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Author’s note:


Dear reader, I would like to thank you for purchasing this book. As a self-published author, I incur all the costs of producing this novel so your feedback means a lot to me. If you wouldn’t mind, could you please take a few minutes and post a review of this online and let others know what you think of it?

 

As I’m sure you’re aware, the more reviews I get, the better my future sales would be and therefore my financial incentive to produce more books for your enjoyment increases. I am very happy to read any comments and questions and I am willing to respond to you personally as quickly as I can. My email is jtriptych@gmail.com if you wish to contact me directly. Again, thank you and I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it!

 

Please join my exclusive mailing list! You will get the latest news on my upcoming works and special discounts. Subscription is FREE and you get lots of FREE books! Just copy and paste this link to your browser: http://eepurl.com/bK-xGn
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A secret theater of speechless monologue and prevenient counsel, an invisible mansion of all moods, musings, and mysteries, an infinite resort of disappointments and discoveries.

Julian Jaynes




Chapter 1

When the indicator showed less than two percent oxygen remained in his life support pack, Roman Wells started to panic. Dusk had fallen, and the sky above resembled a twilit cerulean haze. It had been over four hours since his separation from the tour group, and now the possibility of dying in this unbreathable, muck-filled hell had become all too real. Why oh why did he have to skimp and take the cheapest charter available?

He started running along the edges of the creek in a vain hope to find someone who could help, his waterproofed boots making mulched, sucking sounds as he continually had to pull them out of the mud. The fading crimson sun was now dipping below the horizon, and Wetworld’s nocturnal predators always came out when darkness fell. Gliese 581 was a red dwarf star, located twenty light years from Earth, and he was on its fourth planet. Roman had arrived barely a month ago after vagabonding his way from Alpha Centauri, intent on visiting every known world humanity had settled in, only now it seemed he had reached the end of it all.

The automated voice coming from his ear piece was cold and unemotional. The E-suit he wore had a simple AI for the life support pack strapped on his back. “Warning, oxygen reserves at one percent. Please replenish this tank at the nearest station.”

Roman started to cry as he bent down and placed his hands on his knees. “Goddamn it!”

 

The moment he set foot on this planet a series of unfortunate events had began to occur. The money transfer link that was supposed to arrive did not, and he was forced to take low rent accommodations at the seedier districts near the spaceport. When he was finally able to get into contact with the bank, he was told the funds in his account were inadequate. It took another few weeks of frantic negotiations and finally a plea over at the Martian embassy to get things moving again. The next courier contained a message from his parents saying they would be arranging a proper funds transfer to bring him home, but since the next scheduled message carrier wouldn’t be arriving until the following month, then it only meant he was stuck in Wetworld- with minimal funds- for the time being. With not much else to do, Roman decided to take a tour of the nearby swamplands, but since he had very little money he bought a ticket with one of the unlicensed charter operators.

It was supposed to be a three hour tour. There were about fifty of them, mostly gallivants like himself, and a few locals out for some fun. The afternoon started off on a pretty mundane note as they were herded into an old rickety hovercraft built to accommodate half their number. A few of the couples who sat beside him joked they would have to wear their helmets during the whole tour because the life support system in the sealed passenger cabin was making such god-awful noises and everyone thought it would explode. Everyone knew it was a bargain basement operation with minimal safety systems, so they tended to make jokes to alleviate their worries.

When Roman looked out of the porthole, he could see a world dominated by narrow waterways and swamps. The official name for the planet was New Bali, but everybody called it Wetworld. With a surface gravity nearly nine-tenths of Earth’s and having a slightly thicker atmospheric pressure, the planet could have easily been considered a twin of humanity’s birthplace. Wetworld’s flora and fauna looked remarkably similar as well. Most of the planet’s surface was covered by gargantuan plants and trees. A few mountain ranges poked out from the dense greenery, while much of the shallow surface waters were choked with floral growth. He had been to Louisiana, and seeing the marshlands of this alien world reminded him very much of it.

Once past the seeming resemblance to Earth’s wetlands however, there were major differences. The atmosphere was a thick mass of mostly carbon dioxide and methane, completely incompatible with human cardiovascular systems. Every settlement on the planet was fully enclosed within its own life support, and anyone venturing outside had to wear self-contained breathing equipment or they would otherwise die of asphyxiation. Since there were only trace amounts of oxygen in the atmosphere, there was no possibility of starting any fires either. Wetworld had no axial tilt, which meant there were no seasonal variations. While sitting near the window of the hovercraft, Roman overheard two locals who jokingly said Wetworld only had two seasons: wet and rainy.

When humans first arrived on the planet, they realized it was already inhabited by a sentient, indigenous species. At first glance, the c’thlooq seemed to resemble man-sized frogs, but their boomerang shaped heads, manipulative front limbs and complex language clearly marked them as intelligent. These amphibians had a primitive, tribal society, spending most of their lives hunting and harvesting the prey animals they fed on. The first human settlers were wary at first, but soon realized the c’thlooq tended to mind their own business, and largely ignored the colonists when the first settlements were put in place near the base of the mountain ranges. Since the c’thlooq preferred to stay in the low wetlands, there was no immediate competition for living space and the human colonies had expanded quickly.

More than one hundred and fifty years had passed since the first landings, and now Wetworld had a stable, fully independent human colony, able to export methane and medicinal products made from plant materiel throughout human space. Roman felt like he was born just at the right time; there were plenty of worlds to explore, and the tourist market was booming. All he needed to do was to find the perfect planet to settle in, and who knows, perhaps he would be leading a new generation of gallivants as a tour operator himself.

 

After the hovercraft had deposited them in an area surrounded by forests, they quickly put on their helmets and life support packs to walk around and explore on their own. Roman marveled at the plant life. Trees with column-like trunks resembling fish scales towered over him, their Y-shaped branches jutting out from their tops. Another tree species had drooping branches, with leaves looking like ferns from Earth’s Carboniferous period. Small plants jutting out from the water seemed to resemble narrow, greenish trumpets. Although he was advised to use oxygenators as a life support device when he was briefed at the spaceport, this particular tour operator only had cheap oxygen tanks to give out to their patrons. Roman figured with four hour’s worth of oxygen, it would give him plenty of time to poke around before he had to return to the assembly area for the hovercraft to pick them back up.

Even though he could barely hear the tour guide’s voice on his old com-link, Roman was too engrossed in exploring the world around him to notice he had steadily gotten past the range of the radio communications gear in his helmet. After hearing a splashing sound to his left, Roman turned and saw a native c’thlooq at a nearby riverbank. The creature seemed to look so much like the frogs and geckos he had seen at Earth’s zoos, yet at the same time there was just something alien about it. When the native gave him a short glance before resuming its swim along the waterway, Roman quickly followed as he held up his smartcom device to record a video for his parents back home.

In a matter of minutes, Roman soon realized he was lost, so he turned around and walked along the edge of the waterway to get back. No sooner had he returned to the clearing when he saw the rapidly diminishing rear deck of the hovercraft making its way back to the main tributary. Using his helmet he turned on the volume to maximum and shouted at the top of his lungs for them to come back, but the vessel continued on until it was out of sight. Seemingly out of com-link range, Roman jumped up and down, throwing his hands up in the air, but it was apparent they had left without him.

After cursing at no one in particular, Roman vented his rage at the tour company as he recorded it on his smartcom before stowing the multipurpose device back in his belt. Since there was an orbital communications system over the planet, he could have called for help, but his phone application was a pre-paid subscription, and he was out of credits. Roman tried it anyway, thinking they would exempt him for emergency calls, only to have an automated voice tell him the phone account had been canceled due to delinquency of payments. Roman finally lost it and threw the smartcom at a rock and cracked its crystal housing. Realizing just how stupid he was, Roman ran over to it, picked it up and activated the device again, hoping it still worked. Tapping the front part of the smartcom nervously with his gloved fingers, it was apparent he had damaged it severely and it was now broken. Stowing the inoperative device back into his belt, Roman glumly sat by the clearing for half an hour before deciding to look for the native he had been observing earlier, to try and persuade it to help him out.

“Warning. Oxygen reserves now depleted,” the automated voice said. “Please proceed immediately to any recharging station or to the nearest airlock.”

Roman’s mouth was trembling. He was starting to hyperventilate as the air in the inside of his helmet constricted around his throat. He began cursing at random while flailing his arms wildly as he continued to run in a haphazard direction, zigzagging his way along the edges of the swamp.

Just as the visor of his helmet began to cloud up, he noticed two of the native c’thlooq squatting beside a large tree, seemingly oblivious to him. The pair were facing each other and seemed to be croaking in some strange language. The native to the right of the tree had purple skin and was slightly bigger than the other, while the second one had olive and green coloring and there was some sort of beaded necklace around its neck.

They were at the other side of the riverbank. Roman ran into the shallow waterway and struggled for a bit as he made it to the other side, just a few meters from the two natives. He held his arms up and waved at them. “Hey, you two! Help me, I’m running out of air!”

The two indigenes didn’t seem to notice him at all and continued on with whatever it was they were doing. The bigger c’thlooq was waving its front limbs at the smaller one, making some sort of gesture Roman couldn’t understand.

Roman was now on his knees. His legs had buckled and he could barely crawl. “You goddamned froggers, help me!”

The pair continued their croaking while one pointed up, seemingly at the tree line above them.

Roman screamed for one last time before the darkness began to tunnel his vision. Panicking, he disengaged the neck seal around his helmet and threw it off, hoping for some sort of miracle to happen. He breathed in a lungful of alien air before rolling his eyes and finally passing out, his lungs unable to process the thick methane and carbon dioxide. Roman’s chest heaved for a couple of seconds and his body finally stopped twitching.

Only after the dual moons were already high above the night sky did the two c’thlooq stop speaking to each other. The smaller one turned and hopped away into the forest. The bigger one skipped over to the dead body and silently looked down at it. After a short while, it pushed the corpse into the water before it turned around and made its way to the adjoining estuary.


Chapter 2

When Sophie Singh opened her eyes, she was instantly blinded by the light. She cried out and closed them again.

A shadow loomed over her. “Sorry about that, how are you feeling?”

Sophie gingerly opened her eyes once more, giving her cornea enough time to adjust. There was another woman with long dark hair floating from the back of her head looking at her. Sophie blinked a few more times as her eyes slowly adjusted to the intense light. It felt like she had just woken up from a very long sleep. “I feel okay. A little thirsty and a little hungry, maybe.”

The woman in front of her wore a white skintight jumpsuit while drifting in microgravity. “That’s okay. You’ll get some food after we’ve finished running a few tests. I’m almost done.”

Sophie looked around. The room was a narrow cylinder, and she was strapped along its sides. Used intravenous needles dangling off clear plastic catheters were still floating around her. Parts of her arm and the skin above her right breast were sore. Her brain instantly told her she was in microgravity. “How long was I out for?”

“About six months, give or take,” the woman said as she continued to look at the readouts on an indicator panel beside Sophie. “My name is Dr. Lowell, by the way.”

Sophie nodded. “Okay, Dr. Lowell. Are we there yet?”

Dr. Lowell nodded. “Yes we are. We’ll be heading to low orbit in about twelve hour’s time.”

There were seven other identical alcoves beside hers, and they were all empty, so it meant she was the last in the pod to be revived. “Did all the others make it through okay?”

Dr. Lowell gave her a smile. “They did indeed. You may disengage your restraints now and join them in the observation deck.”

Sophie smiled back as she started taking off the straps around her torso. Just before the journey from Earth to New Bali had begun, she -along with the others- were placed in this particular cylinder and put in an artificially induced hypothermia sleep lasting for months. Intravenous catheters fed her sleeping body the needed nutrients while the entire chamber was spun at high speed, creating a sort of artificial gravity by the use of centrifugal force in order to maintain bone and muscle mass. Now that she had been revived, the room was back to weightlessness once again.

Dr. Lowell placed her hand on Sophie’s shoulder as she flashed a penlight at her eyes. She had been monitoring the patient’s vital signs both before and during the wake-up procedure. All her tests were satisfactory. “Feeling any space adaptation syndrome?”

Sophie grinned and shook her head. “Nope. Can I go now?”

“Okay.”

Sophie floated out of the cylinder, pushed her way through a hatch, and proceeded into a long corridor. Sleeping in torpor always made her feel weird, but it was simply the best way to conserve supplies and retain people’s sanity during the long voyages between star systems. She had heard stories of people dreaming strange things while traveling across space, but she hardly believed it. Sophie had spoken to anesthesiologists involved in the program, and they told her the chances of dreaming while under the effects of being in torpor was almost zero. The cryosleep system had been developed over hundreds of years, and despite a five percent failure rate, it was still the proven way for long voyages. Nevertheless, every time a news report came in about someone waking up while in the middle of an interstellar voyage always fascinated her, and she would gobble up the latest articles like a hungry bear munching on a honeycombed beehive.

After putting on her own mechanical counterpressure suit at the locker room, she made her way over to the observation deck, where more than several hundred people were enjoying liquid nutrient shakes as they waited for the starship to get into the planet’s orbit. Taking a squeezable pack from a nearby food dispenser, Sophie launched herself from the doorway towards a vacant space beside one of the ship’s numerous observation windows. Her trajectory was good, though she nearly collided with another passenger who had suddenly unstrapped himself from a tether and tried to push off towards the food dispensaries. Sophie was able to see the grey-haired man at the last minute as she grabbed hold of a support column and altered her course to avoid him. Within a minute she had made it to the unoccupied niche.

Just as she was strapping herself down so she wouldn’t float away, another much younger man who floated by a window just above her looked down and smiled. “Hello. How was your cryosleep?”

Sophie smiled back at him. She had seen him before during pre-launch back on Earth at the assembly area near the shuttle launch pads. “Hello there. I slept well, thanks. Have you been to New Bali before?”

The man had dark curly hair and light brown skin. He grinned and shook his head. “I’m sorry, no. This is my first time away from Earth. What about you? Is this your first time to this world?”

Sophie shook her head as well. “Nope, I was actually born down there. I’m coming home.”

The young man nodded as he turned to look back at the planet looming before them. New Bali resembled a blue green sphere from the sealed porthole. “Are you planning to stay home for good?”

Sophie giggled. “That’s what my grandmother wants. As far as what I want, we’ll see.”

The man laughed a little as he extended his tether, floated down closer to her and held out his hand. “I’m Brother Moises Borbon.”

She held out her own arm and shook his hand. “Sophie Singh.”

Moises was intrigued. “Singh? I’ve heard of the name before. Aren’t you the ones who own the Bali Trading Company?”

Sophie laughed. “No, BTC is a conglomeration. But I have to admit my family does own a large stake in it.”

“I see,” Moises said. “Did you come back to take over your family’s holdings?”

“Sort of,” Sophie said. “At least, that’s what my grandmother wants.”

“Well, it’s good to know you,” Moises said, winking at her. “If I ever get into trouble I know who to talk to so I could get bailed out.”

Sophie smiled. “I’m not part of the company yet. What about you? Seems you’re a priest I take it?”

He nodded. “Not quite yet, I’m a consecrated layman from the Society of Jesus.”

“Oh, a Jesuit,” Sophie said. “Have you come over to convert the colonists?”

“Actually, I was assigned to New Bali to see if we could get the natives to embrace the faith,” Moises said softly.

Sophie nodded slowly. She had seen priests in New Bali before, but the natives never took to their religion. “Well, good luck with that.”

Moises gave her a quizzical look. “What do you mean?”

Sophie shrugged. “Well, it’s just you’re not the first missionary who’s gone over here and tried to convert the natives.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Moises said. “We already have a Jesuit mission in Virac for more than fifty years, but this will be the first time we’ll be going out into the wilds and attempt to bring the word of God to the natives.”

Sophie remained skeptical but she did her best to stay polite. “So it’s a big project then?”

Moises chuckled. “Not too big since the Vatican only sent me. Nevertheless, it will be a multi-pronged approach. I took several courses in the native language of the c’thlooq, so hopefully there won’t be too many problems when it comes to communicating with them.”

“I know a little of their language myself,” Sophie said. “It was a requirement in school. You have to remember the natives aren’t all one tribe, but a hodgepodge of many different ones. Each has their own unique accent and dialect.”

Moises exhaled slowly. “Looks like I got my work cut out for me. I’ve always liked a challenge though.”

Sophie unclamped the straw of the liquid shake she was holding and took a few sips. The milky beverage tasted like bananas with a hint of vanilla. Her own beliefs bordered on agnosticism, and she was simply too busy to think about the meaning of it all. “Well I like your positive attitude, so I’m sure you’ll do a good job.”

“Thanks,” Moises said. “What about you? Could I ask what you believe in?”

“I haven’t really thought about it to be honest,” Sophie said. “I was just so busy with my studies at the university and trying not to flunk and so I didn’t think about anything else.”

Moises winked at her. “Busy with relationships?”

“I did have a boyfriend for a few years, but we kinda drifted apart,” Sophie said. “And the fact my grandmother was always nosy as to who I was supposed to marry and all.”

“I understand. Life does get complicated.”

“It sure does,” Sophie said. “And you? How did you become a Jesuit?”

“I was born into it,” Moises said. “My parents were hardcore Catholics and they raised their children that way. It’s in my blood.”

“So no doubts about it whatsoever?”

“My faith has been tested many times,” Moises said. “And every instance my belief in the Lord just gets stronger. When I first got into the seminary there was an opening for a special program to train brothers for this project. I graduated with the highest honors and recommendations. God gave me a special purpose to go to New Bali. I know this, from the bottom of my heart. It all came to me in a dream when I was just a kid.”

“God came to you in a dream or something?”

“It’s funny you should say that,” Moises said. “But I really did dream about him. I must have been around eight years old. I dreamed I was standing by the banks of a swamp, and Jesus Christ walked up to me.”

Sophie’s eyebrows perked up. This guy was really a fanatic. Might as well be nice and play along. “Did he say anything to you?”

“Not at first,” Moises said. “Then he smiled and he changed before my eyes.”

“What do you mean he changed?”

“I know this sounds crazy, but he literally changed his shape,” Moises said. “His body turned into a c’thlooq. Then he started saying things to me.”

“So what did he say?”

“He said, ‘come and meet my people.’ That dream happened long ago, but I never forgot it. When it happened I knew then it would be my destiny to succeed were so many other men of God have failed,” Moises said.

“Well if I had a dream like that maybe I would have the same faith as you’ve got,” Sophie said.

Moises could tell she remained unconvinced. “You don’t think it’ll work, do you?”

“Look, I don’t really know what to think,” Sophie said. “It’s been, like seven years since I’ve been back. Who knows, it might just work so I wish you the best of luck.”

“Deep in my heart I know it will work,” Moises said. “These natives believe in gods, I’m sure.”

“I don’t know,” Sophie said. “I read some article on the net that said they did, and there were other papers saying they don’t.”

“Any being that thinks for itself has to believe in something,” Moises said. “Throughout all of human history, every single branch of our species has a belief in gods at one time or another. I’m sure the natives believe in a god or a bunch of them. All I have to do is to make them realize the gods they believe in is just one god and it’s Jesus.”

“But these natives aren’t humans though.”

“They may look differently from us, but the teachings of the Church state all thinking beings have souls,” Moises said. “I just have to find the spark that would galvanize them.”

“Okay,” Sophie said. “But what about the belief on God creating man in his own image, how would that hold true for the natives?”

“Our Pope has said the Lord is supreme, so it means He could take many forms,” Moises said. “I feel the natives are very much like us, a sort of distant cousin separated by time and space.”

“Well it’s an improvement over the previous missionary expeditions I read about,” Sophie said. “The ones who ran a mission when I was a kid insisted the natives be taught Jesus was a man.”

“I read about them,” Moises said. “I think they were a Baptist ministry. Even some of the bishops and cardinals in the Catholic Church still believe in that too. But our holiness the Pope, ever since he was ordained, has made some changes, and I think they’re the right kind of changes.”

“Well giving the natives credit is the way to go,” Sophie said. “If we’re going to stay on for the next century, we have to work with them as equals, not as master and servant.”

Moises was confused. “Has there been any trouble?”

“No, not really. There’s been an occasional flare up, but it happens everywhere,” Sophie said. “The Bureau of Native Affairs hasn’t reported anything much ever since they set it up.”

Moises could tell she was somewhat sympathetic to the natives. Young college graduates like her tended to be on a progressive spectrum when it came to socio-politics. He agreed with her on that subject. “Will you fight for more native rights when you take over BTC?”

Sophie let out a big laugh. “Puh-lease! You make it sound like I’m about to become CEO of one of the largest corporations in known space. I’ve got to tell you I haven’t had as much as an offer to work for the company, because I still need to talk to my grandmother about it. And knowing her, she’ll probably start me off as a janitor first.”

“Well, you seem to believe in me so I believe in you,” Moises said as he raised his liquid shake pack in a mock toast. “I have a feeling we’re both destined to do something big in New Bali.”

 

The Van Vogt docked with the refueling station at the low orbit point several hours later. Sophie and Moises sat side by side as they strapped themselves into the crash couches of the orbital shuttlecraft, continuing their small talk just before making planetfall. Along with passengers and cargo, the starship also carried huge amounts of electronic data and was promptly transferred to the satellite network of New Bali. The distances were so great between the various colonies, and the only way of getting news and updated information from everywhere else was when the ships would arrive in system to upload them into the colony data servers.

Moises waved goodbye to Sophie as he walked out of the arrivals transfer tunnel at the spaceport. Sophie had wished him good luck as she strode through the walkway, on her way to the baggage claim area. The moment she walked out of the passageway, she was greeted by the sights and smells of a world she had somewhat forgotten, yet remained dear in her heart. Sophie stood by the side of the entrance for a few minutes, trying to take it all in.

A tall blond woman with smooth, ceramic-like skin came up from behind and bumped Sophie’s elbow as she passed her by, nearly knocking her down. Sophie was able to hold onto the sides of the tunnel to stay upright. The other woman didn’t even apologize, instead she continued to walk away from Sophie as if nothing had happened. Sophie stared at her with barely suppressed rage as the blond walked up to a short, wrinkled old woman and promptly gave her a hug, followed by a long, luscious kiss on the lips. The couple took each other’s arms and soon disappeared into the crowd. Sophie shook her head and proceeded to the terminal exit after taking her bag from the carousel.

As she made it out of passport control and into the main terminal building, a short old man with a silver goatee waved at her from the crowd by the exit. “Miss Sophie, over here!”

Sophie turned and smiled before walking up to him. “Paul, how’s it going?”

Paul Heng had served the family for decades. Even though he was past retirement age, Paul nevertheless continued to act as an all-around gopher. It had been years since they had last seen each other, but he was still as cheerful as ever. He quickly fell in beside her and gracefully took the handle on the bag stroller she was dragging. “Everything is going well, your grandmother has prepared a reception for your arrival. We need to hurry, for we don’t want the guests to wait!”

Sophie followed his lead as they both quickened their strides. “Of course, we mustn’t upset the establishment.”

Paul glanced at her, seemingly oblivious to her offhand remark. He could trace his lineage to one of the world’s original colonists, just like Sophie’s family. “It’s been a long time, Miss Sophie. How was Earth? How are your mom and dad?”

“Earth is Earth, and mom and dad are the same,” Sophie said. “Mom does send you her regards, and there’s a gift for you in my bag.”

Paul chuckled as they walked along a massive hallway lined with a number of duty-free shops. “Oh, thank you! Your honorable grandmother has fixed things up a bit since the last time you were here. Remember your parent’s quarters? She had it completely remodeled. Three units- and it’s all yours!”

Sophie was tempted to roll her eyes, but restrained herself. Her parents had hated living in the same compound as her grandmother, and it was one of the reasons why they’d ultimately resettled on Earth. Sophie had initially resisted, seeing her friends were begging her to stay so she continued her studies until high school graduation. Her parents had at first insisted she go with them right away, but her grandmother took her side and that was that. In the end, Sophie did reunite with her parents on Earth. Now her own life was at a crossroads, and she needed to know what her grandmother had in store for her.

Paul guided her out of the terminal exit and into the parking lot. Virac City was the colonial capital, and it was comprised of a series of sealed geodesic domes connected via tunnels. After placing her bags in the trunk of the car, Paul opened the rear passenger door for her, but Sophie insisted she ride alongside with him in the front seat. The vehicle was airtight, as per safety precautions, so in the unlikely event of a catastrophic rupture of the dome above them, it would still be able to transport them safely to their destination. In fact every building in the city itself was supposed to be airtight, but there were many places in the less prosperous red districts that never bothered with the safety regulations.

Sophie sat silently in the front passenger seat as the car made its way towards the exit tunnel towards the Cathay district, where the homes of the rich and influential were situated at. The names of streets in the city had a high degree of oriental influence, because the first settlers of the planet were mostly Filipinos, Malay, and Chinese, before their pioneering numbers were gradually absorbed into the succeeding waves of immigrants coming from all over Earth and Mars. The sealed, geodesic domes above her were continuously maintained, and she had gotten used to the almost fatalistic notion an earthquake or similar catastrophe would cause the deaths of an awful lot of people. Visitors to the planet would marvel at the local apathy in the face of potential danger, but everyone knew there was no sense in worrying about it every day of their lives. “If it happens, then it happens,” was a common saying among locals when asked about the dangers of living in a world with a toxic atmosphere.

Even with the driver’s chair extended all the way up, Paul could barely see above the steering wheel. Although the car had an autodrive capability, he believed it was better to go manual, for he considered his driving skills to be superior to the vehicle’s simple AI. “So, how many worlds have you been to now, Miss Sophie?”

Sophie smiled as she looked out the window by her side. It’s good to be back. She wished Paul would engage the autodrive, since he was driving so slow, and it was obvious the car’s AI would have gotten them back to the house by now. “I don’t know … I lost count.”

“Lost count? You must have been to many, many planets to have lost count like that,” Paul said. There wasn’t much traffic since the access tunnel to Cathay was reserved for exclusive vehicles only.

Sophie shrugged. “Well let’s see. I’ve been to here, then Earth. I visited Mars, Titan, Venus, Alpha Centauri. I guess that’s it.”

“Six? Wow, you visited five more than me,” Paul said.

Sophie smirked. “You don’t want to visit humanity’s homeworld?”

The old man shook his head. “No thanks. This planet is my homeworld. I am the sixth of my generation to be born here. There is no need to live anywhere else for me. I shall die here too.”

“Okay. How’s your son?”

“Fernando? He is well,” Paul said. “He was recently promoted as shift supervisor in the factory, and he got married three years ago. I now have a granddaughter!”

Sophie smiled. Fernando was Paul’s adopted son. “That’s wonderful news, Paul. I’m so happy for you.”

Paul glanced at her while making the turn onto the ramp. Cathay district was built along the hilly base of a mountain, and the roads were winding. Transplanted terrestrial trees and shrubs grew in front of the high walls of the mansions, a testament to the wealth of the planet’s elite class. “What about you, Miss Sophie? I heard you were dating a Martian? Any plans to marry him?”

Sophie gave him a shocked look. How did he know about that? She had never even told her parents about her boyfriend from Mars. After a long pause, she quickly recovered her wits. “Sorry, Paul. I hate to disappoint you but your information is out of date. I broke up with him two years ago. I’ve been single ever since, though I’ve had a few dates.”

“Ah too bad,” Paul said. “Martin was good looking. Blond and blue-eyed, but kind of skinny if you ask me. But then again, all Martians are like that because of the low gravity, I heard.”

Sophie’s nails dug into the imitation leather armrest. He knew her boyfriend’s name and what he looked like! How did he get such accurate information about her social life when he was light-years away? Then she understood. It had to be because of her grandmother. Only she had that kind of power and influence. It was clear the head of the family was keeping a close watch on her all these years. “I guess there’s no point in telling you anything since you already know all about me.”

The car slowed down as the gate in front of them opened to a driveway. The Singh mansion towered above, for it was constructed at the highest point in the entire district. The plot for her ancestral home had been carefully chosen, and the estate towered above the other residences in the area, signifying it was this very family who was above everyone else. Paul eased the car past through the gate and drove towards the canopied entryway. “Your grandmother cares for you very much,” he said softly. “That is why she has been keeping an eye on you.”

Even though the vehicle had stopped, Sophie didn’t open the door. She just stared at her grandmother’s manservant. “Paul, tell me the truth. Why is she so interested in me?”

The old man returned her stare with a smile. “You are the future of this house. I was but a young man when your grandmother took over as head of the family, and now I can see her plans for you will be very similar. All I ask is you trust in her judgment.”


