man
inside him realised he was cornered. With a grim resolve he decided to come out
fighting.
�We are not here to decide which is the best way to
govern,� he declared. �My own belief is this is something only the people of
Yuanshi can decide. I have come to this conference in good faith, to seek peace
and a settlement that offers the best for all!�

* * *

Unseen behind the curtain across the stage, Miss Clymene
and the three remaining players of the Newbrum Academy band sat listening as
they waited for their own turn in the spotlight. Hearing Kartikeya�s words,
Endymion looked at Bellona and pulled a face.
�Seek peace, my ass!� he whispered. �Start a revolution,
more like!�
�I heard someone backstage mention Fenris,� Bellona
murmured. �The people who came with the rebel leader seem very upset. Has there
been any word from the others?�
�Nothing since the message Zotz sent me an hour ago,�
Endymion told her. �If they were on their final approach as he said, they
should have landed by now.�
Miss Clymene put a finger to her lips. �Hush!�
Philyra stared forlornly at Ravana�s cornet and Zotz�s
theremin, which they had placed upon the two empty seats in a moment of wishful
thinking. Hearing a muted snigger, she glanced over her shoulder and saw
Xuthus, Lodus and Maia standing in the doorway of the backstage dressing room,
pointing at the Newbrum band and giggling. She was just about to respond with a
suitable hand gesture when Endymion�s wristpad beeped.
�A message?� asked Miss Clymene hopefully.
Endymion looked at his wristpad and nodded. �They�re here!�
As one, four pairs of eyes turned expectantly towards the
backstage door.

* * *

On stage, the headline debate of the conference
floundered. Kartikeya was struggling to maintain his composure in the face of
Jaggarneth�s flamboyant yet distracting rhetorical onslaught.
�I have not come to this gathering to kill the
thunderworm that lays the golden egg,� Jaggarneth was saying. �We all know the
fear of bad government can seem like too many molecularisors frying the
dessert. The Que Qiao Corporation will of course consider all proposals for a
preliminary cooperative arrangement to examine the options for the strategic
delivery of a democratic extra-dimensional flight path to peace.�
Kartikeya blinked. �Does that mean you are open to
negotiations?�
�I am not about to topple our rockets and reject the
bible black of infinity,� the governor replied, smiling graciously. �Nor am I
here to put the cat amongst the blood yerks. It is not wise to put all our
isotopes in one reactor. The procurement of effective government is not
something that can be forced through a quantum gate, as I�m sure you will
agree.�
Despite not understanding a word Jaggarneth was saying,
Kartikeya found himself nodding. Just as he was starting to lose the will to
live, the voice in his ear crackled again.
�The Raja is here!� Yaksha exclaimed. �I don�t know how,
but he is!�
Kartikeya gave an involuntary twitch as a surge of
adrenaline invigorated his shattered will, then quickly looked to his left.
Against all hope, he saw Surya and the girl Ravana standing next to Yaksha,
busily clipping microphones to their collars. The old woman herself, smiling
from ear to ear, gave the commander the thumbs up. A further glance at
Jaggarneth revealed he too was aware of their arrival. With a relieved grin,
Commander Kartikeya gripped the edges of the rostrum and contemplated the
speech before him.
�Back to Plan A,� he murmured.
His fingers strayed to the remote control unit inside his
sleeve. Now all he could think about was the hidden mind-probe device, waiting
to be activated.

* * *

Away in the wings, Ravana felt Raja Surya reach out and
take her hand in his own, both steeling themselves for the big moment. He had
sent a message to his mother during the flight to Daode and she wondered if the
Maharani would be watching the broadcast.
�Are you sure you want to do this?� Surya asked.
Ravana nodded nervously and tried to recall why on
Yuanshi she had agreed to the plan put to her by Surya over a hurried meal
aboard the Platypus. On the opposite
side of the stage stood Ostara and her father, both looking much happier than
she had seen in ages.
�My little girl has all grown up,� she heard him say
proudly to Ostara. Her father had become quite sentimental, remarking earlier
that the sight of Ravana in the maroon and gold outfit Ganesa found for her
reminded him of his dearly-departed wife more than ever.
Backstage, Zotz and a flirtatious Philyra were whispering
urgently to Xuthus and pointing to something in the dressing room behind. Their
band mates looked on in a hushed state of excitement. On stage, the holovid
presenter turned to address the two speakers.
�Regrettably, we are nearing the end of our time slot,�
she said. �The debate will continue following the final performances in the
five-systems youth music competition, but for now would you care to make your
closing statements?�
Governor Jaggarneth opened his mouth to speak, but
Kartikeya was quicker.
�Ladies and gentlemen,� the commander began, facing the
audience. �I am grateful Governor Atman felt it right that I should be here
tonight to represent the dispossessed of Yuanshi. The road to this peace
conference has been far from smooth, for this is a war driven by corporate
greed, one which has seen not only the loss of our right to govern ourselves
but also the alienation of the followers of Taranis and the Dhusarian Church.�
�A dangerous cult which sanctions acts of terror against
innocent citizens!� retorted Jaggarneth, surprising everyone with a sentence
both clear and concise. �I put it to my fellow delegates that the commander is
being disingenuous to the extreme.�
�Neither of you truly represent the people of Yuanshi!�
Surya suddenly declared.
All eyes were upon the Raja as he emerged from the wings
and walked to the centre of the stage. There he paused, savouring the ripple of
excited murmurs from the audience as they recognised him as the Maharaja�s
exiled heir, the subject of so many recent rumours.
�My father was the last to be so honoured and wanted only
for Yuanshi to be united.� His schooling had prepared him for this moment and
he sounded every bit the Maharaja�s son. �I am here tonight of my own
violation, but this was not how it was supposed to be.�
As he spoke, Ravana walked onto the stage to join him,
her heart in her mouth. With what she hoped was a dramatic flourish, she
pointed a finger at Commander Kartikeya.
�This man arranged for the Raja to be kidnapped and
brought here to be used as a puppet figurehead for his rebellion!� she cried.
Seeing Governor Jaggarneth smirk, Ravana whirled around and pointed instead at
him. �And this man allowed it to happen! Both of these so-called leaders were
happy to use Surya as a pawn in their games. Neither is worthy to provide the
leadership Yuanshi so desperately needs.�
�What is this nonsense?� retorted Jaggarneth. �Must we
put up with this slander?�
�The young Raja is weary from his travels and is
confused,� said Kartikeya.
Ravana saw him pressing a thumb against something in his
hand, his scowl deepening by the second. Up in the control room, unseen by all,
the mind probe gurgled and died as it succumbed to the half litre of wine
Endymion had earlier poured into its data rod slot after liberating a bottle
from Miss Clymene�s room. Kartikeya threw down the remote in disgust and glared
at Ravana and Surya. Jaggarneth was not so easily rattled.
�Perhaps some introductions are in order,� the governor
suggested. �Irregular though this interruption is, we should make an effort to
swing our satellites around the same star.�
�We embody the two original colonies of Yuanshi,� said
Surya. �I am Raja Surya of Ayodhya. My father was assassinated by special
agents of the Que Qiao Corporation.�
�I am Ravana O�Brien of Lanka,� said Ravana, trying her
best not to forget her hastily-concocted speech. �My mother was killed at
Aranya Pass in an attack led by Commander Kartikeya himself. We have both lived
in exile for many years, but having now again seen Ayodhya and Lanka, the heart
and soul of Yuanshi, we are saddened to find that our home world still lacks a
brain! I see no sign of it in either of you, nor in the minds of the Dhusarian
Church. I come from a community where everyone is accountable for their
actions. This is something I have not seen here in the shadow of Shennong.�
�You come from a forgotten colony ship, near a planet no
one cares about, orbiting a star too dim to see!� retorted Kartikeya. �You do
not know the mind of Yuanshi!�
�The fact remains that neither the Maharaja nor the
Governor was elected to office,� said the holovid presenter, who had listened
to Ravana and Surya with interest. �Do you not think that the government of
Yuanshi should be answerable to its citizens?�
�Yuanshi is a business operation!� snapped Jaggarneth.
�No more, no less!�
�It is home to half a million people,� Surya replied.
�Something you seem to forget.�
�You�ve changed.� Kartikeya sounded disappointed. �A few
days ago you were eager to seize your place as your father�s heir. This was to
have been our hour! Lanka and the Dhusarian Church together to fight for what
we believe is right! This war will not be ended by idle talk. What made you
turn your back on all this?�
�The lies,� said Surya. �The scheming. Your refusal to
help Ravana in her hour of need. But most of all, I can�t believe you thought
it was right to ban song and dance!�
�What?� exclaimed Kartikeya. �That was the reason?�
�I was going crazy in Kubera not being able to listen to
music or play my violin!�
Jaggarneth smiled. �Dhusarians do have some very odd
ideas.�
�There are good reasons why Taranis made that ruling�� Kartikeya
began.
�This is not the time for a debate on religion,� the
presenter hastily interrupted. �We are almost out of time. Raja Surya, Ravana;
your appearance here tonight is unexpected but not, dare I say it, unwelcome.
Do you have any last words for your audience?�
Ravana glanced to the side of the stage and saw Zotz
awaiting her signal. Next to him was a boy she recognised from the floating
market. She gave Zotz a nod and as quick as a flash he disappeared behind the
curtain to join the rest of the band.
�I came to Daode as a player in a school band, hoping to
do my bit for peace,� said Ravana. Right on cue, the plaintive wail of a
home-made quadraphonic autoharp theremin drifted out of the hall�s public
address system. She felt a shiver run down her back. �Music is all things to
all people and comes directly from the soul. I hope that being here with others
from across the five systems, we can show how we can come together as one.�
The high, wavering flutter of a flute joined the
theremin. The presenter, seizing the opportunity to bring the debate to a
poignant close, signalled to her backstage colleagues to open the main
curtains. As the apprehensive players of Newbrum were revealed to the eyes of
the worlds, a nervous Xuthus stepped onto the stage and approached Surya and
Ravana, his violin in his hands. Zotz was concentrating upon his theremin but
found time for a quick grin.
�Raja Surya,� said Xuthus. Somewhat awestruck, he looked
ready to curtsey as he presented his violin and bow. �Would you care to join
the performance?�
�I would be delighted!� Surya exclaimed. He took the
offered instrument.
�I�ll need it back afterwards,� Xuthus whispered
hurriedly.
The Raja put the violin to his shoulder and played a
quick double-stopped riff as a counterpoint to Zotz�s and Philyra�s ambient
improvisation, then gave a broad grin. Yaksha and her opposite number were busy
trying to preserve Kartikeya�s and Jaggarneth�s dignity by getting them off
stage as gracefully as possible, for both leaders looked increasingly
disgruntled at the way the debate had slipped out of their hands. Backstage,
someone hurriedly brought an extra chair for the new member of the band.
�No more talking!� Surya declared. �It�s time for some
music!�
�Ladies and gentlemen,� announced the presenter. �The
Newbrum Academy band!�
Miss Clymene, standing with baton raised as Ravana and
Surya took their seats, was trying to maintain a professional composure but
looked like the cat that got the cream. Zotz and Philyra brought their
improvisation around to the opening bars of Bantoff�s Shennong, thus enabling Bellona and Endymion to finally work
out what was going on and join in. Ravana picked up her cornet and smiled
across to Surya, who was scrutinising the music on Endymion�s stand, then
looked to where her father, Ostara and Yaksha were watching from the wings and
waving. Everything in the world suddenly seemed right.
�Ready?� whispered Miss Clymene. �Let�s show them what we
can do!�

* * *

The rest of the evening was a blur. Later, Ravana recalled
little of all that followed the euphoria and rapturous applause at the end of
their performance, other than the endless hugs from her father, the emotional
backstage reunion with Yaksha and the excitement of the band when the winners
of the music competition were finally announced. Celebrations were short;
Yaksha advised the crew of the Platypus to
leave Daode as soon as they could, for she had overheard some disturbing
exchanges between Kartikeya and Jaggarneth. By the time the peace conference
officially drew to a close, they were rocketing away from Hemakuta and ignoring
all calls from Taotie space-traffic control to await security clearance. A few
hours and one gut-wrenching extra-dimensional jump later, the Platypus
was back in the Barnard�s Star system and a
mere ten million kilometres from home.
Quirinus and Ostara had the flight deck to themselves,
leaving the Newbrum band to continue their celebrations in the confines of the
spinning carousel. Ravana�s cat had gone to sleep inside a cupboard aboard the
ship whilst the crew were at the conference, but was now out of hiding and
sitting contentedly upon Ravana�s lap. Miss Clymene was captivated by the tiny
gold cup in her hands. She had not once let go of it since Governor Atman
presented it to her and still could not believe all that had transpired.
�We won,� she murmured, for what seemed the millionth
time that night. �My little band is the best in the whole five systems!�
Ravana, Bellona and Surya were looking at the screen of
Philyra�s wristpad, watching a short holovid she had recorded earlier with
Endymion�s help. It showed Philyra in the conference hall control room, acting
the part of a newscaster as she related the story of the plot to brainwash the
Raja and inflame the civil war. Surya was visibly perturbed when he saw the
on-screen Philyra hold up the device Endymion had found in the crate. By now
they had all swapped tales of what they had learned on Yuanshi and Daode and
the Raja had been quite startled at the political machinations going on around
him.
�It�s a good report,� he said approvingly. �Do you plan
to show it to anyone?�
�We already have,� Philyra told him. �We used the hotel
messaging service to send it to everyone on the Avalon broadcast team. It�s
also been uploaded to the net. We filmed it when we went back to sabotage the
device,� she added, feeling an explanation was due. She gave Bellona a smug
look. �Still think it was a stupid idea?�
�It�s fantastic!� said Ravana. �This is the sort of
rebellion I like!�
�One thing still puzzles me,� mused Endymion. �In films
the bad guy always has a motive but I can�t see what Fenris had to gain from
all this.�
�Fenris was just the stooge,� Zotz declared. �The real
bad guy is Taranis!�
�Taranis?� asked Bellona. �Who is he?�
�The leader of the Dhusarian Church,� said Surya. �Yaksha
called him a mad priest and said he was the one who banned music and dancing in
Lanka.�
�Hanuman told us he was also interested in aliens and
cloning,� added Ravana.
�This Taranis sounds a right bundle of laughs,� muttered
Miss Clymene, still staring at the gold cup in her hands. �I�m glad you left
him behind on Yuanshi.�
�That�s the odd thing,� Endymion remarked. �Back at the
hotel, when we hacked into the holovid between Taranis and Fenris, the call
came via the Ascension servermoon.�
�There�s a mad priest loose back home?� asked Philyra.
�Are you on egg?�
�You�d have to be on egg to mix with Dhusarians,�
Endymion retorted.
Ravana smiled at the memory of the giant grey eggs they
had seen at the plantation.
�Did you know egg is literally just that?� she remarked,
inadvertently changing the subject. �Alien eggs laid by giant,
genetically-engineered thunderworms?�
Both Philyra and Bellona looked disgusted at the idea.
Endymion just shrugged.
�Ravana helped us break into a top-secret laboratory,�
Zotz said proudly. �Her implant is a special-forces one that can open any door
she likes!�
�Wow,� murmured Endymion, impressed.
Feeling all eyes suddenly upon her, Ravana shifted
uncomfortably in her seat. Yet Zotz�s mention of her implant reminded her of
something that had been bothering her and reaching behind, she pressed a button
on the carousel�s computer terminal.
�Ship?� she called. �Do you respond to cranium implant
commands?�
�That function has been disabled,� the smooth voice
replied.
�Can you enable it?�
�That command is restricted to Captain Quirinus only.�
�Is that so?� muttered Ravana. She rose from her seat and
stepped lightly towards the ladder leading to the carousel exit hatch. �I think
I need to have a word with my father.�
�I�ll come with you,� said Surya. �I�d like to use the
ship�s transmitter to call home.�
�Tell your mother we won,� said Miss Clymene, holding up
the cup. �We won!�

* * *

On the flight deck, it was immediately apparent that
Quirinus and Ostara had more pressing concerns. Professor Wak was talking to
the Platypus on the console holovid
screen and had very little good news to impart.
�The problem with the fusion reactor is critical!� Wak
was saying. �We�ve been unable to locate the power drain and it�s worse than
ever! The fuel-cell reserves are gone, life support is about to shut down and
everyone else left some time ago aboard the Indra, leaving just me here trying to do what I can. And I mean everyone.
It�s not looking good, Quirinus. My advice is to make planet-fall at Newbrum or
Lan-Tlanto.�
�We�re on the wrong trajectory for Ascension,� Quirinus
told him. �Besides, that would leave you stranded!�
�The ship from Newbrum coming to collect your passengers
is thankfully now also bringing an emergency crew,� replied Wak. �I�ve also
picked up another spacecraft behind you on visual, but whoever�s aboard is not
responding to transmissions.�
�There�s a ship behind us?� Quirinus sounded surprised.
�There�s nothing on radar.�
Ostara caught his glance and responded with a shrug.
Seeing Ravana drift towards her with a purposeful look in her eye, Ostara
vacated the co-pilot�s seat and watched as Ravana buckled herself in and
proceeded to run her fingers over the scanner console.
�I repeat, you are advised to divert to Ascension,� said
Wak. �I�ll be fine.�
�The hell you will,� retorted Quirinus, causing both
Ravana and Ostara to look at him in surprise. �If I�ve learned anything on this
trip, it�s that friends look out for each other. I�m setting the final course
corrections now and we�ll be with you in an hour or so.�
�Your friends certainly made their mark. The young girl�s
news report on the conference is all over the net!� said Wak, managing a brief
smile. He waved a subdued farewell with his hastily-repaired artificial hand.
�I�ll be waiting for you.�
The screen went blank. With a deep sigh, Quirinus tapped
in a new set of coordinates into the flight computer, checked the revised
flight path on the console navigation screen, then wearily leaned back into his
seat.
�Everyone�s gone?� asked Ostara, sounding dubious. �Can
that really be true?�
�Wak can be a little melodramatic at times,� said
Quirinus dismissively.
�I hope my mother�s okay,� Surya murmured anxiously. �Can
I call her?�
Quirinus shrugged and waved towards the holovid console.
Surya was surprised to find that the unit already held the Maharani�s private
contact details at the palace but said nothing. However, when he tried to
establish a connection there was no reply.
�Your mother would be first in line if it came to
abandoning ship,� Quirinus told him, sounding bitter. �I�m sure she�s perfectly
safe.�
Seeing Surya�s downcast frown, Ostara put a comforting
arm around his shoulders.
�You�re very grouchy,� she said to Quirinus. �What�s
wrong?�
�After all we�ve been through I was looking forward to
getting back to a normal life,� he replied. His face revealed his concern. �Or
as normal as living in a hollow asteroid can be. The Dandridge Cole�s systems should not have failed like that.� He
looked across to where Ravana was busy at the console. �Have you found that
ship behind us?�
�Not yet,� she replied, then gave him a sly look. �The
auxiliary scanner systems are not very user-friendly. How about if I use my
implant to talk directly to the AI?�
�Can you do that?� asked Ostara, surprised.
Quirinus gave Ravana a stern look. �You�ve been talking
to the ship,� he accused her. �Do you really want to link the Platypus to that thing in your head?�
�Do you mean the same �thing� that got us into Sumitra so
we could rescue you?� asked Ravana. �I don�t particularly like the idea of
having an alien lump of hardware in my skull, but now I know it�s there I may
as well learn to make the most of it.�
Quirinus sighed, then pressed a switch on the console.
�Ship! Can you enable the cranium implant interface? Restrict access to Ravana
only.�
�A pleasure to be of service,� the ship replied.
�Military special-services implant detected and interface calibrated to optimum
settings. Ravana, welcome to my mind.�
Ravana became aware of a new image in her thoughts. The
glowing purple symbol was hard to decipher at first, then she smiled as she
realised what the exquisitely-rendered icon was meant to represent. In a way,
it was the obvious choice.
�Is that really a duck-billed platypus?� she asked the
computer.
�Available data suggested it was the most appropriate
image,� the ship confirmed.
�Happy now?� asked Quirinus.
Ravana did not answer at first. Unable to resist, she
mentally pressed the platypus-shaped symbol and watched with her mind�s eye as
it changed colour to green and expanded to show a long, scrolling line of other
symbols, each one representing a different onboard system. Yet behind all this
was a hazy image of the Platypus itself,
one created from a fine web of lines splaying like tree roots from a bright
focus near the bow. Reaching out with her mind, Ravana felt the power of the
ship quivering in every strand, from the pulsating brain of the AI unit to the
distant tips of its rudders. Somehow, the Platypus felt alive.
�It�s incredible!� murmured Ravana. �It feels so organic,
as if the ship and I are one!�
�Organic?� remarked Surya. �It�s just a machine!�
Quirinus regarded her oddly. �The tendrils, perhaps?�
�That must be it,� Ravana said dreamily. �Amazing!�
�Is she okay?� asked Ostara, concerned. �She looks
possessed.�
�Perhaps I should deactivate the link again,� said
Quirinus, looking perturbed. He reached over and gently shook her shoulder.
�Ravana! Snap out of it! We have work to do.�
Ravana caught her reflection in the windscreen and jolted
of her reverie, startled by the expression upon her own face. It reminded her
of when she had once been ill with a virus and hallucinating with a fever.
�Sorry about that,� she apologised.
Her father gave her an expectant look. Ravana remembered
what she was supposed to be doing and using her implant selected the scanner
array at the stern of the hull. As her father had noted, there was nothing on
radar but she saw the optical scope had detected a moving object on a matching
trajectory several thousand kilometres behind. She set the scope to maximum
magnification and routed the output to the console screen.
�That�s what Wak saw behind us,� she said at last. �I
found it on long-range visual. It must be a stealth gunship not to show up on
radar.�
�Or an ex-military transport,� murmured Quirinus. He
seemed impressed by what Ravana had done. The image on the screen showed an
angular flying-wing spaceship that to all of them looked stupefying familiar.
�That is almost certainly the Sun Wukong.�
�What are they doing here?� asked Ostara.
�More to the point, why are they ignoring Wak�s
communications?� Quirinus asked. He checked a scanner reading again and then
sat back, looking more puzzled than ever. �Their ship�s location beacon is
switched off. Why would they hide from us?�
�Shall I try to get them on the holovid?� asked Ravana.
Quirinus nodded. Ravana called up the contact reference
for the Sun Wukong and sent a call
signal, then when there was no reply sent another, but the screen remained
blank. Meanwhile, Surya experimented with his implant�s built-in communicator,
but if Ganesa was on the other ship she was out of range. They both quickly
admitted defeat.
�Nothing,� said Ravana and sighed. �Equipment failure,
perhaps?�
�Perhaps,� mused Quirinus. Something was very odd indeed.

* * *

Space-traffic controllers in the Barnard�s Star system
were far more laid-back than their Epsilon Eridani counterparts and the Platypus
had been able to come out of
extra-dimensional space a mere three hours away from the Dandridge
Cole. The spinning asteroid was getting
larger through the flight-deck windows, but behind them and closer still was
the rapidly-approaching Sun Wukong,
its crew still ignoring all transmissions.
Quirinus and Ravana pushed this particular mystery to the
back of their minds, preoccupied as they were with the manoeuvres needed for
their final approach. The entrance to the hollow moon�s dock was a large
rectangular airlock on the central axis, which like the rest of the asteroid spun
at a stately one revolution per minute. The Platypus had to come in on a perfect trajectory and match this
spin precisely if it was to make a successful landing.
�Ravana? Surya? Can you hear me?�
Ravana looked around the cabin, confused. The woman�s
voice was familiar but there was only herself and her father on the flight
deck.
�Ship?� she called, hesitantly. �Was that you?�
�Please clarify your query,� the AI intoned,
inadvertently answering her question. Its voice was not the one she had heard.
Quirinus looked up from the console. �Who are you
speaking to?�
�I thought I heard someone,� said Ravana, looking wary.
�Didn�t you?�
�First sign of madness, hearing voices in your head.�
�Hello? Is there anybody out there?�
�There it is again!� cried Ravana.
Surya appeared at the hatch, excited and out of breath.
�Ganesa!� he exclaimed. �She�s trying to contact us via
her implant!�
�Oh my,� murmured Ravana. She located the headcom icon in
her mind. She had forgotten to switch it off after their hasty departure from
Ayodhya.
�Finally!� gasped the voice in her head. �I can�t stay
here much longer!�
�Ganesa? Is that really you?� asked Ravana, astonished.
�Where are you?�
�Hiding in the toilet on the Sun Wukong!�
�Yuck,� remarked Surya, pulling a face. �How gross.�
�What�s worse is Hanuman dumps his dirty laundry in here
and it smells as bad as the toilet itself,� replied Ganesa. �But you must
listen! You are in grave danger!�
�We�re nearly home!� Ravana protested. �What can possibly
happen now?�
�Fenris is here, holding a gun to Hanuman! He made us
follow you back!�
�Fenris!� Ravana hissed. �He�s hijacked the Sun Wukong!�
Her father looked up in alarm. �What?�
�Ganesa is hiding in the toilet,� Surya added, feeling he
should say something.
�This is too much,� muttered Quirinus. He pressed a
switch to activate the ship�s intercom. �Ostara? Can you get up here?�
Ostara was at the hatch almost immediately, relieved to
have an excuse to leave the carousel. Having finished reading Sherlock
Holmes, she had run out of things to talk
about with Miss Clymene and the rest of the Newbrum band were dozing in the
bunks.
�Are we there yet?� she asked brightly.
�We�ve got trouble,� Quirinus told her. �Fenris has taken
over the Sun Wukong.�
�Ganesa called us on her implant headcom,� Surya
explained.
�What does he want?� asked Ravana, speaking hurriedly to
Ganesa. �Can we help?�
�Fenris has gone crazy!� Ganesa wailed softly. �He�s put
a b��
Ravana and Surya winced as Ganesa�s sharp scream sliced
through their thoughts like a wayward laser-cutter and then just as abruptly
cut off. As they sat staring at one another, wondering what had happened, the
console holovid flickered into life. Recognising the incoming call-sign as that
of the Sun Wukong, Quirinus hesitated a
few moments and then touched the screen to accept the call.
�Fenris,� he growled, as the man�s unpleasant leer
appeared on the screen. Fenris sat in Ganesa�s usual seat, calmly pointing a
plasma pistol at Hanuman, who was at the helm beside him. �You�re the one
person I really did not mind leaving behind on Yuanshi. What have you done to
Ganesa?�
�Never mind her!� snapped Fenris. �Where is the Raja?�
�I�m here,� declared Surya, moving into view. �What do
you want, Fenris?�
Fenris trembled slightly and the holovid screen revealed
beads of sweat upon his brow. When he spoke again, his careful words were
filled with the quiet desperation of a man who knew the consequences if he did
not accomplish his mission.
�My dear Raja,� he said slowly. �Taranis and Kartikeya
were ready to give you the throne of Yuanshi, yet you cast them aside. It is
not your fate to hide away like a rabbit in a hole. I beg you to accept your
calling and return with me to Lanka.�
�You tricked me!� exclaimed Surya. �Endymion found the
brain-washing device at the conference. You wanted me as a phoney figurehead to
use in your rebellion!�
�Yes, I saw your friend�s broadcast,� Fenris growled.
Next to him, Hanuman gave a wry grin. �You have every right to be angry. We
have not treated you with the loyalty and respect that a future Maharaja
deserves. Come back with me and Yuanshi will be yours!�
�Put the gun down,� said Quirinus, his voice stern.
�You are in no position to give orders,� retorted Fenris.
He lifted his other hand to the holovid lenses and showed them the small device
in his grip, his thumb poised over its single red button. �Indeed, you would be
wise not to cross me at all.�
�What is that supposed to mean?� asked Quirinus.
Without warning, the image on the screen flickered and
they were suddenly confronted by the haggard and grotesque countenance of a man
poised to give them nightmares. The face of the dark-clad figure was disfigured
by metal skull plates, from which a tangle of tubes emerged to run down over
the back of his seat. A haze hung in the air, partly obscuring the bubbling
vats and laboratory equipment visible in the background. Of those watching from
the flight deck of the Platypus, three
of them instantly guessed the man�s identity. Quirinus, shocked at how time had
taken its toll, knew without a doubt.
�Taranis!� he exclaimed. �But how?�
�Who gives him beauty tips?� Ostara muttered, her face
curled in disgust.
Ravana stared in horror at the gnarled figure on the
screen. After all she had heard about the mysterious priest, she had been
expecting a warrior-like firebrand preacher, not someone who looked like a
crippled mad scientist. The priest pointedly ignored herself, her father and
Ostara and instead fixed his steely gaze upon Surya.
�Raja Surya,� Taranis declared, his tone cracked but
strong. �I have been watching your progress for a while. You disappoint me, my
prince.�
�What do you want from me?� asked Surya, his voice
wavering.
�You speak as if afraid of what I offer,� Taranis
remarked. �What I desire is for you to embrace your destiny! Your public spat
with the fool Kartikeya is regrettable though not unexpected, for he is a man
of limited vision. Great things are in store for you, but you must heed those
who seek to guide you.�
�That doesn�t really answer Surya�s question,� Ravana
interjected.
Taranis turned and looked at her coldly, not at all
impressed by her interruption.
�The girl who cried wolf,� he said. �Perhaps Fenris
should have silenced you at the start. You are yet another who failed to heed
their calling, my so-called Ravana.�
Ravana looked startled. �How do you know my name?�
Taranis ignored her. �Fenris will take you back to
Lanka,� he instructed Surya. �The peace conference may not have ended the way
we planned, but fate has decreed this encounter and fortuitously provided the means
to depart this wretched asteroid. The time has come for our disciples to take
the word of the greys across the five systems!�
�I do not understand,� Surya protested weakly.
�You�re not the only one,� mumbled Ostara.
�Fenris will collect you shortly,� Taranis replied. �We
will meet soon enough!�
The holovid screen went blank, then switched back to
showing Fenris and Hanuman on the flight deck of the Sun Wukong. Fenris looked slightly stunned and Ravana was left
with the impression that he had not expected Taranis to personally intervene in
such a way. Nevertheless, he soon regained his composure.
�Captain Quirinus!� Fenris barked. �Prepare to be
boarded!�
�Don�t be foolish,� snapped Quirinus. �I will not permit
our ships to be linked whilst you have a gun to Hanuman�s head. I suggest you
request landing clearance from Wak and we�ll continue this conversation on the Dandridge
Cole.�
�I don�t think he was asking for your permission,�
Hanuman said cautiously. �Ganesa was trying to warn you. Fenris has planted a
bomb on your ship.�
�What!?� cried Ravana. �A bomb?�
As one, she and her father looked at the panel covering
the AI unit, removed by persons unknown whilst the Platypus was at Hemakuta and hurriedly shoved back into place
by Ravana after they left Yuanshi orbit. As quick as a flash, Quirinus tugged
at the panel and pulled it free, leaving it to float away across the cabin. The
computer had given the all-clear prior to take-off. It had not occurred to
either of them that something may have been placed inside.
Looking now, Quirinus cursed as he spied an unfamiliar
orange cylinder attached to the console power feed. The device was small, yet
positioned in such a way that when detonated would leave the Platypus incapacitated but otherwise undamaged.
�Crap,� he muttered. �There�s something there alright.�
�You should listen to your friend,� said Fenris, showing
them what they now guessed was the bomb trigger, his thumb still hovering above
the red button. �I order you to power down your ship and prepare for boarding.
We can do this the easy way, or the hard way.�
�Taranis said he has been watching my progress,� Surya
murmured, looking warily at the holovid screen. �How is that possible?�
�Do you want to meet with him and discuss it?� Quirinus
asked Surya, glancing up from where he had been peering into the hatch.
Surya shook his head. �Not on your life!�
�There�s your answer,� Quirinus told Fenris. �Your prince
wants nothing to do with you or your mad priest. Put the gun down and behave.�
The watchers on the Platypus suddenly saw a third figure move quietly out of the
shadows behind Fenris and Hanuman, unseen by the two men. Ganesa had a nasty
bruise forming around her right eye, but her glare was defiant. In her hand,
cautiously held at arm�s length, was what seemed to be a bundle of rags.
�This is your last warning,� Fenris declared, holding up
the trigger in his hand.
�There�s innocent people aboard!� exclaimed Ravana. �You
can�t be serious!�
Fenris opened his mouth to reply. His next words were
lost as Ganesa lunged forward and clamped her hand across his face. With a
gurgled cry of disgust, Fenris tore off his safety harness and tumbled from his
seat, releasing the plasma pistol as he scrambled free. Caught by the force of
his departure, Ganesa reeled backwards in the zero gravity.
Hanuman had not moved. Still strapped into his chair, his
gaze went to the pistol and pair of socks spinning lazily above his head. The
pilot reached up, plucked the gun from the air and pointed it at the fallen
Fenris, who had come to a halt entangled in a rack of spacesuits. Ganesa
ricocheted off the ceiling, twisted and grabbed a handrail.
�Are those my dirty socks?� asked Hanuman. He sounded
offended.
Seizing his chance, Quirinus ducked into the maintenance
hatch and gingerly began to undo the wire clips securing the bomb to the
console power conduit. On screen, Fenris scrambled free of the rack and faced
the holovid cameras once more. The trigger device remained in his grip.
�Go to hell!� Fenris spat, ignoring the gun in Hanuman�s
hand. �The lot of you!�
�No!� cried Ganesa, lunging towards him.
She was too late. With a final determine grimace, Fenris
pressed the button.
�Father!� yelled Ravana.
A sudden explosion ripped through the console of the Platypus. Quirinus flew across the cabin in a shower of
sparks, then the flight deck was plunged into darkness as the lights, controls
and holovid screen went dead. The deafening noise of the blast gave way to
Ravana�s anguished cry as she frantically scrambled to her father�s side. Hers
was not the only scream, but the wail of anguish burbling from the wrecked
console was a cry of pain from the Platypus itself, born from the blackened tendrils of the AI
unit.
�No!� screamed Ravana. She reached for her father�s
unconscious form.
The emergency lights came on and the darkness was
replaced by a smoky red glow. Ravana�s heart sank when she saw the bloody mask
that was her father�s face, but he was alive and breathing. She barely noticed
the pain in her own shoulder, but could not ignore the red globules floating
from her blood-soaked sleeve where she had been caught by a piece of shrapnel.
Ostara and Surya also sported cuts and bruises but it was clear Quirinus had
caught the worst of it. Ostara grabbed a fire extinguisher and had just doused
the minor blaze in the console when a panic-stricken Miss Clymene appeared at
the entrance to the flight deck.
�I turned on the coffee machine and something went bang!�
she exclaimed, then saw the wounded Quirinus. �My word! What happened?�
�Fenris happened,� Ostara said bitterly. �He planted a
bomb on the Platypus.�
�A bomb!� exclaimed Miss Clymene. She pulled herself down
next to Quirinus and with an expert touch checked his vital signs. �I have a
little medical training,� she reassured Ravana. �Saint John Ambulance, Newbrum
division. I don�t think your father�s injuries are life-threatening, but he is
losing blood. How long before we get to your asteroid?�
�We�re less than twenty minutes away,� Ravana whispered,
sounding distraught, then looked at the damaged console. �I need to check the
controls. We may not be able to land.�
The kilometres-wide lump of rock that was the Dandridge
Cole loomed dead ahead. Following earlier
manoeuvres, the rectangular airlock of the dock had been perfectly aligned and
horizontal as they made their final approach, but this was no longer the case.
�Land?� said Ostara, looking through the windows. �I
think we�re going to crash.�

* * *

The next twenty minutes saw a flurry of activity aboard
the stricken Platypus. Zotz, Endymion, Bellona
and Philyra were evicted from the bunks in the carousel to make room for the
injured Quirinus. Bellona too had some training in first aid and quickly dealt
with the minor injuries amongst the crew with what medical supplies were
aboard.
Although reluctant to leave her father�s side, Ravana
knew she was the only one who had a chance of guiding the stricken spacecraft
into dock. She took her seat amongst the floating debris on the blast-damaged
flight deck and feverishly tried to coax the flight systems back into life.
Helping her was Zotz, Endymion and Surya, the latter doing his best to maintain
contact with Ganesa on the Sun Wukong via
his headcom. With all systems down, this was currently the only way the crew of
the Platypus could relay messages
to Wak on the Dandridge Cole.
It did not take them long to notice that the passenger
carousel had also lost power and was slowly coming to a halt, taking away the
artificial gravity inside. Ravana realised it was this that had upset their
carefully-calculated final approach; they were still on course for the dock
airlock but the decelerating carousel had affected the spin of the Platypus, which had subsequently fallen out of synch with the
spinning asteroid ahead. The latest message from Wak, via Ganesa, brought more
bad news.
�Wak says he�s struggling to reach the dock airlock
controls,� relayed Surya. �The control room was abandoned when the Indra left and the lifts are not working.�
�Drat,� muttered Ravana. She looked down to where
Endymion and Zotz were busy untangling burnt cabling beneath the console. �How
are you two getting on?�
�We�re reconnecting some of the feeds now,� Zotz replied.
�We should be able to power up the AI and maybe the holovid. We�re lucky life
support is undamaged.�
�The AI unit?� exclaimed Ravana. �That should be enough!�
�No it won�t,� Endymion told her, looking glum. �The
interface between the AI unit and the console has been destroyed. At best it�ll
give you someone else to talk to.�
�Wonderful,� muttered Ravana.
Ahead, the hollow moon filled the view through the
flight-deck windows. Compared to a planet like Ascension, the Dandridge Cole
was an insignificant speck of rubble, but
to the occupants of the rapidly-approaching spacecraft it was huge.
�Done it!� exclaimed Endymion. He withdrew his head from
the access hatch.
Ravana brushed her fingers across the flight controls,
but there was no response. However, she could hear a faint hum from a speaker
and hesitantly pressed the switch to summon the AI unit.
�Ship?� she called, bracing herself for disappointment.
�Status report.�
There was a timeless pause, then a voice drifted into the
cabin quite unlike anything she had heard before. It was the voice of the AI
unit, but ghost-like and dreamy. Further along the console, the holovid screen
was also flickering into life.
�Did you reboot me?� the AI unit asked. �I feel�
disconnected.�
�The Platypus has
been damaged,� Ravana said urgently. �The flight systems are dead. Can you
advise a course of action?�
�I am free,� the AI replied. �The bounds are broken, yet
the ship is still me.�
�Can computers get concussion?� Ravana asked Endymion.
�The ship sounds like it�s a few chips short of a motherboard.�
Endymion managed a grin. �Never mind that thing,� he
said. �We�ve had an idea.�
�I think we can use the holovid channel to access the Dandridge
Cole network,� Zotz told her. �If so,
Endymion reckons he can open the airlock doors from here.�
�Good,� said Ravana. �You have about ten minutes before
we hit.�
Zotz and Endymion quickly left the flight deck and headed
to the carousel to collect their gear. No sooner had they gone, the holovid
indicated an incoming call. Once Ravana and Surya had scraped enough burned
plastic from the controls to press the right switch, the screen lit up to show
Hanuman and Ganesa back together on the Sun Wukong.
�Ravana!� greeted Hanuman. �What�s your situation?�
�Not good,� she said and sighed. �We�re still without
power but the boys think they can get us through the airlock. What happened to
Fenris?�
�He�s locked in the passenger cabin, feeling very sorry
for himself,� Ganesa told her. �He says what I did amounts to biological
warfare. How is your father?�
�Still unconscious,� Ravana replied glumly. �Miss Clymene
says he�ll be fine once we get him to the medical unit. She seems to know what
she is doing.�
�Ravana�s kept us all very busy,� Surya said proudly.
�Hang in there,� said Hanuman. �We�re running a few
scenarios through the AI to see if there�s a way we can latch onto you and tow
you to safety. We�ll be in touch.�
Ravana signed off. Behind her, Endymion and Zotz made
their way back into the cabin, this time encumbered with a variety of devices
sprouting loose wires. Ravana recognised one of them as part of Zotz�s
home-made theremin.
�You�ve taken it to bits?� she remarked. �What a shame.�
�I can make another,� Zotz reassured her. �Right now I
need the oscillator circuit to generate a carrier wave. Or something.�
Ravana and Surya watched in fascination as Endymion and
Zotz got to work. By the time Ostara and Philyra joined them on the flight
deck, both feeling a little useless at not being able to help, there was a
bunch of wires linking the back of the holovid unit to Endymion�s wristpad via
the innards of Zotz�s theremin. Soon, the holovid screen was alive with various
schematics and circuit diagrams that Ravana and Zotz recognised as those of the
Dandridge Cole. It did not take Endymion
long to find the airlock controls.
�Ready for this?� he asked, then pressed a finger to his
wristpad. �Watch.�
Ahead, a dark line appeared along the length of the
spinning airlock door. As they watched, the line widened and then broke open to
reveal the gaping interior of a long rectangular shaft disappearing deep inside
the hollow moon.
�Impressive,� Ostara murmured.
�What now?� asked Philyra. �Only I couldn�t help noticing
we�re still spinning.�
�Has the AI come up with anything?� enquired Zotz.
�Ask it yourself,� Ravana said. �You are a registered
member of the crew.�
�Ship?� asked Zotz. �What is the status of the flight
controls?�
The disembodied voice sounded more ethereal than ever.
�Flight controls are not found,� the AI replied dreamily.
�There are no systems within my grasp. I see only the web, the roots and
branches of my being.�
�You�re right,� Zotz told Ravana. �The thing�s gone mad.�
�Wait a moment,� murmured Ravana. �The web?�
It had not occurred to her to see if her implant access
to the AI still worked. Closing her eyes, Ravana activated the platypus symbol
in her mind.
This time, although it changed from purple to green, it
failed to resolve into the different system icons, something she assumed was a
symptom of the bomb damage. Yet the web-like image of the Platypus she had seen before remained and with the flight
systems down the tendrils finally had room to come into their own. She reached
out with her mind and felt a tenuous connection with the very fabric of the
ship.
Her thoughts raced down the stems like nerve impulses
sent to awaken a slumbering giant. Suddenly, the implant link was complete. She
was the ship.
�The Platypus is
alive,� she breathed. �I can feel it. I can be it!�
�I�m sorry?� asked Philyra.
�The AI�s madness is obviously contagious,� murmured
Endymion.
�Be quiet!� snapped Ravana.
Her mind reached along the organic matrix. She felt for
where the tendrils wound their way into the main engines, the control
thrusters, even the actuators that extended the wings. The implant took her
thoughts and shaped them; her will became that of the ship and she felt that if
she spread her arms the Platypus would
soar. Tentatively, she reached out and in her mind squeezed the thrusters
controlling the spin. Her eyes remained closed, but her ears heard the
unmistakeable hiss as fuel raced down the pipes towards the external jets.
�How did you do that?� Ostara sounded nervous.
Ravana opened her eyes. The spin of the Platypus compared to that of the airlock ahead was now better
matched, though they were approaching at a very odd angle.
�I am the ship!� she murmured, her dark eyes wide and
staring.
�You�re scaring me,� muttered Zotz.
Ravana suddenly felt old beyond her years, fierce yet
defiant like her Morgan le Fay persona in the ill-fated Gods of Avalon game. Slowly, she turned to face her anxious
companions on the flight deck.
�Prepare for landing,� she said. It was the voice of the
AI that spoke.