Chapter 3

Detective Austin “Oz” Hannant frowned when the present day image of his son came up on his holographic monitor. The forensics suite on his computer included a facial aging program enabling its users to apply it to missing children with the hope they would be able to find them years later after their appearance had changed. The only kicker was Austin’s son wasn’t really missing. The kid was with his ex-wife back on Earth.

He leaned forward on the high-backed chair and deleted the resulting image. There was no sense in trying to imagine what the boy looked like since he would never see him again, so it was best to just forget it. But no matter how hard he tried, he just couldn’t. When he wasn’t on a case, Austin would spend all day checking out the latest updates on the social networking sites coming from Earth just to find a glimpse of his son, but after eleven years of trying, he realized she must have gotten their names changed. There were other means in finding out about his ex-wife and son’s new identities, but he wasn’t prepared to go that far.

Austin had been a police detective back on Earth, and a pretty good one until his wife filed for divorce. When the court gave her exclusive custody over his son, Austin’s world fell apart. Frequent outbursts against his ex-wide didn’t help, and she filed a restraining order against him. He pleaded with the judge, for he knew it was a fact she was turning Noah against him, but they just wouldn’t listen. His spiral of depression finally went rock bottom when he was fired for excessive use of force. In the end, he left Earth to get away from it all. Austin needed a new start, and he ended up working for the New Bali Colonial Constabulary.

The NBCC was a paramilitary force, and the official law enforcement arm of the planet. When the original colonists first began to settle in Wetworld, the police apparatus were primarily composed of security officers from the New Bali Trading Company, but the Joint Colonial Council was eventually forced to create an impartial gendarmerie corps in order to conform within the laws of the League of Colonized Worlds. In the end, the Constabulary functioned as both a military component with jurisdiction in civil law enforcement. People nicknamed them the cons.

His com-link began to beep and Austin activated the receiver in the ear-piece he wore. “Detective Hannant’s desk.”

A low, raspy voice was on the other line. “Oz, is that you?”

Austin sighed. He knew who it was. “I just said so, didn’t I?”

The voice belonged to Zoltan Szabo, a sleazy ne’er do well in the Red District. “You said it was your desk, you didn’t say it was you.”

“You know my voice, Zol. What do you want?”

There was a pained sigh on the other line. “One of my workers found a debit card and she hacked into it for a few hundred dollars, but now I think it sent out an alert on the financial system and it messed up my merchant account, could you help me out?”

Austin grimaced. “I’m in homicide, not fraud. Go ask somebody else you frogger bugger.”

Zoltan’s voice was almost pleading. “Oz, come on man. Remember when I helped you out on that last case? We’re friends, remember?”

He was right. Zoltan was a low-level informant, and pretty reliable compared to the other losers he knew, which wasn’t saying much. “Okay, Zol, you’ll owe me big time for this. What do you need me to do?”

“Could you have a word with someone at BTC Finance? I just need my merchant account reinstated and the red flag taken away.”

Austin rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you just call their customer service hotline or something?”

“I did,” he said. “But then all of a sudden they transferred me to their security department, and this tough sounding mother said I needed to report to their office or else they’d come and get me!”

“Oh for crying out loud,” Austin said as he punched up Zoltan’s name on his computer. A red flag instantly showed up on his entry, indicating BTC Security had orders to arrest him on sight. “Well, it looks like you’re in a bit of a pickle, Zol. It says here you’ve got a level two alert. It means CorpSec is out to get you. And knowing them, they will.”

“That’s what I’m saying, Oz! You’ve got to help me! Please!”

“It’s not my business,” Austin said. “I’m hanging up now.”

“No, please! I’ll make it worth your while, I promise.”

“Remember the Surban murder case? I asked for your help, but you lied to me about that suspect,” Austin said. “Why in the hell would I do anything for you now?”

“I’ll give you everything I know about it, just come meet me, okay?”

Austin looked up at the clock at the far wall of the room. He didn’t have any pending cases at the moment, and the Surban case was being handled by another pair of detectives. If he helped to solve it for them Austin knew they would owe him too. “Where are you?”

“Remember the usual place? I’m sort of like in my third hideout.”

“Okay, sit tight,” Austin said. “I’ll be there soon.”

“Thanks, Oz. Bye for now.” The line went dead.

Austin stretched his back before standing up and putting on his jacket. He was in his early forties, but still in somewhat good shape. Zoltan had an apartment under a false name in the Docks District, and he would need to take the car over there.

Just as he made his way towards the exit, a swarthy young man wearing a well-pressed suit ran up to him. “Are we going out on a call?”

Austin pursed his lips. The younger guy was his partner, Omar Kelly. He had hoped he would have done this by himself and be back before the end of his shift but Omar surprised him. “Just seeing one of my contacts, you don’t have to go with me on this. You can just sit on your desk until we get a call.”

Omar had just been recently promoted to detective and he was eager for some action. “I can go with you. I got nothing better to do.”

Austin looked at him closely. They had started working together just under a month ago. He still wasn’t sure about trusting him, but he figured this was as good a test as any. “This is more of a private thing, so not a word to the others, okay?”

Omar held his palms up. “Hey, we’re partners. You can trust me.”

 

Since the younger man had plenty of energy, Austin let him drive the car. Their unmarked police vehicle weaved its way around the moderate traffic before entering the tunnel leading towards the Docks District. Virac City’s ports were dependent on receiving shipments from the other settlements on the planet, and the docks were always busy day and night. Most of the traffic along the roads consisted of cargo trucks.

Omar held a tight grip on the steering well. “It’s good to be out and about.”

Austin looked out the window from the front passenger seat. “Omar, I need to ask you. Why did you join up with the Constabulary anyway?”

“I want to solve cases and all that,” Omar said. “It’s my dream.”

“I mean look at you,” Austin said. “You’re young and all. Why did you choose the cons? You could have easily gotten work with BTC Security. Their pay and equipment is a whole lot better than ours.”

Omar kept his eyes peeled in front of him. “Because the cons are the proper authorities of this planet. I don’t want to work for no private corporation.”

Austin chuckled. The kid was so naïve. “Now I can see why you ended up working for the cons- you’re just stupid.”

Omar gave him a confused glance. “Say what?”

“Listen kid,” Austin said. “BTC owns this whole planet. Did you ever wonder why is it every time we get a red flag on a case we’re working on, we end up washing our hands off of it? It’s because once it becomes a BTC issue, we have to stay out of their way.”

“But the charter laws state that—”

Austin waved his hand to interrupt him. “Screw the charter laws. I’m talking about reality here. You know when this planet was first settled, everyone was a BTC employee. Even nowadays, the majority of people work for BTC- they finance all the major manufacturing, mining, and transportation industries here.”

“So why did they create the Constabulary then?”

“That was just to please the do-gooders back on Earth, to make them think we have a democracy that abides by their laws and all that crap,” Austin said. “But if you look underneath, it’s BTC who runs everything.”

“They don’t run us, though. Only the council and the governor has jurisdiction over us.”

“Open your eyes, Omar,” Austin said. “Most of the councilors and even the damned governor got elected because they used to work for BTC. We’re just second rate. If you really wanted to get ahead in life you should have applied to work for CorpSec.”

“I don’t like ’em,” Omar said softly.

Austin was somewhat surprised. He was learning more and more about his new partner every day. “Oh? What don’t you like about them?”

Omar frowned as he continued to stare straight ahead. “When I was a kid living in the Kiribati District, my dad was playing a poker game with a bunch of BTC security guys. I must have been around six or seven years old back then. My dad beat them fair and square, but one of those BTC freaks called him a cheat. My dad tried to fight but they beat him up so bad, he was in a coma for a few months before he died.”

Austin looked away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“You know what the worst part was?”

“No, what?”

Omar shook his head slightly. “They were just playing for kicks. No bets. No cash. They beat up and killed my dad over nothing.”

“Jesus.”

“BTC gave my mom a settlement,” Omar said. “But she had to struggle to get me and my sisters a proper education. She died before I graduated from high school and my older sister took me in. That’s when I realized I needed to join the cons, so I could arrest as many BTC guys as I could and throw ’em all in jail.”

“Thanks for telling me, Omar,” Austin said. “But you need to be careful. BTC takes care of their own, and they got deep pockets.”

“Don’t I know it,” Omar said. “I just want to get one of them in jail, just one. For my dad.”

“I’ll look out for you,” Austin said. “But don’t go overboard. There’s only so much we can do.”

“Don’t worry,” Omar said. “I’m just telling you my secrets because we’re partners. But I know when to shut up too.”

“Okay, partner. Turn left over here.”

“You got it.”

 

The apartment complex was run down, with bits of trash on the floor and screaming little kids running along the building corridors. Austin stood beside Zoltan’s door and started knocking. Omar was right behind him, out of sight.

A nervous voice was heard coming from the interior. “Who is it?”

“It’s me goddamn it,” Austin said. “Open up or I’ll bust the freaking door down.”

There was a sound of several bolts sliding before the door finally opened. Zoltan stood meekly by the side, his unkempt goatee and hair stood out in several places. “Sorry, I-I didn’t know it was you.”

Austin pushed him out of the way and strode inside, followed closely by Omar. Zoltan was about to ask him about the younger man, but decided discretion was the better part of valor. He closed the door behind them and resealed the locks.

While Omar stood to the side, Austin placed his hands on his hips and sneered at the place he was standing in. There were boxes all along the walls and the paint was peeling. A damp, musty odor permeated the entire room. “What a dump. Are all your boarding houses like this?”

Zoltan shook his head. “No, no. My rooms are good. I just go to this place for emergencies. I’ve been here since yesterday.”

“This isn’t an official call, so you better have something for me if you want my help,” Austin said.

Zoltan looked around nervously. “Yes, yes. Jerome Garcia.”

Austin looked at him quizzically. “Who?”

“You wanted a lead on the Surban case, you got it,” Zoltan said softly. “One of my friends overheard Jerome bragging about killing that guy.”

Austin looked at his partner. “Anything on him?”

Omar held up his smartcom, a thin handheld device that doubled as a com-link and personal computer. The online link to the police network immediately brought up a picture and pertinent information on Jerome. “Works at the Docks as a cargo loader. Jacket is a little thick. Previous convictions for assault and robbery. Served four years. Suspect in another case but not the Surban one.” Jacket was an age-old slang used by law enforcement that referred to a suspect’s prior criminal record.

Austin turned to look back at Zoltan and nodded. “Okay, thanks for the lead. I’ll see you later.” He turned and headed towards the door.

Zoltan ran in front of him. “Wait! You said you’d do something for me, remember?”

Austin pouted his lips. “I said I’ll try. Anyway, what is your goddamn problem?”

Zoltan fished out a plastic card from beneath his bathrobe and held it out in front of him. “This was just found by one of my friends. She needed cash so I allowed her to use my merchant account to make a small withdrawal. And now BTC Security is looking for me!”

Austin took the card from his hand and looked at it. The printed name on the card was scratched out, and it was obviously stolen. “All that for a cash withdrawal? How much was taken from the card?”

“Just three hundred dollars, it’s pretty small,” Zoltan said. “My merchant account should have been able to handle it, but I got shut out as soon as the cash was converted.”

Austin’s eyes narrowed. “Converted? What’s the denomination on the card?”

“Martian ares,” Zoltan said. “My merchant account had the balance converted into New Bali dollars.”

“You stupid retard,” Austin said. “No wonder you got a red flag. Your merch account was able to hack the security on the card and strip away the identity of its user, but you forgot to disable the second layer when you converted it into another currency, because the alert went out into the interstellar finance network, which was probably picked up by courier ship. You are one really dumb loser.”

Zoltan started to get teary eyed. “I know I was stupid, okay? You’ve gotta help me on this.”

Austin pulled out his own smartcom and scanned the card. It showed the balance had gone negative and overdue, which meant Zoltan overcharged it in addition to converting the cash left in the balance. He was thinking about leaving this lowlife scrum to his fate, but if he did then word on the street would spread, and his other contacts would start shunning him. He had to show he would at least make an effort to help. The plainclothes Constabulary detectives tended to solve more cases due to maintaining their relationship with the locals, by contrast the corporate security forces of BTC tended to use maximum force to achieve their ends. Consequently, the cons tended to be more popular amongst the lower classes while the BTC security troops were heavily despised. “I’ll see what I can do. Where did your girlfriend get this card from?”

“She found a backpack by one of the loading bays just lying there,” Zoltan said. “She figured since nobody claimed it then it was hers, you know.”

“That’s bullcrap,” Austin said. “Your junkie girlfriend needed money for a drug high, and so she stole a backpack from some dumb tourist waiting to go on a hover ride by the docks.”

Zoltan looked away and said nothing.

“I thought so,” Austin said as he placed the card in his pocket. It had been issued offworld, so it had to belong to a tourist. “Where’s the rest of the stuff she stole?”

Zoltan pointed to a worn leather backpack propped up against one of the boxes. Omar walked over and bent down before he started rummaging through its contents. The younger detective took out a few handfuls of clothes before finding a passport card hidden between two pairs of wrinkled boxer shorts. He stood up and gave it to Austin.

Austin scanned the passport. “Roman Wells. Flew into the city a few weeks ago. No records of him reporting anything lost though.”

“I-is there anything you can do?” Zoltan asked meekly.

“Yeah, there is,” Austin held out an open hand to him. “Give me three hundred.”

Zoltan reached into another pocket of his robe and began counting a wad of bills. Despite all the efforts of the government to convert everything into a cashless system, paper money was still in heavy use because of its sheer versatility and anonymity. Austin could see he had at least five hundred in small bills, so he grabbed the entire bundle from Zoltan’s hand and pocketed it.

“Hey! That’s more than three hundred dollars you took from me,” Zoltan said.

Austin nodded. “Yep, it was. Now pray this Roman Wells guy accepts your compensation for having stolen his stuff and he goes to BTC and requests to have your red flag removed.”

Zoltan looked down on the floor and kept quiet.

Austin turned to look at Omar. “Let’s go. I’m sick of standing around in this stinky, rat-infested hellhole.”


Chapter 4

Sophie bit her lip while staring at herself in front of a full length mirror near the far wall of her bedroom. When Paul had said her grandmother had her parent’s apartments remodeled he wasn’t kidding. Gone was the thick carpeting she had remembered playing on. The new flooring was pink marble, apparently imported from Earth. Her room had been furnished with more classical surroundings; her childhood bunk once resembling the fuselage of a starship had been replaced by an antique four-poster bed. It was a fleeting thought to wonder about what had happened to all the plastic furniture that once adorned the room. Her grandmother had it all thrown away, no doubt.

Adjusting the neckline of her black party dress, she finally turned around and headed for the door. Ever since she had returned to the mansion her grandmother had refused to see her, preferring they meet once the party finally started. Paul had told Sophie the matriarch was merely busy with meetings and wanted to see her granddaughter later, but she knew her grandmother disliked seeing her in casual attire. That was why she delayed their meeting until this evening.

Closing the door behind her, Sophie walked down the corridor until she made it to the second story landing. Placing her hands on the smooth marbled balcony, she leaned over and saw the party had already begun. It seemed her grandmother had invited all the movers and shakers in the colony as a sort of gathering to present her to everyone. Sophie sighed before making her way down the massive staircase. She knew what her grandmother’s intentions were, but she felt it was all too extravagant, and everyone would be at their best behavior when it came to functions like this. Sophie preferred to get to know people in a relaxed setting where she could discern their true feelings for her.

The moment she made it to the base of the stairs, a tall, swarthy man with slicked dark hair wearing a black tuxedo strode forward and held out his hand. He had thick glasses on, and Sophie recognized him from her teenage years. “Sophie, I wanted to be the first outside of your family to welcome you back to our humble world. I hope you still remember me.”

She smiled and shook his hand. “Hello, Uncle Benny. You were one who met me at the spaceport, just before I left for Earth.”

Benjamin Ramzi smiled. He was approaching retirement age, but the executive director for finance was still going strong. “I’m so glad you have returned. I just want to add if you ever need anything, I am completely at your service.”

Sophie nodded. “Thank you for the offer, uncle. I’m really just a nobody, as you well know.”

Benjamin smiled at her. “One thing you will never be is a nobody, Sophie. Remember that. I must go, but I shall see you again, I’m sure.”

He made a slight bow before excusing himself, and soon disappeared into the nearby congregation who had gathered along the entryway. Sophie couldn’t help but recall her father’s words about him. He simply said Uncle Benny was the wisest man in the company. After thinking about it for a bit, she asked her dad if Benjamin was smarter than her grandmother, since she wasn’t a man. Her father laughed and said no one could ever outwit her.

Several women in the small crowd near the foyer instantly converged on her, remarking as to how beautiful she had grown. She had remembered their faces when she was a child, but not their names, so she merely smiled and thanked them all for their compliments. Several of the older gentlemen walked up to her as if on cue, and complimented her dress and said the same things as their wives before making excuses and drifting away back to their respective cliques. As several more men and women made their way towards her in order to introduce themselves or present their sons to her, Sophie feigned exhaustion and excused herself. She remembered one of the adjoining corridors led to a bathroom, so she turned away and walked into the passage before opening the door and locking herself inside.

For a brief minute she just stared at herself using the ornate mirror before leaning on the sink. “What have I gotten myself into?” she whispered to no one in particular. Then she turned and opened the door before returning to the party again.

The main hall of the estate was located underneath the grand staircase, and Sophie made her way towards it. She could hear the soft, reverberating tunes of the live band beyond. The attending female guests either wore classical dresses like hers, or the kebaya, a combination of blouse and lower dress made with richly embroidered silk. The male guests wore either tuxedos or the more traditional collarless long-sleeved shirt and sarong over their pants. While quite a few colonists had similar attire when it came to ceremonial gatherings, it was clear many of the fabrics being displayed this evening were of high quality material, directly imported from Earth.

A high-pitched voice nearly startled her as she got to the end of the corridor. “Oh my goodness! Sophia, is it really you?”

She instantly remembered who it was. Sophie turned around and smiled at the grinning, buxom woman wearing a pink and lavender dress who stood behind her. This was one lady who she definitely remembered. Sophie shook the plump hand that had been offered to her and shook it. “Hello, Auntie Sandra. It’s been a long time since we last saw each other. How is Uncle Bolivar?”

The wife of the most feared man in the colony had pudgy reddish cheeks and a short haircut. Sandra Strang always showed a cheerful demeanor when out in public, but the rumors of her temper and of the power her husband possessed tended to intimidate anyone who dared to make fun of her rotund appearance. “You were just a little girl when we last met. I’m sorry to say Bolivar isn’t in Virac right now, he’s attending a security matter in the mining towns up north. But he does give you his warmest regards. How are your parents?”

Sophie continued to smile. “They’re fine, thanks.”

“Do they have any plans of coming back here?”

“I’m afraid not,” Sophie said. “My grandmother wants them to stay on Earth in order to oversee our corporate holdings there.”

“Oh how I would love to see Earth,” Sandra said. “But you know I have this phobia of traveling on those horrible starships. Bolivar has been urging me to go so I could experience our homeworld at last, but I just can’t see myself going up past the skies into God knows what.”

Sophie nodded. “I understand. Going on a starship isn’t for everyone. I’ve met people on Earth who couldn’t go to other planets either.”

“I mean, I can’t even understand how a T-drive works,” Sandra said. “I heard it turns people inside out. Do you know, Sophia?”

Sophie shrugged. “I’m by no means an expert on the Tesseract Drive, I just have a sort of layperson’s knowledge of it since I took a basic astrophysics course back in college.”

“That’s what I mean. I don’t even know what a tesseract is,” Sandra said.

“Well a tesseract is a four dimensional analogue of a cube,” Sophie said. “Think of it as a four sided cube within a larger cube, and both of them are connected diagonally. I’m not really sure of the exact physics of the tesseract drive, but from what I know is it surrounds a starship in two layered fields of dark energy when activated. This field then sort of bends space around it, and it kind of like moves the ship forward as the two fields project and overlap each other. It’s like two interlocking cubes occupying the same space trying to get ahead of each other, and the one at the rear always catches up.”

Sandra threw her arms up in resignation. She clearly had no clue as to what was being discussed. “That’s what I mean. Dark energy, I don’t even know what it is!”

Sophie smiled once more. “Have no fear, Auntie. Even our greatest scientists still don’t understand it fully. All we know is it’s a powerful energy that permeates all of space and its expanding the universe by pulling it apart. Dark energy is what powers the T-drive, and we sort of cheat by drawing it to our starships like a magnet, and then using it to go faster than the speed of light.”

Sandra wasn’t related to her, but it was customary to address older acquaintances of the family as either aunt or uncle. “Well, I don’t bother with things I don’t understand, if you know what I mean.”

“Perfectly,” Sophie said. “But without the T-drive, we would have never made it to this planet though.”

“Oh, I’m aware of that,” she said. “It’s just even flying makes me uncomfortable.”

Sophie kept up her smile as she patted Sandra’s forearm. “Don’t worry, Auntie. If you ever wish to go flying, I’ll be ready to accompany you anytime.”

Sandra beamed at her. “That is so sweet.” She turned and looked around. “I didn’t come to your celebration alone, you know. I brought my son along, but it seems I don’t see him anywhere.”

Sophie gave an expression of mild surprise. “Ignacio is here?”

“Yes he is,” Sandra said. “I forced him to come along so he could finally meet you, my dear.”

“I haven’t seen him since we were kids,” Sophie said. “How old is he now?”

“He just turned twenty-two,” Sandra said. “Just a few years younger than you, but I’m sure you both will get along very well.”

Sophie nodded. “I see. I remember my parents talking about him, they said he was enrolled at one of the local colleges here, right?”

Sandra rolled her eyes. “He was enrolled, but he dropped out less than a semester later.”

“Oh?”

Sandra shook her head. “My boy, he always seems to be restless. Ignacio prefers to hang out with those friends of his.” She snorted in disgust. “I told my husband he needed to work if he wasn’t going to university anymore, so Bolivar got him a position at the Security Corps. It looks like he’s finally fitting in.”

“That’s good,” Sophie said.

“Yes, it seems he’s destined to become just like his father now,” Sandra said wistfully. “I wanted him to be a lawyer or a doctor, but he would rather bust heads, it seems.”

Sophie suppressed the urge to shudder. Aunt Sandra’s husband always gave her the creeps since she was a child. She hoped her years spent on Earth would prepare her for the real world when it finally came to dealing with people like that. “Everybody eventually finds what they want in life. I’m happy for Ignacio.”

“That’s so well of you, my dear,” Sandra said before she turned around and noticed her friends were waiting for her in the main hall. “Why don’t you come with me? I want you to meet my friends.”

Paul Heng walked over to them from the other end of the corridor. He wore a black tuxedo and bowed slightly. “I am so sorry, Mrs. Strang, but the honorable dowager Aura Singh wishes to see her granddaughter now.”

Sandra gave them both a disappointed look at being so abruptly interrupted, but she quickly recovered and started making her way to the central area. “Oh well, I shall see you later, Sophia,” she said, giving the young woman a dismissive wave with her pudgy arm before walking away out of earshot.

Sophie gave her a short wave. “See you, Auntie.” She turned to Paul. “So my grandmother truly wishes for me to see her now?”

Paul gave her a wink. “Actually, she’s just finishing up her meeting- it will be another few minutes. But I sensed Mrs. Strang was about to lead you into something … undesirable, so I decided to step in.”

Sophie let out a short laugh. “Thanks, Paul. I’m glad you’re looking out for me, even after all these years.”

The old man winked at her. “I did the same thing to your father when he was your age. It is clear Mrs. Strang has plans for you to meet her friends, and ultimately her son. Her husband wishes to cement his position within the company by having his offspring marry into the ruling house.”

“I’ll marry who I want to marry,” Sophie said. “Right now I don’t even have a clue as to who it would be.”

“While it is the right way of doing things, it may not be the more practical path,” Paul said softly.

“What does that mean?”

“You should listen to your honorable grandmother when the subject of matrimony is broached upon,” Paul said.

Sophie’s eyes narrowed. “Are you telling me my granny has plans to marry me to someone else? Well I may have something to say about it.”

“Of course you do,” Paul said. “All I am saying is you ought to take your grandmother’s advice before you commit to anything. After all, she has the company’s best interests at heart.”

Sophie let out a sigh. This was one of the things she hated while growing up here. The family’s wealth gave her plenty of privileges, but it also forced her to play by the rules of the game. The Singhs were the unquestioned heads of the BTC, and it was a family duty to retain this power at all costs. Her father had married an ordinary woman from Earth, and for a time lived unhappily while writhing under the disdain of the dowager matriarch. Eventually Sophie’s parents took her with them to Earth in order to get away from the petty politics and schemes of New Bali’s elite class. Now that she had returned, Sophie would be forced to play the game again. Only this time, she would do it on her own terms.

“One thing I learned while on Earth,” she said to the old man. “Is there’s more than one way to win.”

Paul nodded. “Yes, a very good statement. It seems your education has made you a very wise young woman, and I’ll be honored to serve you until my dying day.”

Sophie laughed. “I don’t even know how old you are, Paul. It seems you haven’t changed one bit since I first looked upon you as a child all those years ago.”

“I would rather not say,” Paul said, displaying a set of perfect teeth. “Perhaps you shall know my secret when you become a matriarch, like your grandmother.”

“Oh come on,” Sophie said. “My uncle Rowan is the next in line to succeed my grandmother. He’s my dad’s older brother after all. I’m a generation below him.”

“I’m sure you well know things here have become rather … complicated,” Paul said.

“My dad didn’t talk much about Uncle Rowan,” Sophie said. “He’s here, isn’t he?”

“He is in the adjoining villa,” Paul said. “But he is not well.”

Sophie’s eyes opened wide. “Oh no! What happened?”

“He’s had a mild heart attack a few months ago, and is resting. I am afraid he may be too physically weak to run the company once your grandmother passes on.”

“Oh, this is sad news,” Sophie said. “My daddy definitely doesn’t want to run the firm, that’s for sure.”

“Yes, it is what I gather from being present at the meetings,” Paul said. “So it shall fall onto your generation to lead the company in the near future.”

“But my cousin Dante is older than me since he’s Uncle Rowan’s son, so I guess he ought to be it then, right?”

Paul smirked. “Dante has … his own share of problems.”

Sophie let out a deep breath. “So I guess I’m next in line, is that it?”

Paul stood to attention as a message came into the earpiece he wore. “Your grandmother wishes to see you now, follow me.”

The pair quickly passed through another side corridor until they made it to the north wing of the mansion. The walls of the passageway were of lacquered wood, and there were paintings hung at intervals of two paces. Each carefully maintained frame displayed commissioned portraits of all the major family members done in oil. An empty alcove near the set of double doors was destined for the next chief executive officer of the BTC, right beside the massive portrait of the current one. Paul stood by the door and knocked three times before opening it, revealing a large, cavernous room ahead.

At Paul’s silent urging, Sophie walked into the room. The walls were painted white, with numerous classical oil paintings from Earth’s past being displayed. The thick carpet on the floor was the color of crimson red, which meant prosperity and good luck according to oriental culture. The ceiling had the same lacquered deep brown wood as the corridors outside, and a French chandelier hung at the center. In the middle of the room was a long desk made of mahogany, with neatly stacked folders and a holographic monitor screen at its side. As soon as Sophie made it inside, Paul closed the doors behind her.

Sitting behind the desk was a shrunken old woman wearing an ancient black dress. Her skin and hair were pasty white, and she had plenty of wrinkles around her still energetic green eyes. The matriarch seemed tiny when compared to the large, high-backed chair she was sitting on, but she was the most powerful woman on the planet. Her grandmother said nothing, and instead crooked a bony finger, gesturing at her to get closer.

Sophie walked up to the front of the desk and bowed slightly. “Good evening, grandmother. It’s been a long time.”

For a lengthy minute, the old woman said nothing as she continued to eye her granddaughter, as if examining Sophie’s very soul. When she finally did speak, her sunken cheeks undulated like wrinkled white leather. “How are your parents?”

“They are well,” Sophie said. “They send you their love.”

While Aura’s body trembled with weakness, her eyes were as bright as stars. The old woman snorted loudly. “Bah, if they truly loved me they would have returned here, with you.”

“Well they would have,” Sophie said. “But Daddy thinks he can help the company by staying where he is.”

“Spare me the lies,” Aura said. “I know your father didn’t like it here, and that’s why he stayed on Earth.”

Sophie hadn’t expected her grandmother to be so direct. But it was obvious now she might as well be blunt about her true feelings as well. “You’re right, grandma. My father hated it here.”

“I gave your father everything I could,” the old woman said. “He never went hungry. He got the best education. Naveen was destined for great things, yet he threw it away.”

Sophie’s eyes narrowed. Might as well let it all out. “What you can’t seem to understand is the obvious truth. You never liked my mother. You resented my daddy because he married her. It’s something you just can’t seem to get.”

“Oh, I understood perfectly,” Aura said. “What your father and you can’t seem to understand is if Naveen had gone through with my marriage plans, we would have cemented an alliance with one of the largest conglomerates on Earth, and it would have strengthened our holdings immensely.”

“What about love? Does it even mean anything to you?”

Aura snorted. “Love? There are different kinds of love. When one is smitten by love as a young man, it doesn’t last.”

“Wrong,” Sophie said. “My daddy and mommy still love each other.”

Aura stared at her. “Then why are they living separately?”

Sophie bit her lip. It was clear her grandmother knew everything. “They’ve had some problems. But all married couples have those.”

“One of my contacts on Earth told me that my son confided to him the only reason your parents stayed together until your graduation was because they were doing it for you,” the old woman said.

Sophie grimaced. “Just how many spies do you have on my family? You had no right to do this.”

“We are all one family,” Aura said. “Always remember that. In order for me to make the right decisions, I must know all I can.”

Sophie looked away. She fought off the sudden urge to storm out of the room.

“Let me tell you something about your grandfather Bertus,” Aura said. “I hated him.”

Sophie turned and gave the old woman an incredulous look. “What?”

“Yes, I truly hated him,” Aura said. “Bertus’s father- your great grandfather Jonas- forced me into marrying his son. You see, BTC wanted to acquire this small tech firm but the owner, who was my father, refused to sell. Instead of ruining his rival, Jonas Singh suggested an alliance instead- with my hand in marriage as a guarantee. I wanted to kill my own father and my husband to be, but in the end I realized it strengthened both families. My hate soon turned to love, and my devotion to BTC became total.”

Sophie stayed silent. She had never heard of her grandmother’s life before she married.

“Since that time, I loved your grandfather Bertus with all my heart,” Aura said wistfully. “I became the dutiful wife. I never complained, even when he would come home in the early hours of the morning after an all-night drinking binge with his friends. Nor did I say a word when I found out he had a mistress. I stayed by his side at all times. Your grandfather soon realized I was better than he was in the running of the company, and he stood aside when it came to lead the firm after his father Jonas had died, when the line of succession dictated it should have been his. Do you understand why I’m telling you this?”

Sophie shook her head. “No, not really.”

“We humans can change our feelings towards others,” Aura said. “Love, hate, envy, greed- all these emotions can be controlled, and even altered for the greater good. All it takes is a bit of will. I don’t have much time left, so I need to find someone who can do what is needed to both retain and strengthen the family.”

“So is this all you care about? Your legacy?”

Aura narrowed her eyes. “Our legacy. The first colonists of this world were employees of another company, and we ultimately absorbed the firm. Our family runs the company, and we have maintained peace with both the natives and the greedy politicians of Earth. New Bali is still considered a colony, but the cold hard facts on the ground is we’re independent. We are the caretakers of this planet, and it is up to the family to ensure there is continued prosperity and order for everyone.”

Sophie scowled. “And what if I don’t want this responsibility?”

“Then I will have to find another,” Aura said. “Tradition states my sons would have been next in line of succession. But Rowan is not well; he has been sickly since he was a child. Your father Naveen is physically up for the task, but he does not want it. So I have two sons who are either not well in body or mind. That leaves my grandchildren.”

“My cousin Dante is older than me,” Sophie said.

“Dante is an addict. He is far too unstable and weak-minded to succeed in this,” the old woman said. “So this leaves you.”

Sophie raised an eyebrow. “Are you really going to hand the reins of the company over to me just like that?”

“Of course not,” Aura said. “I need to see if you are truly worthy of this position first.”

“So what am I supposed to do?”

“You will participate in all my meetings from now on,” Aura said. “In addition, I may have some tasks that are needed doing, and I will assign a few over to you.”

“So I guess I have no choice either, do I?”

“It will give you something to experience. Or would you prefer to be like your cousin Dante?” Aura said. “His parents spoiled him and now all he cares about is flying his skimmer, or taking drugs and partying with his friends.”

Sophie shook her head. “I was never into parties, and drugs never did anything for me.”

“So I’ve heard,” Aura said. “I would appreciate it if you would be willing to work with me for six months. After that, if you are still not interested, then you may do as you wish. And I shall have to find another.”

Sophie thought about it for a minute. A part of her was curious as to how the family operated their businesses. When she lived on Earth, Sophie was just like everyone else; there were times she had wished her friends and the people she encountered had more respect for her. Some of them even teased her as a wetworlder, a derisive nickname given to the colonials of this planet. Now that she was back in New Bali, she could sense the class divide, and a part of her was thrilled at being looked up to, just because of her family name. The challenge of impressing her grandmother was also there, for she’d admired and respected the old woman since she was a child.

“Alright,” Sophie said. “You’ve got me for now.”


Chapter 5

Since his superiors had given him an extra day to acclimate, Brother Moises Borbon decided to visit the nearby New Bali Museum of Science and History. It was but a few blocks away from the ministry building, so he figured it would be a good way to get the feel for the city and also serve as an informal refresher course on the colony. As he walked along the streets of Surat Thani, the downtown commercial hub of the city, he couldn’t help but smell a certain ionization in the air. The geodesic dome covering the district towered hundreds of meters high above him, and Moises could see the air was artificially produced from the ubiquitous atmospheric vents protruding at spaced intervals along the sidewalks. When he woke up this morning his throat was dry, and one of his colleagues made a suggestion to always coat the inside of his nose with algae oil or petroleum jelly in order to prevent his nasal passages from getting sore due to the dryness of the manufactured air.

After walking past the museum entrance and buying his ticket from an automated kiosk, Moises pressed himself along the wall of the foyer as a stream of young school kids ran past him, followed by a pair of female teachers who urged them to stay together. Once the noises and screams echoed away into the distant hallways, Moises let out a big grin as the turnstile accepted his ticket and allowed him into the first gallery. He was wearing his cassock, and a few kids did turn in his direction when they ran past him. Moises had left his skullcap at his room since he figured he wouldn’t have any need for it this day. Because it was a weekday, the museum was mostly empty; other than the children out on a fieldtrip, he was the only other visitor present. There was a basic AI guide option with the ticket he purchased, so he scanned the plastic stub on the introduction display and waited.

In less than a second, a holographic projection of a young woman wearing a traditional kebaya costume was projected in front of him. She bowed before speaking. “Hello, and welcome to the New Bali Museum of Culture and History. I will be your guide to the displays and galleries you will see today. As per the new artificial intelligence laws of the United Nations of Earth, my interactive suite is limited to answering a few basic questions only. If you have further questions, please do not hesitate to speak with any of our live museum staff members; they will be happy to assist you. Shall we begin?”

Moises nodded. “Yes, please.”

The woman smiled as she gestured at him to look at scale models of several starships inside a number of displays along the hallway. “Upon the discovery of the Tesseract drive, this wondrous invention has enabled humans to travel to the distant stars. New Bali was first discovered by astronomers over two hundred years before, but actual spaceflights to the planet did not begin until one hundred fifty years ago. The planet was officially classified as Gliese 581h, but was soon given the informal name of New Bali by the commander of the starship Lesmono, the first manned vessel to orbit the planet. Captain Harminder Johan, an Indonesian national, named the planet after his birthplace, the island of Bali. The name was eventually accepted by the UNE and the League of Colonized Worlds as the accepted designation for the planet.”

The opposite wall displayed a full sized map of the world. “Within a few months of the first expedition, several dozen starships arrived. The fleet was funded by the Muspel Corporation, a conglomerate made up of business interests from the Sol Asteroid Belt. A majority of the employees hailed from Southeast Asia, with large numbers of Filipinos, Indonesians, Thais, and Malaysians among the crew. The main colonial city of Virac was named for a province in the Philippines, and many other towns springing up were eventually named by the first colonists based on their respective hometowns and regions from Earth.”

Moises walked into the adjoining hallway. The interactive holographic screens now showed the swampy landscape of the world. The holographic guide re-appeared just a few meters in front of him. “New Bali has certain similarities to Earth. The gravity is .87 Earth normal, making it a highly attractive world for human habitation. Unlike planets such as Mars that have only one-third of Earth’s gravity, children born in New Bali are well adjusted to Earth norms, and therefore do not need special assistance should they travel to their homeworld or on to other planets with similar gravity fields.”

“The atmospheric pressure of New Bali is slightly higher at 15.12 pounds per square inch, yet very close to Earth’s 14.7 pounds per square inch at sea level. This means there is no need to wear pressurized suits when venturing outside the domed cities and vehicles. Due to the toxic atmospheric composition however, it is still recommended to wear environmental breathing suits when venturing outside,” the hologram said.

The virtual guide made its way towards the other end of the hallway, beside full-sized displays of plants, water and soil samples. “But there are also major differences when it comes to the atmospheric composition of New Bali as opposed to Earth’s. On our homeworld, the atmosphere consists of 78 percent nitrogen, 21 percent oxygen and trace amounts of other gasses. New Bali’s atmospheric composition is comprised of 73 percent carbon dioxide, 20 percent methane, 5 percent nitrous oxide, and trace amounts of other gasses. This means humans must wear artificial breathing equipment when venturing outside of their enclosed habitats. New Bali’s rotational period is twenty-six hours, twelve minutes and thirty-four seconds.”

“With only trace amounts of oxygen in the air, fires cannot be started naturally outside of human built habitats,” the guide said, pointing to a sealed glass display showing a robotic hand trying to ignite a pool of kerosene, but failing to do so.

Moises turned and walked into an adjoining passageway. The guide re-appeared in front of him once more, this time pointing to pools of water inside a glass enclosure along the walls. “The liquid water on the planet’s surface is anoxic, meaning it has very low levels of oxygen present. Much of the planet’s equatorial regions are covered in shallow seas, lakes, and waterways, with mountain ranges wrapping themselves around the polar areas. There are glaciers of frozen ice on both the poles, but since New Bali has no axial tilt, then there are no seasonal variations. The climate in the equatorial regions ranges between seventeen to twenty-five degrees Celsius, a very similar temperature range with the tropical regions of Earth.”

The guide now pointed at the opposite wall, revealing a set of plants growing behind a sealed glass enclosure. “Since the atmosphere is mostly carbon dioxide, there is a greenhouse effect which traps much of the planet’s heat. Thermal vents at the bottom of the lakes and shallow seas expel hydrogen as well as warming the water temperature and keeping it in liquid form. Since the planet is located at the outer edge of its parent star’s habitable zone, this has had a beneficial effect on the strange lifeforms that were discovered during the initial expeditions to the surface.”

Moises continued on into another hall, skipping past the exhibits that didn’t hold any interest to him. This high ceilinged room had massive displays of alien trees growing inside airtight enclosures. The guide appeared beside him and continued its lecture. “While plants on Earth use water and carbon dioxide to help their photosynthesis and consequently expel oxygen, the flora of New Bali does the opposite. The plants we have here draw their hydrogen from the surrounding water, but they also absorb oxygen, along with minerals for a unique sort of photosynthesis. All the plants of New Bali ultimately discharges methane as a byproduct.”

“The peculiar flora of New Bali comes in different forms. From simple swamp grass and algae beds on the ground and along the surface of the waters, there are also massive fruit bearing trees resembling fossils from Earth’s prehistoric periods. The abundant fruit trees growing in the dense forests at the equatorial regions also secrete hydrogen peroxide on either their bark, or they store them in fruits. This adaptation has allowed them to spread their seeds, since the methane breathing animals inhabiting the planet need an oxidizer in order to process their cardiovascular systems,” the guide said.

Suspended above the ceiling was what looked like a massive balloon at first glance, but as Moises stood just underneath it, he could see it resembled an orange green jellyfish.

The guide pointed up at the strange creature. “Another plant variation is called the floater. These massive beings can be as large as twenty meters in diameter. Instead of expelling their hydrogen peroxide as a secretion on their bark or in fruits like the ground-based flora, this aerial plant stores their gaseous hydrogen in membranous sacs and allows this plant to float in the dense atmosphere of the planet, while the roots dangling on its underside act as tethers when it needs to absorb water.”

Moises couldn’t help but stare at the life-sized model of the creature in mute amazement.

“Floaters are occasionally hazardous for human aircraft, but their slow, drifting movements and large appearance usually gives pilots plenty of time to maneuver away and avoid collisions,” the guide said. “During the early years of colonization, many unscrupulous pilots made it a rite of passage to ram their aircraft into the floaters and destroyed a large number of these beautiful, harmless beings. New laws against these practices were put in place fifty years ago in order to prevent the extinction of this unique species.”

Moises looked down in shame before walking away to check out more plant displays. There were times he felt guilty about being human, for Earth’s history was full of wanton destruction and massacres of all kinds. A part of him hoped he could succeed in showing God’s love for the natives; he needed to show them the compassionate side of humanity.

After he had gone through all the displays in that hall, Moises made his way into the next wing. Now he could see massive enclosures with actual living animals inhabiting artificially constructed environments mimicking what life was like outside of the domed city.

“Welcome to the living animal wing of the museum,” the holographic guide standing beside him said. “In this section you will observe the various small, non-sentient animals that have been carefully put on display so they may be observed without the use of exposure suits.”

Moises stooped forward as he carefully stared at a four legged arthropod moving along a bed of water plants at a nearby glass enclosure. These insects had some slight differences to the bugs back on Earth, but in other cases there seemed to be similarities as well.

“Since the animals of New Bali are all methane breathers, there are no pure carnivorous fauna that has ever been discovered,” the guide said. “This is due to the fact that in order to use methane as a breathing gas, an oxidizing agent must be consumed along with it, and only plants secrete hydrogen peroxide. Therefore all known animals of New Bali are either omnivores or herbivores. Native animals consume a combination of carbon and hydrogen peroxide. These two elements, combined with their inhalation of methane, means they expel oxygen as a waste product, which plants need in order to photosynthesize properly, thereby creating a fully unique and enclosed ecosystem within the planet.”

Moises walked over to the edge of a large enclosure. Several small kids were at the other end, playfully pressing their faces on the glass walls before being shooed away by their adult chaperones to head over to the next hall. The young Jesuit peered closer at the interior of the display, which showed a pair of purple newt-like creatures the size of his fist resting on a bed of water plants.

“Amphibians are the dominant category of animals inhabiting New Bali,” the holographic guide said. “This is due to the low oxygen levels in the waters of the planet which negated any sort of evolution when it came to water breathing animals. The only known living beings completely inhabiting below the surface are methane producing bacteria, similar to the methanogens found in Earth. These microorganisms feed on the hydrogen being expelled from the thermal vents located at the bottom of lakes and rivers, forming colonies at the bottoms. The amphibian classes are further subdivided into vertebrates and invertebrates. There are also a number of subspecies that combines the characteristics of terrestrial gastropods, but more studies are needed in order to confirm this classification.”

Moises made his way to the opposite enclosure, which showed a number of different insect-like creatures. One creature resembled a large orange dragonfly close to nearly a meter in length. Back on Earth, insects normally gave him the creeps, and any bug larger than his finger terrified him. Nevertheless, he trusted the colonists would have had defenses of some sort should they ever encounter something that might be dangerous.

“The most numerous species found on the planet belong to the arthropods, an invertebrate animal with hard exoskeletons, segmented bodies and jointed appendages. The arthropods in New Bali bear a striking resemblance to the insects of Earth, lending credence to the law of convergent evolution,” the guide said. “Though there are some differences: the insects on Earth are hexapods, or having six legs, while most of the New Bali arthropods are quadrupeds, with only four legs. New Bali arthropods also breathe methane instead of oxygen through their tracheal tubes located all over their body.”

Moises winced every time his simple AI guide mentioned evolution, for he believed it was Jesus Christ who was responsible for creating everything. He had thought about instructing the hologram to desist from mentioning that word, but ever since every true AI was banned by interstellar treaties after the destructive events of the Singularity War which had occurred over a hundred years ago, he surmised the guide’s simplistic AI system wouldn’t be able to handle such a subtle request, and he therefore decided to endure that specific utterance.

“New Bali arthropods inhabit all regions of the world,” the guide said. “A number of species have evolved wings, and are the only class of flying animals indigenous to the planet. The dense, thick atmosphere also enables gigantism, and many species attain a length of one meter or more. Amphibious arthropods resembling Earth’s crustaceans are very common along the swamps and waterways of New Bali, and a number of them are even farmed artificially by the sentient natives as a food source.”

After lingering at the displays for close to half an hour, Moises finally moved to another cavernous hall. Instead of displaying live animals, this particular wing of the museum had full-sized statues made of the c’thlooq, with the mockups of the natives in all sorts of poses and situations. Moises felt like he was looking at life-sized dioramas illustrating the natives in their pseudo-natural habitat.

His holographic guide appeared beside him once more. “The initial expedition to the planet’s surface was stunned when they encountered the sentient natives for the first time. The corporate explorers were armed, and it was a tense moment when their commander approached these man-sized beings, only to be somewhat surprised when the c’thlooq ignored them completely.”

Moises stood behind the divider while staring at statues of humans encountering a set of native c’thlooq. The alien’s crescent shaped heads made them resemble water buffalos at first, but their bodies were clearly frog-like. One of the c’thlooq statues was grinning and it showed teeth that eerily looked human.

“Further expeditions eventually succeeded in making contact with the natives, and the human explorers were happy to learn the c’thlooq didn’t mind their presence on the planet,” the guide said. “In fact, the c’thlooq preferred to be left alone, for their unique culture is extremely insular and isolationist.”

Moises couldn’t help but frown. The native culture would be a major impediment to his holy cause, and he needed to find a way to make the c’thlooq accept his presence and help.

“As the colonial population grew over the succeeding years, a number of academics began to study the unique culture and biology of the native inhabitants,” the guide said. “The c’thlooq language is extremely complex, with one word having multiple meanings. Vocal ranges are far more diverse than in humans, and c’thlooq voice boxes and larynxes are very powerful, their conversations having been heard from several kilometers away.”

Moises walked over to a display which showed a primitive shelter of some sort. An identical exhibit beside it showed a cutaway view of the hut made of mud and rotten plant material, showing a deep, water-filled pit in the middle which contained a cache of lozenge shaped eggs the size of his foot.

“The c’thlooq are egg-laying beings,” the guide said. “They lay their soft-shelled eggs in pools of water, usually protected from predators within their shelters. C’thlooq young resemble tailless tadpoles, which eventually transforms into smaller versions of adults. The native’s life span is unknown, due to the fact that human researchers are not allowed to stay very long in their tribal areas, and the reluctance of the natives to speak much about their lives in general. Most of the information that has been gathered about them is mainly from remote, long ranged observation and study.”

The next display showed a cross-section of a c’thlooq. Moises saw a disclaimer beside the exhibit which stated much of the internal illustration was based on conjecture, and it should not be considered definitive.

“We believe the c’thlooq are warm-blooded,” the guide said. “They have four-chambered hearts, very much like what humans have. At the top of their head is a retractable snorkel, a membranous appendage allowing them to swim underwater without having to bring their entire head to the surface. Their forward facing eyes are believed to see in the same color palettes that humans do, giving them very similar visual acuity. Their eyes also have nictitating membranes for protection while swimming underwater. Both their limb types have four appendages, with their front limbs having opposable thumbs, and this allows them to use tools. Because of this, the c’thlooq have an octal numeric system based on eight, rather than our ten-based numeric system.”

Moises wondered how the museum could have known about their internal body system until he noticed another sign beside the exhibit. It said a number of c’thlooq were killed by criminals in the past, and their bodies were sold to various unscrupulous researchers. He shook his head in disgust.

“Unlike Earth’s amphibians, the c’thlooq do not have semi-permeable skin,” the guide said. “Their heavily-muscled hind legs allow them to jump several meters in the air. Instead of standing like what humans do, the natural position of a c’thlooq is more akin to a squat, since their rear legs can curl up and their stomach skin is thickly padded to rest on the ground. Their diet consists of fruits rich in hydrogen peroxide, and they have also been observed licking that very oxidizer with their long tongues from the trunks of nearby trees. Since they are omnivorous, the c’thlooq supplement their plant consumption with all the other animals found in their region- these natives are at the apex of their food chain, with no natural predators preying on them.”

Moises moved onto the next exhibit. It was a life-sized diorama which showed humans wearing exposure suits and trading with the natives.

“The interactions between humans and c’thlooq have been a very complex one,” the guide said. “During the early years of colonization, a number of small skirmishes occurred when humans attempted to intrude too far into native territories, and both sides took losses. Unfortunately for the c’thlooq, their primitive weapons were no match against the colonists, and they took the most casualties in these encounters. When a UNE fact-finding mission came back with their assessment, it was deemed the natives were to be given the same rights as all humans, and harming them would be a criminal offense. The Bureau of Native Affairs was soon organized by the first colonial governor, and relationships between the c’thlooq eventually improved over time.”

Moises figured he would need to pay a visit to the BNA offices, in order to get a feel for the current climate when it came to dealing with the natives.

The guide ushered him to another diorama, this one showing two c’thlooq speaking to each other in front of a crowd of their own kind. “Constant research on their language has eventually yielded results. It seems the c’thlooq refer to their world as T’suiich, or the ‘land beneath the sun.’ Their star Gliese 581 is called T’su in their language. Colonists referred to them condescendingly as froggers, until their language was deciphered. Their own word for themselves, which is c’thlooq, merely means ‘the people.’ There have been proposals among politicians to rename the planet New Bali into the more traditional c’thlooq name of T’suiich, but all attempts to pass this law have so far been voted down.”

Moises rubbed his chin. If the natives were to truly accept his teachings, he would need to fight for their rights as well, he figured. It meant he needed allies in both the political and business sectors if he was to succeed.

“One of the most remarkable discoveries that have been made recently concerns the native culture,” the guide said. “Colonists have wondered for decades as to why the indigenous populations were so dismissive when it came to encountering new beings. The c’thlooq did not share human traits like curiosity when it came to discovering new things, or of finding ways to improve their daily lives. What we now know about these remarkable beings is their way of life is predicated by adherence to a cultural practice called T’thok, which roughly translates to the Talk, or the Dreaming. Recent observations seem to point out the T’thok is a form of theatre, or play, in which the participants act out roles from either the past or engage in a complete fantasy world with which they interact with the audience. It seems their entire culture is based on this sort of role-play, and there have been observations when an entire tribe has participated in this unique form of art. The T’thok takes place during specified dates which has yet to be fully understood, though some researchers have reported these play festivals vary according to tribal affiliations. During these times, it seems all ordinary work in their villages is suspended until the festival is over in order for everyone in the tribe to participate in this unique art form.”

The young Jesuit’s eyes opened wide. That was it! No wonder the previous missions to convert the natives had failed. If he could somehow incorporate the word of God into this native ritual, then perhaps the Society of Jesus would finally be able to make progress.

“Our current research has yet to fully understand the full meaning of T’thok,” the guide said. “But it is clear this cultural art form is practiced in every native tribe that has been encountered, and the current conclusion is this is a universal characteristic amongst all c’thlooq, and serves both as an oral storytelling tradition and religion all rolled up into one. Although there much information has been gleaned from these observations, we must caution that these findings have not yet been confirmed, and many questions remain.”


Chapter 6

At the native village in the northern territories, Ychlik held his right hand in a palm up gesture, indicating his acceptance of the offering that was presented before him. “Across the many waters have I been searching for such a stone. A piece of rock is but a little thing. Yet seeing its silvery sheen, brings back memories of times long gone. How fleeting is our recollections of these events that are important to us. The sequence of time is but the flowing of the waters, unending and enduring. All we can do is to catch but a few drops, and make it our own.”

The younger one bowed. “Father, I have been searching for months for this very thing. I knew it was no mere object, but one of hidden desires. Even though you have told me you shunned such a substance, I needed to go on a journey. I grew in size over the years, always looking, with very little rest. Now I have returned with what I was questing, my wisdom has expanded. The world around us has many wonders, and I would request I be released from the stone I bring.”

Ychlik looked down upon his son with a satisfied gaze. “You have done well, my youngest son. I had thought you were once lost to me, my recollections of you forever fleeting, forever gone. You have returned much joy to my old self, and for that I am redeemed. You may continue your journey across our infinite world, for you have grown in strength and much knowledge have you gleamed. Your mother will be very pleased, for I shall tell her of your deeds. You shall always be welcomed in these lands. As of this day your bonds are now released.”

“Farewell, Father,” Oosk said. “For now I shall swim off into the far distance, to seek further knowledge, with free insistence.”

The crowd surrounding the pair quickly began humming, an indication the Talk was a success. Ychlik and his son bowed their heads slightly as they hopped off the stony platform and mingled with the audience, accepting gentle nudges of applause and congratulations. When the two dreamers separated themselves in order to return to their dwelling, another c’thlooq from the crowd jumped out in front of them and made a slight bow.

Ychlik instantly recognized him. “Shqok, I did not know you were in the audience. Greetings, my old friend.”

The right tip of Shqok’s crescent was blunted from a fight with another male in his younger days. His face and body also bore numerous scars. Shqok was a herald, and did not officially belong to any tribe. He was free to wander into different territories, owing to his profession as a messenger between the many peoples of the world. He bowed slightly. “Greetings, chief of the O’wyshk tribe, I come with news.” Shqok said, before turning his gaze at the younger one. “You are Chysus, the youngest son, are you not?”

The younger male bowed before shaking his head. “Greetings, herald. I am sorry but you are mistaken, I am Oosk, the older son of Chief Ychlik.”

Shqok bowed low, this time indicating he was asking for forgiveness. “Oh, I am so sorry for having offended you. I came into the village right in the middle of the Talk, and I was unaware of the dream being performed.”

Ychlik made a gurgling noise. It meant laughter. “Do not concern yourself, herald. My oldest son here was merely playing the role of my younger.”

Shqok understood. “I see. Your youngest who was killed by the Strangers, was he not?”

Both the chief and his son were instantly taken aback but the bluntness of the question. Their skin colors changed from a light blue into a deep, dark purple, indicating a mixture of frightful surprise and defensive anger. Oosk looked to his father expecting trouble, but the chief’s visage returned to its neutral state in a matter of seconds.

Shqok knew he was treading on dangerous ground, so he tried to soften the blow by making a slight bow again, and changing his skin color to a mottled yellow, indicating subservience. “I did not mean to offend, my chief.”

“You have a reputation for speaking your thoughts and foregoing tradition. I forgive you,” Ychlik said, before turning to gaze at his oldest son. “Go join your friends, I have some private matters to discuss with the herald.”

“Of course, Father,” Oosk said. The older son bowed to them slightly before hopping away.

Ychlik was still somewhat annoyed at the herald for bringing up his dead son, but the Talk had calmed him down, and he wasn’t feeling so bitter anymore. “Had you come sooner, I would have given you another scar, Shqok.”

“And I would have deserved it,” Shqok said. “I must admit I have not dreamed much of the Talk for a long while now.”

“Follow me,” Ychlik said as he started hopping towards the outskirts of the village. He did not want the others to hear about their conversation.

When the pair finally came upon the edge of the river, both stopped and faced each other. It was the day of the Talk, and not much work was being done at the nearby water pens, so they could converse in relative privacy.

Ychlik looked out into the waterway. “I sometimes travel by myself and stare out into the tranquil dusk. I find I must do this more often now, for my memories fail me sometimes. A consequence of my old age, no doubt.”

Shqok swayed his head from side to side, indicating his approval. “You have always been the wisest of the chiefs. Your tribe has continued to influence all the others because of your greatness.”

“Spare your flattery, herald,” Ychlik said. “You have not come here for idle fawning. I have known you for a long time, and your tongue is as tall as the qyss fruit blooming from the highest branches of the upper forests.”

Shqok bowed his head, indicating subservience and respect. “You are correct, my chief. I have come bearing news. The southern tribes have gathered, and they will be attending the Great Talk.”

Ychlik raised his head up in surprise. “All of them?”

“Yes, all of them,” Shqok said. “The elders, the chiefs, and the heralds will be present at the Grotto of Silence in the coming moons.”

“This is unprecedented. Will there be enough food for those many people?”