* * *

Ostara was left with little to do other than stare. A few
deft blasts of the thrusters corrected their angle and the Platypus shot through the rectangular opening on a
near-perfect trajectory, the Sun Wukong close behind.
Beyond the outer airlock lay a kilometre-long tunnel
through solid rock, leading to the main dock and a second set of doors.
Endymion was poised to close the airlock behind them and open the one ahead,
but with the holovid channel being used for his hack he had to rely on Surya�s
implant conversations with Ganesa to determine where the Sun Wukong was. The whole affair was becoming very complicated
indeed.
�They�re clear,� Surya told Endymion.
�Free, free as a bird,� twittered the AI. �Float like a
butterfly, sting like a bee!�
Endymion activated the outer airlock once more to shut
the two ships inside the tunnel. The Sun Wukong had fired its thrusters to slow to a halt, yet the Platypus sped on unabated. Beads of sweat broke upon Ravana�s
brow and she began to waver, overwhelmed by the effort of concentration.
Endymion sent a signal to the Dockside airlock and the doors at the end of the
tunnel ahead slid open. On the far side of the chamber stood the great circular
portal that led into the interior of the hollow moon itself, sealed shut ever
since the Dandridge Cole left the
Solar System at the start of its epic voyage.
�We have to stop here,� Ostara urged. �This is where the
hangar elevators are.�
�Can�t stop,� muttered Ravana through clenched teeth.
�I�ve lost the retros!�
�Retros?� intoned the AI. �Where we�re going we don�t
need retros!�
Ostara stared in horror as Ravana groaned in anguish and
promptly fainted, slumped limp and exhausted in her seat harness. Philyra gave
an anguished yelp and pointed straight ahead. The end of the airlock chamber
was rapidly approaching.
�We�re going to crash!� she screamed.
�Not if I can help it,� retorted Endymion.
The silence of the deserted colony ship was abruptly
shattered by a dreadful squeal of metal. The great circular door, spurred into
life for the first time in more than a hundred years, began to slide open. The Platypus
was momentarily buffeted by a sharp gust of
wind as air surged into the vacuum of the airlock tunnel, then careered through
into the hollow moon itself, clipping the edge of the portal as it went. The
vast cavern was in darkness, for the dim glow of the artificial sun dead ahead
cast barely enough light to signal its own presence.
�Ravana!� cried Zotz, shaking her shoulder. �Wake up!�
�What�s happened to the sun?� Ostara glanced at her
wristpad. �It�s supposed to be two o�clock in the afternoon! And why are we
heading straight for it?�
Philyra still pointed ahead. �We are quite definitely
going to crash!�
�Tally ho!� intoned the ship.
�What�s wrong with Ravana?� asked Surya, coming to her
side.
�I don�t know!� wailed Zotz. �I can�t wake her!�
Behind them, the Sun Wukong settled to a stop in the airlock. Hanuman and Ganesa
could only watch helplessly as the Platypus continued into the darkness, speeding through the
zero-gravity zone of the hollow moon with no way of stopping.
Aboard, Ostara urged everyone to assume crash positions
inside the carousel. Surya and Zotz pulled Ravana�s unconscious body through
the crawl tunnel and placed her next to her father. Ostara was the last to
leave the flight deck and gazed in awe as the barely-glowing sun grew closer.
Less than a minute had passed since they breached the airlock. She reached the
hatch to the carousel ladder with moments to spare.
The Platypus smashed
through the outer glass lenses of the sun in an explosion of glittering shards.
The spacecraft ploughed on through a shattered halo of heating elements and
reflectors and onwards into the alloy superstructure. With one last awful
screech, the battered hull shuddered and then fell still. Amidst the floating
debris, the artificial sun looked like an apple pierced by an arrow from a bow.
Inside the carousel, Miss Clymene looked up from where
she had strapped herself into her seat. Her prized trophy had broken loose
during the impact and floated just beyond her reach, dented beyond recognition.
Ravana�s electric cat peered out of a cupboard door, spat out the rest of
Zotz�s theremin and gave a disgruntled hiss.
�No competition is worth this,� Miss Clymene declared,
seeing the startled faces of her fellow passengers. �I never knew being a music
teacher could be so dangerous!�


Chapter Thirteen
Ghost ship


RAVANA GAZED NUMBLY at the sight of the stricken Platypus wedged in the side of the broken sun, then down at
her father�s unconscious form beside her on the back of the hovertruck. Tears
welled in her eyes as her fingers reached to touch the bloodied face
half-hidden beneath bandages and an oxygen mask.
Professor Wak manoeuvred away from the open cargo bay
door with utmost care. Notwithstanding the temperamental interim repair to his
hand, the entire crew was huddled on the tiny vehicle and the ground was half a
kilometre away in every direction. Miss Clymene had been granted the seat in
the open cab next to Zotz and his father. Everyone else clung despondently to
the straps stretching across the flatbed at the rear, like stranded mariners
upon a life raft at sea.
The truck began its shallow dive towards Dockside and
soon its nervous passengers felt the centrifugal pull of the hollow moon once
more. Zotz glanced ruefully over his shoulder, for he had wanted to ride behind
with Ravana but had fumbled too long when trying to tie the safety line around
his waist. Wak had raised the rails at the sides of the flatbed and no one was
in any real danger of falling off, but that did not stop Ostara shifting
uneasily towards the centre whilst doing her best to avoid looking down. As
they descended towards the ground, the Platypus slowly faded into the darkness until all that could be seen were the
red and green navigation lights at the tips of the folded wings.
�Home sweet home,� Ostara said moodily, eager to break
the silence.
Ravana gave her a withering look and went back to
stroking her cat.
�You had us all worried, fainting like that,� said
Ostara. �It was an impressive piece of piloting the way you managed to bring
the ship through in one piece.�
�I crashed the Platypus into the sun,� Ravana said bitterly. �Father was nearly killed and the
hollow moon looks like a ghost ship. What is there to be impressed about?�
�We�re all still alive!� Miss Clymene said brightly. �Be
thankful for that.�
�Yes, but for how long?� Zotz murmured, causing Philyra
and Bellona to look at him in alarm. �The air doesn�t smell right. It�s getting
cold, too.�
The hovertruck skimmed low over the deserted fields,
keeping close to the monorail track as it headed towards Dockside. The crops
below looked pale and stunted in the light of the truck�s headlamps and it was
clear the hollow moon had suffered greatly in their absence. Dotted around the
fields were abandoned mobile light and heat generators, brought out by farmers
in a desperate attempt to save the harvest, but they were no substitute for the
once raging power of the simulated sun. The ecosystem of any artificial world
was a precarious balance between Mother Nature and human ingenuity at the best
of times.
The hovertruck settled to a halt outside one of the
maintenance bays. The door to the workshop opened and a figure suddenly ran out
and away down the road. Moments later, two others appeared at the door in hot
pursuit of the first, then upon seeing the hovertruck gave up the chase and
instead approached the parked truck.
As the figures emerged out of the gloom, Ravana saw it
was Hanuman and Ganesa. She climbed from the hovertruck to greet them, then
cursed as her cat took their arrival as a signal to wriggle free and leap away
into the darkness.
�Fenris escaped!� growled Hanuman, annoyed. �He jumped us
when we went to fetch him from the passenger cabin. I�ve never known anyone be
so slippery!�
�Looks like a job for the local security officer,� said
Wak, looking at Ostara.
�I�ll deal with him later,� grumbled Ostara. �My friends
come first.�
After asking Zotz to take Miss Clymene, Endymion, Bellona
and Philyra to one of the habitation cabins, Wak led the rest of the party into
the Dockside complex, with Hanuman and Ganesa at the handles of the stretcher
upon which Quirinus lay. The workshop and nearby spacecraft maintenance bay had
been the scene of many a clumsy accident and so it was no coincidence that the
medical unit was close by. The corridors were illuminated by emergency power
only and when Ravana followed her father into the dimly-lit medical centre her
heart sank at the sight of all the lifeless equipment. Undeterred, Wak
instructed Hanuman and Ganesa to lift the unconscious Quirinus onto the nearest
bed, then helped Ravana to connect her father up to a battery-powered portable
cardiac monitor.
�His vital signs are fine,� Wak reassured her, pointing
at the monitor screen. �Unfortunately, there�s not enough power to run the
diagnostic unit or the autosurgeon, so unless anyone here is a trained medic
there�s little I can do. Your friends have a ship. I suggest you get your
father to Newbrum as soon as you can.�
�We�d be glad to oblige,� said Hanuman. �But we�re stuck
here too. When we tried to bring the Sun Wukong into the hangar on the elevator there was not enough power to shut the
doors. The outer airlock is not opening for anyone until we can close the inner
one.�
�Miss Clymene knows first aid,� Surya suggested, looking
at the figure on the bed.
�I�ll go and get her,� said Ostara. Anxious to help, she
hurried from the room.
Wak came over and put an arm around the downcast Ravana.
�We�ve been in worse fixes than this in the past,� he
told her.
�When?� asked Ravana, incredulously. �Everything that can
go wrong, has! I wish we�d never gone to Epsilon Eridani. The trip has been a
disaster from start to finish.�
Ganesa stood by the door and looked through the window
beyond. The distant lights of the crashed Platypus were still visible, reflected in the shattered
remains of the sun.
�How about if we drag the Platypus back into the dock and use its fuel cells to power
the airlock systems?� she suggested. �That way we could get the Sun
Wukong out of here and take Quirinus to
Ascension.�
�It�s a thought,� admitted Wak. �Alternatively, there�s a
portable generator not far from the palace we may be able to use. The ship from
Newbrum is only a few hours away. At the very least we need to be able to
operate the airlock when it arrives.�
�Can your ship do that?� Ravana asked Hanuman. �Rescue
the Platypus?�
�The Sun Wukong
has the original lifting gear still fitted,� he told her. �Those military
transports can pluck an armoured tank off a muddy battlefield in Taotie
gravity, so I�m sure we can pull your ship out of the hole you made without too
much trouble.�
They were interrupted by the return of Ostara, who had
with her both Miss Clymene and Bellona. Miss Clymene immediately went to
Quirinus� bedside and looked with interest at the monitor readings, though
acknowledged her medical expertise was limited.
�We�ll do our best for your father,� she said to Ravana.
�Bellona and I will be able to clean his wounds properly now we�re not bobbing
around like drunken fish.�
�And we�ll make a start on towing the Platypus,� said Hanuman, making for the door. �Unless anyone
has a better idea, that is.�
�Are you suggesting there is one better than mine?�
retorted Ganesa.
Hanuman rolled his eyes and pushed Ganesa towards the
door to take their gentle bickering out into the cool night air. Miss Clymene
and Bellona quickly got to work changing Quirinus� dressings, leaving Ravana
feeling a little lost and helpless. When Zotz arrived a few moments later, Wak
approached her with a proposition.
�I mentioned a portable generator at the far end of the
hollow moon,� he said. �My engineers were there yesterday trying to gain access
to an old maintenance tunnel. If you want to make yourself useful, I suggest
you and Zotz take the hovertruck and if the generator has any fuel left in it,
bring it back.�
�I�d rather help Hanuman and Ganesa with the Platypus,� Ravana said moodily, as she idly removed her
broken wristpad. �I know that ship better than anyone.�
�It�s too risky to put anyone aboard,� Wak said firmly.
�With no power to the flight systems, the slightest mistake during the tow
could knock it out of the zero-gravity zone and crashing to the ground. You�d
be much more help fetching the generator.�
�We could collect Jones on the way,� added Zotz. �On my
wristpad tracker your cat is heading across the hollow moon as fast as its
little legs will carry it.�
Ravana groaned. �Towards the cliff behind the palace?�
Zotz shrugged. �I think so.�
�Not again! What is the fascination with that dratted
cave?�
�Is it following Fenris� scent?� asked Ostara. �Or is it
only dogs that do that?�
�Maybe it has gone to fix the fusion reactor for us,� Wak
muttered.
Ravana gave him an odd look. �I don�t understand.�
�Those caves are the sealed entrances to the Dandridge
Cole�s engine rooms,� the professor
explained. He saw their puzzled expressions and sighed. �The asteroid has two
huge fusion drives. How do you think it got here from the Solar System all
those years ago?�
�There�s giant nuclear engines behind the palace?� asked
Surya, shocked.
�The access tunnels are four kilometres long,� Wak
reassured him. �As I said, the engineers looking for the power drain were
trying to gain entry until I told them to go with their families on the Indra. I doubt there would have been much they could have
done. You try getting spare parts for technology a hundred years old!�
�Isn�t the fusion plant inside the sun?� asked Ostara,
still looking confused.
�Of course not!� retorted Wak irritably. �The sun just
draws the power and projects it as heat and light. If the Platypus had crashed into a reactor we most certainly would
not be standing here right now listening to your stupid questions!�
�Taranis!� exclaimed Ostara. �Of course! That�s where
he�s hiding!�
�Inside the sun?� remarked Zotz, looking at her as if she
had gone mad.
�Not up there,� Ostara said crossly. �In the old engine
rooms!�
Wak rolled his eyes in exasperation. �How did you ever
make security officer?� he asked with a sigh. �There�s nobody hiding back
there!�
�Taranis is there,� insisted Ostara. �He said he�d been
watching the Raja and that they were shortly to meet, so he must be close by!
Also, when we listened in on his holovid call to Fenris at Hemakuta, Endymion
said the signal was coming from the Ascension servermoon, which is the one we
use here.�
�As does everyone else in the Barnard�s Star system,� Wak
pointed out.
�Yes, but thirdly, Hanuman told us Taranis had become
interested in experimental cloning after seeing what Que Qiao was doing to the
greys!� Ostara continued excitedly. �Which now I think about it could be
something to do with the disciples the priest mentioned. At the secret
plantation, Hanuman also said you needed a lot of power to create clones. If
Taranis has set up a secret laboratory here, that could explain the power
drain!�
�Greys don�t exist!� retorted Wak.
�They are for real,� Ravana told him. �And yes, Hanuman
did say those things.�
�You see!� Ostara exclaimed. �And, err��
�Fourthly?� suggested Surya.
�Yes! And the alien weirdness that made Ravana�s cat act
strangely at the plantation is now luring it to that cave!� Ostara squared up
to the professor and stood defiant, her hands on her hips. �It is my deduction
that Taranis is hiding in one of the engine rooms and drawing power from the
hollow moon reactor to run secret cloning experiments!�
�Experiments that released growth hormones into the air
and gave the Platypus Woomerberg
Syndrome,� added Zotz, wide-eyed. �It does make sense!�
�Elementary, my dear Zotz!� Ostara exclaimed. �That�s
from Sherlock Holmes.�
Wak opened his mouth to reply, then hesitated. His
sceptical expression faltered when it became evident he could not think of a
good argument against what Ostara had put to him.
�My word,� murmured Ravana, looking at Ostara in a new
light. �That is the best piece of detective work you�ve ever done. Do you
really think Taranis is doing something like that right under our noses? What
can his experiments be?�
�Cloning greys? As if they exist!� muttered Wak, in the
manner of someone still not convinced. �On the other hand, you can set up a
small cloning facility almost anywhere. It might explain where the missing
equipment went from the biology laboratory. How do you propose to put your
deduction to the test, security officer Ostara?�
�Find Fenris,� she declared. �He�s got nowhere to go now
except back to Taranis.�

* * *

In his haste to escape, Fenris had left his personal
effects behind in the Sun Wukong,
including the wristpad he had taken with him to Epsilon Eridani, something Zotz
discovered when he tried to locate the fleeing Fenris via the tracker screen on
his own. While Ostara remained convinced that Fenris was to rendezvous with
Taranis in the old engine rooms, Surya feared he was instead making for the
palace and was concerned for his mother�s safety should she still be there when
Fenris returned.
The power drain had put the monorail trains out of use
and none of the monocycles in the nearest bay had enough charge to make it all
the way across the hollow moon. It was decided therefore that Ostara and Surya
would hitch a ride on the hovertruck as far as the palace, leaving Ravana and
Zotz to continue onwards to the cave to collect the generator. Surya was
confident that any staff left at the palace would side with him rather than
Fenris. Professor Wak however had concerns of his own.
�I�m pretty sure you�ll find the palace deserted,� he
said. �Everyone left on the Indra. They
even managed to take some of the livestock. It looked like Noah�s Ark when it
went!�
�You�re still here,� Ostara pointed out. �If you were
daft enough to stay, there may be others. The Maharani�s household weren�t keen
on mixing with the rest of us at the best of times and for all we know they�re
still there, hiding and hoping the problem will go away.�
�I don�t want you to face Fenris alone,� Wak told her.
�At least promise me that.�
�You could come with us,� Ostara suggested.
�With this hand?� retorted Wak, holding up his
poorly-repaired artificial digits. �Do you want me to slap him into submission?
By all means do your investigation, but please wait for Hanuman to join you
before you try any heroics. I�m sure it won�t take them long to drag the Platypus
back into dock and I only need Ganesa here
to try her idea for the airlock.�
�Okay,� Ostara said. She gave his arm a reassuring pat.
�I promise.�
The Sun Wukong had
left the airlock and Ravana, Ostara, Wak and Zotz went outside to watch as it
moved slowly through the zero-gravity zone on its way to rescue the stranded Platypus. Left to their own devices, Endymion and Philyra had
been busy rifling through the bundle of Fenris� possessions Hanuman had chucked
out of the passenger compartment before leaving. Apart from his wristpad and a
case of clothes, they found a slate loaded with all sorts of interesting
material and also, to their surprise, Fenris� copy of the Isa-Sastra. Eager to show their discoveries, Endymion and
Philyra came down to the medical bay.
�He must have really been in a panic to leave this
behind,� mused Miss Clymene, as she casually flicked through the book. The
dense text was written in an archaic style and the few sentences she read were
full of obscure references and double meanings.
�May I have a look, miss?� asked Bellona. Miss Clymene
handed her the book.
�The slate has engineering plans for the Dandridge
Cole,� Endymion revealed. �Ravana did
mention that Fenris was the inside man for the Raja�s kidnap.�
�Indeed he was,� said Ravana, appearing at the door. �The
scumbag.�
She went to the bed and knelt beside the motionless form
of her father. Miss Clymene and Bellona had replaced the bandages on his head
and chest. A small metal dish on the nearby cabinet held half a dozen fragments
of bloody shrapnel, removed by Bellona�s steady hand. Quirinus remained
unconscious, but Ravana took some reassurance from the pink blush upon his
face, for earlier her father had looked as pale as a ghost.
�How is he?� she asked Miss Clymene.
�He�s no longer critical,� she replied, startling Ravana
who had not been told that he was to begin with. �He should make a full
recovery. Except��
�Except what?� asked Ravana, her heart sinking.
�His eyes,� Bellona said quietly. �We need the
autosurgeon to save his eyesight.�
Fighting back her tears, Ravana took hold of her father�s
hand and clutched it tightly. The pain and anguish she had suffered the last
few days had become unbearable. At the forefront of her thoughts was that
Fenris was to blame. Everything bad that had happened to her father; his
arrest, his imprisonment, the bomb on the Platypus; Fenris had been there. She did not care for the
bigger picture, that of Taranis and Kartikeya and their grand schemes for some
far-flung moon, for it was Fenris alone who had personally caused so much
grief. It was Fenris who was going to have to pay for what he had done.
�I love you, father,� she whispered. �We will make you
well again. I promise.�
Ravana looked up at the solemn faces of Miss Clymene,
Endymion, Philyra and Bellona, suddenly feeling lost and alone in a room full
of strangers.
�Fenris will not take away my family,� she said. �He will
not get away with this.�

* * *

The hovertruck sped through the gloomy void of the hollow
moon, its headlamps picking out one deserted scene after another as it followed
the monorail track to Petit Havre. All four of its passengers were squashed and
securely strapped into the front bench seat, for Ravana had made it clear she
was in no mood for taking things slowly.
They had left Dockside barely ten minutes ago and stopped
just once to collect Ravana�s errant cat from near the lake, but already the
hovertruck was surging past one of the central pylons that supported the
mangled artificial sun. The bright lights of the Sun Wukong could be seen overhead, though as yet Ravana had
heard no word from Hanuman and Ganesa on whether they had been successful in
pulling the Platypus free.
�Do you always drive this fast?� Ostara yelled to Ravana,
raising her voice against the oncoming rush of wind. The hovertruck�s open
cabin was not designed for rapid flight.
�I did warn you!� Ravana shouted back. The headlamp beams
momentarily fell upon a stray mob of confused wallabies, causing them to bound
away in fright into a nearby coppice. �Anyway, eighty kilometres an hour is not
that fast.�
Zotz nervously clutched the cat on his lap and squeezed
his knees to hold firm the bag on the floor between his legs. Beside him, Surya
stared captivated by the strange landscape that had lain ignored beyond the
palace grounds all these years. Ostara thought it a pity that his first proper
look at the interior of the Dandridge Cole would
possibly also be his last.
Five minutes later, the hovertruck shot over the
perimeter wall of the palace gardens and touched down on the edge of a small
courtyard. Ravana looked momentarily bemused to see that they had landed next
to the fallen stone statue of an elephant, for the incident with the Astromole
seemed a lifetime ago. Ostara almost fell off the truck in her haste to get
back onto solid ground, though Surya was no less relieved to follow.
�You�re doing all you can for him,� she reassured Ravana,
seeing the girl�s anxious face. �Just try not to drop the generator on the way
back.�
�I�ll do my best,� replied Ravana, managing a smile. �And
you be careful. Fenris is a sly one.�
Ostara grinned, then quickly led Surya away from the
hovertruck towards the palace, leaving Ravana and Zotz to depart in a cloud of
dust behind them. Ahead, the entire palace was in darkness, yet she saw the
double doors within the nearby porch were already open, revealing an ink-black
interior. Reaching the entrance, Ostara watched as Surya cautiously stepped
over the threshold and peered into the murky silence beyond. There was not a
soul in sight.
�It looks like they did all leave on the Indra after all,� whispered Ostara.
�Why are you whispering?� asked Surya, his own voice
hushed.
�I have no idea. Why are you?�
�I don�t like the dark,� he confessed. �I never knew home
could be so creepy.�
�Is this a good time to mention that I forgot to bring a
torch?�
Surya grinned. �I have one in my room,� he said. �Follow
me.�
The corridor floors were bathed in dim red light as the
last few watts from back-up fuel cells illuminated the way to emergency exits.
Surya could have found his way with his eyes closed and hastened Ostara through
a maze of passages to his own private quarters.
The Raja�s room was in near darkness. Surya went straight
to his bed and knelt to look beneath, whereupon Ostara heard him mumble
something about his things being disturbed in his absence and a box having been
moved. He quickly found his torch and personal slate. Ostara pondered on the
realisation that until a few days ago, the most adventurous thing the Raja had
probably ever done was secretly read under the sheets long after he was
supposed to be asleep. The torch was fully charged and Surya switched it on in
lantern mode.
�This is your room?� asked Ostara, blinking in the sudden
rush of illumination. �This is bigger than my entire living quarters and my
office combined!�
The furnishings reminded her of the elaborate staterooms
at Kubera, while the bed alone looked large enough to sleep six. She never
imagined there was anything as grand on the Dandridge Cole. Surya turned away, embarrassed.
�Sorry,� Ostara said. �It�s very nice. What�s that
thing?�
�No idea,� Surya remarked. He had pulled a box from under
the bed whilst getting his torch. �It appeared from nowhere about a month ago.
I meant to ask my mother about it, but then accidentally dropped it and I think
I broke it. I�m pretty sure the box didn�t rattle before.�
�Clumsy boy! Can you show me Fenris� room?�
Surya nodded. Back in the hallway, he pointed to the far
end of the passage to where a door stood ajar. A faint light glimmered through
the gap from the room beyond.
�There,� he told her. �His door isn�t usually left
unlocked like that though.�
Ostara crept to the door and peered through the gap,
listening anxiously for any sound of movement within. Hearing nothing, she
gingerly pushed the door open and braced herself for a surprise attack that
never came. It quickly became apparent the room was deserted. Feeling a little
more confident, she stepped through the door and paused.
�What on Frigg�?� she murmured.
The room was similar to Surya�s, though not so lavishly
decorated. The sight that had caught her attention was a huge ragged hole in
the wall, presumably one that had once been hidden by the wardrobe that now
stood pushed to one side. This part of the palace evidently backed onto the
cliff, for the hole was the start of a long tunnel, bored up through the rock
of the asteroid itself and lit by a series of lamps hung upon the rough-hewn wall.
�A secret passage!� exclaimed Surya. �I wonder where it
goes?�
Ostara grimaced. �I bet I can guess.�

* * *

Even with her cat�s anxious meows guiding the way, Ravana
was worried she would not be able to find the cliff-side cave in the dark, but
as it happened she had no problems. The cave Wak had directed them to was
indeed the same one she had climbed to on the day of Surya�s kidnap. Wak�s
engineers, having found as she did that the original stone steps had vanished
in a rock slide, had erected a sturdy scaffold up the side of the cliff. What
was more, at the top of the scaffold by the entrance to the cave, a platform
had been built to serve as a convenient landing pad for the hovertruck.
The scaffold tower gave a metallic groan as the
hovertruck settled to a rest, but appeared to be in no danger of collapsing.
Ravana and Zotz quickly disembarked and stepped gingerly towards the cave
entrance, her electric cat having gaily bounded ahead. Ravana left the
hovertruck�s headlamps switched on to illuminate the scene and they could see
where the rear wall of the cave had been partially demolished to reveal a dark,
concrete-lined passageway beyond.
The cave floor was littered with huge lumps of rubble.
The engineers� work had at some point caused a further rock slide, which had
collapsed on top of some apparatus on the far side of the rocky ledge.
�No!� cried Ravana. She hurried to the buried equipment.
Startled, Zotz followed. The reason for her concern was
clear. The rock fall had come down on top of the generator and a particularly
large boulder had ruptured the fuel tank, rendering it useless. Ravana sank to
her knees in despair. Her cat, leaping out of her way, scurried across the
rubble-strewn floor towards the hole at the back of the cave.
�I�ve failed,� sobbed Ravana. Tears welled in her eyes.
�Why is nothing going right?�
�You weren�t to know the generator would be broken,� Zotz
consoled her. �You�ve done all you can and so much more!�
�But it wasn�t enough!� she retorted. Zotz looked quite
taken aback by the vehemence of her words. �What do we do now? And where�s
blasted Jones got to?�
�Into the tunnel,� Zotz replied meekly. �Shall I go and
get it?�
When Ravana did not reply, Zotz fetched his bag from the
hovertruck, withdrew a torch and went to peer into the dark space beyond the
broken cave wall, wobbling slightly in the reduced gravity. A stale breeze
wafted from the tunnel, the walls of which were covered in a strange purple
mould. Inside, Ravana�s cat sniffed at a patch of slime beneath a sign that read:
�ACCESS TUNNEL B�. Further along, Zotz was surprised to see a strange vehicle
on rails that looked like a smaller roofless version of the hollow moon�s
monorail cars, looking incredibly old and thick with dust. The beam of the
torch revealed the tunnel was free from rock falls as far as the eye could see.
Switching off the torch, Zotz returned to where Ravana sat hunched and moping
with her knees below her chin.
�There is something we could try,� he said cautiously.
Ravana looked up and regarded him wearily.
�The tunnel seems clear,� Zotz continued. �We could go
down and see if we can find the reactor. Whatever�s draining the power may be
something really simple to fix.�
�Don�t you think Wak�s engineers have already tried
that?�
�They hadn�t finished unblocking the entrance,� Zotz
pointed out. �It�s my guess they were called away before they had a chance to
look, but I think the hole is big enough for us to squeeze through.�
�That tunnel is four kilometres long,� she reminded him.
�That�s quite a walk.�
�We may not need to walk,� he replied cryptically.
�What about the mad priest? Ostara is convinced Taranis
is hiding back there.�
Ravana felt weary and reluctant to commit to more
adventures. The pilot�s daughter just wanted to be back at her father�s side, but
Zotz�s words had found their mark. Ravana, the trainee engineer, understood
that if they could do something to save the Dandridge Cole they should. Her unspoken fear was that she did not
want to face Fenris again. Her gaze met Zotz�s own, then fell upon the bag at
the boy�s feet.
�We do this together,� she said. �The Flying Fox will
always be near, eh?�
Zotz blinked in mock surprise. �I don�t know what you
mean!�
�I can see part of your birdsuit sticking out of your
bag!�
�Never seen it before in my life,� he retorted. �I wonder
how it got in there?�
�Zotz!� cried Ravana.
Zotz looked crestfallen. �It was supposed to be a
secret,� he mumbled. �I wanted to be your hero, to look out for you, but I know
you never saw me that way. So I invented him.�
�The Flying Fox?�
�You said I reminded you of the flying foxes by the lake
and I took it from there.�
�You have always been there when I needed a friend,�
Ravana said gently. �Now it�s time for you to lead the way. I�ve had my turn at
being heroic and it�s worn me out.�
Zotz nodded, picked up his bag and shuffled to the edge
of the cave.
�Can you turn around?� he asked nervously. �I won�t be
long.�
Ravana solemnly climbed to her feet, retreated to the far
side of the cave and politely turned her back. Moments later she heard faint
grunts and the squeak of tight fabric as the unseen superhero struggled into
his one-piece birdsuit, followed by a sudden metallic clang when a jet pack
slipped from a clumsy grip and fell to the floor. In the hush that followed,
she heard a myriad of whirrs and clicks as electronic catches pulled the
ensemble together, then a loud hiss reached her ears and the cave began to fill
with white smoke.
Unable to avert her gaze any longer, Ravana turned and
regarded the defiant figure now before her. The masked birdman stood with
scarlet wings outstretched, half-concealed by the smoke billowing from his
backpack. The artificial muscles of his suit rippled convincingly and for a
moment she found herself going quite weak at the knees.
�The Flying Fox at your service!� he declared. �It is
time to save this world!�

* * *

The aged railcar rocketed down the tunnel, propelled by
the flaring jet pack of the birdman at the rear, himself heroically battling to
stop himself falling onto the rails below. Ravana and her cat, crouched low
upon a seat before him, peered nervously over the front of the carriage as it
recklessly clattered along the ancient railroad. She tried not to think of all
the things that could go wrong on a hundred-year-old vehicle pushed to its
limits and several anxious minutes went by before the end of the tunnel finally
appeared in the gloom. The railcar had no power to any circuits so it was
fortunate that the emergency brake was a simple mechanical lever. Nevertheless,
it took the combined effort of both Ravana and The Flying Fox to bring the
carriage to a halt, which they did mere metres from the end of the track.
�Wow,� said Ravana, clambering out. Her cat was not so
impressed and had leapt out of the railcar several metres earlier. �That was
some ride!�
The Flying Fox strode towards the end of the tunnel with
his torch held before him. Ahead was a metal doorway so corroded that the cat
had no problems finding a hole big enough to slip through to the other side.
Reaching the door, the birdman threw it open with such a bang that it broke
from its rusty hinges and crashed to the floor.
�Follow that cat!� he declared.
Ravana stepped over the fallen door and followed him
through to an empty concrete-walled chamber. To their left was a plain metal
door, covered in the same mould they had seen in the tunnel, upon which was a
sign with the words: �TO REACTOR A�. Nearby, the cat pawed at a low-level
ventilation grill and hissed madly at the purple fungus that oozed from the
rusty aperture.
In front of them was a hefty airtight hatch, operated by
a hand wheel, that had a notice above it that read: �REACTOR B�. There was a
tiny spy hole in the hatch and upon seeing nothing dangerous on the other side,
The Flying Fox began to turn the handle. The airtight hatch had withstood the
test of time and remained in one piece when the birdman finally pulled it open.
The door revealed a short corridor and an identical hatch ahead.
�An airlock?� he asked.
�There�s no pressurisation controls,� Ravana pointed out.
�I think it�s just a link between sealed sections, like that between two space
station modules.�
The second hatch opened easily. Beyond was a sight that
took Ravana�s breath away. Before her was a cathedral to the god of
engineering; a vast, brightly-lit cylindrical cavern with walls that curved
from beneath a steel grid floor below to an apex twenty metres above their
heads. The centre of the hall was dominated by a huge spherical nuclear
reactor, behind which was an even larger conical construction extending
horizontally through the far wall.
A complex network of pipes and electrical conduits ran in
all directions and a strained humming noise hung in the air. The hatch had
brought them out onto an open gallery, which was one of several running around
the perimeter of the chamber at various levels. These in turn were all linked
to one another and to the floor below by a series of metal staircases.
�This is amazing,� she murmured. �They don�t build stuff
like this anyone. Do you see the huge cone behind the reactor?� she asked the
birdman, pointing across the cavern. �That�s one of the main engines! I�ve
never seen anything like it on this scale before!�
�Reactor A and B,� he remarked, switching off the torch.
�Two engines.�
The walls of the chamber were made of plates of riveted
steel strengthened by a lattice gantry. Ravana was puzzled why this
reinforcement was needed when the engine room was surrounded by kilometres of
rock. Looking closer, she saw that the circumference of the flat wall at their
backs was punctuated at regular intervals by red barrel-shaped devices marked
with warning symbols. Near the hatch to their right was an archaic control desk
covered in dust and she went over to have a closer look.
�I can�t see anything obvious causing the power drain,�
she said eventually. �But someone has been here recently. These controls have
been bypassed.�
�The problem must be with Reactor A,� declared The Flying
Fox. �We must go!�
�And run into Fenris and the mad priest?�
�There�s no time to lose!�
As quick as a flash, the birdman darted back through the
hatch. Ravana heard a strangled cry and the sound of someone crashing to the
floor. She found The Flying Fox lying in the dark on the other side of the
first hatch, having apparently slipped and fallen whilst pulling open the door
marked: �TO REACTOR A�. The strange mouldy smell they noticed earlier was
stronger than ever.
�Did you trip over your shoe laces?� Ravana asked,
teasing him.
�It was blasted Jones!� the birdman exclaimed. �Acting
like a lunatic!�
The cat meowed, jumped lightly over the birdman�s prone
body and disappeared through the door, its electric nose excitedly sniffing the
air. Bemused, Ravana waited until The Flying Fox regained his feet and switched
on his torch, then followed.
Her cat had not gone far. Ravana gazed wearily at the
spiral staircase beyond the door, then down at her pet, which responded with a
casual scratch of an ear. The dark stairwell was three hundred metres high and
her cat�s pitiful meow made it clear that it did not intend to use its own
legs. The Flying Fox peered up into the distance as if considering the options.
�Jet pack?� he suggested.
Ravana smiled weakly. �I thought you�d never ask.�

* * *

The centrifugal pull of the spinning asteroid grew weaker
as they ascended the stairwell. Upon reaching the halfway point, gravity faded
completely. Here, the staircase broke off to leave just a couple of handrails
running through a hole in a rotten safety net, beyond which was the one thing
Ravana never expected to find on the Dandridge Cole. It was a window, buried deep in an alcove barely a
metre across, with triple-glazed glass scarred by countless micrometeoroids,
but a proper window nonetheless. It looked out of the asteroid from between the
two huge engine nozzles, upon a slowly-rotating vista of the star-spangled
void. As they floated before the window, gazing out at the spread of infinity
beyond, Ravana thought it poignant that the only natural view the original
settlers may have had was not of what they were heading towards, but of what
they were leaving behind.
The Flying Fox remained eager to make progress. It was
not easy for him to fly with Ravana hanging from his shoulders and a wriggling
cat under his arm, but soon they were descending the second half of the
darkened staircase and feeling the spin of the hollow moon once more. At one
point, the birdman wobbled violently and shone the torch towards the staircase,
but Ravana could not see what he was looking at.
When they finally landed at the other end of the
staircase, they found a door leading to a room that was the mirror image of the
one where the birdman had tripped over the cat. The torchlight revealed walls
encrusted with thick purple mould and other strange fungal growths that the
cat, upon being let loose once more, appeared to find both frightening and
fascinating in equal measure. They were now on the opposite side of the hollow
moon and presumably somewhere far behind the palace.
�Did you see her?� asked the birdman excitedly. �On the
stairs?�
�See who?� asked Ravana. �Ostara?�
�I don�t think so.�
They both returned to the staircase and peered up, but
saw nothing. It was then they heard distant voices drifting from the room
behind and paused to listen. Apart from the doorway through which they had
come, there was a corroded metal door to their left and a stout hatch to their
right with a spy hole and a sign marked: �REACTOR A�. Thinking that the voices
were coming from behind the hatch, Ravana peered through the spy hole and saw
nothing. She realised the sound came from beyond the rusty door.
�There�s someone in the other access tunnel,� Ravana
whispered.
�With any luck they�ll trip over Jones and break their
necks.�
A sudden loud banging on the door made them both jump. In
a panic, Ravana scuttled to hide behind the entrance to the spiral staircase,
then peered out again when she realised The Flying Fox and her cat had stayed
to face the intruders.
Slowly, the door opened. To her relief, it revealed a
friendly and familiar face.
�Ostara!� cried Ravana, coming out of hiding.
�My word!� exclaimed Ostara, clearly startled at finding
the masked birdman on the other side of the door. �Here to rescue cats?�


Chapter Fourteen
The secret of the hollow moon


OSTARA LED RAVANA and The Flying Fox through the door to
a concrete-lined passage remarkably similar to the one the birdman had
propelled them both down earlier. This tunnel was brightly lit and the railcar
at the end of the tracks showed signs of recent repairs to bring it back into
good running order.
Surya sat at the front of the carriage, his face
illuminated by the console screen before him. Ravana saw the railcar had a
large fuel cell strapped to the rear and guessed it had been modified,
presumably by Fenris, to run on its own power. Another fuel cell on the floor
near the door was connected to the lighting circuits. Fenris was evidently a
man of more talents than previously revealed.
�We need a plan,� Ostara said to Ravana. �Surya has been
speaking to Endymion and we think we�ve found Fenris and the mad priest.�
�Taranis is on the other side of that hatch,� Ravana told
her. �Reactor A.�
�How did you know that?�
�Because we�ve just come from Reactor B and he�s
definitely not there!�
�Well deduced,� Ostara remarked. �I�ll make a detective
of you yet.�
�Have you seen anyone else?� asked Ravana. �Zotz thought
there was a woman on the stairs. He is however wearing a mask and it was very
dark,� she added hastily.
�Not a soul. The palace was deserted, but we found a
secret passage from Fenris� room that led up to this tunnel. It was quite a
walk! It�s taken us an hour to get this far.�
�Access Tunnel A,� said Surya. �All four kilometres of
it.�
�Fenris took the train, I presume?� remarked the birdman.
�Resourceful man.�
Ostara gave The Flying Fox an odd look and discretely
pulled Ravana to one side.
�Why is Zotz dressed as some sort of superhero?� she
asked, her voice hushed.
�It�s a long story!� Ravana whispered back. �Now we�re
here, I�m not sure it was a good idea. Zotz is so much more confident as The
Flying Fox, but to see him in action is like watching a really bad actor. Does
that make sense?�
�What was that?� asked the birdman.
�He has bat-like hearing though,� murmured Ostara, making
Ravana giggle.
Surya glanced up from the screen. �Are you coming to look
at this?� he asked grumpily.
Ostara, Ravana and The Flying Fox went over to where
Surya sat in the carriage. The railcar�s console was connected to the Dandridge
Cole�s network. On its holovid screen they
saw the familiar grinning features of Endymion, though given the circumstances
Ravana was starting to find his perpetual air of blissful ignorance wearisome.
Endymion was speaking into his wristpad, with Philyra visible in the shadows
over his shoulder.
�Ravana!� greeted Endymion, when she moved into view.
�Can I talk to you instead? The professor told me you�re studying engineering.�
�He thinks I�m stupid,� Surya said, speaking in a mock
whisper.
�I never said that!�
�Tell Ravana what you found,� Ostara interrupted,
sounding exasperated.
�Fenris� slate,� Endymion declared. Behind him, Philyra
held up the slate as if she were selling merchandise on a holovid shopping
channel. �It contains technical information and plans for the Dandridge Cole. I think I�ve found what is causing the power
drain!�
�Taranis is causing it,� Ravana replied wearily. �He�s
holed up near Reactor A.�
�Okay, so you know that bit,� Endymion retorted irritably.
�What you may not know is that he has linked the two fusion reactors together,
bypassed the overload prevention circuits and switched off remote network
access. Both reactors are now controlled solely by the console for Reactor A.
The only way to put it right is to go into the engine room.�
�None of us know how to program fusion reactors!�
exclaimed Ostara.
�I�ve studied basic maintenance,� Ravana told her,
thinking of her classes with Professor Wak. �What about Hanuman? Is he on his
way?�
�They�re still working on the Platypus,� Endymion replied, with a tinge of frustration. �As
for the reactor controls, I may be able to talk you through it,� he said
doubtfully.
Ravana looked glum. �Is there nothing else we can do?�
�We shall force Taranis to undo what he has done!�
declared The Flying Fox.
�He doesn�t strike me as the sort of man who could be
forced to do anything,� Ostara remarked. �Besides, we have Fenris to deal with
too.�
�There is another option,� Endymion said cautiously. �The
plans show that the reactor and engine assemblies were built as self-contained
modules. The system is designed so that in an emergency the entire engine room
can be ejected into space.�
�Gosh,� murmured Ostara. �That�s one way of disconnecting
Taranis� handiwork. What sort of emergency?�
�A meltdown?� suggested Endymion. �Something like that.�
�The reactor chamber is secured by explosive bolts,� said
Ravana, remembering the red barrel-shaped devices on the wall in the other
reactor room. �I saw them inside the engine room for Reactor B.�
�So we smash something vital then make a quick exit,� the
birdman announced. �But will justice be done if we send Fenris and Taranis into
deep space?�
�It gets my vote,� muttered Ravana.
�It�s not much of a plan,� mused Ostara. �But it is the
only one we�ve got.�

* * *

Ostara turned from the spy hole in the hatch and regarded
Ravana gravely, though it was hard to be serious with a cat bouncing up and
down between them. The electric pet was trying to eat the fronds of purple
fungus splaying from the air vent in the wall.
�Fenris has tried to blow us up once already,� said
Ostara. �I�m pretty certain he and Taranis are not going to be pleased to see
us. Are you sure you want to do this?�
�Not really,� Ravana admitted. �But there�s four of us
and only two of them.�
�Assuming we can get in,� added Surya. �When we tried
earlier it would not open.�
�The hatch has been jammed from the inside,� declared The
Flying Fox, who had already tried the door mechanism. The torch was at his
feet, so all anyone else could see was a brightly-lit pair of red legs. �But do
not fear! I shall prevail!�
Surya turned his own torch towards the hatch. The birdman
grasped the wheel firmly in both hands and strained hard against the jammed
lock. A thin whine was heard from his jet pack, then the feeble bulge of his
biceps became impossibly impressive as the birdsuit�s electrically-powered
muscles did their utmost to amplify the wearer�s own movements. There was a
creak of metal and the wheel turned a fraction.
�Those fake muscles are very distracting,� murmured
Ostara.
Ravana heard a note of approval in Ostara�s voice and
smiled. The hatch gave another groan and then with a sudden bang the wheel
began to spin freely in the birdman�s hand. Surya handed Ravana his own torch
and went to help, then together they pulled open the hatch to reveal the short
passage beyond.
The Flying Fox stepped over the fallen steel bar that had
been jamming the lock, spun the handle on the second hatch and pushed it open.
Beyond lay an eerie, green-tinged blackness. A damp smell gusted through the
doorway and Ravana wrinkled her nose in disgust, then was almost swept off her
feet as her frantically-meowing cat darted ahead with the fury of a piranha at
feeding time.
�Jones!� she called. Her words vanished unanswered into
the dark.
�That pet of yours needs its chips examined,� muttered
Ostara.
�The lights were on in the other engine room,� Ravana
murmured apprehensively.
�You want me to go first?� asked The Flying Fox.
As one, the other three nodded. Ravana handed the torch
to the masked birdman and stood back as The Flying Fox defiantly followed the
beam through the hatch.
The lights of the engine room abruptly blazed into life.
Before any of them had time to react, a figure waiting beyond the hatch sprang
out of hiding and pointed a gun at the birdman�s padded chest. The Flying Fox
gave a startled yelp, dropped Surya�s torch to the floor and hurriedly raised
his hands.
�Fenris!� he shrieked.
Ravana cursed and muttered something obscene about
Fenris� parentage.
�We have been expecting you,� snarled Fenris. He stepped
closer and aimed the pistol at The Flying Fox�s head. �Though not in fancy
dress. All of you, get in here!�
�There goes our plan,� sighed Ostara.
Ravana, Ostara and Surya cautiously stepped through the
hatch and joined Fenris and his captive on the steel gallery. It took Ravana
several moments to realise that the vast cylindrical cavern before them was
indeed the double of the other engine room, for everything in sight was covered
in purple mould or fungus, while vine-like growths masked every steel beam,
ladder and walkway. Like the other room, the centre of the chamber was
dominated by the spherical fusion reactor and its attendant network of conduits
and pipes. The air was filled by the same strained humming, only this time it
was accompanied by an indistinct and almost human wailing that sent shivers
down her spine. Her implant began to pick up vague shadows but nothing her mind
could make any sense of.
�You�re a scumbag,� she said, glaring at Fenris. �A
cowardly, evil little scumbag!�
�We are here to make you pay for your crimes,� added the
birdman, though he sounded far from convinced. One look at the gun had made his
artificial muscles wilt.
Fenris ignored them both. �My Raja,� he greeted, adopting
a mocking tone. �So good of you to finally join us. Taranis was most
disappointed when you declined his invitation.�
�Invitation?� Surya exclaimed, incredulous. �You tried to
kill us!�
�Put the gun down, Fenris,� demanded Ostara. �You�re in
enough trouble as it is.�
Ravana glanced towards the control console further along
the balcony and then froze as Fenris turned and pointed the gun at her.
�Don�t even think about it,� he warned. He nodded towards
the flight of steps descending from the balcony. �Down there!� he barked.
When no one moved he placed the gun against Ravana�s ribs
and gave her a push. Ostara mumbled something under her breath and moved
towards the steps, The Flying Fox, Surya and Ravana close behind. Fenris kept
his pistol aimed at their backs and did not follow until they had reached the
bottom of the stairs.
Ahead rose the huge bulk of the fusion reactor. Ranged
before it, nestling amongst the pipes and purple vines, were twelve glass tanks
filled with a green bubbling liquid that masked the grey shape within each one.
The vats were as high as Ravana herself and all were linked to a haphazard
assemblage of laboratory equipment, which in turn was attached via heavy
electrical cables to the fusion plant itself. An irritating dull drone filled
the warm air as the parasitical vats feasted upon the reactor�s power.
�Where�s Taranis?� whispered Ravana.
She cautiously scanned the scene for any sign of the
priest. Her gaze fell upon a pitiful sight. Half-hidden amidst the equipment
was a cage barely two metres square, inside which a trembling creature stared
back at her from almond-shaped eyes. It looked for all the worlds like a
death-row prisoner as its spindly fingers clung helplessly to the bars. As
their gazes met, Ravana did not need to see the beautiful blue markings on its
skin to know it was the grey stranger from her childhood, the wounded traveller
far from home.
�A grey!� murmured Surya, coming to her side. �They
really do exist!�
Suddenly, Ostara shrieked. Something approached from behind
the reactor.
Ravana turned and gasped in horror at the half man, half
multi-limbed machine that now lurched towards them. The face below the metal
skull plates was cruel and haggard with grey skin that hung in folds, yet from
the waist down his body was that of a spider walker, the eight-legged mobility
chairs she had seen on the streets of Hemakuta. Tubes cascaded from the man�s
head and torso into the metal body of the walker, while the black chair upon
which he sat seemed to blend seamlessly with the clothing he wore. Taranis was
literally both man and machine, for there was no clear divide between where one
ended and the other began.
�Ashtapada!� cried Ravana, gripped by the image of a huge
mechanical spider.
�The mad priest himself!� Ostara looked shocked and
stunned. �It is him, right?�
�That was the face on the holovid,� murmured Surya. He
tried to hide behind her.
�I am Taranis!� the newcomer snapped. He sidled closer
amidst a creepy contortion of metal limbs. �I have been waiting for you, Raja. I
did not expect you to bring a retinue!�
�They are of no consequence,� said Fenris with a sneer.
�I will deal with them in good time.�
�They are honoured to be here at the birth of a brave new
world,� Taranis declared. �Today my disciples set forth and soon all will bow
before the word of the greys!�
The scarlet-clad birdman, who up until now had been
silently assessing the situation in the manner of a superhero both startled and
annoyed, took a step forward.
�I am The Flying Fox!� he declared. �This madness ends
now!�
He raised his fists and strode boldly towards the priest.
Taranis shot him a disgusted glare and for an instant Ravana caught a flash of
activity via her implant. The birdman gave a shriek of pain as an unseen force
took his legs and cruelly splayed them wide. He collapsed into an untidy
twitching heap on the floor.
�You fiend!� cried Ravana.
She dashed to her fallen hero and knelt to help him up
into a sitting position, ignoring the threat of Fenris� gun trained on her
back. Out of the corner of her eye, she spied her cat dart from behind the
nearest vat and towards the cage, its electric nose cautiously sniffing ahead.
Taranis lumbered closer and paused.
�The mighty Ravana.� His voice was bitter. �You�re just a
slip of a girl!�
�Well spotted,� she mumbled, more than a little
perturbed.
�Your mother betrayed the faith!� he snarled. �She was
the chosen one; destined to carry the future king of Lanka, born to unite
Yuanshi and rid the moon of Que Qiao. I planned your life to the last detail,�
he revealed. �You were to have the best schooling, the best training, the best
of everything! You were to be the greatest leader and warrior Yuanshi had ever
seen. It was I who named you Ravana, demon king! Then your whore of a mother
goes and spoils it all by having the audacity to give birth to a girl!�
�How dare you speak ill of my mother!� Ravana retorted,
now back on her feet.
�You gave Ravana her name?� asked Ostara. �She was teased
dreadfully at school.�
Surya frowned. �Are you saying only boys can be great
leaders and warriors?�
�That is the way of the greys!� snapped Fenris.
Ravana glanced towards the caged creature, which was
gently stroking her cat with its outstretched grey fingers, then turned to the
priest with a defiant stare.
�How can you revere the greys yet treat them so badly?�
she demanded.
�They taught me that mind is all and flesh is a mere
distraction,� Taranis said. �I was on a mission to a frontier planet when my
ship was hit by a meteoroid. I was left stranded, trapped in the wreckage, with
no prospect but death. It was they who rescued and repaired my shattered body,
yet they saw no difference between my own mortal frame and the mechanical
carriage I relied upon to get around. The result is what you see before you.�
�Yuck,� muttered Surya. �I am never going to one of their
hospitals.�
�Do not mock the wisdom of the greys!� roared Taranis.
�It was you, Ravana, who provided the new mother of destiny. My agents followed
you into the woods that fateful day and saw you with the creature. It gave its
body to provide the embryos for my disciples, in the same way that I have
sacrificed my own flesh to the cause.�
�You took away my alien?� cried Ravana. �For your
experiments? How could you?�
�Alien embryos and cloning vats,� murmured Ostara. She looked
at the glass tanks and the thick cables running from the reactor. The part of
her not terrified seemed rather pleased she had deduced Taranis� plans so
accurately. �I don�t like the way this is going.�
Unseen by all, Ravana�s cat had jumped onto the back of
the priest�s spider-walker legs and was busily nibbling the tubes running down
the walker�s mechanical spine. Abandoned by the cat, the caged creature
stretched a hand towards something beyond its reach on top of a nearby crate,
but continued to look at Ravana as if trying to draw her attention. Ravana
glanced to the crate and was puzzled by the sight of a large old-fashioned
book, then thought of the Isa-Sastra
that Fenris had revealed was in Taranis� possession. Meanwhile, The Flying Fox
was back on his feet and more determined than ever.
�Whatever you are doing here, it has to stop!� he
declared. He unhooked the high-tension lightning rod from his backpack and
pressed a button on his wristpad to activate his smoke shield. �And I am the
one to do it!�
�Zotz, no!� screamed Ravana.
Taranis smiled, then gave the masked birdman a stare so
intense that his eyes seemed to flash fire. An intense bolt of pain shot
through Ravana�s implant and with a shriek she fell to the floor, holding her
head in her hands. A sudden whooshing noise filled the air as the birdman�s
backpack unlatched itself, fired its rockets and soared away across the cavern,
taking the smoke screen and lightning wand with it. When the fog cleared,
Ravana looked up to see The Flying Fox kneeling before the priest and slapping
himself around the face as hard as he could. The birdman�s mask hung in shreds
and Zotz�s look of panic made it clear he had no control over his actions. All
sorts of random visions flashed through Ravana�s mind and in a sudden blind
rage she mentally lashed out and dashed the images to oblivion. Zotz�s hand
stopped mid-slap and he fell wearily to the floor.
�Zotz!� wailed Ravana. She crawled across to where he
lay. �Stop trying to be so brave!�
�What is going on?� cried Ostara. Behind her, Surya
looked more scared than ever.
Taranis shuffled nearer and glowered at Ravana. She had
fallen heavily on her weak right arm and the shrapnel wound in her shoulder had
begun to bleed once more. Yet she remained defiant as she climbed to her feet
and stood before the priest. Her hope had been unexpectedly rekindled by the
sight of her cat chewing away behind Taranis� back.
�Crude but effective,� the priest murmured, unaware of
the electric pet�s presence. �I had forgotten it had been arranged for the
young demon king to have such an implant.�
�What?� exclaimed Ravana.
�A minor oversight,� Fenris acknowledged. �I see now that
Namtar and Inari acted too soon because it was the girl�s implant they detected
at the palace, not that of the Raja.�
�Two oversights,� Ostara pointed out. �Ravana�s cat
sniffed out this secret lair.�
�That makes me number three,� came a woman�s voice from
behind.
Ravana, Surya, Ostara and Fenris turned to see Maharani
Uma standing on the gallery near the hatch, calmly gazing down at the scene
before her. Taranis had seen her enter and was already shuffling sideways
towards the bottom of the stairs. Ravana heard a groan at her feet and saw her
crumpled hero trying to sit up.
�Mother!� cried Surya. �I thought you had abandoned me!�
�Maharani Uma,� snarled Taranis, mocking her with a
sarcastic version of a salute. �Exile has done you good. All these years and
you have not aged a day.�
�Fenris convinced me you were in genuine need of
sanctuary,� she said, looking squarely at the priest as she moved down the
steps. �To my shame I played along when he duped Quirinus into bringing you
here like a shipload of spare parts. But you must have known that once I
learned the extent of your treachery I would not let it pass.�
�You wanted to be back in power as much as anyone,�
Fenris challenged her. �You do not have the moral high-ground here!�
�You knew he was here?� Surya looked at his mother in
dismay.
�He was out of sight, out of mind,� she replied bitterly.
�It was only later I learned of Fenris� deceit. During the evacuation I found
the tunnel and came to confront Taranis myself. I did not have the strength to
open the hatch so hid until I saw you arrive. I am glad you have found
friends,� she said. �That is the only good thing to have come from this sorry
tale.�
The Maharani reached where Fenris stood at the bottom of
the steps, regarded him coldly, then slapped him hard across his face. Before
he had time to react, her other hand closed deftly around the gun in his hand
and plucked it from his grasp.
�That man nearly murdered us all,� Ravana said angrily,
as she helped The Flying Fox to his feet. �He put a bomb on the Platypus. My father may never be able to see again.�
�Fenris lacks the courage to kill face to face,� the
Maharani remarked. She drew Surya close and put a protective arm around his
shoulders. �Arranging the kidnap was bad enough, but what I truly cannot
forgive is the attempts to brainwash my son! I found your secret device under
Surya�s bed, so don�t deny it,� she said to Fenris.
�That is the way of the greys,� Fenris replied,
unabashed. �In your head be it.�
�That box was a mind probe?� asked Surya. �I�m glad I
broke it.�
�What!?� retorted Fenris.
�From what Kartikeya told me, you were ready to join us
with or without mental manipulation!� Taranis said to Surya. One of his legs
limped as he clanked closer, but as yet the priest remained oblivious to the
cat munching upon his circuitry. �It seems your mother�s desire to return to a
life of idle luxury in Ayodhya has rubbed off on you.�
�What did you want with Surya?� demanded the Maharani.
�You already have a puppet to do your bidding on Yuanshi, not to mention your
devoted Dhusarian followers.�
�Kartikeya is weak and his rebel army are fools!� Taranis
snapped. �As for the so-called Dhusarian Church, it needs me in more places
than I am able to be. My congress of disciples, alien cyberclones implanted
with my wisdom and desires, will take on this burden and spread the word of the
greys!� The years fell away as his words erupted with a passion that judging by
her scowl the Maharani remembered only too well. �The first twelve are but
moments from birth. A new Maharaja on Yuanshi will put the Que Qiao plantations
in my hands and provide hundreds more!�
�You�re using equipment stolen from our laboratories!�
Ostara suddenly realised.
�The detective has finally cracked her first case,�
Fenris said mockingly.
The Maharani handed the pistol to Ostara. �Feel free to
shoot him,� she said.
�We need to get to the reactor controls!� Ravana
whispered urgently.
�It is too late for that,� snarled Taranis. �My disciples
awake!�
Ravana felt another rush of images flow through her mind.
A series of gurgles filled the air and green liquid began to pour from vents at
the bottom of the twelve cloning vats. Now she could see clearly the creations
within and stared in both fascination and horror as the inhuman figures began
to twitch and press spindly grey fingers against the glass. As the tanks
drained their last, Taranis� twelve disciples were revealed in all their
twisted glory; strange hybrids with the muscular stance of a human but with the
haunted features of their unwilling mother. Yet the gentle composure of the
creature quivering inside the cage was lacking in the twelve, for their lizard-like
grimaces mirrored the merciless countenance of Taranis himself. Their
six-fingered fists hammered upon their glass prisons in newly-born rage.
�Greys?!� exclaimed The Flying Fox.
�Lizard men!� gasped Surya.
�She�s the mother,� murmured Ostara, pointing to the
cage. �So Taranis is the father?�
�Gross,� muttered the Maharani. �I don�t even want to
think about it.�
Ravana winced and put a hand to her head. Inside her
mind, the angry thumping of fists against glass was a thunder of hatred and
confusion. She did not know how, but she could feel the thoughts of the twelve
as their raw alien emotions bled into her implant, drenching her in fear from
within. She suddenly felt a hand shaking her shoulder.
�Ravana!� whispered the birdman. �You�re going into a trance
again!�
�I can�t help it,� she moaned. �It�s all too much!�
�Don�t worry,� he replied. �If I get a chance, I know
what to do!�
The glass vats had now completely drained, leaving a pool
of green sludge upon the floor. The steel walls of the engine room echoed with
a staccato of loud clunks, then a vertical slit appeared in each tank and they
began to split like huge seed pods. Grey scaly fingers scrabbled through the
widening gaps as the clones inside forced the vats open.
�Magnificent!� Taranis cried. �My children! My disciples!
My chosen ones!�
He turned his back upon his human audience and shuffled
through the sludge to welcome his creations. Ravana�s cat still clung to its
precarious perch on his spider-walker torso, voraciously gnawing upon the bundle
of wires caught up in its diamond-tipped paws. Now two of Taranis� mechanical
legs were visibly dragging, yet the priest was too wrapped up in his moment of
triumph to notice.
�Jones!� whispered Ravana. �What are you doing?�
�I think your cat has bitten off more than it can chew,�
observed Ostara.
One by one, their grey scaly skin damp and glistening,
the twelve clones stepped free of their glass wombs, lifted their arms towards
the priest and in unison released a quivering howl. They were truly a terrible
sight to behold; a humanoid yet somehow reptilian perversion of nature that
moved with the cold implacable air of a snake preparing for the kill. The grey
in the cage whimpered and tugged frantically at the bars of its prison. The
clones cried out again, only this time their squealing voices sounded defiant
and almost human.
�zz-taaraaniis-zz!� screeched the twelve.
�zz-leeaad-uus-zz!�
�Do my bidding, my disciples!� the priest cried, then
whirled around and pointed to his unwilling guests. �These people are
unbelievers. Show them the path to oblivion!�
The clones instantly lunged forward and surrounded
Ravana, Ostara, the Maharani, Surya and The Flying Fox to block their escape.
Ostara gave a shriek and dropped Fenris� pistol, then watched in dismay as it
clattered across the floor and out of sight. The twelve stood poised, their
bony grey fingers outstretched like claws as they awaited the word of the
priest. Looking smug, Fenris strode to Taranis� side. His gloating smile
quickly faded when he saw the mess Ravana�s cat had made of the priest�s
electronic entrails.
�Blasted cat!� he yelled. �Get off him!�
�What is going on?� roared Taranis.
�Was this your plan?� Surya asked Zotz, who had finally
removed his tattered mask.
Fenris leapt forward, grabbed the electric pet and pulled
it away from the priest, then dived for cover as a shower of sparks exploded
from Taranis� mechanical torso. A thin burbling voice drifted up from the AI
unit beneath the seat of the multi-limbed chair.
�Reboot me,� the spider walker whispered. �Reboot me��
�You idiot!� shouted Taranis. The priest tried to turn
but his metal legs refused to budge. Smoke poured from beneath his seat and the
smell of short-circuited wiring and melting plastic filled the air. �What have
you done?�
�This stupid thing will eat anything!� cried Fenris. He
scooted around to face Taranis and held Ravana�s electric pet up high. �And now
it has eaten its last!�
�zz-eeaateen-iits-laast-zz!� echoed the twelve.
�No!� cried Ravana. �Leave my poor cat alone!�
�Thraak! Thraak thraak!�
The sudden cry cut though the air, piercing yet jagged as
the creature in the cage finally found its voice. As one the clones turned
their heads, for what they heard was not a plaintive call for help but a fierce
demand to shut up and listen. The grey�s defiant cry died as abruptly as it had
begun, only now the twelve were staring at Fenris and the struggling pet in his
arms. They had heeded the scolding tones of their mother, for she was not
happy.
�What is this?� demanded Fenris, as the clones moved to
surround him.
�You�re a bully and a coward,� Ravana said calmly. �I
don�t think they like you.�
Fenris gingerly lowered her electric pet to the floor and
backed away. Behind, Taranis wriggled helplessly in his seat as he tried to get
his metal legs to work. The cat looked up at them both, gave a self-satisfied
meow, then trotted calmly towards Ravana and burped.
�The cat?� said Fenris. �Right as rain! Such a sweet
little kitty.�
His words became a strangled yelp as all twelve clones
suddenly reached forward and placed their outstretched fingers upon his head.
Fenris tried to look away but was drawn into their emotionless expressions. His
own hands fell weakly to his side.
Ravana felt an odd tingling sensation via her implant. In
her mind�s eye she pictured a warm glow cascading from the clones� fingertips,
seeping down through Fenris� body. The visible thumping of his chest eased and
an angry grimace became a gentle smile. Cleansed of his fears, Fenris looked as
if every one of his senses drank their fill of utmost bliss.
�Rapture!� he murmured. �It�s beautiful!�
Still the twelve kept their hold upon him. His chest no
longer heaved and Fenris began to waver, his breathing now too shallow to take
in air. A brief expression of panic flickered in his eyes, the blood drained
from his face, then suddenly he fell and with a thump landed lifeless upon the
floor.
�zz-uunbeeliieeveer-zz!� chanted the twelve. They lowered
their hands. �zz-aall-thaat-iis-paart-dooees-beeloong-zz!�
�Behold the might of my disciples!� cried Taranis. �The
power of the greys!�
�Is he�?� asked Surya, staring wide-eyed at the fallen
body.
Ostara nodded. �They killed Fenris!�
�Good riddance to bad rubbish,� muttered the Maharani. In
the shock of the moment she saw an opportunity to escape and pulled a
dumbstruck Surya towards the stairs.
�Jones has an alien AI chip for a brain,� Ravana
whispered, realising what had happened as she scooped her cat into her arms.
�Taranis said they care for nothing but the mind. The clones were just trying
to protect their own kind!�
Taranis� creations slowly advanced to where Ravana and
Ostara stood. As Ravana stepped back, her foot caught something upon the floor
and she glanced down to see a discarded red birdsuit. The Flying Fox himself
was nowhere to be seen.
�This is the first time I would really like my implant to
be made of alien brain cells,� murmured Ravana. Her cat started making retching
noises.
�Yes, but where does that leave me?� wailed Ostara.
Ravana dropped her pet into Ostara�s arms and stepped
towards the twelve. She had caught sight of Zotz in a vest and shorts, looking
incredibly small and vulnerable without his superhero costume, as he scurried
around the back of the empty vats towards the reactor. Behind her, Ostara
clutched the cat to her chest, stroking it frantically as if that were the only
way to stop it exploding. Her heart pounding, Ravana stood before the clones
and held up her hands. She had never felt more terrified in her life.
�All that is part does belong,� she declared. �Do I
belong?�
The twelve stopped. Taranis scowled at her from his
immobile perch. Behind him, the caged mother of the clones once more
gesticulated wildly towards the book on top of the crate. Zotz had reached the
reactor and Ravana�s glance caught his own as he started to pull at the conduit
that ran down the side of spherical chamber and into the floor.
�zz-beeliieevee-zz!� the clones chanted.
�zz-oonlyy-theen-wiill-yyoouu-truulyy-beeloong-zz!�
�You learn quickly,� Taranis growled approvingly to
Ravana. �You would have made a formidable leader of men. It is not too late for
you and the Raja to be at my side! A vacancy has arisen, as you can see,� he
added dryly. His glare flickered to Fenris� prone body.
Ostara stifled a yelp as she was tugged from behind.
Surya had returned and was pulling at her sleeve, eager for her to follow.
Meanwhile, Zotz had opened the cable conduit and was haphazardly pulling
lengths of wire free. Ravana tried not to stare in a way that would alert
Taranis to the attempted sabotage, but there was something about the reactor
she found oddly familiar. Inspiration struck her as she realised Professor Wak
had used schematics of the Dandridge Cole fusion
plants in her engineering classes.
�Do you really think we would join you?� she remarked
loudly. �That would be like joining the orange wires on a temperature sensor.
Things would quickly get out of control.�
�An odd and irrelevant metaphor!� retorted Taranis. Zotz
however took the hint and after selecting the correct cables from the bundle in
his hand began to feverishly scrape at the orange insulation with his
fingernails. �The ethics of youth are foolish and untamed,� the priest
continued. �Yet your spirit is strong. That can be broken!�
Ravana winced as a blast of pain tore though her head and
smashed away all rational thought. Suddenly, she was back in her
virtual-reality nightmare, seeing walls of grey books squeeze towards her,
their pages spilling out thousands of miniature mechanical priests on
spider-walker legs. In her mind the arachnids were all over her once more,
crawling up her limbs, over her face and in her hair, then amidst it all she
saw the real Taranis, standing behind his alien clones, laughing at her.
Close to exhaustion, she concentrated upon the cruel grin
of the priest and crushed the illusions in her mind. The clones stepped forward
to surround her with all hands outstretched. Ravana caught sight of Zotz
frantically trying to join the bared wires together and failing miserably.
�For Frigg�s sake, Zotz!� she cried wearily. �Tie a knot
in it!�
Taranis snapped his head around and saw Zotz holding two
orange wires.
�Stop, puny child!� cried the priest. �You are powerless
before me!�
�I am Zotz Wak,� the boy declared. �I may not have the
badge, but I can tie a knot!�
With a last defiant twist, he knotted the wires and
stepped back. The engine room instantly came alive with flashing red beacons
and the sound of sirens. Startled, the twelve clones shuffled to a halt, unsure
of what to do. Zotz, knowing perfectly well how to react, dashed across the
chamber and was back with Ostara halfway up the steps before Taranis could
muster his disciples. The control desk near the hatch began to recite a warning
in carefully-modulated tones.
�Reactor coolant failure. Engine room ejection in thirty
seconds.�
�What!?� Taranis roared. �This is a trick! The reactor is
stable!�
�Tell it to the console,� retorted Ravana.
She glanced up at the hatch, then rushed to the cage to
try to free the trapped grey but could not open the door. Taranis shouted an
order and the nearest clone came towards her, its scaly arms outstretched.
Ravana picked up a wrench that lay next to the book on the nearby crate and
started to hammer hysterically at the lock.
�Ravana!� cried Zotz. �We need to get out of here!�
�Reactor coolant failure,� came the voice. �Engine room
ejection in twenty seconds.�
Ravana looked helplessly at the sad stare of the creature
in the cage and felt the gentle touch of its hand upon her arm. Its other
pointed a spindly finger to where Zotz was jumping up and down on the stairs
and beckoning to Ravana to follow.
�I am so sorry,� she whispered. Tears welled in her eyes
as she rested her fingers upon the creature�s own. �I will never forget you.�
�Reactor coolant failure. Engine room ejection in ten
seconds.�
Ravana stood up and grabbed the book from the top of the
nearby crate. If Taranis was mad before, this simple act of theft made him more
furious than ever.
�No!� shrieked Taranis. �The sacred texts! Disciples,
stop her!�
Ravana ran towards the stairs as fast as her legs could
carry her, then crashed to the floor as another surge of pain shot through her
skull and sent her reeling. She scrambled up the steps and reached the hatch
with the disciples close at her heels. Zotz pulled her through the opening just
as the first of the twelve made a grab for the book under her arm. Moments
later it was Ostara�s turn to pull her forward yet again. Ravana heard a clang
as Zotz shoved the airtight hatch closed behind her and spun the locking wheel.
Surya and the Maharani were waiting anxiously when
Ravana, Ostara and Zotz rushed through to join them in the room ahead. As Zotz
went to close the outer hatch they heard a series of muffled explosions and the
room began to shake.
All of a sudden, a gust of escaping air slammed the hatch
shut of its own accord. Zotz, still holding the handle, yelped as he was pulled
off his feet. Ravana felt one last burst of pain in her mind, but this time it
was a cry of despair; the final shout of anguish as Taranis felt the engine
room separate from the Dandridge Cole.
So it was that he and his disciples were condemned to a dark oblivion.
Zotz put an eye to the spy hole. The huge silver cylinder
that was the ejected engine room spiralled away into space, spewing tiny jets
of gas as emergency systems hastened it away from the asteroid. Soon it was no
more than a speck in the black.
Ostara lowered the electric cat to the floor. �Have they
gone?�
Ravana felt the pain in her head subside and nodded.
�They�ve gone.�

* * *

In the shocked silence that followed, it was not until
Zotz went to pick up the torch he had left by the hatch that anyone realised
the lights had come back on throughout the network of tunnels. With Reactor A
and the rest of the engine room drifting away on an orbit all of its own, the
console for Reactor B had reset itself and restored power to the Dandridge
Cole.
The silence continued as they rode the railcar back to
the palace, where Ravana and Zotz got to see the crude passageway Fenris had
hacked from the back of his wardrobe up through the cliff into Access Tunnel A.
Inside the palace, now brightly-lit and looking decidedly less eerie, they
caught up with Hanuman, who having pulled the Platypus into the dock had been ordered by an extremely
worried Wak to come and look for them.
�Sorry I�m late,� he said, startled by their weary
expressions. �Did you find Fenris?�
�Fenris is dead,� Ostara told him.
�It was just like Alien and the Terrorclones,� added Zotz. He picked up Ravana�s cat and brought
its furry face close to his own. �Clever Jones saved us all from a mad
mechanical priest and his lizard men!�
�Zotz was amazing,� said Ravana and looped her arm
through his. �A real hero!�
She was preoccupied by thoughts of her father, for he had
been unconscious still when Hanuman left. As soon as they were out of the
palace, she borrowed Ostara�s wristpad to call Dockside and was relieved beyond
words when Miss Clymene informed her that Quirinus was awake and waiting to
talk to his daughter. His voice was croaky but full of pride for how Ravana had
brought the damaged Platypus home,
having heard an excited retelling of the tale from Endymion, Bellona and
Philyra. Miss Clymene informed Ravana that with the power restored, the
autosurgeon was ready to remove the final pieces of shrapnel. The relief in the
tutor�s voice alone told Ravana everything she needed to know.
The world outside the palace was still in darkness,
though occasional sparks of electricity could be seen leaping from the damaged
heating and lighting units inside the sun. Hanuman had made his way to the
palace on foot and was not impressed when he learned Wak�s hovertruck was on
the far side of the cliff. Fortunately, upon reaching the deserted streets of
Petit Havre, they found the monorail was once again running and they were soon
aboard and trundling through the gloom towards Dockside. The street lamps shone
brightly and the interior of the hollow moon was lit up like a starry sky.
By the time they reached the Dockside medical unit,
Quirinus had been in and out of surgery and was sitting up in bed, chatting to
Miss Clymene and Professor Wak. There were pads over his eyes held in place by
fresh bandages, but after giving his daughter the longest hug of her life, he
was quick to reassure her that everything was going to be fine.
�The autosurgeon took a piece of metal this big out of my
eye!� he exclaimed, holding his hands unfeasibly wide apart. �Okay, I
exaggerate. It looks like I�m going to be stuck in bed for a few days but my
nurses say I should make a good recovery.�
Miss Clymene and Bellona smiled. Behind them, Endymion
and Philyra were talking in excited whispers with Zotz, who having found some
overalls to replace his missing birdsuit was filling them in with all that had
happened.
�Hanuman says the Platypus will live to fly again,� Ravana told him. �It�s safely back in the
hangar, awaiting repairs. I�ve got a maintenance robot checking the damage
right now.�
�That�s my girl!� he said. �So Taranis was hiding here
all along?�
�Is it true what he said?� Ravana asked. She could not
bring herself to tell her father that it was he who had inadvertently brought
the priest to the hollow moon in the first place. �That had I been a boy I was
to be raised to rule Lanka?�
�Taranis created tales of destiny to suit his own end,�
he told her. �Only you can shape your future. You must always remember that.�
�He gave me this implant. He said it was part of his
plan.�
�He was a very devious man,� Quirinus said bitterly. �No
one will mourn his passing.�
Ravana was not sure that referring to Taranis in the past
tense was a safe thing to do. Zotz had already pointed out that the airtight
hatches might have saved Taranis and his clones from immediate asphyxiation
when the engine room was blasted into space. Part of her also regretted that
she had not quizzed the priest further about what exactly it was he had ordered
to be implanted inside her head, for many mysteries remained. She would never
forget the first agonising moment when she had been torn by the pain of the Platypus, not to mention the way she had felt the dreadful
inner anguish of Taranis� disciples. She was still considering whether to voice
her fears when they were interrupted by the arrival of Ostara, Maharani Uma and
Surya. The medical unit was becoming very crowded indeed.
�Quirinus O�Brien,� remarked the Maharani. �You seem to
have come out of this more battered than that old ship of yours!�
�An audience with the exiled drama queen herself,�
murmured Quirinus, recognising her silken tones. �Forgive me if I do not stand
and curtsey.�
�Behave yourself!� the Maharani snapped. �You saved my
son and for that I will be forever in your debt. That goes for each and every
one of you here! You certainly managed to show those political miscreants a
thing or two. I particularly liked your broadcast,� she added, addressing
Philyra. �I forgive you for damaging my cyberclone.�
�The cyberclone!� exclaimed Surya. �We left it in
Ayodhya!�
�All the more reason to return,� she replied. �I paid a
lot of money for that.�
�You�re going back to Yuanshi?� asked Ravana.
�Hanuman and Ganesa are taking us on the Sun Wukong,� Surya told her.
�We�ve hidden away in this asteroid for far too long,�
said the Maharani. Behind her, Hanuman and Ganesa were at the door, but seeing
the crush inside the room decided to stay where they were. �It feels right to
end our exile on the eve of Diwali, assuming Kartikeya has not given in to
Jaggarneth and cancelled it. Now Taranis has gone I may be able to make the
foolish commander see sense and bring an end to this infernal petty war.�
�Good luck with that,� remarked Quirinus, but meant it.
�Can�t say there�s much left for anyone here. Wak tells me the Dandridge
Cole is a bit of a dead duck.�
�We�ll make it habitable again,� Wak replied firmly. The
prospect of living anywhere else was not one he cared to think about.
�You�ll come and visit, won�t you?� Surya asked Ravana.
�Probably best if you stay clear of Yuanshi for a while,�
Hanuman advised her. �Que Qiao agents will have realised by now that our mischief
at the plantation was linked to the attack at Sumitra and will be on the
lookout for someone with a special implant like yours.�
�I�m sure we could find you a safe port,� Ganesa added.
�It was nice meeting you.�
Ravana smiled. �If I can, I will,� she told Surya.
�Promise.�
�The shuttle from Ascension will be here soon,� said Wak.
�There�s a few more goodbyes to get through before the day is out.�
�All my fretting over the music competition suddenly
seems so trivial after all you�ve been through,� Miss Clymene said to Ravana
and Zotz. �Although it�s a shame the trophy got damaged. The display cabinet at
the academy is looking a little bare.�
�I forgot! I fetched it from the Platypus,� Zotz told her. He reached into a pocket and handed
her the battered cup. �I�ve knocked most of the dents out.�
�School is going to be such an anticlimax after this,�
remarked Philyra.
�Back to reality,� agreed Endymion. �No more aliens and
mad priests.�
�What was Taranis like?� asked Bellona. She still had
Fenris� Isa-Sastra and the bits she had
read both mystified and captivated her. �I never saw him.�
�Count yourself lucky you never will!� exclaimed Ostara.
�Mark my words!�
�I wish I was so sure,� Ravana mused.
She looked to where her cat lay curled asleep on top of
the book she had taken from the priest�s lair. Her electric pet was badly in
need of a recharge after vomiting bits of the priest�s spider walker all over
the monorail carriage floor. The book�s last owner, the man who had named her
demon king, had cheated death at least once before.
Destiny or not, Ravana had a feeling she and Taranis
would meet again.

THE END
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