“They will be bringing their own provisions is what I was told,” Shqok said. “Advance groups are already on their way towards the sacred place, preparing for the others ahead of time.”

Ychlik’s thoughts strayed for a bit as he tried to understand why the entire southern contingent would be attending. It had been ages since the tribes were ever united in a single Great Talk. Other heralds had been delivering messages of strange events, of tales that could hardly be believed. Everyone felt a great change was coming, but his tribe would hang on to their traditions more fiercely than ever. He sensed something was driving this. At that moment he realized he had been blind to it, simply because he had refused the previous invitations, and much of the northern tribes had followed his lead. “It is because of the heretic, is it not?”

“I was led to believe you have never allowed the heretic to initiate the Talk in your territories,” Shqok said.

“No I have not,” Ychlik said. “But at the same time, I have not covered my ears as to the stories that have been told by the many heralds who pass through my tribe’s lands. Have you heard of this dreamer they call Eossl?”

“I have indeed,” Shqok said. “You claim my tongue is as tall as a tree, but this Eossl, no one can deny his gifts. I have listened to many dreamers from many tribes in my travels, but the heretic is a completely different being. His words have now swayed whole regions, and he has gathered many followers from many different tribes and territories. Our entire way of life is changing.”

“This is what concerns me,” Ychlik said. “I have purposely denied him the right to participate in the Talk here. We follow the old traditions, and we cannot have one who alters our ways. That is the path to madness. My own ancestors have begged me not to ever allow him to participate in the Talk here, and my people follow me.”

“Your people have great respect for you,” Shqok said. “But I have already met two from your tribe who follows the heretic.”

Ychlik was surprised a second time. “The two youths? So that is why they had left! I thought they would seek a life as heralds.”

“It seems the hold on your people is beginning to loosen, for Eossl has found a way to influence them, even though he has not given the Talk here,” Shqok said.

Ychlik’s drooping chin undulated for a few seconds. The two youths who had left his village were good friends with his son, and there was no longer any doubt in his mind Oosk would have heard about the heretic and of his new ways. A part of him wanted to believe his son continued to stay loyal to him on account of respect and tradition, but he had to make sure. Ychlik felt events might spiral out of control unless he did something about it. He could no longer stay neutral. “I … thank you for telling me this, herald. I shall need to relay a message to the other chiefs in the region. Are you prepared to listen to my words?”

Shqok bowed a second time. “Of course, my chief. I am duty bound to relay your message when I travel to the other tribes in this territory as well as spread your words to any other heralds I encounter.”

“Tell them my tribe shall be present at the Great Talk,” Ychlik said. “But you must also state I would like to meet with the chiefs and elders before they travel to the Grotto of Silence, to confer with what we must do. The Valley of the Two Great Trees will be our meeting place, by the light of the second moon.”

Shqok spread his arms wide as he initiated the Ritual of the Messenger. “As herald, I shall duly relay your tidings, as spoken by you exactly. No words shall be altered, and no one else, except the other heralds and the recipients of your message, shall be told of this. By all the honorable ancestors of the people, this I promise to you.”

“My thanks, herald,” Ychlik said. “Now, I would like to converse with you as a person. You do not have to answer my queries if you wish it so.”

“I am honored you wish to know of my opinion, and I shall duly answer your questions with nothing but the truth,” Shqok said.

“Although you have not done any dreaming in the Talk as of late,” Ychlik said. “Have you listened to the heretic?”

“I have,” Shqok said.

“Of what manner of words does he speak?”

“He has included the Strangers in his Talks,” Shqok. “As you well know, others have tried this before in the past, but they have never succeeded in swaying the tribes. Eossl is different. His Talk has galvanized everyone who has given him a chance to speak. His tongue stretches up to the sky, a sign of his great talent.”

“I am well aware he includes the Strangers in his Talk,” Ychlik said. “But how are his words any different than the other heretics who came before him?”

Shqok looked out into the distance. “It is … hard to describe. It seems Eossl knows the ways of the Strangers, and he is able to become one during the Talk. I have only heard him twice, and yet the effect of his words … I have never seen such a sight. It is almost as if he is a chief himself, even though he has no tribe.”

“I have heard he now has eight cubes of followers and they are always attending to him, is this true?”

“It is closer to sixteen octuples,” Shqok said. “He has recruited many from the southern tribal areas as of late.”

The nictitating membrane of Ychlik’s eyes rapidly opened and closed, indicating great surprise. “What? That many?”

“As herald, you know I cannot tell half-truths,” Shqok said. “The last time I heard of him, the Foo’sch chief pledged his entire tribe to his Talk.”

Ychlik grew even more alarmed. “The Foo’sch? But they are the largest tribe in the southern regions. How has he been able to sway them? What of their ancestors?”

Shqok held up his front finger and wriggled it. “Ah, this is where it gets interesting. You see, when Eossl gives his talk, he either assumes the role of a Stranger, and one of his followers becomes the ancestor of whatever tribe he is having the Talk to, or they switch roles. Many of his followers are also talented dreamers, and they play their parts admirably.”

A sudden realization of dread came over Ychlik. “And what happened then?”

“When the ancestors finally meet with the Strangers, they are offended by their message,” Shqok said. “The ancestors cry out for war.”

Ychlik burped out a globule of mucous and oxygen. “No, this cannot be!”

“I know you have a desire for peace, but even you admit the situation has not been good,” Shqok said. “The tribes dealing with the Strangers are not happy, for they say their youths have been corrupted.”

Ychlik placed a hand over his rapidly beating heart. The herald was right. Many chiefs had complained to him their youths had been tempted away to seek new lives as workers for the Strangers. These beings coming from the sky gave their sons wondrous things, and as a consequence, many of those employed by the Strangers began to turn away from the old traditions. In the past the tribes had labeled these outcasts as lunatics, to be shunned and ignored unless they participated in the local Talk. But now the corrupted ones even turned away from the sacredness of the Talk, and instead focused on material things. The Talk was what gave meaning to all their lives, and it was now being mangled by both the heretic and the terrible influence of the Strangers. A sense of melancholy seeped through his mind, making him forget about the sereneness of the Talk he had just participated in. “Has there been … any violence?”

“No,” Shqok said. “The tribes are distressed, but all of the violence has been initiated is because of the doings of the Strangers. Eossl has been respecting the Talk, and so far the peace has held.”

Ychlik recalled his ancestors conversing about the wars before the scared ritual of the Talk was gifted to the tribes. It was said the waterways ran milky yellow with blood for all the ones who died in battle. The Talk had blessed them with a way to resolve conflict. The alternative was nihilistic savagery. For as long as anyone could remember, participation in this most sacred art smoothed over all kinds of bad feelings. With the Talk, the dead would come back to life, and it allowed them to speak and make peace with loved ones lost in the false world. The Talk smoothed over bitter rivalries and calmed grudges, and everyone was always pleased at the end. Now this most sacred tradition was under threat. Ychlik knew his status as chief in this world, the tribe would all listen to what he had to say. He turned and looked closely into the herald’s eyes. “And you? Do you follow Eossl the heretic?”

Shqok didn’t answer him.


Chapter 7

The Innsbruck Hotel had seen better days. When it was first built, the establishment boasted an Earth class supper club and luxury amenities for the nouveaux rich of the colony. Now it was a rundown hovel with limited heat and water. The atmospheric seals along the building’s windows and roof had long since deteriorated from a combination of neglect and miserliness, which meant it could no longer be certified and had been taken off the tourist board’s official list of accommodations many years ago. The Red District was once a working class area during the city’s early years, due to its proximity with both the Docks and the spaceport, but progress and development in the other parts of the metropolis eventually took its toll. Soon, those able to afford it moved over to the more progressive middle-class districts of Quezon and Kiribati, leaving the poor and unwanted to face the onslaught of seedier types who came through the spaceport with only what they carried, and who had unscrupulous ambitions. The streets were barely maintained, and the waste management was poor. Those with a little bit more means sealed off their own apartments from the foul regurgitations of the public air vents, and made do with scented air-conditioning systems. If one wanted something a little bit more risqué and above the law, this was the place to go to.

Austin Hannant and his partner Omar Kelly strode through the cracked revolving doors and into the lobby. The once elaborate designs on the carpeted floor had faded away from the constant treading of shoes and the lack of maintenance. Omar nearly tripped when his foot got caught in a rip jutting above the ground, but he was able to extend his arms outward and balanced himself just in time to recover from a potential face plant on the floor.

The veteran investigator turned and looked at him. “You okay?”

Omar’s cheeks were flushed with shame. “Yeah.”

“Watch where you step from now on.”

“Yeah, I got it already,” Omar said tersely.

A disheveled drunk sat on a dingy old couch at the side of the door, snoring his hangover away with an open, toothless mouth while resting his head on a patched-up armrest. The remainder of the lobby was dominated by a grand staircase that seemed to meld into the shadowy landing above. A disheveled little boy, wearing nothing but a pair of shorts and sneakers, used the cracked marble handrails as an impromptu slide to entertain himself, while his mother slept with her second customer of the day in one of the rooms above. The only other person in the hall besides them was a bored attendant standing behind the reception counter, her face betraying a hint of weary resignation as she fought to stay awake.

Austin strode over until he was able to place his elbows on the counter. “Good morning. I’d like to see your registry please.”

The receptionist quickly snapped back to attention. Her eyes narrowed at the tall, grizzled man standing in front of her. “You don’t look like a Corpse to me.” It was the mocking slang for the BTC Corporate Security forces.

Austin was unfazed. He pulled out his badge and held it at eye level. “I’m worse, Colonial Constabulary. Now let’s see that list of your tenants.”

“Ah screw you,” the young woman said as she started chewing the used bubblegum she had been storing along the side of her mouth once more. “We’ve already paid, so you ain’t got nothing on us.”

Omar had made it beside Austin. He slammed the fleshy part of his fist on the old marble counter, rattling the wooden covering underneath. “This wasn’t a request, you dumb airhead. Don’t make us trash this place!”

The woman stopped in mid chew as her chin trembled. “L-look, my boss, the owner of this place- knows a-a couple of big shots from Corporate Security, o-okay? They s-sort of partnered with him to ru-run this place. He told me not to give out any information to anyone as to who stays here, that includes CC guys. I’m really sorry but i-if I don’t do what he says I could lose my job y-you know.”

Austin smiled to put her at ease as he placed a restraining hand on Omar’s forearm. “Don’t worry, we’re not out to bust anybody. I’m just looking for a guest who might be staying here. He’s an offworld tourist, and he seems to be a squeaky clean loser, so I don’t think your boss will mind.”

The woman nodded. “O-okay, what’s his name?”

“Roman Wells,” Omar said.

The woman started typing on a touch keypad as she looked up at the holographic screen. “Oh, him. Yeah, he was a loser alright. I had to be the one to clean out his room. There wasn’t much in it other than an old luggage roller anyway.”

Austin’s eyes narrowed. “What? Where is he?”

The woman rolled her eyes. “How should I know? He checked in and never paid for his bill. We got a policy in this hotel: if you don’t pay within two days, we keep your stuff in storage until you do.”

“So he just checked in and never came back?” Omar asked.

“That’s what I’ve been saying,” the woman said. “Right when I saw him I knew he was no good. I could usually tell who’s got money and who doesn’t. He was just a gallivant- you know, one of those losers who goes to every known world but doesn’t have the money to do it.”

Austin pursed his lips. “How long ago was this?”

“Oh, I think it was about a week ago.”

Austin pointed at the open door to the office behind her. “You still got his stuff?”

The girl nodded. “Yeah, I think it’s in one of the lockers.”

“Let’s see it.”

She turned around, walked back into the unoccupied office and into the storage area. After a few minutes, she came out again, tugging a piece of luggage with roller wheels. Austin stood by as Omar unzipped the bag by the side of the countertop and began to rummage through it.

Austin crossed his arms. “Anything?”

“Nothing but clothes, toiletries and other crap,” Omar said as he continued to go through the bag’s contents. He looked up at the receptionist. “Did you guys take anything from this?”

The woman shook her head. “Nope, it’s all there.”

Austin suppressed the urge to snort. His partner was still a novice. He knew anything valuable had already been pawned or taken; it was the way these places operated. If the client came in later, they would have just told him the things in question would have been lost, and they wouldn’t be responsible for any liability, since it said so in the contract. He pointed up at the security camera while looking at the woman. “Can we see your security recordings for the past week?”

She hesitated. “Look, I don’t wanna get into trouble.”

Austin’s smile put her at ease. “We’ll overlook anything but this Roman Wells guy, okay?”

The woman added his smartcom ID into the hotel’s network using her keypad. “Okay, but please delete anything on your gadget afterwards, okay?”

“Sure thing, hon,” Austin said as he began to sort through the week old security recordings. Most of the videos showed whores checking in with their clients, along with the occasional dealer. Austin had to control himself from crying out as he witnessed a recording showing the vice governor being personally escorted by the hotel manager up the stairs with a very young girl at his side. Goddamn deviant, he thought. When it came to laws, every far off colony was pretty much left to their own devices, and there were plenty of exceptions to the rules. It was a new kind of Wild West, an untamed frontier where anything goes.

After a few minutes of searching, he finally found Roman Wells. The young man seemed casual enough as he strode down the stairs and walked past the counter, the backpack over his shoulder. The timestamp indicated it was early morning, around the period the tour operators would be getting ready for excursions outside of the city. The video showed nothing out of the ordinary. They had run into a dead end.

Omar stood over his shoulder, looking at the same video. “That’s him alright. But we don’t know what he did afterwards.”

Austin was beginning to get irritated at his partner. The guy was a slow learner when it came to the nuances of the job. “Yes we do. We know he went to a tour company.”

“We don’t know that,” Omar said. “All we know is he left his backpack by the Docks area. He could have taken a hovercraft out into the wetlands for any sort of reason.”

“And do what? He left his main luggage here, so he was expecting to come back. The backpack had only a few t-shirts. And he didn’t have much cash.”

Omar shrugged. “But no one was reported missing.”

“Look at this place,” Austin said. “What does it tell you?”

“It’s a dump,” Omar said.

“Hey, come on now,” the receptionist said. “It’s not too bad. It’s all some people can afford.”

“She’s right,” Austin said. “His cash card is overdrawn. He was staying here and didn’t pay the bill.” He held up his smartcom again, this time checking through the local server logs. He made a quick glance at the receptionist. “What was his room number?”

“Room 216,” she said.

Austin quickly checked the logs and it came back with a trace. Roman Wells had apparently checked out an online advertisement for Outer Limit Tours. The virtual flyer simply stated they would accept cash only, and their services were half the price of the snottier tour outfits.

 

The main hovercraft launching building at the Docks was shaped like a gigantic, raised doughnut. A circular, airtight corridor allowed passengers and crew to walk over into adjoining access tunnels connecting them directly to their respective craft below. Austin and Omar had gotten to the passageway located at the seedier side of the concourse. The entry corridor of the Outer Limit Tours was at the lower level of the launching area, right where the heavy transport craft were located. While the level above had plush waiting areas, along with numerous stores, bars and restaurants, the lower floors had no such amenities. Everything down here stank of engine oil, burned rubber and ion.

Weaving their way around scruffy, half-shirted dockworkers and desperate gallivants, the two detectives trotted along a rusted metal platform before finally reaching a cavernous entryway. A line of locals and adventure seekers stood to one side of the platform, cash on hand and ready to board a waiting hovercraft. A rotund man wearing dirty coveralls stood at the edge of the tunnel with a smartcom in his hand. The moment he saw Austin pushing his way towards him, he grimaced.

Omar pulled out his badge and began waving it at the people in line. “Okay, this tour company has been closed. Sorry, no excursions today.”

A few curses, whistles and jeers came out of the crowd. A small group of locals strode forward, waving their arms in protest, but they quickly backed away when Omar unzipped his jacket, revealing his holstered pistol underneath.

The big man walked up to them, his salt and pepper beard unevenly trimmed. “Hey what’s going on, dude?”

Austin stood in front of him, his hands on his hips. “Detective Hannant. You got a license to operate as a tour boat?”

The man sighed. “We ain’t no touring outfit, okay? These guys are my friends, and we’re all just going for a private ride. There ain’t nothing wrong with it is there?”

“This crap isn’t going to fly with me and you know it,” Austin said holding up his smartcom with Roman’s picture on it. “You know this guy?”

The man shook his head. “Nope. Sorry detective, I can’t help you there.”

Austin pointed at the other end of the entryway. “He was last seen boarding your craft, pal. Now he’s missing. Are we gonna talk or do I have to haul your ass to jail? What’s your name by the way?”

“Brian,” the man said. He was clearly at a disadvantage and he knew it. “Look, Detective, I get a lot of people go into my craft every day. Maybe he went with us, maybe he didn’t. All I know is, when I take my friends out to the swamps, we all get back here, safe and sound.”

“Do you take head counts?” Austin asked.

“Head counts? No,” Brian said. “The groups stick together anyway, so we’ve never had any problems. Maybe he went with those Mexistar Tour guys or something.”

“So you don’t take head counts? It’s possible you could have left someone behind in the swamps then?”

Brain chuckled to help ease the tension. “Come on, Detective, that’s just nuts. Everybody’s got a smartcom these days, so if anyone gets lost they could have just called us or the Shore Patrol, you know.”

Austin glanced over the man’s shoulder. He could see several sets of oxygen tanks, along with rows of second-rate exposure suits. “You guys don’t use any carbon dioxide scrubbers for your life support packs?”

Brian held his hands up. “Who needs them when the basic oxygen tanks work fine?”

“You dumb cheapskate,” Austin said. “Those oxygen tanks will only last for a few hours, while a scrubbing unit can last indefinitely as long as it’s got battery power. If you left somebody out there, they would have died in just a few hours.”

“I told you I never left anybody out there,” Brian said. “My exposure suits have built in com-links on them. So even if their smartcom wasn’t working, there’s an extra redundant system to call for help.”

Austin pointed at the suits on the racks by the inner corridor. “Those cheap things have a range of less than half a kilometer. Your freaking bargain basement tour business left someone behind, and now he’s most probably dead.”

Brian’s cheeks were flushed. “You can’t prove it. You can’t even know the man you’re looking for came into my craft. I’m going to call my lawyer, he’s with BTC you know.”

The husky man let out a shriek when Austin grabbed him by the collar and pushed him up against the wall. “I’m tired of your crap,” the Constabulary detective said. “If you could afford a BTC lawyer you wouldn’t be hustling all these desperadoes and losers for your silly little hovercraft tours. Where do you take these fools to?”

There was genuine fear in Brian’s eyes. “I-I just bring them round the Okefenokee area for a few hours, that’s it, I-I swear. Look I never deliberately left anybody behind, sir. I wouldn’t do that!”

Austin bit his lip. Okefenokee was a protected wildlife sanctuary, and home to one of the largest native tribes in the entire region. Humans were not supposed to be there unless special permission was obtained from the natives first. It was no wonder the unlicensed tour operators stayed in business and had money to pay off the law. But there were also rumors even the licensed tour operators had special side trips for those who were willing to pay for it.

Pushing the husky man out of his way, Austin turned back to look at his partner. “Put out a missing person alert for Roman Wells. He’s outside of the domes, and I think he’s presumed dead.”


Chapter 8

Silesia was a mining town located at the northern edge of the equator, right at the base of the gargantuan mountain range ringing the polar regions of the planet. Home to several hundred humans and an equal number of c’thlooq, it was seen by the League of Colonized Worlds as a showcase for inter-species cooperation. Unlike the colonial cities, Silesia was composed of nondescript, sealed buildings jutting out from the surface. Connected by a tunnel system, the human population mostly served as administrators and ore transport haulers, while the native contingent did most of the manual labor, mining the much needed metals for the world’s economy.

The c’thlooq habitats were located just below the human buildings, and were artificially constructed by BTC engineers. Unlike the sealed corporate structures located at the trails above, the c’thlooq residences were built to mimic their native villages, with a number of exceptions. Several kilometers of tended gardens at its outskirts grew fruit trees under human supervision, while artificially created ponds attracted the small animals that gave the natives their meat supply. When the area was first settled, the company employees were able to persuade a small tribe to work as miners for them, and the local c’thlooq chief eventually adopted much of their ways after learning the English language. A number of scientists from the University of New Bali attempted to set up an anthropological research station to study the natives, but the c’thlooq adamantly refused. For the next forty years, the current arrangement had the natives mine the ores for the company, in exchange for being taught the use of high tech tools and being allowed to live in the habitat built exclusively for them. “Separate but equal” was the town’s motto.

Ignacio Strang rested his head on the side of the cabin as he tried to sleep off the effects of the libations he had the night before, but the occasional shaking of the entire module and the constant vibrations of the engines made it hard for him to fall asleep completely. He was riding at the rear section of the Dragonfly VTOL, an air vehicle resembling the old helicopters of Earth’s past. Nicknamed flitters, the Dragonfly had dual ducted turbofans located at the top of its fuselage, giving it the ability to take off and land vertically, as well as providing superior maneuverability and allowed it to hover over any kind of terrain. These utility vehicles were the mainstay of the company’s air fleet, and they were regularly used as light transports to the more distant parts of the planet. The Dragonfly’s cockpit was pressurized, but its crew could also wear individual life support packs, and the interior cabin doors could be left open, depending on the situation. Since this particular air transport was bringing in a security team, the entire cabin had been pressurized for comfort.

The pilot’s voice over the intercom snapped him awake. “Approaching the main landing pad at Silesia, sir. I’ll depressurize the cabin in five minutes.”

Ignacio blinked a few times while straightening up his seat. Loosening the crash restraints on the chair, he bent down and picked up his helmet. Like the others, he wore a loose fitting exposure suit. Consisting of a full body airtight garment, the E-suits had thick gloves and waterproof boots to fit over their respective extremities, and they resembled the old dry suits industrial deep sea divers used for working in Earth’s oceans. Special cooling tubes were woven into the suit’s interior, to help alleviate against the hot, humid temperatures of the outside. There was a separate neck seal for the enclosed helmet, and the life support unit was attached to the back of the garment with a small air hose to be plugged in. Constant technological refinements resulted with the eventual issuance of carbon dioxide scrubbers as standard equipment. These small battery-powered life support units would draw in the surrounding air, and produce a comfortable oxygen and nitrogen mix after separating the carbon molecules. With sufficient rechargeable battery supplies, people could wear E-suits and venture outside for indefinite periods of time.

The four security personnel donned their helmets as the Dragonfly hovered over the topmost landing pad at the roof of the administration building. Ignacio heard a slight hissing noise, which indicated the aircraft’s interior had begun to cycle in the outside atmosphere. He kept telling himself not to let his father down, but in the end, he really didn’t want this job. Ignacio reluctantly accepted his father’s offer to work for Corporate Security because he was tired of his mom always badgering him to do something about his life. Academic subjects bored him, and it wasn’t his fault he decided to skip classes at the university so he could hang out with his friends. He breezed through CorpSec basic training, even though he had a feeling his instructors were deliberately passing him in order to keep their jobs. Pretty soon he had found a new set of friends within the department, and he ignored the rumors about the guys chilling out with him only doing so because of who his father was. The one good thing about the work was it enabled him to finally live on his own, and he wouldn’t have to keep badgering his parents for an allowance. Ignacio figured he could do this for a couple more years, then retire on a light pension; his parent’s trust fund would do the rest.

The Dragonfly landed gently on the pad, and its ducted turbofans curled upwards while deactivating. The side doors opened, and the four security officers leapt out. The walk towards the airlock took less than a minute, and they soon took their helmets off once the atmosphere cycled to human standards.

As soon as the inner airlock doors opened, a short balding man with thin glasses and a goatee strode inside and held out his hand to one of the junior officers. “Welcome to Silesia, Lieutenant Strang.”

Devon Taylor was nearly the same age as Ignacio and he chuckled as he shook the administrator’s hand. “Thanks, but I’m not the CO,” he said, pointing to Ignacio. “That’s him.”

Frank Coo had only been recently promoted from the ranks, and he was completely dumbfounded at making such a huge mistake. The two young men in front of him looked very much alike. He quickly held his hand out to Ignacio and grinned broadly. “My apologies, Lieutenant.”

Ignacio held onto his helmet while keeping his arms to his sides. “So what seems to be the problem here?”

Frank gulped before replying. It looked like he was off to a bad start. “Oh, it’s just a minor problem. Could I show you over to your quarters, first? Perhaps you’d like to freshen up before the meeting.”

Ignacio walked past him and into the adjoining corridor. He had a date that evening. “No, I want to be back at Virac City by nightfall. Let’s head over to the meeting room right now.”

Frank quickly caught up to him. “Yes, of course. This way please.”

The five of them strode into several halls containing offices, before going into an elevator. Devon and the other two officers were constantly laughing and pushing each other. At one point, they accidentally bumped into Frank, who ended up colliding with the wall of the elevator. Frank winced in pain while straightening himself as the three officers continued their rough play, while Ignacio ignored the whole affair completely.

When the elevator doors opened, Frank quickly got out and ushered them into a nearby meeting room. Devon and his two pals helped themselves to the assorted pastries and coffee laid out for them. In a matter of seconds, all the snacks on the table were gone.

Frank made his way to the other side of the table and sat down. “I guess we could get started on the problem then.”

Ignacio was sitting across the other side. His legs were propped up on the table and he pulled out a pack of cigarettes. One of the other security officers quickly stopped his horseplay for a minute in order to light Ignacio’s roll.

Devon continued to chuckle as he sat down beside Ignacio. He looked up at the administrator. “You got any more food?”

Frank pulled out his smartcom and started texting on it. “Sure, I’ll have them bring up sandwiches and more coffee for you.”

“Thanks,” Devon said. “We didn’t get a chance to eat breakfast before we left.”

Ignacio exhaled a plume of grey smoke. “Come on, let’s get on with it.”

Frank nodded. He pointed at the holographic bar graph being displayed on the monitor screen. “As you can see, our productivity has dropped down considerably, by more than eighty percent. This was why I requested a security team with experience in negotiations.”

Devon laughed harder. “Oh we know how to negotiate alright. All Ignacio’s gotta do is to show his pretty face and we can get anything we want!”

Ignacio glared at him before he turned his attention back to the administrator. “Get to the goddamn point already, what is the freaking problem?”

“It’s the natives,” Frank said softly.

Ignacio looked bored. “The frogtards? What about them?”

“Well, you see they had filed a number of complaints, and now they’re refusing to go back into the mines.”

Devon snickered. He had brought a bottle of whisky along during the flight to Silesia, and he had shared it with the other two until it was empty. “Well, they probably filled it all up with frogger poo, that’s why!”

Ignacio gave him a backhanded slap across his chest, which made him settle down for a bit. “Take it easy,” he said tersely before once again looking up at Frank. “What kind of complaints have they had?”

“Oh, just the usual complaints of vandalism and theft from their habitats,” Frank said. “They claimed their T’thok area was churned up by a dozer bot, and somebody spray painted some not so nice words on the outside of a few of their houses. They also said a few of their tools were stolen too.”

Richard Marietta, one of the other security officers, raised his hand. “Those froggers can read?”

Frank nodded. “Yes, we taught them a few words and such. Mostly due to mine safety regulations and all that. These natives are a lot smarter than we think.”

Ignacio waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “You made an official request for CorpSec intervention just for this? Don’t you already have a security team that’s stationed here?”

“We do, but I think they’re part of the problem,” Frank said.

“What do you mean?”

“The natives are accusing the security detail of having done it,” Frank said. “They are refusing to work until the damage is cleaned up, their T’thok area repaired, and the security team is replaced.”

Ignacio looked at his colleagues. “What’s this T’thok thing again?”

Devon shrugged. “It’s just some stupid play they do all the time. Like a croak orchestra, I think.”

“I don’t get why this is such a big deal to these froggy retards,” Ignacio said. “Frank, do you think your security detachment is guilty?”

Frank sighed. “I know Sergeant Weiner doesn’t like the natives. Occasionally he gets intoxicated while on duty, and he’s done a few minor things in the past, but I find it highly unlikely he did it since there’s no proof his team did anything.”

“What about the logs and all that? Don’t you guys have security cams to take a look?” Ignacio asked.

Frank’s cheeks turned red. “Well, they were actually down for maintenance when all of it happened, so we don’t really know. The natives said several of their children witnessed the security team in the area at the time it occurred.”

“There’s no one else who could have done it?”

“Well the maintenance crews were in the area too, but they’re denying they did anything to the habitats,” Frank said.

“Where’s this Weiner now?”

“He’s actually waiting in the adjoining room since I figured you might want to talk to him,” Frank said.

“Get him in here,” Ignacio said. Devon and the other two exchanged anticipated looks; they would finally see their man in action.

Frank keyed in his smartcom, and Sergeant JJ Weiner entered the room less than a minute later. He was a short, squat man with a blond buzz cut. He stood in front of them, his hands behind his back as a gesture of respect.

“So you’re Weiner then,” Ignacio said. He was on his third smoke, and he continued to flick ashes onto the table, and the carpeted floor below had two discarded cigarette butts. “Go ahead and tell us what happened.”

“Those toadies are lying,” Weiner said. “My men were just there to check on the security cams, and that’s it. We didn’t do anything to them at all.”

“You call them toadies? I thought they were froggers,” Devon said.

Weiner gave him a smirk. “We call them toads up here, it’s a Silesian tradition.”

“So why would they accuse you then?” Ignacio said.

Weiner shrugged. “They don’t like me and I don’t like them. Ever since that time I accidentally crippled the chief’s son, but it wasn’t my fault. Stupid little toady didn’t move out of the way fast enough when one of our hovercraft deactivated its lift fans. That was like years ago though. After that it was one complaint after another.”

“Well if you guys didn’t do it, then who do you think did? The maintenance crews?” Ignacio said.

Weiner rolled his eyes. “Nah, the maintenance crews were on the other side. I think the toads did it to themselves just to frame us. I know one of them accused me of stealing a drill from them awhile back, but they later found out another toad just forgot to bring it out of the mine shaft, so these fart breathing slimeballs just start making things up. They’re not as dumb as they look. They can lie and all.”

Ignacio made eye contact with him. “So can humans. Is there any reason why I ought to believe you?”

Weiner chuckled. “Because I’m human and not some giant toad, Lieutenant.”

Ignacio stood up and stretched his arms. Sitting down was making his back ache. “We’ll see. Let’s get going.”

Frank was surprised. “Where are we going?”

“To meet with this frogger chief of theirs,” Ignacio said as he slapped Devon on the back of his neck. “Get up, you lazy bum.”

Devon grimaced as he got up. “What about the sandwiches?”

“Screw the sandwiches, let’s get this over and done with,” Ignacio said, pointing to the sergeant. “You’re coming with us.”

Weiner had a shocked look on his face. “Me? What do you need me for?”

Ignacio was already close to the door. “You’ll see. It’s an order.”

 

A few minutes later, the six of them were fully suited up as they stood outside. The loading dock was deserted since the work had stopped and the humans stayed in their quarters. The side of the hangar was open, and a trail led down to a dirt highway. All around them were parked hovercraft, used for hauling ores towards the port cities to the south. They stood in a semi-circle as a small crowd of c’thlooq soon converged on them, hopping inside past the hangar doors. The natives numbered a little over a dozen. Devon and the other two security officers kept their hands close to their holstered pistols. Frank had been the last one to enter the airlock and he was still adjusting his E-suit when the chief of the tribe hopped over and settled just a few meters in front of them.

Frank made a slight bow. “Good morning, Chief L’luulch. I hereby bring the new security commander, and his name is Strang.”

“Lieutenant Strang,” Ignacio said.

The chief seemed to be slightly smaller when compared to his other companions. Ignacio wondered how a frogger that small could be considered a leader. He always figured when it came to choosing their chiefs, these creatures always appointed the largest of their kind. A part of him figured the chief must have brought his biggest bodyguards in case of a fight. It didn’t look like they were armed as the natives didn’t seem to be carrying anything. Nevertheless, he was confident the sidearms his team carried would be enough to deal with any potential violence if it were to occur.

Weiner stood beside Ignacio. Like the others, his hand stayed at his side, ready to draw out his pistol. He wasn’t sure what the new security chief was up to, so he kept quiet and waited.

The chief spoke in heavily accented English, his basso voice was spliced with clicks, ticks and gurgles. “Fwank, ish is welcome so see yoo achain.”

Frank nodded. “Likewise, Chief. Lieutenant Strang here has full authority to negotiate with you. Tell us what is wrong, and we will fix it so we can all go back to work, yes?”

The chief’s skin color changed into a mottled purple as he pointed a clawed forefinger towards Ignacio. “This is yoush leachel chow?”

“I am in command,” Ignacio said, pointing at Weiner. “Is this the man who you say is responsible for the damage to your homes?”

“Yess,” the chief said. “Chouchless chimes he hass hurch c’thlooq.”

Weiner held up his middle finger to the natives. “Screw you, you freaking toads. You ain’t got no proof I ever did anything to you- so suck it.”

The chief’s skin turned into a reddish brown color as he faced the sergeant. “You husch chay foo wha you chon. You shich f’iichu.”

Ignacio turned to Frank. “What’s a f’iichu?”

“Spikeworm,” Frank said. “One of those large arthropods the natives hunt. Pretty dangerous creature, I’ve heard they take casualties when the bigger ones attacks their villages.”

Ignacio waved his hand to shut him up. “Okay, I got it.”

“You slimeballs think you can get away with insulting me like this?” Weiner said, reaching for his pistol. “I’ll plug you full of holes, you stinking toady!”

Ignacio pointed a finger at him. “Do not draw your weapon!”

Weiner was fuming. He could barely contain himself. “But- but this toady insulted me!”

Ignacio looked at his close friend. “Devon, take his pistol.”

“Okay,” Devon said. The young security officer moved over until he stood just behind Weiner, pushed his hand away, and took out the pistol from the sergeant’s hip holster. Devon then moved backwards before placing the confiscated pistol in his belt, behind his back.

Weiner held his hands up in frustration. “What in the hell is this? You can’t do this to me!”

“I can and I will,” Ignacio said to him before looking at the chief. “This man, if we get rid of him- will you all go back to work?”

The chief’s colors changed to a dark brown. “Yess. Uch wee much asch foo y’schiip.”

Ignacio placed his hands on his hips. He had never been so close to a native before, and just talking to them was giving him a headache. “Frank, what is y’schiip?”

“Multiple meanings,” Frank said. “Y’schiip is like a combination of honor and justice. If one of them has done harm to another, then they must undergo some sort of ritual to cleanse himself from the taint of dishonor. I think the offender ends up going to the T’thok place and the whole village sort of chastises him or something like that.”

Ignacio pointed at the sergeant. “So they want him to undergo this ritual?”

Weiner shook his head rapidly from side to side before turning around and began to make his way towards the airlock. “I won’t do any of this bullcrap. I quit.”

“Stay where you are!” Ignacio said. Devon, Richard and another security officer ran over to Weiner, and they grabbed him by the elbows and began to pull him back towards them.

Weiner struggled, but the three security officers continued to drag him back towards the group. “Hey, let go of me!”

Frank started trembling. “I-is this legal?”

“Shut up,” Ignacio said to him before turning his attention back to Weiner once more. “Are you going to submit to this ritual or not?”

“Screw you, you little piece of crap,” Weiner said. “You think you can do whatever you want just because your daddy is the top security honcho of the company? Well I’m a free man and I’m resigning. Effective as of right now. And when I get back to Virac City, I’ll tell the whole planet just what a snot nosed dumbass you really are.”

“Ooh,” Devon said softly, but loud enough for everyone to hear through their com-links. “You gonna take that from him, Iggy?”

“We’ll see,” Ignacio said before looking at Frank once more. “I watched snippets of this frogger documentary on TV awhile back, they showed something like a sort of hunting ritual, you know, the one allowing the natives to fight in order to defend themselves or something like that?”

“I-I don’t know what you mean,” Frank said nervously.

Devon thought about it for a minute. “Aha, I remember that from high school- I think it’s called S’sst, or something like it.”

Frank gasped. S’sst was not fully understood, but there were recorded instances when the natives uttered the word in situations when it came to dealing with violence. A number of anthropological papers had concluded it was a hunting ritual, while a few others figured it was some sort of self-defense etiquette allowing the natives to engage in battle. In the end, there was no consensus, and researchers felt more studies and observation were needed. Fights amongst the c’thlooq were rare, but when it happened, the natives were not above any form of murderous savagery, even though there were no recorded instances of natives ever killing each other.

Weiner sensed the palpable change in the air. “What the hell is going on?”

Ignacio looked at the chief, before pointing his finger at the sergeant. “S’sst.”

The c’thlooq chief didn’t betray any expression. He simply blinked a few times using the nictitating membrane over his eyes.

Ignacio gestured at Devon and the others to bring Weiner over to the natives. “He’s all theirs. Let them take him.”

Weiner tried to wrench free from the hands grasping his arms, but there were too many of them. “What? You can’t do this to me! I got my rights, I’m a human being!”

“H-he’s right,” Frank said softly. “I-I don’t think we can do this.”

“I told you to shut up,” Ignacio said to him before looking over at the struggling man and his captors. “Well hurry up and get on with it!”

“Noo!” Weiner said as the other three security officers dragged him by the arms until he was just in front of the group of natives. Weiner tried to run away, but Devon pushed him backwards, and he quickly collided with the largest c’thlooq in the group. The native didn’t react at first, but when Weiner grabbed hold of the indigene’s arm to pull himself up, the large creature lashed out and pinned the hapless sergeant to the ground with its stubby front limbs.

“Help me!” Weiner said as the chief uttered a low croak and the entire group pounced on him, biting and tearing at his body with their claws and teeth.

Devon just stood there laughing as he pulled out his smartcom to record the video.


Chapter 9

Brother Moises Borbon wrapped the stole before placing the narrow strip of cloth back into the drawer. Mass had just ended, and he had participated as an altar server in order to re-familiarize himself with the age-old rituals of faith. It had been months since he had been a part of a proper Catholic Mass, and his inner soul felt refreshed and ready to face the world once more. So far everything seemed routine, and the fair sized crowd hearing the liturgical ritual seemed no more different than the congregations he had been with back on Earth. Other than seeing the dome overhead every time he was out on the street and the lack of moisture in the air, he could have sworn he was still living on his home planet. But as he tidied up the rest of the church vestments in the dressing room, he knew the real work was about to begin.

Father Peter O’Malley walked into the room still wearing his alb, a white robe priests normally wear over their cassock during Mass. At sixty-five, he was provincial superior of the Jesuit mission on the planet and fully ordained by the Church to offer Mass. His thinning white hair and pale cheeks made him look like an identical twin to the new Pope. O’Malley gave the younger man a faint smile. “How does church feel to you now, Moises?”

Moises smiled back as he helped the older man out of his robe. Things were less formal in private, and they usually called each other by their first names. “It felt rejuvenating to hear the Liturgy after so many months in space. Even though I was mostly asleep, my soul still yearned to hear God’s word.”

O’Malley nodded as he put away the Book of the Gospels on the shelf by the wall. “I think you are a great addition to this team. It’s a pity you’ll be spending most of your time outside instead of being in the city.”

Moises was intrigued. “You think it’s better we concentrate on converting the people in the colony instead of the natives?”

O’Malley let out a sigh before answering him. “While I believe the natives are God’s creatures, they are not in the same image of man. I know our Holy Father says otherwise, but I feel it’s better to concentrate our efforts with the colonists instead.”

“Why do you think God created the c’thlooq then?”

O’Malley frowned. When it came to an official Catholic doctrine in regards to extra-terrestrial intelligent life, there really wasn’t one. The Church’s stance would change every time a new pope was chosen, and this latest mandate was no exception. He had seen it all before, and he was somewhat pessimistic about the whole thing. “While these natives have a language and they seem to at times act like people, I don’t think they have a soul to save. We ought to just stick to working with the colonists, and leave the natives be.”

“With respect I disagree, Peter,” Moises said. “Like our pope I believe any intelligent being has a soul. I have dedicated my life’s work to this.”

O’Malley shook his head as he opened the door leading to the back corridor. “You’ll see. I have been living here for more than thirty years, and nobody, not the Muslims, the Protestants, nor the Mormons have ever been able to convert the natives. It’s not possible when the ones you talk to ignore your words.”

“I have faith we will succeed this time.”

O’Malley smiled while adjusting his glasses, gesturing at Moises to go ahead. “We’ll see.”

Both men walked down the narrow corridor towards the other side of the building containing their private quarters. There were close to a dozen Jesuit brothers working alongside the smaller, priestly contingent of the enclave; the latter group’s main duty was to offer Catholic Mass to the colonists, while the Jesuits tended to work hand in hand with the academics at the University to study the unique environment of Wetworld. In truth the lines between priest and brother had been blurred, for a number of the Jesuits were called upon to give Mass in the more remote areas of the planet. Even though it was a calling, each still had their own reasons for being here.

Passing through the inner hallway, the pair bumped into Santos, the building’s resident cook and all-around helper. He was a short, squat man of indeterminate age and possessed an ever cheerful personality. Moises had easily gotten along with him, as did everyone else. All three men greeted each other with a good morning.

Santos grinned as he wiped the oily stains of his fingers on the bib apron he wore. “I brought tea over to the meeting room. Brother Guido and Father Arnaud are presently awaiting you both.”

O’Malley nodded. “Thank you, Santos.” He turned to look at Moises. “Let us hopefully finish this meeting before lunchtime.”

Moises bit his lip. Guido De Luca was to be his partner out on the field and seemed friendly enough, though Moises still didn’t know too much about him. Arnaud Leclerc on the other hand, was official representative of the Order of Preachers in Wetworld, and the Dominicans did not have a very hopeful view of his mission, nor of the natives. The meeting was to outline their plans for a new direction when it came to dealing with the c’thlooq, but Moises figured it would also end up as a philosophical debate on sentient life in general. He needed to overcome any disagreements if the cause was to succeed.

Santos grinned at the young Jesuit and gave him a wink. “I have been able to get some fresh chickens. I shall prepare them just the way you like it, roasted, with Peruvian sauce on the side!”

Moises couldn’t help but smile. Santos always had a way of brightening his day. “I look forward to it, Santos. I’ll see you in awhile.”

Santos grinned while hurrying back to the kitchen. O’Malley chuckled and shook his head slightly as he led the way towards the meeting room. Luncheons were always something to look forward to in the life of a priest.

Quickening his pace, Moises continued to walk alongside the older priest. “He’s not only a good cook, but his demeanor is like an angel’s. I’ve haven’t had the chance to talk to him about his past though.”

“Santos has been with us longer than I have,” O’Malley said.

“Oh? How old is he?”

The older man chuckled once more. “I don’t know. He’s never told anyone his true age. Santos hasn’t changed much since I first came here as a young man. His genetic makeup must be very robust. Quite a few of the older generation colonists in this world have the same traits.”

“How did he end up here?”

“The previous provincial told me he had found Santos in one of the homeless shelters in the Docks District,” O’Malley said. “The Order took pity on him and so we took him in. Santos has been with us ever since. If you need some repairs done in your quarters or any kind of errand he will willingly do it. He’s been a fixture in this place for as long as I could remember.”

“What a wonderful story,” Moises said. “I’m glad he’s with us.”

They both stood just outside the meeting room door. O’Malley stooped over to whisper into the younger man’s ear. “Please be patient with Father Arnaud. He may say things you might disagree with, but he has quite a lot of influence with the Church back on Earth. I would advise you to be ever so diplomatic when dealing with him.”

Moises nodded. The Dominican Order was pressuring the Holy See to set up their own branch on New Bali, but for now could only assign representatives to already existing churches on the planet. Moises worried at the thought of a competing Catholic philosophy, especially at such a critical time. “Thanks for the tip, Peter. I do appreciate it.”

O’Malley gave him a wink while turning the knob on the door. “Anytime.”

The small meeting room had imitation wood paneling along its walls, with ornate carved decorations in the Balinese style. Even the confession booths beside the church had very intricate designs, a testament to the quality of work done by local artisans in the colony. In contrast, the plain hard plastic table and chairs occupying the middle of the room seemed inappropriately mundane.

Their two colleagues stood up and all shook hands the moment they walked inside. Brother Guido De Luca was already on his second cup of tea laced with brown sugar from the nearby hydroponics market while Father Arnaud Leclerc’s cup was filled only with hot water. Moises helped himself to a steaming cup of ginger tea as the others sat down.

O’Malley figured there was no need for formal introductions since they all knew each other. “Right, we met Santos on the way here and it looks like he is preparing an elaborate luncheon. Therefore, I don’t think this meeting will last too long.”

Arnaud was pale and clean-shaven, even his scalp had a buzz cut to help hide the bald spot at the top of his head. He adjusted the wire-rimmed glasses over his hawk-like nose and stared intently at Moises. His tone was brusque and to the point. “I wanted to ask if you had any new ideas in regards to dealing with the aliens besides the things we’re already doing.”

O’Malley cleared his throat. “Perhaps it might be better if we get an overview of the situation from Brother Guido first. After all, Moises has only been here for just a little over a week.”

Guido smiled, trying his best to put everyone at ease. “Grazie. Well as you all know, I have returned just a few days ago from the outpost at Okefenokee. As per my report, the interactions with the natives have declined for the past few months, but it is because the high season for T’thok is upon us. I believe the numbers should go up again in about sixty days.”

Moises nodded. The Blish Research Station near the wildlife sanctuary was partly funded by the Jesuit Order. There was even an outdoor chapel set up along its grounds, but so far not one member of the natives had ever attended a single liturgical ritual since it was built. The New Bali University had several staff members conducting field research at the base, and quite a few of the more radical academics had objected to the Catholic presence, but due to the Church being a major funding partner in maintaining the station, the Jesuits were more or less tolerated.

Arnaud tapped his fingers on the table. “So nothing has changed. We have been placing a lot of the Church’s resources into that little outpost and all we have to show is an always empty church. I think we need to scale back our efforts there. Instead of a weekly excursion to the station, we should reschedule for one trip every two months instead.”

Guido was taken aback. He adjusted his own glasses before answering. “But if we do this then what little gains we have made will be lost.”

Arnaud looked at him coldly. “What have we gained for the last fifty years since we co-funded the construction and maintenance of the station? Nothing.”

O’Malley interjected. “I wouldn’t say that. We have maintained a steady relationship with the university and the natives have been aware of our presence there.”

“Si. We have assisted in a number of charitable works,” Guido said. “Two years ago there was a flood when the dam broke, and several villages outside of the sanctuary zone had been destroyed. We helped to rebuild many of their native homes.”

“I know- I was out there helping along with almost everyone else,” Arnaud said. “And what did the aliens do to thank us? Nothing. They just went about whatever it is they normally do. Those beings have no feelings, they have no affection. Even the simple robots we have in the colony have more empathy than they do.”

“I think it is because we have not communicated with them properly,” Guido said. “Granted, we can speak to the natives using their language, but there is so much we still do not know. I have seen some of the natives helping their own and they do seem to care for their children’s wellbeing. I’ve also never seen any of their kind killing each other.”

Arnaud leaned forward. “Yes, I agree with you. The aliens do care, but only for their own kind. There have been reported instances when a human being gets injured out in the field and the natives ignore their pleas for help. They simply do not care about us.”

O’Malley was trying to serve as referee, unwilling to take a side. “And what do you propose we do, Father Arnaud?”

“We should stop funding for the trips out in the field and instead divert it towards what is happening in the cities. There are so many charitable projects we can do here but we can’t because we don’t have the money for it,” Arnaud said

Guido shook his head. “We need to keep up with the excursions. The university has been facing budget cuts and they’re more dependent on our funding than ever before. If we scale back our presence now it could end up abandoning our foothold at the station.”

“Our presence there has been a persistent drain on our budget for decades and we’ve nothing to show for it,” Arnaud said plainly. “All I’m suggesting is we find a better way to use our limited resources.”

O’Malley glanced at Moises. “And I think this is where you come in.”

Moises cleared his throat. He had been briefed by the Holy Father himself before making the multi light-year trip to Wetworld. “I propose we adopt a new strategy for dealing with the natives. So far, all we have done is to try and attract their attention by demonstrating what we can do and through our charitable works, and then wait for their reaction to our behavior- which has yet to happen.”

Arnaud looked at him quizzically. “And this new strategy is?”

Moises remained stoic. “I would suggest we go beyond the perimeter of the research station and interact with the natives within their own territory.”

Arnaud’s eyebrows shot up. “What? That’s absurd! Going past the secure perimeter would mean exposing oneself to the dangers of the swamps.” He turned to look at O’Malley. “Surely this cannot be permitted.”

O’Malley turned his own attention to Moises. “Father Arnaud is right. There are poisonous organisms and the remoteness of the area means you may not get any help if your life is threatened.”

Moises clenched his jaw. He had expected some resistance, but having the two senior-most leaders of the Order disagreeing with his plan made it an uphill battle. Nevertheless, he was determined to win. “There are other people out there living on their own and they have lived peacefully with the natives for over a hundred years in even more remote areas than the station.”

Arnaud was not amused. “You are referring to the muckers? Those swamp people are worthless provincials. They do not interact with the aliens either, by the way.”

Guido visibly winced when the word mucker was mentioned. It was a common slur directed against the individuals and small groups of humans who lived permanently outside of the domed cities. The people existing in the frontier usually referred to themselves as hinterlanders or boonies. Guido’s own experiences in meeting with these rugged men and women bordered on ambivalence, for they always tended to ignore men of faith, concentrating on eking out a living in the untamed wilds. The boonies simply had no time or inclination to hear the word of God.

O’Malley was visibly disturbed by the sudden brusqueness of the Dominican representative, but it was important he remain impartial. “Brother Moises, our insurance policies will also not cover any kind of venture outside of the perimeter. And it would even bring up further problems because we do not have the budget for an extended excursion past the research station.”

Moises placed his hands on the tabletop. He had remained calm and stoically weathered the criticism so far. “I understand all of that. What I propose is we hire a local guide to show us the way, and help us to gain permission with the natives to spend an extended time within their territory. From what I read in the most recent anthropological papers, there have been expeditions arranged by the university researchers for field study. I wish to join them.”

Arnaud snorted. “You act as if you read all this in a book. I can tell you being out there will be very different than just studying about it. And how do you expect to finance all of this? Guides cost money, and I’m pretty sure the university will expect to be paid for expenses incurred if they bring you along too.”

“I have been saving up my salary and my own family has contributed to a fund and its recently been transferred here,” Moises said calmly. “I can pay for my own way so as not to upset any of our current financial commitments.”

Arnaud grimaced. He had expected to shut down this young Jesuit during the meeting, but Moises seemed to have all the answers. “What about the insurance policy?”

“I shall place my life in God’s hands,” Moises said softly.

O’Malley nodded. “What if the university doesn’t accept you as part of their field expedition?”

“Then I shall go at it alone,” Moises said. “I have already sent emails to a representative in the university, and she has assured me there is a good chance for my placement. If it doesn’t get approved, I have enough of my own funds to hire a hinterlander guide on my own.”

Guido rubbed his chin. “So what role do I play in all of this?”

Moises winked at him. “We can stay in communication while you’re at the research station. I’ll need someone to coordinate with and to relay any new findings.”

Arnaud remained unconvinced. He crossed his arms while glancing at the provincial father. “I do not like this. I think it’s foolish to go out there and trust your life into the hands of the aliens and the boonies.”

“It’s not your life, but my own,” Moises said. “I have told the Holy Father of this before I left Earth, and he accepted my plan.”

O’Malley nodded. “I too was given a message by His Holiness before your arrival here. While there are significant risks in this undertaking, it is imperative we find a new way towards a spiritual understanding with the natives of this planet. I have to admit I believe the natives to be merely intelligent animals, but I could be wrong in this. Our own Jesuit teaching tells us to find God in all things, and if we could truly discover his divine presence within the natives of this world, then we will have achieved a great success. I am tentatively approving this plan.”

Moises couldn’t help but grin. He’d gotten what he wanted. Now for the hard part.


Chapter 10

Unlike the two plainclothes detectives standing in front of him, Colonel James Vance wore the khaki and purple colored fatigues of the Constabulary. Nearly two meters in height, Vance had a reputation for being a stickler for procedures, and he was also not the kind to rock the boat, which made him a somewhat popular choice to command the Virac City Police Force. However, this latest request had him twisting uncomfortably while sitting on the high-backed chair in his office. “Why hasn’t your section captain told me about this?” he asked the two.

Austin Hannant knew he would be the one to do most of the talking. “He told me not to bother, sir.”

Omar Kelly nodded silently. His partner had told him not to utter a single word.

Vance grimaced while leaning forward on his desk. “I see. So you two decided to go over his head and see me personally about this. Is that right?”

Austin gave him a blank look. “Well actually, Colonel, it went like this- after I submitted my report to Captain Yap, I didn’t think he had time to go look it over more thoroughly, since he was just about to go on vacation. So we felt it might be better to give you a copy of it directly.”

Vance scowled at him. He had read up on Austin’s records, and he knew the detective wasn’t a military academy graduate; he had been hired due to his previous experience with the police forces back on Earth. It seemed the man standing in front of him had a wanton disregard for the ins and outs of the paramilitary culture within the Constabulary. “So to recap all this: you want me to sign off for a search and rescue mission outside of city limits- in an area beyond my unit’s jurisdiction- for a lost tourist?”

“Not just any tourist, sir,” Omar Kelly said. “We looked into his file, and this person’s family seems well connected with the Martian government.”

Vance sighed. “Did you not place an alert with the Shore Patrol already?”

“We did, sir,” Austin said. “But the Shore Patrol doesn’t cover the Okefenokee area, that’s where I think we’ll find the subject’s body.”

Vance leaned back in his chair. “Hannant, as to what division of the Constabulary do you belong to?”

“Homicide, sir.”

Vance nodded. “Right, homicide. Murder cases and robberies are what your squad covers, not missing persons.”

“But Colonel,” Austin said. “We don’t really have a missing persons squad anymore- it was eliminated because of budget cuts, now missing person cases are assigned to any department with available manpower.”

“Sure, missing persons within our jurisdiction, and you have already concluded this fellah is outside of our own,” Vance said. “Like your own captain said, it’s not our problem.”

“But Colonel—”

Vance slammed the top of his desk with an open palm. “Enough, Hannant. Not only does this case go beyond our mandate, we don’t have the budget to allocate for a search party either, so forget about it.”

“Colonel, if we don’t do anything and people find out about it, it could blow up in our faces,” Omar said.

Vance scowled at him. “You still here?”

Both detectives walked out of the colonel’s office and headed dejectedly back towards their departmental room. Austin knew there wasn’t much of a chance they’d have gotten the okay, but he wanted to at least give it a try.

Omar bit his lip while walking alongside his more senior partner. “I can’t believe we got told twice to forget about this guy. It’s like we aren’t supposed to care.”

Austin rounded the corner and headed towards his desk. “We tried, that’s what matters.”

Omar shook his head rapidly. “No, this is not the way it’s supposed to go!”

Austin let out a deep breath as he leaned on the side of his desk. “You want to know how many missing persons we have on the database? A lot. Probably around tens of thousands. We’ve filed the paperwork on this guy. That’s all we can do.”

Omar looked away as he slumped into his chair. “There’s got to be more than this. I signed up for the Constabulary to make a difference, not just go through the motions.”

Austin’s desk was just beside his partner’s. He sat down on his chair and started up the image recognition program on his computer. Whenever he wanted to forget about an unsolved case, he would stare at his son’s picture once again and play around with it.

For a long minute Omar just stared into space, ignoring the comings and goings around him. With nothing else to do, he activated the computer on his desk and sent an anonymous email to the scoop inbox at the New Bali Examiner, the planet’s leading news organization.

 

Inside the offices of the Examiner, Debra Segal was busy typing up an article on her computer when a message flag popped up on her holographic monitor screen. She was just about to transfer it to another reporter when she glanced at the contents of the message. After reading it a second time, she soon forgot about the piece she was writing and immediately began a search through all the databases with anything on Roman Wells. After transferring all of her notes onto her smartcom, she got up from her chair and hurried over to the nearby office of her editor, Mitch Shakely.

Mitch was balding, middle-aged, and his paunch was starting to strain the extra-large office shirt he always wore. He was just sorting through the latest articles filtering into his virtual queue when his youngest reporter burst into the room. Momentarily startled, Mitch accidentally pushed a button on his keyboard, and the entire screen in front of him suddenly went blank. As he frantically inputted a command to bring back the documents he was working on, he had suddenly realized he had forgotten to activate the autosave feature on his console. Gritting his teeth, he let out a litany of earthy curses before calming down once more.

Debra realized what she had just caused and began to ease her way back towards the open doorway. “I’m sorry, maybe I should come back at another time.”

Mitch glared at her, a palpable, frustrated rage in his eyes. An entire day’s work of copyediting was gone, and he needed someone to blame. “What is it?”

“A scoop just came into my queue,” Debra said excitedly. “Missing persons case the Constabulary won’t touch. Prominent scion of a Martian dynasty is out there, possibly in c’thlooq territory.”

“Any idea on how he ended up there?”

Debra shrugged. “Tourist adventure gone wrong it seems.”

Mitch snorted. “So another tourist got lost and is probably dead in frogger country, so what? There’s dozens of cases like that a year.”

“But those tourists usually end up dead just outside of the cities because of E-suit failures,” Debra said. “This guy hasn’t been found yet, and his family is pretty influential. The Wells own one of the biggest mining conglomerates on Mars. An uploaded news link just today offered a big reward for any information on his whereabouts.”

Mitch shook his head slowly as he checked the incoming message on the incident. “Beyond his family’s status, I don’t see how this is any different from any other news report on accidental deaths. You could just write a short about some guy whose missing and presumed dead and we place it on the back links of the virtual site. It’ll take you five minutes to do all of that.”

“Don’t you see, Mitch? This is part of our expose on the corruption of the government. The cons won’t touch it because it’s outside their jurisdiction, the Shore Patrol won’t bother with it because they aren’t allowed into native areas, and the governor’s office will cover it up because the poor guy booked a tour with an unlicensed business. This is a perfect story if we spice it up enough,” Debra said.

Mitch sighed as he leaned back on his chair and stretched his arms. “Lady, you are a crusader. I’ve accepted every one of your cockamamie articles for this news agency and its made us the laughingstock of the colony! Remember the piece you wrote about council members taking in underage prostitutes last year? We had to settle out of court and retract it because your so-called source never issued a statement to the prosecutor’s office.”

“That’s because they killed her before she could do it!”

“She died of an accidental drug overdose,” Mitch said. “The coroner said so and so did the cops.”

“You know it’s crap, Mitch,” Debra said. “It wasn’t the cons who investigated my source, but BTC Security did and everyone knows they defend the politicos in their payroll. They had her killed and they covered it up. I even wanted to write about the cover-up but you stopped me.”

“I stopped you because we can’t afford another out of court settlement and retraction of our stories,” Mitch said. “The managing director wanted to fire you right then and there but I stuck my neck out for you, and I nearly got fired myself!”

Debra looked down. “Yes, and I owe you one, Mitch. But you do agree with me they killed her, right?”

“She was an underage junkie who took too many pills,” Mitch said softly. “You knew that before she told you her supposed story. You also knew she was still taking drugs while you were interviewing her, right?”

Debra let out a deep breath. “Yes she was, okay? But my source was going to come clean. She told me she was in fear for her life and had to take medication to soothe her nerves because of the stress she was going through.”

“So it’s entirely possible the cops were right about her death by OD, yeah?”

“I knew her, Mitch,” Debra said. “I knew her- she was ready to start a new life. We talked for weeks on end, but then they found out about it and they silenced her.”

“Answer my question, Debbie. Is it possible the cops were right when they said she did an OD?”

Debra looked away. “Yeah, I guess so.”

Mitch crossed his arms. “Right. That’s what I’m saying. If you want to muckrake then you need to do it properly and cover all your bases. The next article I will approve coming from you has to be airtight. It means the facts and only the facts and corroborated by multiple, reliable sources this time. If there’s one little flaw in it then I ain’t gonna publish and you don’t get paid. Got it?”

She looked back at him with a slight smile on her face. “So I can work on this story?”

“Yeah, fine- as soon as you finish up the article you were assigned to write up today,” he said.

“I did finish it,” Debra said. “I sent it to your queue.”

Mitch growled. He had to re-edit all the articles he accidentally erased just a few minutes ago. “Fine, now get out of here and get me a quality piece!”

Debra grinned and was about to dash back to her desk before she turned to look at him once more. “Oh, I need some funding approval for this article. I figure to do some field work outside.”

Mitch was hurriedly inputting new commands on his console. “You get the usual field allowance for a class two article, nothing more.”

“Class two? It’s barely enough to rent an E-suit for one day.”

“Get me some initial results, and I’ll see if I can approve more funding for you,” Mitch said, not taking his eye off the monitor screen. “Anyway, isn’t that boyfriend of yours a swamper? I’m sure he can lend you one of his stinky E-suits when you go out there.”

It was her turn to sneer. “Jan’s E-suits are in pretty good condition and they don’t stink. Also, I wouldn’t mention the word swamper when he’s around because like all hinterlanders, he’s liable to kick your ass all the way back to Earth.”

“That’s why I’m never going to meet him,” Mitch said. “I’m staying inside the comfy air-conditioned confines of Virac City.”

“Seeya, I’m off to get the lowdown on this scoop.”

“Come back when you have a decent story,” he said, but she had already left.


Chapter 11

The star system’s second planet had an official name of Gliese 581b, but it rapidly acquired the more popular title of Glitterball due to its unusual characteristics. The first in-system planet to be discovered by astronomers from Earth, Glitterball was nearly the size of Neptune and completes a full orbit round its star in less than six days, due to their close proximity with each other. The planet’s interior structure consisted of a small but solid core of rock, surrounded by a massive outer core of compressed solid water, with a heated temperature of several hundred degrees. Astronomers labeled it a hot ice planet, having a state of water denser than the glaciers of solid ice found on Earth, due to extreme pressures on its surface.

Glitterball’s thin atmospheric layer consisted of hydrogen and helium gas, but again due to its closeness with its parent star, the atmosphere was steadily evaporating, resulting in a giant, gaseous cloud orbiting the planet, along with a long trailing tail reflecting the nearby star’s rays, creating the visual effect of a glittering, comet-like world. Thus its nickname.

The Bali Trading Corporation had numerous orbital ramscoops to harvest the free-floating hydrogen and helium-3 gasses around Glitterball, and these automated harvesters would routinely dock with the nearby space station to discharge their cargo. Glitterball Station’s deuterium processing plant manufactured fuel pellets for the ubiquitous fusion drives every spacecraft had, thereby creating a virtual monopoly within the entire star system. If one needed to refuel upon venturing into the area, one had to use BTC facilities to do so.

Sophie Singh peered out from the observation window as the transport ship began docking maneuvers with the orbital station. Travel time from New Bali had taken forty-four hours, and she felt exhausted by the whole trip. Her grandmother Aura had insisted she make a personal inspection to investigate the financial irregularities at Glitterball Station, and Sophie didn’t protest. A part of her was curious as to how the entire company operated, so this trip would also serve as an educational experience for her in more ways than one.

The spacecraft pilot’s voice was heard over the intercom of the main cabin. “Docking maneuver completed. Preparing airlock attachment and atmospheric synchronization in five minutes.”

Using the extendable console screen on her chair’s armrest, Sophie cycled through numerous remote camera channels showing the exterior of the transport ship. Just behind the habitat and cargo modules of the Saint Vitus Dance was a long superstructure with protruding radiator fins, making the entire vessel resemble a giant, rectangular kite in space. Behind the array of radiators were the fuel tanks and the fusion reactor propelling the transporter rapidly throughout the numerous planets in the system. While not a true starship because it wasn’t equipped with a T-drive, the Saint Vitus Dance could nevertheless do her job of transporting cargo and passengers while in-system.

A young man with a short haircut was strapped down on a crash chair beside her, looking bored. He had introduced himself as Axel Lindstrom while they had waited in the departure lounge at the New Bali spaceport. Axel was a junior accountant, and he had been assigned to accompany her to help out with the audit of the in-station database. Sophie wasn’t surprised at his last minute inclusion, though she did harbor some slight suspicions since Axel seemed a little too evasive when she asked him what he would be looking for in particular. In the end Sophie figured he was nothing more than a chosen chaperone for the trip to the station, and was glad for the company.

Turning her head back into the cabin, Sophie glanced in his direction. “Have you been here before?”

Axel smiled faintly and nodded. “Yes, once. About a year ago.”

“What can you tell me about it?”

“Oh, most of the operating systems are fully automated,” Axel said. “There’s a small station crew of about fifty- almost every one of them is either an engineer or an AI technician. The former group commands the maintenance and repair bots, while the latter staff handles the management software for the manufacturing and station operations.”

“Are they here all year around? It must get kind of tedious.”

Axel shook his head slightly. “Most of them are on a six month rotation, though there are exceptions. A large percentage of the crew are from Mars since they’re kind of used to living in lower gravity fields.”

Sophie nodded. Martians were more comfortable in low or microgravity environments due to their upbringing, so they tended to be the dominant ethnic group when it came to crewing starships and orbital stations. People born and raised on Earth and New Bali preferred keeping their feet on the ground, though there were always anomalies.

“Cycling complete,” the voice on the intercom said. “Releasing airlock seals.”

There was a slight wooshing noise as the main airlock to the cabin had been opened. The half dozen other passengers began to unshackle their crash restraints and floated freely in the microgravity. Sophie tugged at the straps on her chair but for some reason the release refused to disengage. Gritting her teeth, she reached down for the emergency ejector near the side of the chair. Just as she was about to pull at the yellow and black stripped lever, another hand reached over and stopped her.

Axel was floating beside her as he placed his other hand on the strap release mechanism on her chest and opened her restraints with one gentle click. “You might not want to pull that lever since it’s the ejector and it uses emergency explosive bolts. You could end up slamming your chair into the other side of the module.”

Sophie grinned sheepishly. “Oops. Thanks for helping me out.”

“No problem.”

The station’s design vaguely resembled a spinning top. Seen from a distance, the transport ship had docked alongside its protruding, cylindrical tip. The outer “spike” itself was hollow and functioned as an all-purpose null gravity transport corridor, allowing both personnel and cargo to float freely from one end to the other. The thicker portions of the base had been spun to one revolution per minute, creating a centrifugal gravity field equal to one-third gee along its rim. The builders of the station could have easily spun the habitable layers even faster to increase the gravity field, but the mostly Martian crew preferred to keep the present, lighter arrangement.

Sophie and Axel drifted through the central tunnel of the station as they made their way towards the command deck, using their arms and legs to push off from one platform to reach over to another. With her long raven-colored hair floating freely as if it were underwater, Sophie glanced at the numerous robots making their way past her, pushing large cargo modules along the metallic surface of the inner cylinder, their magnetically charged footpads guaranteeing a sure footing while walking along the tube’s surface. Above her at the opposite side were rail lines for transporting even larger cargo units back and forth across the station.

Just as Sophie made it onto the top platform, a shadow loomed over her. One of the loader bots had suddenly appeared right in front of her and it was too late to change the direction of her velocity. Sophie yelped in surprise and instinctively brought her knees up to her chest, expecting to somersault and push away, but she continued drifting towards a seemingly inevitable collision with the machine’s box-like torso.

At the last minute, Axel reached out, grabbed Sophie’s elbow, and pulled her towards him. The loader bot didn’t even seem to react as it continued on down the length of the tunnel, its metal feet making clanking noises until it disappeared out of sight behind the numerous platforms below them.

Sophie let out a deep breath. “Thanks. That’s two I owe you.”

“It’s okay,” Axel said. “Making your way along a microgravity highway takes some getting used to. You’re doing better than most beginners.”

“I thought I could spin and launch myself in another direction.”

“Your mind may think you’re swimming through air but in these conditions it’s actually quite different,” Axel said. “You need to create velocity by pushing off of something that’s solid.”

Sophie nodded. “I guess I’m on a learning curve.”

Axel made a short chuckle. “Indeed you are.”

She pointed at another robot making its way down the tube. “It didn’t even seem to react. I thought those things have anti-collision programming, or something like it.”

“Everything’s been dumbed down to rudimentary AI systems on purpose,” Axel said. “No one wants a repeat of the Singularity War. Then again, even if you did collide with it, it would have just been a slight bump. Next time, if you know you’ll crash into something, extend your arms out so you can push back on it with your hands so you don’t get hurt.”

“Got it,” Sophie said. Axel did have a good point. The Singularity War occurred over a century ago and had devastated Earth and Mars, causing millions of deaths. Realizing their mistake, the UNE and the Martian Commonwealth both declared self-aware artificial intelligence machines to be illegal, and any surviving units were shut down and disposed of. The rest of the far-flung factions of humanity soon followed with bans of their own. From then on only simple AI machines were allowed, and all were under strict human supervision.

Making their way to an exit corridor, Sophie and Axel entered through the open bulkhead and quickly felt the effects of centrifugal gravity as they got closer to the rim of the station. Sophie was able to set her feet onto the slightly curving floors and looked down at a sealed windows showing the scintillating mists of gas around Glitterball’s orbit.

A pleasing voice came from the opposite side of the narrow corridor. “Hello there.”

They both turned. Standing a few meters away was a lanky, grey-haired man. Like them he wore a skin-tight mechanical counterpressure suit, but without the helmet and life support pack. He strode forward, extending his hand in greeting. “I’m Dmitri Kozlov, station commander.”

Sophie shook his hand. “Hi, I’m Sophie Singh, and this is Axel Lindstrom from the Accounting Department.”

Kozlov shook both their hands. “Welcome to Glitterball Station. Why don’t I guide you both over to the command center.”

“Sure thing,” Sophie said as she took her helmet off and followed him down the corridor.

The three of them slowly made their way towards the command deck, passing through numerous compartments. Sophie noticed every window they came upon was located on the floor, indicating they were walking along the station’s rim. Each door along the sides of the passageway had airtight seals in case of a catastrophic hull breach. Marked emergency storage cabinets containing helmets, life support packs, and fire extinguishers lined the walls at intervals of twenty meters. The low gravity made their movements seem slow, as if their strides floated in thick air.

Coming upon a restricted entryway, Kozlov flashed his ID card over the optical scanner and the door in front of them quickly opened. Gesturing with his hand, he bade them to come in. “After you.”

Sophie strode inside. The command center was nothing more than a large room with half a dozen people manning their respective consoles. A few of the staff looked up at them and smiled. Kozlov gave them a friendly wave before closing the door behind him.

“I was somewhat surprised when I got the e-memo in regards to your inspection tour,” Kozlov said. “I’m guessing there’s sort of a problem, yes?”

Sophie just smiled and shrugged. Her grandmother had suggested she keep things quiet in order not to arouse any suspicion, and she agreed. “Aura felt I needed to see firsthand just how the company operates if I’m ever to have a chance of succeeding her, so this is pretty much just a personal tour for me.”

Kozlov glanced over to her male companion. “But you did bring an accountant over, yes?”

Axel gave him an innocent look. “I’m just here to do a routine, on-station audit. My supervisor wanted to make sure the database entries over here match what we have back in BTC headquarters.”

“Yes, but these audits are usually announced a few weeks in advance,” Kozlov said while rubbing his beard. “But it is of no matter! Our records are fine.”

Axel pulled out his smartcom unit from his belt and pointed to an unused console. “Is it alright if I could get to work right away? I’d like to finish things up before the transport leaves tomorrow.”

Kozlov nodded. “Of course, of course. You may use that unit for your audit work.”

“Thank you,” Axel said as he walked over to the terminal and sat down beside it.

Kozlov turned his attention back to Sophie. “As for you, Ms. Singh, I am very pleased you made this station as one of your first stops. It is an honor to have the granddaughter of the matriarch herself visiting this rather ordinary subsidiary.”

Sophie smiled. “I don’t think it’s a mundane place at all. When I began looking at BTC’s organizational structure, it looks like this station is one of the top money earners of the entire firm.”

Kozlov beamed at her. “Myself and my humble crew tries to keep it that way. After all, this is the only place processing deuterium fuel for ships in the entire sector. By controlling the lone fuel stop in the system, BTC makes all the profits.”

“I only took a basic space physics course in college,” Sophie said. “So I’m not familiar with all the details.”

“Let me show you how it all works,” Kozlov said as he strode over to a nearby holographic monitor and inputted a few commands using his smartcom device. “Almost every manned spacecraft uses laser pulsed fusion to travel in between planets. It means in order for the fusion drives to work, there must be a fuel source.”

Sophie nodded. “And you manufacture deuterium fuel pellets, which is made from metallic hydrogen, right?”

“Exactly,” Kozlov said. “Constant technological refinements have made our present day fusion drives highly efficient, but they still need prefabricated solid fuel pellets to be perfectly formed to avoid plasma instabilities that would make the fusion fail if they were defective in any way. Here we process the hydrogen gas into a solid form and make fuel pellets in a variety of sizes, from small pebbles with a weight of just a few grams to bowling ball sized ones for the larger ships.”

“Metallic hydrogen is a degenerative form of matter, right?”

Kozlov nodded. “Yes, the pellets are made from a core of super dense metallic hydrogen surrounded by a mass of nanocarbons to absorb the neutron radiation when it fuses. Perfectly efficient, light, and safe.”

“I have a question about the T-drive,” Sophie said. “It’s faster than light, but it doesn’t use deuterium fuel, right?”

Kozlov laughed. “I’m afraid I am not an expert on the Tesseract drive. All I know is those strange things uses dark energy for fuel instead of deuterium, and this is why a ship can only engage it while in a dark matter field, and those areas in space are limited. A T-drive will not work in places where there is no dark matter, so a fusion drive is important getting to and from such areas.”

“You’ve given me a better explanation than my instructor did back in college,” Sophie said.

The main door opened, and a bald, dour faced man entered the command deck. He ignored the two of them and sat down on a nearby console and began typing commands on it.

Kozlov gestured in his direction. “Ah, he is our operations director, Edmund Malinowski. Ed, say hello to Ms. Sophie Singh.”

The operations director gave Sophie a parting glance. “Sorry, but I have work to do.”

Sophie nodded. “No problem.”

Kozlov leaned forward so he could whisper in her ear. “He’s not the friendliest of fellows, but he is very good in what he does.”

“And that’s what’s important,” Sophie said. “My grandmother says if you surround yourself with productive people, you can downplay their weaknesses and upgrade their strengths.”

“A good saying,” Kozlov said.

Sophie was about to say something when she felt a clamp-like vise wrapping around the sides of her head. She grimaced while rubbing her temples. The pain was excruciating, and she had to close her eyes.

Kozlov had a concerned look on his face. “Are you alright?”

After a few seconds the pain went away. “Yes, I’m fine. I do get the occasional migraine when I don’t get enough sleep. I guess the trip going over here made me more exhausted than I thought.”

Kozlov made his way towards the door. “In that case, let me show you to your quarters. I have given you the best suite in the station, bigger than all the other rooms we have available.”

 

Opening her eyes, Sophie sat up in the twilit gloom. She had gone for a nap before heading to dinner at the main cafeteria where she met up with Axel once again. Kozlov had invited them both over to the director’s lounge where he introduced a few more high ranking members of the command staff.

Edmund Malinowski did not join them, preferring instead to eat by himself in his private quarters. After supper, Kozlov personally gave her a tour of the major areas of the habitat before personally escorting her back to her room. Sophie thought he was trying to make advances on her when the station commander seemingly rubbed his forefinger on the top of her hand while reaching for the button to open the door beside her. He seemed taken aback when Sophie pushed her way past him and closed the door quickly behind her the moment she entered the room.

Glancing over at the table in the middle of the spacious quarters, Sophie stared at a hand-sized, transparent crystal box sitting on top of the counter. Her grandmother had given it to her just before she was chauffeured to the spaceport. The interior of the cube wasn’t airtight, and held a shiny metal pebble floating around in its interior. Sophie had seen such items before, and knew whenever the atmospheric pressure of the room changed, then the pebble would start to rattle within the box.

Just moments before, the room had been absolutely still, but a sudden noise had awakened her. Sitting upright on the bed, Sophie realized the pebble in the box had began tapping along its sides, indicating a sudden, but slight change in the room’s air pressure. In addition to the cube’s fervent rattling, a shrill whistle- like a gust of wind before a typhoon- was heard coming from somewhere close by.

She knew something was wrong, but her mind was still half-asleep, and slow to process the information into a coherent thought. With her bare feet touching the ice cold flooring, Sophie made her way over to where she sensed the whistling noise was coming from. The porthole had been bolted onto the floor, and what little light the room had come from the outside, as the station’s navigation lights were in a constant state of illumination. Standing over the small window, Sophie bent down and peered out.

In the vacuum of space, she noticed a shadowy form moving about near the porthole. Edging her face closer to the transparent thermoplastic’s surface for a closer look, Sophie realized it was a maintenance robot, its spider-like torso and four jointed legs moving along the outer rim of the station, apparently doing something just outside of her room. The robot’s two forward extensions were equipped with electron beam welders and could fully articulate in order to handle the complex job of repair and maintenance work in space.

Sophie frowned. What the heck is a workbot doing out there in the middle of the night?

Less than a minute later, her ears began to pop, and the pebble in the cube was now rattling uncontrollably. Within seconds she could no longer hear the bouncing of the pellet, even though she could still see it. There didn’t seem to be enough air in her lungs either, despite her deep intakes of breath.

And then it dawned on her. Decompression! The room was leaking air out into space. Sophie screamed while dashing towards the door, yet she could barely hear her own cries, it seemed as if the gods had suddenly turned reality’s volume down to a bare minimum. Reaching out to touch the button beside the door, Sophie received another shock when the entryway failed to open. She was locked in.

With her situation becoming desperate by the second, she recalled the emergency procedures in the event of a hull breach and subsequent cabin decompression. It was now obvious the whistling noise she had heard earlier was the air escaping out from a possible hole made by the robot outside. Since the entire side of the room didn’t get ripped out, it would take some time for the air to force its way out of the breach. Judging from the fading sound, the hole was most probably the size of her fist, and since she couldn’t find it in the dark, there was no way of patching it in time before she expired.

Sophie frantically looked around the room, hoping to see the emergency supply cabinet before she lost consciousness. She figured about a minute had already passed when the air started leaking out, which meant she had only a few seconds left. Her vision had already started to blur, and the shadows of the room was only making things worse by obfuscating what little eyesight she still had.

Turning to her left, she finally perceived it. The marked storage compartment with the traditional Red Cross symbol swam in front of her face, a small beacon of hope. Sophie could barely feel her legs as she somehow got in front of the cabinet, her numbed hands desperately clawing at the sides until it opened. Inside was a helmet with a universal fit, along with some other stuff.

The last thing she could remember before blacking out was putting the helmet on and engaging its neck seal. The cool rush of air from the internal canister just wasn’t enough, and she quickly lost consciousness.


Chapter 12

Ignacio Strang continued to bounce his head on the padded armrest, while the rest of his body was splayed out along the couch of the living room. The new drug he had taken was called croatoan, and the lingering aftereffects of his euphoria gave him a high energy state, enough to keep him lightheaded and fully awake for the past two days. Ignacio was going back to work the next day, and he felt his body needed to rest, yet his mind refused to shut itself down. He figured if he rocked his head back and forth enough times, it would somehow lull his brain enough to fall asleep. So far it didn’t seem to work.

He barely noticed the door being kicked in and close to half a dozen black-clad men walking inside. A tall shadow loomed over him, blocking out the overhead light. Staring up at the grimacing man above his face, his mind soon registered who it was. “Hello dad,” he said, his numbed lips giving out a hoarse, dry croak on account of his dehydrated state.

Bolivar stared down at him, his angry, menacing contempt obvious to everyone except his own son. “You stupid piece of crap.”

Devon Taylor walked out from the nearby corridor, wearing nothing but a towel over his waist. The noise had just woke him up, and he failed to notice Ignacio’s father while staring at the broken door. “Hey, don’t you idiots know who we are? We’re BTC Security too!”

The man closest to him landed a flatfooted kick at Devon’s abdomen, sending the young man flying backwards into the small corridor. As per his training, Devon tried to roll into the kitchen but two men quickly surrounded him and proceeded to use their heavy boots, kicking him multiple times in the ribs and in his spine until he became unconscious.

Ignacio shook his head as he tried to sit up on the couch, but his body refused to heed his mind. He gritted his teeth, a growing sense of frustration directed at his father. “Why did you have to do that?”

Bolivar had large hands and he grabbed his son by the throat, pulling him up to eye level until the young man was practically suspended in the air by his own neck. “Do you even realize what you did in Silesia? Do you?”

Ignacio began to choke. His already dry throat had now been constricted even further by his father’s iron grip. The pain was acute and he could barely breathe. All he could do was stare back into Bolivar’s enraged eyes.

The executive director of the BTC Security Corps threw his son back onto the couch. Bolivar was almost two meters tall, yet his son inherited none of his physical attributes. There were times when he felt Ignacio could not possibly come from his loins, for the young man seemed nothing like him at all.

Turning to one of the men standing beside him, Bolivar snapped his fingers. The second man immediately took out a plastic tube from one of the pockets in his tactical vest. The device was a self injector containing a reactive drug. Crouching down, the man pushed the tip of the syringe into the inner side Ignacio’s right elbow, injecting the youth with a counter dose.

It took less than a minute for Ignacio’s mind to go back into a lucid state. His throat still hurt and he was feeling weak, but at least he now had control over his body. Realizing the gravity of the situation, he kept his eyes down to the carpeted floor of the apartment. His voice had turned into a soft whisper. “I’m sorry.”

Bolivar ran his hand over his graying crew cut. “You’re sorry? Is this all you can say?”

“I need … some water.”

Bolivar gestured with his chin to one of the other men. “Get him a glass of water.”

The other man stepped into the corridor, straddling over Devon’s unconscious body before entering the kitchen. Failing to find a clean glass in any of the empty cabinets, the security trooper emptied a tumbler full of bourbon into the muck filled sink before topping it up with some tepid water from the faucet. Walking back out into the living room, the trooper handed it over to Ignacio, who took a short sip before coughing again.

With a snap of his fingers, Bolivar silently gestured at the others to leave the room. The security team quickly split into two pairs, one group in the kitchen watching over Devon, while the other two stood outside the apartment.

Bolivar crossed his arms and looked away. “Sometimes I wonder if your mother ever had another lover. It would explain why you are so different from me.”

Ignacio took a long sip of water before setting the glass aside. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? So you could disown me.”

“Don’t push your luck today, son,” Bolivar said. “I’m not in the mood.”

Ignacio shook his head slowly. “I solved the issue you wanted me to, didn’t I?”

Bolivar snorted. “I don’t know whether I should laugh or beat the tar out of you. You actually believe you solved the problem in Silesia? Is this what you’re truly saying?”

“I did, didn’t I? The froggers are back at work, it’s what everyone wanted, right?”

“What about the security officer you had them beat up? You realize he’s now at intensive care in a goddamned coma? He could die anytime.”

“I just wanted to teach him a lesson,” Ignacio said. “That jerk was the cause of the troubles up there. And he insulted me too.”

“Boy, you are truly one dumb son of a bitch. Yes, that’s right- you heard what I said. You are too stupid to realize what the consequences are for all of us.”

Ignacio sighed. “Fine, take the man’s medical bills out of my allowance. If it makes you feel better, yeah?”

Bolivar’s temper had cooled somewhat, but this youth was starting to test him again. “You think it’s all that simple? The man’s family is asking questions about what happened up there. BTC’s Public Relations Department is doing all it can, but if the truth comes out the aliens beat a human being to a pulp, there’s going to be riots in the streets, and it’s all going to happen because of you.”

Ignacio kept looking down at the floor. He really didn’t care, but he needed to say something to keep his father’s anger at bay. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s it? You’re sorry?”

“What else do you want me to say?”

“You think the public will let this go if they find out my own son was behind this? The media is going to have a field day,” Bolivar said.

Ignacio didn’t answer.

“Once the matriarch finds out, and you bet she will,” Bolivar said. “Not even I will be able to protect you.”

“I’m sorry, dad.”

Bolivar exhaled loudly. “I can’t believe you screwed this all up. You’ve only been on the job for a few months. Do you know how many strings I pulled to get you commissioned as an officer in CorpSec?”

Ignacio bit his lip. “You’re right. Tell me what you want me to do and I’ll do it.”

“You remember Toto?”

The young man nodded. “Yeah, he was your former right hand man. He retired, didn’t he?”

“Semi-retired, runs a detective agency now,” Bolivar said. “I want you to pack your bags- essentials only. He’ll pick you up in an hour. Leave everything else behind.”

Ignacio blinked rapidly in surprise. “Where am I going?”

“I’ve got a few friends in the hinterlands,” Bolivar said. “You’ll be taken to a secure place outside of the cities where no one will find you. You’ll sit tight for a bit until everything calms down. I’ll talk to your mother so she doesn’t get all hysterical about it.”

“Y-you really think they’ll come after me?”

“Rumors are already spreading through the virtual net,” Bolivar said. “People are starting to talk about a connection.”

Hearing Devon’s semi-conscious groans coming from the kitchen, Ignacio pointed towards the corridor. “What about my friends?”

“It’s time for you to make some new ones,” Bolivar said.

The young man tried to stand up, but he couldn’t. “Please, dad. Don’t do what I think you’ll be doing.”

Bolivar leaned over and placed a strong grip on his son’s shoulder. “For this to work, there needs to be a sacrifice, and your stupid friends are it. I’m doing all this for you, remember that.”

Ignacio was about to protest further, but he knew it would be pointless. Devon had been a good friend, but in the end his father knew best. “Okay.”

Bolivar snapped his fingers again, and the four security officers joined him in the living room once more. He looked at his men and gestured towards the stunned youth still lying near the kitchen. “Take him and find the other two. Now.”


Chapter 13

With the hovercraft’s rear supply compartment filled to the brim, the two Jesuit brothers sat alongside the driver in the smallish cockpit. They could see the outer perimeter of the outpost in the mist-filled distance up ahead through the sealed windshield, and it wouldn’t be long until they got to the docking area. The supply run had started off in the early morning, and it would be close to noon by the time they would arrive.

For the past two hours, Brother Moises Borbon sat patiently in the middle jumper seat, his E-suit helmet on his lap. He glanced over at Brother Guido De Luca, who was sitting beside him. “You didn’t say much during the meeting.”

Guido turned to look at him and smiled. “There really wasn’t much to say. I think you and Father Arnaud pretty much spelled out both sides of the argument.”

“But you never stated what your belief was,” Moises said. “What is your view of the c’thlooq?”

Guido pursed his lips while looking down at the old bubble-style helmet sitting on his lap. “I … am not sure. Let’s just say I have a number of conflicting opinions of the natives.”

“Yet you seem to be eager to go out and work in the field. Surely you must harbor some liking to them?”

“I do, I do,” Guido said. “In many ways they’re very much like us. The c’thlooq use tools and they live in tribal societies. They can form thoughts, they have opinions, and can reason. Yet in other instances, they seem so different.”

“The classic definition of having a soul means having an intellect and free will,” Moises said. “Do they have those things?”

“Yes, indeed.”

“Then they must have souls,” Moises said. “It’s our job to bring the Lord’s word to them.”

Guido seemed to stare off into space. “I sometimes wonder, if they’re already living in a state of grace.”

“They cannot be truly saved until they know the word of God,” Moises said. “It’s all just a simple matter of pointing them in the right direction. Of course, it’s the ‘getting there’ part that’s going to be hard.”

“Do you believe they’re living in a state of sin?”

Moises shook his head. “No. For me the issue is not about original sin, but rather I believe they must come closer to God. Saint Augustine actually wrote about alien lifeforms- he said if such beings have a soul then they must be human, no matter their what appearance is.”

The hovercraft pilot sat at the opposite end and he started laughing. Oscar Tinibu ran his own transport business, and both the Jesuits and the university had been using his services for close to a decade now. “I’ve been going to the outpost for years, and I ain’t never heard of no native converting to any religion.”

Moises turned to look in his direction. “I welcome your opinion, sir. Do you think we’re just wasting our time with the c’thlooq?”

Oscar shrugged while keeping his eyes at the windshield in front of the vehicle. “Not my place to say anything. No offense, I guess I was just thinking out loud.”

“None taken,” Moises said. “Could you give me any insight with regards to the natives? Any tips on how to deal with them?”

“All I can say is, those natives won’t pay any attention to you if you keep coming at them,” Oscar said. “You have to make them come to you.”

Guido chuckled. “And it’s always been the problem. We’ve encouraged the c’thlooq to enter the grounds of the outpost, but very few have taken the offer. The only ones who showed up are usually after trade goods.”

Moises leaned further to his left, towards the driver’s side. “Have you spent time with the natives?”

“Not me,” Oscar said. “But my wife is a boonie, and she’s told me stories about this c’thlooq living in one of the settlements near Asmat.”

Moises was intrigued. “Asmat? That’s close to the equatorial region, right?”

Oscar nodded. “Largest wildlife sanctuary on the planet. Even boonies haven’t fully explored that area. Lots of native tribes living there and they’re even more dismissive than the ones we got over here in the north.”

“I’ve heard of that story too,” Guido said. “From what I was told, the native who’s living with the hinterlanders might be insane, right?”

“Could be,” Oscar said. “I’ve only been to Asmat a few times and I never seen it. Too far for my business to go to anyway. No landing strip for large aerospace craft over there either, so it’ll be expensive as hell getting there.”

Moises seemed lost in thought for a few minutes. He truly wanted to go to Asmat and see for himself about the native c’thlooq who lived with other humans, but there were still so many things he needed to know first, so he stowed the idea away to the back of his mind, as a last resort should all his other schemes come to naught.

Guido gave him a gentle nudge on the elbow as he brought up the bubble helmet over his head. “Time to suit up, we’re nearly there.”

“Right you are.”

 

The outpost never had an official name, but it was popularly known as the Jesuit Station because of the Order’s presence there. The settlement’s foundation had been reinforced with light nanoplastics, allowing the entire camp to float above the surrounding wetlands. Each sealed building was separate and had its own airlock, with the largest being the community mess hall and assembly area. Despite being co-financiers of the outpost, the actual Jesuit controlled areas were quite small, consisting of just the communal quarters building and the outdoor church.

After dropping off his gear at the airlock of the Jesuit module, Moises made his way over to the university lab building. Guido stayed behind to unpack the supplies and do maintenance work on the church.

Once the airlock to the lab cycled in a breathable atmosphere, Moises unsealed the inner hatch and walked into the research area. The entire hall had a number of workstations situated at its center. Dozens of atmospheric sealed cages stood at the far end of the room for sampling and testing the planet’s native fauna and flora. Like the scientists of old, the half dozen researchers and student volunteers all wore white lab smocks over their varied attires. Moises took off his own E-suit and placed it in an empty locker by the side of the airlock, just as a compact woman with a top knot hairstyle came walking over to him.

Dr. Barbara Kadar held out her hand. “Father Moises! It’s good to finally see you in the flesh.”

Moises smiled and shook it. “It’s Brother Moises actually. I’m simply a consecrated layman.”

Her cheeks reddened. “Oh I’m so sorry. I thought you were a priest or something.”

Moises kept on grinning. “It’s no problem. Even people within the Brotherhood get confused at times. So good to finally see you in person as well. How are things?”

“I can’t complain,” Barbara said. “We’ve learned so much in the past five years and it’s just astonishing. You’ve gotten my latest papers on c’thlooq behavior, right?”

He nodded. “I have. All of your research has been on my daily reading list. Your paper on the T’thok is very interesting.”

Barbara beckoned him to follow. “Speaking of which, I’d like you to meet one of the top researchers in the field, come on.”

They both walked over towards an older man who was engrossed with a holographic image of what seemed to be a piece of carved rock on his console. The man wore thick glasses and had a salt and pepper beard while chewing on a pen. He turned in their direction as Barbara stood beside him.

She gestured at the man still sitting by his console. “Brother Moises, meet our head anthropologist, Dr. Troy Hewitt.”

Moises stopped forward and extended his hand. “A pleasure to meet you, Dr. Hewitt.”

Troy grunted as he stood up and shook the Jesuit’s hand. His grip was weak, as if he didn’t want to shake. “Great, just what we need- another man of God.”

Barbara raised an eyebrow. Her colleague’s social graces were at times embarrassing to her. “I’ve been corresponding with Brother Moises here for the past two years. I can assure you he isn’t like the other man.”

Moises smiled. He needed to keep his cool. “Please just call me Moises. Other man? Guido is a pretty nice guy, I can assure you.”

Troy waved his hands dismissively in the air. “No, not Guido- he’s okay. I was referring to the other guy- the one with the big beak and wire rimmed glasses.”

Moises chuckled. “Oh, you mean Father Arnaud. He’s our Dominican representative.”

“Yeah, him- total jerk,” Troy said.

Barbara folded her arms over her chest. “Troy had a not so nice run in with him the last time he was here.”

“I see,” Moises said. “Well I can assure you my views are not like his. The Jesuits are considered to be a separate order from the Dominicans.”

“Thank goodness,” Troy said. “The man’s a fanatic. He’s got this Manichean worldview- he thinks the c’thlooq are all spawns of the devil.”

Moises sighed. “Yes, it’s the impression I’ve been getting when I had a meeting with him as well. Not everyone in the mission shares his views. I have a different opinion of the c’thlooq myself.”

“I hope you don’t think of them as inferiors, because they’re not,” Troy said. “Native mathematics is extremely complex. My own theory is the c’thlooq never developed metallurgy because they couldn’t start fires due to the planet’s atmospheric conditions, so it sort of inhibited their development of more complex tools, but nevertheless their knowledge in other areas is highly advanced.”

“That’s amazing,” Moises said. “And no, I don’t believe they’re inferior in any way. I wish to study them, just like you.”

“Troy has got this wonderful theory about the possible origins of the T’thok,” Barbara said. “That’s the one subject you are most interested in, right?”

Moises nodded. “Yes, I personally believe this T’thok is the key to truly understanding them. If we can unlock the mystery of this unique art they have, then I’m sure it will be the biggest anthropological breakthrough when it comes to dealing with another sentient species.”

Troy narrowed his eyes while staring at the young Jesuit. He was clearly impressed. “You are the first priest who I think will be of some genuine help to our research here. I’m glad to have met you.”

Moises gave them a big grin. “Well this is a great start. I’m eager to learn more right away. What have you found out about T’thok?”

Troy turned his head and pointed at the holographic display. “The carving that’s on my display may be a representation of a deceased individual native. This hasn’t been confirmed yet, but I believe the T’thok might have started out as venerations of the dead amongst the native tribes.”

Moises was taken aback. He had studied this very subject in university back on Earth. “Really? That’s incredible! Didn’t some of our own ancient societies practice ancestor worship too?”

Troy nodded and lifted his forefinger. “Yes, this religious veneration of the dead has been found in all regions of Earth. The term worship isn’t really accurate, since even ancient humans felt love and respect for their dead, which isn’t the same thing as worshiping a deity, for example. Instead, the real definition of ancestor worship means to honor and retain the memory of the deceased, as a form of love and devotion, so to speak.”

Despite having been fatigued by his recent journey, Moises’s mind was clear. “So you’re saying the T’thok is a kind of ritual to show respect and love for the natives towards their dead loved ones?”

Troy took a deep breath. “I’m still not sure, but it could have aspects of it. We still need more field work. The university has always been strapped for cash, so we’ve made little headway when it comes to long range expeditions to get to the bottom of it all.”

“Our recordings of this art have been translated and they also mention individuals who are still living though,” Barbara said. “So there’s still this hurdle we have to overcome. Veneration of the dead may be one component of the ritual, but we’re still missing several big pieces of this puzzle to make a precise conclusion.”

Moises nodded. It was a lot to take in and his mind was in a jumbled array on how to make practical use of all the revelations being discussed. “From all the papers I’ve read, the T’thok is a worldwide ritual and art form. How did it become so common amongst every single native tribe on the planet?”

“There are several prevailing theories about this,” Barbara said. “My own thesis is the c’thlooq were once a united species, and something happened in their distant past to separate them into far flung tribes- perhaps a cataclysm like war, or maybe an ecological collapse of some kind.”

“It could explain why they all have a uniform language, albeit with varying regional accents evolving over time,” Troy said. “But I suspect the terrain of the planet plays a role in this. Unlike on Earth, in which ancient societies were stranded on continents blocked off by oceans or mountain ranges, the land areas of Wetworld remained accessible on foot, meaning there has been frequent and uninterrupted contact amongst the various tribes throughout the entire planet’s history. No part of c’thlooq society has ever been cut off to form a distinct ethnicity or subspecies.”

Barbara pursed her lips. “This is where Troy and I disagree. Of course, only time will tell as to which one of us is right.”

Troy chuckled. “And the one who’s right is going to win the Nobel and the other has to buy a pint of ice cream to the winner.”

“I’ll buy you both a point of ice cream when we get back to Virac City,” Moises said. “What you’ve told me is invaluable stuff.”

“Listen,” Troy said. “I may not agree with your mission to try and convert these natives to your religion, but we couldn’t have done this field research without Jesuit support. I can see you’re more open-minded than most, and I hope you will help us to preserve the native’s way of life and keep their unique culture intact.”

“I can tell you the Society of Jesus is as concerned about keeping and accepting other cultures as you are,” Moises said. “We’ve had a presence on this planet for many decades now, and we have respected both the colonist and c’thlooq way of life here.”

“It’s just we’ve been hearing rumors on the net that you were sent here to try and communicate directly with the c’thlooq on your own, so I’m sure you can understand our concern,” Barbara said. “We have done our best not to interfere with the natives while we’re out in the field. You came in at a delicate time, with the events in Silesia and all.”

Moises raised his hands to his chest, palms out. “I totally understand and agree with you. The Holy Father sent me specifically because I share his concerns about the natives being respected. I view the c’thlooq as equals and I would never ever attempt to disrupt their way of life. I’ve read up on the field research protocols the university uses and I would like to implement it too.”

Troy and Barbara looked at each other and smiled. The head of the anthropology department adjusted his glasses and made a slight nod to Moises. “Welcome to the team, Moises.”

“Thank you,” Moises said. “Do you have any tips that could help me?”

“We do,” Barbara said. “If you’re going out into the field, it would be helpful for you to share information with us. We’ve got a database full of unproven theories and we can use it as a reference point with any findings you might uncover.”

“Done,” Moises said. “Just give me the com-link frequency you guys use and I’ll be sure to keep you in the loop at all times. If Guido is in the bathroom while there’s an emergency out there, it would be nice for another person to sound the alarm in case I ever get into trouble.”

“You got it,” Troy said. “So what are your plans specifically in regards to getting in touch with the natives? The previous Jesuits who have come and gone always emphasized the outdoor church, but no single c’thlooq has ever hopped on in over there.”

“I’ve been running a computer application on migratory patterns by the schphss, the ones who journey in between various tribes,” Moises said. “From all the papers I read on c’thlooq society, I think they are the key to making initial contact.”

Troy raised an eyebrow. The schphss were the term used for the c’thlooq messengers and couriers. “I remember one of my grad students did a thesis paper on them a few years back. He claimed they were either outcasts or the lowest rungs of a society built on tribal relations. These messengers don’t seem to have any affiliation to a specific tribe.”

Moises rubbed his chin. “I’m not too clear in my understanding of what an outcast in c’thlooq society means. Could you enlighten me more about it?”

Barbara shrugged. “We don’t know much about it either. Since murder, war, and killing haven’t been observed between the natives, it seems the outcasts are treated as exiles. There are some unconfirmed studies which state deformed or defective c’thlooq children are cast out of their tribes and become these so-called messengers, but nothing has ever been confirmed.”

“Are there a lot of these outcasts roaming around who aren’t messengers?” Moises asked.

“Hard to say,” Troy said. “We’ve tried to interview c’thlooq and ask them all sorts of questions, but no one has ever given us a definitive answer. Therefore most of our theories are based purely on observation and conjecture.”

Moises bit his lip. “So we really don’t know anything about them?”

“Not really,” Barbara said. “No one wants to cooperate, it’s like we’re just ghosts to them.”

Moises’s initial excitement was slowly being eaten away by the realities on the ground. The fatigue he had been holding off by sheer adrenaline was beginning to creep back up to the forefront, and it made him very tired. “There must be some way I could gain their attention.”

Troy crossed his arms. “If you could do that then it will be the scientific breakthrough we’ve all been waiting for.”

“I’d say you’re going to need a miracle,” Barbara said.

A soft chiming noise came over the intercom. Several of the other staffers in the room stood up from their desks and headed towards the airlock.

“That’s the bell for lunch,” Troy said. “Care to join us?”

Moises gave them a wink. “Thank you. When it comes to miracles, it’s Christ’s domain. If I pray hard enough, he might just grant it.”

 

The mess hall was an inflatable dome, and the only building within the outpost that had multiple airlocks. The university researchers numbered close to three dozen, along with their support staff. Even though each of the plastic tables were designed to accommodate four people at a time, the patrons tended to join them together to form one long communal counter and make mealtimes inclusive for everyone.

Moises spent most of the lunch break sitting beside the two university professors and Guido, who had joined them. As the meal began to wind down, Moises noticed Oscar Tinibu sitting by himself beside a small table near the northern airlock. It seemed the freight driver didn’t want to be part of the group, despite the repeated invitations by everyone for him to join them.

Taking his now empty tray over to the trash bin, Moises grabbed a cup of coffee from the service counter. With Oscar still finishing up his meal, he excused himself from the main table and walked over to where the hovercraft driver was sitting.

Moises smiled as he pulled out a candy bar from beneath his jumpsuit. “Could I offer you some dessert?”

Oscar smirked and gestured at him to sit down. “Thanks. I’m not being unfriendly or anything, you know. It’s just I’ve got a phobia when being around so many people.”

Moises sat down and placed the chocolate on the table so the other man could easily take it. “No problem. Will you be heading back towards Virac City after this?”

Oscar nodded. “Yup. I should be back here again next week for more supplies. You can hitch a ride back by then if you get tired of this place.”

Moises chuckled. “I wanted to ask you about some of the hinterlanders you know around here.”

Oscar took a sip of orange soda from the cup on his food tray. “Go ahead and ask, but I won’t guarantee you’ll get an answer.”

Moises leaned back on the plastic chair. “Let’s say if I wanted to get native approval to venture into the Okefenokee Wildlife Sanctuary, how would I do it?”

“I don’t think you can,” Oscar said. “Even some of the c’thlooq aren’t allowed into the other tribal territories without permission from their chiefs.”

“I’ve read up somewhere there’s a type of c’thlooq who is always accepted wherever this individual goes.”

“You mean the heralds,” Oscar said. “Yeah, they can pretty much go where they please because they act as couriers and messengers, its similar to what I do I guess.”

Moises placed his elbows on the tabletop, His voice mellowing to a soft whisper. “I’ve heard some of the hinterlanders can do this too, how did they get c’thlooq approval for it?”

“I like you, so I’ll let you in on a big secret since you’re so eager to get out there,” Oscar whispered. “A number of boonies have been chosen to be messengers for the native tribes. They relay information and trade stuff with the natives, but it’s a very small and select group.”

“Could you put me in touch with one of them?”

Oscar looked away. “I dunno. It’s not standard protocol and I could get into trouble.”

Moises knew he was treading in dangerous ground, but he was determined to succeed where his fellow brothers had failed. Desperate times called for desperate measures. “What if I could make it worth your while?”

Oscar stared deeply into his eyes for a full minute in silence. Moises didn’t blink. After another minute the hovercraft driver stood up and took his food tray along with him. As he walked by the young Jesuit, he picked up the candy bar. “Give me your com-link number and I’ll have someone get in touch with you.”

Moises got to his feet and smiled. “Sure thing. And Thanks.”

Just before he shuffled away, Oscar shook his head. “Oh, don’t thank me yet, you might not like what happens next.”


Chapter 14

Despite the occasional noises coming from the life support vents in the pilot’s cockpit, Debra Segal felt safer riding in her boyfriend’s antique hovercraft than being inside the newest commercial transports stationed at the city docks. When it came to surviving the inhospitable frontiers of Wetworld, she always felt confident when being led by a hinterlander, for they knew how to persevere in places where normal people couldn’t.

A slight beeping noise began to chime in the middle of the vehicle’s dashboard. Jan Jaeger twisted the control wheel to starboard as the hovercraft began veering into another waterway. For the past several hours they had been traveling through a route which guided them well into the Okefenokee Sanctuary zone, an area forbidden by the authorities.

Debra shook her head while sitting in the chair beside him. Even though she could see it was just another inlet like many others over the past few hours, she could tell Jan knew his way around the entire area as if he was a c’thlooq himself. “What was that dinging noise I just heard?”

Jan kept his eye on the wetlands ahead of him as he began to maneuver the watercraft towards a dry patch of ground. “It’s my squawk box- it just detected the missing man’s transponder frequency.”

Debra just shook her head in disbelief. “I didn’t realize it was easy to find a body out her in the sticks.”

“Every tour operator- no matter how illegal they are- always places a transponder on their equipment,” Jan said as he started to cut the power on the engines. “They are optical mem-chips the size of a small button and they’re pretty cheap homing devices. So if any of their stuff gets lost, they can just go back out and recover them quickly if need be.”

“Is this why you gave that guy at the docks my two hundred dollars?”

Jan nodded as the small hovercraft began to settle on the marshy clearing, its synthetic rubber skirt quickly deflating. “We had to do a little bribing in order to get the proper frequency being used by the outfit he booked with. Just don’t put this in your story or else you’ll be in trouble too.”

Debra sighed as she reached behind her chair for her helmet. “Don’t worry, I won’t. I just want to find out what happened to this guy and see if he’s still alive or something.”

Jan shook his head as he put his own helmet on. “He won’t be alive, I can guarantee you that much.”

After a few minutes, they both made their way into a tiny airlock just behind the vehicle cockpit. Debra wedged herself along the side while Jan squeezed in after her and closed the hatch behind him. Once the atmosphere inside the chamber had synched with the outside air, Jan then pushed his way past her and turned the wheel to open the outer hatch. With the hovercraft skirt now deflated, it was just a short jump down onto the soggy ground below.

Jan had already walked forward a few paces when Debra leapt into the clearing, only to lose her footing the moment she made contact with the marshy soil. Getting up, she wiped some of the crushed plant material from her knees before looking around. Most other men would have helped her down from the airlock opening, but since her partner happened to be a hinterlander, his kind believed in people helping themselves out. She had gotten used to his culture ever since they hit it off three years ago, so she didn’t bother to complain anymore.

Taking out his smartcom device, Jan began moving to his left, slowly making his way towards the bank of the river. He had networked his com-link with the transponder box in the hovercraft. “He’s somewhere close by. Start looking near my vicinity.”

Debra grunted as she began to rummage through the dense, fern-like foliage growing around the riverbank. The E-suit she had rented for the day looked brand new when she had suited up this morning, but there were already scratches and dirt along its synthetic rubberized surface. Great, they’re going to charge me a cleaning fee when I get back, she thought.

Jan’s E-suit had a camouflage pattern and a battered look about it, but she knew the outerwear the hinterlanders wore were heavily reinforced with additional layers of aramid nanofiber, making them far more rugged and reliable than the bright red e-suits normally issued out to tourists and casual travelers like her. Some of the youth in Virac City even began to idolize the boonies by trying to emulate their grizzled, weather beaten style, while most of the older generations continued to look down on them as provincial, unsophisticated yokels.

After noticing something amongst the trumpet like reeds growing in the shallow water, Debra leaned forward, trying to get a closer look. There seemed to be a buoyant object just beneath the water, and she was certain it had the look of something man-made, like fabric. Reaching out with her hand, she tried to make a grab for it.

The moment her hand broke the water’s surface, a dark colored, segmented worm attached itself to her gloved fingers, its tube-like body quickly wrapping itself around her wrist and squeezing it tight. Debra yelped and fell backwards onto the riverbank, trying desperately to fling the creature from her hand, but it steadfastly held on.

Jan quickly moved closer as he crouched down while taking a metal rod from his utility belt. He held her stricken arm in front of him while his tone of voice remained composed, almost aloof. “Calm down, I got this.”

Debra could only stare in horror at the ropelike worm trying to eat its way through her E-suit’s glove. “Get that thing off of me!”

Jan held the tip of the rod close to the worm’s body and pressed the device into its slimy skin. The shock rod emitted a slight jolt of electricity, and the stunned worm instantly fell to the ground beside Debra, who quickly rolled out of the way before getting up on her feet. The worm began to writhe on the soggy ground for a few seconds before it finally stopped moving.

Debra nervously held up her right glove, hoping no breach on her E-suit had occurred. While the rubberized seal on her suit was thick with slime, the automated life support system had not given out any audible warnings. “Jan, could you take a look at my suit? There’s this gooey gunk all over it!”

Jan’s voice continued to be calm and collected. “Take it easy, it was just a small swamp worm. Those things can’t hurt you while you’re wearing an E-suit.”

Debra was still hyperventilating. She could barely stand the sight of any kind of bug. “Is it dead?”

Jan placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Yes. If you clean them of perchlorates they make pretty good eating.”

Debra frowned. The hinterlander sense of humor bordered on sarcasm, and she usually found it more rude than amusing. Nevertheless the uncaring, almost insulting brusqueness of his comment was enough to calm her down. “Very funny, Jan.”

Jan walked over to the spot where she had encountered it. “It’s a good sign though. Those things usually eat dead matter, like bodies.”

Carefully making her way around the now deceased worm, she stood alongside of him. “Oh yeah, so you think it’s our guy?”

Taking out more rods from his belt and attaching them together, Jan quickly fashioned a long metal pole, with which he began to trawl the surface of the brackish water. “We’ll soon find out.”

Sensing a solid object just beneath the surface, Jan used both his arms and began to maneuver the shaft closer towards the edge of the riverbank. After a few minutes, they both could see something bobbing up on the water. Debra gasped.

It was a man’s arm. Much of the E-suit material was still intact, but it was clear there had been a breach since much of his flesh had been eaten away, either by the tiny bacteria in the water or by the local animals. Within half an hour, Jan was able to drag the corpse onto dry land. The empty oxygen tank was still strapped onto the cadaver’s back, the unmistakable lettering of the Outer Limit Tours company still painted on its side.

Jan reached down and removed the transponder chip from the back of the oxygen tank. “Yup, this is him alright.”

Debra had taken out her smartcom and was already taking pictures using the device’s built-in digital camera. “Where’s his helmet?”

“He probably took it off just before he died, they usually do when they’re out of air.”

Debra crouched lower as she continued taking one snapshot after another. She had seen dead bodies before and she had mentally prepared herself to find another one. “You think we can take a sample for DNA analysis to make doubly sure?”

Jan began to disassemble his pole. “We can do more than this, we might as well take the body back with us.”

Debra stood up, the whole affair finally starting to sink into her mind. “But we’re not the police or the Shore Patrol, are we allowed to move the body?”

“We’re in a wildlife sanctuary,” Jan said. “This doesn’t fall under anyone’s jurisdiction. If you really want a positive ID then we’d have to bring it back for a full-on autopsy, right?”

Debra nodded. “Yeah I guess so.”

“What’s the matter?”

“I’m just trying to figure out how to write up a story on this,” she said. “I mean, from the tip which came in the cons think this poor guy got left behind by the tour operator. It wasn’t part of their jurisdiction so they couldn’t track him outside of the domes, and the Shore Patrol isn’t allowed in this area either, even though the tour outfit brought him in here illegally.”

Jan shrugged. “You’re the journalist, not me.”

Debra noticed something on the body’s E-suit. “What’s that?”

Jan crouched down to get a closer look. He ran his gloved hand along the stylized pattern of what looked to be some sort of symbols on the cadaver’s E-suit. “These designs are c’thlooq, I think.”

Debra’s eyes grew wide. “Do you think they might have had something to do with his death?”

“Hard to tell,” Jan said. “The markings are definitely native, but I have no idea as to their significance.”

“Okay, we take the body with us, but not in the cockpit I hope.”

Jan snorted while standing back up. “Of course not, I’ve got a rear storage compartment at the back of the hovercraft.”

“So who do we take him to?”

“I’d guess the Shore Patrol,” Jan said. “My kind are on friendlier terms with them than either the cons or BTC.”

“You don’t think they’re going to arrest us for coming into a forbidden area, are they?”

Jan looked at her. “I guess we can say we found the body just outside of the wildlife sanctuary, you okay with this?”

Debra bit her lip. This was going against her journalistic ethics, but she needed to save her own skin. “Okay.”

He wagged a finger at her. “Don’t ever quote me as a source or as the one who found it, okay?”

“Of course, Jan.”

 

By the end of the day, Debra had already submitted a short article (with accompanying pictures and video) to her editor, and it was immediately sent out to all the virtual info channels across the planet. That evening, the news about the discovery of Roman Well’s body had achieved sky-high ratings for the media group, and the Examiner’s virtual subscription rates doubled. A passing courier probe in low orbit uploaded it onto its databanks before heading out towards the Sol System. Despite the pending autopsy, homegrown conspiracy sites began to twist the vague details of the tourist’s death into a number of sensationalist theories, with nearly half of the virtual pundits proclaiming Roman had been killed by a tribe of renegade c’thlooq.


Chapter 15

Since she couldn’t use her bandaged hands to flip the channels on the wall mounted holographic TV by the wall, all Sophie Singh could do was wait until another attending nurse would come into the room and ask them to change the channel for her. She had woken up the day before, eventually realizing she had been brought back to Virac City to facilitate better treatment of her injuries.

There was a knock on the door, and Axel Lindstrom strode into the hospital room. He grinned at her while carrying a small bundle underneath his right arm. “Hi, I was told you’ve been conscious for a few days now, so I decided to pay you a visit.”

Sophie pursed her lips while resting her bandaged hands on the movable tray in front of her bed. “What have you got for me there?”

Axel walked up to her and placed a rectangular package on the collapsible tray. “It’s a box of chocolates. I went to one of the posh stores in Surat Thani to buy it. They assured me the ingredients came directly from Earth, with a little colonial spice added to the blend.”

“Thanks, though I might not be able to eat it for awhile,” Sophie said.

“What did the doctors say about your hands?”

“The bandages come off tomorrow,” she said. “My fingers are still sore though. Same with my toes. I’ve never had frostbite before this so it’s a new experience for me.”

“It’s not frostbite- paroxysmal hematoma, actually. The blood vessels in your fingers and toes burst because of the near vacuum conditions of your room,” Axel said. “You were sleeping in your mechanical counterpressure suit- which was smart, so only your hands and feet were affected.”

Sophie’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow, I never knew you were so knowledgeable about this.”

He shrugged. “Actually, I asked your doctor about it. The helmet you put on your head spared the blood vessels in your face from popping too.”

“They told me you were the one who saved my life,” Sophie said. “I never got to thank you, so thanks.”

Axel nodded. “If only I had gotten through your door earlier, but I had to bypass some sort of override keeping it locked before I could get to you. By that time, all the air in your cabin was gone.”

“Again, thank you for saving my life. I won’t forget it.”

“My pleasure,” he said. “I couldn’t have the matriarch’s granddaughter die in the same orbital station I was in. I would have been fired for sure.”

Sophie narrowed her eyes. “You’re not really an accountant, are you?”

Axel raised an eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”

“There’s really no need to bring a bean counter over to Glitterball Station when the company can do it all remotely,” she said. “And there’s a few other things too. When we had dinner, I asked you about some accounting concepts like income statements and tax laws and you couldn’t give me a straight answer.”

Axel said nothing while staring down at the shiny floor.

“Tell me the truth,” Sophie said softly. “Did my grandmother send you?”

He looked away and nodded. “Yeah, I was under orders to look after you. I nearly screwed up on that part too.”

“Do you really work for BTC?”

“I’m an intel officer with CorpSec.”

“I see,” she said. “It all makes sense now. My grandmother suspected something was amiss in the space station, and I was put up there as what? Bait?”

Axel shrugged sheepishly. “I really don’t know. My superiors don’t tell me why, they just tell me what and when. I’m supposed to figure out the part of how by myself.”

A sudden sense of anger came over her, like a dagger in the mind. She had been used, and she didn’t like it one bit. “I think you’d better go.”

Axel turned and opened the door, he glanced at her just as he was about to leave. “I’m sorry.”

Sophie leaned back on the slightly elevated bed and turned to look out the window as she heard the door closing. It was her first time being so close to death. She had previously thought becoming a corporate executive would lead to a mundane lifestyle, but what she got instead was a sudden, unexpected brush with danger. Were her family’s enemies truly willing to kill in order to take over the company? A part of her just couldn’t believe it would go this far. Perhaps it might just be better for me to pack up and head back to Earth, she thought. Do I really need this in my life?

The familiar voice coming from the doorway made her jolt. “Good afternoon.”

Sophie turned. Her grandmother Aura was sitting on a hover chair in the middle of the open doorway, its maglev base having silently made its way inside without Sophie even noticing.

Blinking her eyes rapidly in surprise, Sophie sat up on the bed. “Grandma.”

Using a control stick on the armrest, Aura maneuvered her hover chair until it floated in front of her granddaughter while the door beside her began to close. “Do not make an effort, just rest.”

Despite her respect and admiration for the matriarch, Sophie’s own temper had begun to assert itself. “I’ve been thinking about the whole incident ever since I came off the anesthesia.”

Aura nodded slowly. “So you wish forgo the pleasantries and get to the point then? Very well.”

“Let’s just say the time I’ve been spending here has given me some dark thoughts,” Sophie said. “I don’t know who to trust anymore.”

Aura had a look of mild surprise. “You don’t trust me either? I see.”

“It was the last thing my daddy told me before I left Earth.”

“Naveen told you not to trust me? Well, that is a surprise.”

“He told me to be careful,” Sophie said. “His exact words were New Bali is very different from Earth.”

Aura sighed. “He is right. Out here, the way of life is somewhat distinct than the rigid lawfulness of Earth.”

“There are laws here as well isn’t there?”

“Quis custodiet ipsos custodes.”

Sophie frowned. “Was that Latin?”

“Yes,” Aura said. “Latin for ‘who will guard the guardians?’ From the Roman poet Juvenal, I believe.”

“So you’re telling me once you’re on top to the heap, there’s really no one you’re accountable to?”

Aura looked towards the large window of the room. The glittering refractions off the city’s crystal dome were like diamonds in the sky. “The elite of this planet may not have the monetary value of say, the richest families of Earth, but the power they hold in their fingertips is far greater. Out here, the ones who make the law can be exempted from its consequences.”

“So people like you can order somebody’s death, and you’ll be getting away with it?”

“I have never ordered anyone’s death- at least not someone who didn’t have it coming,” Aura said. “This is sometimes the way it goes out here.”

Sophie let out a deep breath. “Well, you can have it. I think I’d like to go back to my parents on Earth. I don’t want to be part of a Machiavellian society in which I have to expect assassins and blackmailers coming after me every single day of the week.”

“If I pass on without an effective successor then the rest of the family won’t be safe,” Aura said softly. “Not even returning to Earth would save you.”

Sophie bit her lip. “I don’t believe you. Things like this won’t happen on Earth.”

“Of course they do,” Aura said. “It may come about as a tragic accident on the news, but the end result will still be the same. Our enemies know as long as a single member of the Singh family lives, their claim to the company will never be secure.”

Sophie gritted her teeth. “I just mentioned blackmail less than a minute ago, and now I can’t believe you’re actually doing this very thing to me.”

“This is not a form of coercion of any kind, Sophie,” her grandmother said. “I am telling you the reality of the situation. Our enemies know my time on this world is short, and they want to eliminate my chosen successor.”

“Well this wouldn’t have happened if you didn’t put me in harm’s way!”

Her grandmother let out a deep breath. “I apologize for that. I wasn’t expecting our enemies to make a move this quickly. It was a blatant attempt- no doubt to send a message to the family, to me.”

“What message is that?”

“No quarter shall be given,” Aura said. “It’s war.”

Sophie shook her head in frustration. “These enemies, do you know who they are?”

“I know one of them,” Aura said. “Lucius Valdemar.”

Sophie’s eyebrows furrowed. “The planetside director for Meridian Galactic?”

Aura nodded. “Yes. They have been attempting a takeover of BTC for decades now. I’ve had to fight off numerous hostile takeover bids, and only our family’s majority stake in corporate ownership has been able to keep them at bay for now.”

Sophie held her breath. Meridian Galactic was a powerful Earth-based conglomerate, and controlled not only large swaths of humanity’s homeworld, but also had a number of substantial holdings in other planets as well. It was said the company’s vast financial reserves were enough to buy out every politician in the UNE, and many elected officials in the homeworld had been handpicked by Meridian’s board of directors. Despite BTC’s monopolistic stranglehold on New Bali, they were a small company compared to Meridian’s monetary and political clout.

“I know they have infiltrated our board of directors,” Aura said. “But no one in BTC would openly defy my directives because I have the means to fight back.”

“So you’re saying I’m the only one who could succeed you and save the family? It’s a lot to take in, especially when even I consider myself still new at all of this,” Sophie said.

Aura’s eyes continued to sparkle as she recalled what was on her granddaughter’s file. “You aren’t as wet behind the ears as you think you are. You worked in a company internship during your senior year at university, did you not?”

“Sagittarius Spacelines, a small company building custom spacecraft for their customers,” Sophie said. “The owner was a gracious man. A family owned business for almost a hundred years. The first few months were pure heaven- I learned so much just from being his assistant.”

“And then what happened?”

“You know what happened,” Sophie said. “Meridian came in and destroyed the company. They shorted the stock and bankrupted the business, then they just swooped in like vultures and bought up the remaining assets. The owning family did what they could but it all collapsed around them. By then the owner was a broken man, and he didn’t even have the heart to say goodbye to me when the creditors came into his office on the very last day. He committed suicide a few weeks later. I attended the funeral.”

“You’ve got your work cut out for you, this much is clear,” Aura said. “But if you’re willing to listen to my advice and learn from me, then we may have a chance to retain what we have and who knows, perhaps even beat them at their own game.”

Sophie stayed silent for a bit. What she thought would be a life of glamour, parties, and business meetings had suddenly morphed into something far deadlier and more brutal than she had ever expected. It was clear she would be fighting a hidden war of survival, with both her family’s lives and fortune at stake. College had not really prepared her for this, she had to learn the ways of a different sort of jungle.

After a short while, the young woman stared into her grandmother’s eyes. They tried to kill her, and she just couldn’t let it go. “Shouldn’t we be sending out the Security Corps and start arresting the traitors?”

The old woman pursed her wrinkled lips. Aura had her now. “Not yet, we need proof to cover our tracks in public. Despite this war, there are still rules that have to be obeyed, lest society degenerate into anarchy. Our enemies shall be bound by these rules as well.”

“So now what?”

“I have removed the head of Glitterball Station, and he has been brought here to New Bali.”

“Dmitri Kozlov?”

“Yes, I have a select group of security officers who I know are loyal only to me, and they are keeping him in a secure location,” Aura said.

“What about Edmund Malinowski, Glitterball’s operations director?”

“What about him?”

“He acted strangely when I was there,” Sophie said. “Evasive, as if he was hiding something.”

Aura nodded. “Officer Lindstrom said the same thing when he reported it all to me. Malinowski has also been detained.”

“I’d like to talk to them if it’s okay with you, grandma.”

Aura noticed the glint in her granddaughter’s eyes. The young woman seemed to learn quickly. It was a good sign for the family. “Very well.”

“And I’d like to be accompanied by Axel.”

The old woman raised a wrinkled eyebrow. “Oh? I thought you wanted him fired?”

Sophie shook her head. Her grandmother must have installed listening devices in her hospital room. “He saved my life. I can trust him a little, at least.”

 

Axel picked her up from the estate a few days later, and she sat beside him in the front seat of the car. Sophie could move her fingers, but she wore a pair of black silk gloves to hide the purple discoloration. They greeted each other professionally when she got into the vehicle, but soon they were both silent as Axel maneuvered his way through the underground causeway and into the middle-class district of Quezon.

Even though the autodrive feature was active, he still kept his eyes in front while observing the traffic ahead, ready to grab the steering wheel in case of an emergency. Axel still felt shame over what had happened at the space station, and he was eager to get things right this time.

Sophie glanced at him, her hands resting on her lap. “You okay?”

Axel pursed his lips. Maybe she isn’t mad at me after all. “Yeah, I’m fine. I should actually ask you that.”

“You did.”

He gave her a surprised glance before turning his attention back to the road ahead of them. “Did I?”

Sophie sighed. “The moment I got in the car.”

“I’m sorry,” he said sheepishly. “I guess I really owe you one.”

“For what?”

“For not getting me fired. When you told me to leave your room at the hospital I thought I was out of a job,” Axel said.

Sophie made a faint smile. “How could I fire someone who saved my life?”

“If only I could have gotten to you sooner, you wouldn’t have to wear those gloves,” Axel said softly. “I keep thinking about what I should have done differently.”

“You did what you could,” she said. “I’m alive and that’s what counts.”

Axel smiled. “Thanks. I also appreciate you asking for me to accompany you to the safe house.”

“It’s by default. You’re one of the few people I can trust right now,” Sophie said.

“I’ll make sure I won’t let you down ever again, I promise,” Axel said as the car stopped in front of a nondescript house in one of the gated neighborhoods. “We’re here.”

“Who else is in this place other than our two guests?”

Axel switched to manual control as he maneuvered the car into the tight garage. “The standard four-man security team. Three teams total on an eight hour rotational basis.”

Sophie unbuckled her seat belt. The tips of her fingers till hurt, but they felt better than yesterday. “You got a gun?”

“A pistol. Why?”

“Did you bring the other stuff I told you?”

Axel nodded, unzipping his jacket and revealing the stun rod. “Yes.”

“Let’s talk to Malinowski first,” Sophie said as she opened the car door and got out.

Axel used his smartcom to key in the code to open the front door. A plainclothes security officer was waiting for them at the foyer, and they both gave each other a nod of acknowledgement. After closing and locking the door, the guard led them upstairs into a bedroom. Axel knocked twice before opening the door and strode inside, followed by Sophie.

Edmund Malinowski wore a loose bathrobe and had been sitting by the side of the rumpled bed when they came in. He had a pale, haggard look, and despite the strain of the planet’s gravity on his Martian born physique, he still got up with a sudden jolt when he noticed Sophie coming into the room.

“You can sit back down,” Sophie said. “We just wanted to ask you a few questions.”

With an exhausted sigh, Malinowski’s knees buckled, and he sank back onto the bed. “Look, I didn’t do it. I wasn’t the one who reprogrammed the maintenance bot to puncture the wall of your room.”

Sophie remained standing in order to further intimidate him. “Whoa, calm down. I didn’t accuse you of anything- not yet anyway.”

They both could see the desperation in his watery eyes. His snobbish demeanor was gone, replaced by a bewildered fear. His hands stared shaking as he held them over his face. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

Sophie crossed her arms. “Your friend Kozlov already confessed. He said it was you.”

Malinowski cried out as he fell to his knees. “No, no! It wasn’t me, I swear it!”

Sophie had to back off a bit since Malinowski tried to crawl closer towards her, but Axel stood over the prisoner, silently cautioning him to stop. The interrogators had already gleaned some information off of him a few days before, and she had been studying their findings the moment she was discharged from the hospital.

“I know the bots could only be reprogrammed using your administrative level clearance, so all evidence points to you,” she said. “Since this isn’t Earth, BTC can pretty much do what it wants when it comes to punishment.”

Malinowski looked up at her, tears streaming down his face. “Please, I didn’t want to be a part of it, but Kozlov told me we had to, in order to cover our tracks.”

Sophie nodded. “We cracked the encrypted data file on the station. You and Kozlov were siphoning off fuel and selling it on the black market, with all the profits going directly to you, right?”

“It was Kozlov’s idea!”

“But you were still in on it,” Sophie said. “You think by killing me, it would have put a stop to the investigation on your back door dealings?”

Malinowski shook his head from side to side. “When Kozlov told me about the idea, I didn’t want to do it! So he told me to give him access to the AI control system, and he would do the rest. I wanted to just negotiate, but he said we could get away after your accident.”

Axel nodded. “There was another freighter docked at the station during this time. They could have gotten away.”

Malinowski put his head down. “That’s all I know. Please, don’t kill me.”

Sophie turned and pointed to the door. “Let’s go.”

After leaving a guard watching over Malinowski they walked over to the bedroom at the other end of the corridor. There was a third guard standing near the entryway, and he quickly unlocked the door so they could walk inside.

The moment she made her way into the master bedroom, Dmitri Kozlov stood up from a nearby chair and walked towards her with his arms outstretched, ready for a hug. “Sophie! Thank God you’re alive!’

Axel quickly got in his way and drew out his stun stick, driving a bolt of electrical energy into his gut. Kozlov grunted as he doubled over and fell sideways onto the thick, carpeted floor. For a short while all he could do was writhe in agony.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve, still trying to act innocent and all,” Sophie said. “Your partner in crime Edmund has confessed.”

Despite his pain, Kozlov chuckled a little as he got into a sitting position on the floor, using the side of the bed as a backrest. “I knew the freaking idiot was going to talk. I bet he said killing you was my idea, yeah?”

“Very perceptive of you,” Sophie said.

Kozlov coughed. He could still feel the aftereffects of the electric shock. “And you’re going to believe him because of his crying? Don’t let him fool you.”

“Oh, it doesn’t really matter to me,” Sophie said. “I could turn you both over to my Uncle Bolivar. I’m sure he would appreciate two practice dummies instead of just one.”

Kozlov held his right palm up. “Okay, let’s cut the crap. I’ll make you a bargain.”

“You’ve got nothing I want,” Sophie said.

“Sure you do,” Kozlov said. “You think the buck stops with me? I couldn’t have done this all by myself you know. Give me your word you’ll spare my life and I’ll let you in on everything.”

“No guarantees,” Sophie said. “But let’s hear it.”

“Okay, I’ll take my chances,” Kozlov said. “A lowly station commander like me would need some contacts in order to bring in the dough, right?”

“Of course.”

“Then I’ll act as your star witness during a civil trial,” Kozlov said. “I use Meridian Galactic to transfer the fuel I siphon off from the station. Lucius Valdemar knows all about it. You can sue them in the local courts here and take over all their assets in New Bali since it’s the law. I can help you with that.”

Sophie scoffed. “Meridian wouldn’t be stupid enough to use their own ships for something like this.”

“They aren’t. Meridian Galactic uses Tai-pan Wu’s vessels as cover. They transfer the fuel near the dark matter fields of the star system.”

Sophie narrowed her eyes. Tai-pan Wu always portrayed himself as a humble businessman, but everyone knew he ran a smuggling empire across the spaceways with his fleet of cargo transports. Some even said he was a pirate, but no one had ever dared to accuse him in public. “You got hard copies to back all this up?”

Kozlov nodded. “Yeah, I stashed some documents here on planet in case the whole thing blew up and I needed an out. It’ll corroborate everything I’ve said- except Wu’s involvement, of course. He was always too smart to leave a trail.”

“And what do you want in return?”

“Retirement with a pension,” Kozlov said. “I have a relative who lives with the boonies, and I can disappear off the grid.”

“You’re going to have to do better than that,” Sophie said nonchalantly.

“What do you mean? I’ve given you enough info to seize the entire branch of Meridian Galactic on this planet.”

“There’s something else you know,” Sophie said. “I’ve looked at your files, and there’s decrypted correspondence between you and a member of the BTC board of directors. The com-links were untraceable and the person contacting you was using a codename.”

Kozlov looked away. “No, I can’t tell you his name. He’s still in the firm, and he’d have me killed if he finds out I ratted on him.”

“I can protect you,” Sophie said. “But I need to know who it is. Who is the traitor in BTC?”

“You promise me I’ll be safe?”

Sophie nodded. “Yes. This man could eliminate you anyway once we sue Meridian, so it’s best you tell me now.”

Kozlov let out a deep breath. “Craig Kawai.”

Axel’s eyebrows shot up. “The executive director of manufacturing?”

Kozlov nodded meekly. “Yes, he is Valdemar’s intel source on all BTC dealings.”

Sophie pursed her lips. Kawai was a senior member of the board of directors, and exerted a powerful influence within the company. It was no surprise Meridian Galactic was able to make good headway into the once monopolized New Bali market since they had an inside man. This was valuable information her grandmother needed.

Kozlov stood up. “Do you agree to my bargain?”

Sophie turned and gestured at Axel to open the door. “I’ll need to check things out and get a confirmation first. If everything you told me is true, then you’ll get what’s owed to you.”

They both quickly walked out of the room, ignoring Kozlov’s protests.

As they made their way down to the first floor of the house, Sophie turned to look at Axel. “Has my uncle been informed of these developments?”

“Not yet,” Axel said. “Only the matriarch and her most trusted men know what’s up right now.”

Sophie nodded. “Then we keep it that way. Don’t tell anybody else in the company yet.”

“This is bound to get out though,” Axel said. “Mr. Strang has eyes and ears everywhere.”

Sophie stared into his eyes. “I read up on your background too. You used to work as an independent security contractor, right? Do you have military experience?”

Axel nodded. “I served in the UNE Space Force a few years ago. Why?”

“Do you know a few security contractors in this planet who aren’t affiliated with either Meridian or BTC?”

“I’ve got a friend with Spartan Dynamics,” Axel said. “He runs a small, independent security team here. He’s discrete, and recently got married to a boonie- so no ties with the conglomerates. We served on a couple of tours and still get together for a drink from time to time. I know I can trust him. He could use some work.”

“Okay, hire their services and transfer Kozlov over to them,” Sophie said. “Don’t worry about the funding- I’ll set up an anonymous account for expenses and such. Keep this only between you and me. I think there may be other traitors in the board of directors, so we can’t take any chances right now.”

Axel nodded. “What about Malinowski?”

“Since Bolivar and Meridian will find out soon enough, we’ve got to give them something to chew on while the real prize stays with us,” Sophie said. “So he’s expendable.”

Axel nodded a second time. He couldn’t help but notice Sophie’s transformation from a young, inexperienced corporate executive into something far more dangerous. The change in her was remarkable, for she seemed to resemble a younger version of her grandmother now.


Chapter 16

After pushing his way through the front of the crowd, Reginald “Reggie” Castro entered through the revolving glass doors of the hospital’s main lobby area. A security guard in a dark blue uniform quickly approached him and asked what his business was.

He held out his ID card. “I’m a member of the family.”

The security guard looked at the card while keeping his other hand on the grip of the holstered stun stick on his belt. He didn’t look convinced. “Says here your name is Castro, not Weiner. Only immediate family members are allowed in right now.”

If only there weren’t other guards around, Reggie would have hit him already, but he was somehow able to control his normally volatile temper. “The dead man’s wife is my sister. I’m his brother in law goddamn it.”

Refusing to admit his mistake, the guard merely took a step back and gestured at him to proceed. “Okay.”

Reggie cursed under his breath while walking past the security team stationed at the lobby. Crowds had gathered outside of the hospital the moment the news broke about the beat down the victim suffered at the hands of the natives. Vigils and rallies had been held across the city, organized by extremist groups like Humanity First. With the recent news of JJ Weiner’s death, the outside congregation’s hysteria had now reached a fever pitch, and the Constabulary had been called, though they were hours away from organizing a significant response to quell a potential riot in the making.

Exiting the elevator and into the third basement level of the building, Reggie rounded a corridor towards the hospital morgue. He could see the nervous faces of the staff as he passed them by, lines of concern etched on their faces. A lifelong resident of Boorloo, New Bali’s third largest city, he felt no love for the locals of Virac, and a part of him hoped the city would burn.

Pushing his way past the double doors, another long corridor led him towards three people sitting on a metal bench, facing another set of closed doors along the side of the wide passageway. Two of the women got up and began walking towards him, their crying starting anew the moment they recognized each other. An old man who had been sitting beside them also stood up, but he didn’t move on account of his weak knees, using a cane to keep himself steady.

The first to reach him was his sister, Francesca. Her dark curly hair had been a mess as she ran up to him and wrapped her arms around his barrel-like torso, her sobs muffled by his thick jacket as she buried her face into his chest.

Francesca’s mother Jimena stood a few paces away, putting her head down as the teardrops fell to the shiny flooring of the corridor. After a minute, she was able to compose herself, looking up at her son with bloodshot eyes. “Reggie, we’re glad you came.”

“I tried to get here sooner, but my freaking boss wouldn’t let me off work,” Reggie said. “So in the end, I told him to go to hell.”

Jimena gave her son a surprised look. “Oh Reggie, you didn’t have to do that, isn’t this the third job you quit from this year?”

Reggie shrugged. “Just another loading job at the Boorloo docks, ma. I can get the same kind of work in a whole bunch of other places.”

Francesca wouldn’t stop crying as she continued to hug her brother tightly. After a short while she looked up at him. “They killed him, Reggie! Those goddamn animals killed him!”

Reggie nodded as he started to support her while making his way towards the bench. “I know, I know. You need to sit down. Come on, let’s head back to Uncle Garth.”

The old man wore a rumpled brown suit while gesturing at the three of them to sit down beside him. “Come on, you all should sit. There’s enough room on this bench.”

Reggie stood in front of him and shook his hand while the two crying women sat back down. “Uncle Garth, how are you?”

The old man sighed while picking up his hat from the bench. “Could be better, as you can see.”

Reggie nodded. Garth was JJ Weiner’s father, and the only other relative on the planet. “I’ve watched the news back in Boorloo and just got in today. What’s the latest?”

Garth looked away, blinking his tired eyes rapidly to try and make sense of it all. “BTC has frozen my son’s accounts. They said there’ll be an investigation first. I had to dig into my savings just to pay for the hospital care but it wasn’t enough, so now I’m broke.”

Reggie stared off into space and cursed. “I knew it! These goddamned company people are always screwing over the little guy!”

Francesca’s shoulder shook as she looked up at him. “BTC only gave me a small fund transfer and it wasn’t enough for JJ’s medical coverage. The hospital won’t release his body to us until it gets settled. What kind of a world is this?”

Garth’s knees could no longer take it, so he eased back down onto the bench with a painful groan. “It’s one heck of a cruel one, that’s for sure.”

Reggie shook with barely suppressed rage. He had a reputation in the Boorloo docks as someone you didn’t want to mess with, now he felt completely powerless. “I can’t believe this. I should have brought my gun over here.”

Garth sighed again while shaking his head slowly. “Don’t do that. You’re just going to get yourself killed.”

Reggie roared as he turned to his side and kicked the wall. The banging noise reverberated along the corridor and there was a slight crack in the ceramic tile where the heel of his heavy boot connected. His three relatives looked up at him with blank faces, unable to comprehend what he had just done. All his life, Reggie always believed if you couldn’t solve a problem through hard work, then your fist and feet ought to get the job done.

The doors at the other end of the corridor opened once again and a single man stepped inside. He wore a buttoned down, black collared shirt and dark brown pants. His short hair was combed neatly to one side, his pale skin almost glistening. The others stared at him silently as he walked towards them, a faint smile on his face. While the others on the bench failed to recognize him, Reggie instantly knew who it was, for he was a subscriber to the man’s virtual newsletter.

Holding out his hand, the man acknowledged them all with a respectful nod. “Good afternoon, my name is Perry Barnes.”

Reggie shook his hand. “I know who you are. I’ve seen you on the news a lot.”

Perry bowed slightly at the three people sitting on the bench. He crouched down until he got to eye level with Francesca. “I am so sorry for your loss, ma’am. I’m the chairman for Humanity First, we’re a political organization advocating rights for all humans, regardless of ethnicity or creed.”

Francesca started to tear up again. “How did you get through the security?”

Perry gave her a reassuring wink. “My group has sympathizers everywhere. I’ve read about the interview you gave to the Examiner, and I was moved by your situation. We’d like to offer you some financial assistance to help you out.”

Garth bit his lip. He knew this man’s views and he didn’t agree with it, but they also needed the money. Putting his concerns aside, he held his hand out. “Well sir, we would appreciate any kind of help you could offer to us, but I gotta tell you, I ain’t the political type.”

Perry shook his hand. “Oh, it’s no problem at all. I was hoping my own media team could interview a member of the family and get permission to upload it onto the virtual net.”

Reggie narrowed his eyes. “There’s a lot of help we need in order to get my brother in law’s body released from this goddamned morgue. The company he worked for is stonewalling us on his medical bills.”

Garth nodded. “They say they need to finish their investigation first.”

Perry got back up and shook his head disapprovingly. “Absolutely shameful. Can you see now why my organization was set up in the first place? To fight for our rights, because BTC is more concerned about the rights of the swamp frogs, even though they’re murdering our race with impunity. Let me ask all of you, is this fair?”

Garth looked away. The two women were too exhausted with stress to say anything. Only Reggie spoke up. “No, it isn’t fair!”

Perry nodded. The others didn’t seem too interested in the cause, but he could see the potential with the dead man’s brother in law. “I have some highly placed sources in BTC, and do you know what they told me?” He looked down at Francesca. “The company claimed your husband started the fight! So they withheld full medical coverage and they may even take away the insurance benefits too.”

Francesca started wailing. “No! We don’t have any money left!”

Reggie’s face was flushed. His hands were curled into trembling fists. Two hospital workers entered through the door and proceeded down the corridor. He glared at them in silent rage.

Perry held his palms up in a gesture of calmness. “I’m on your side here. From what my own sources told me, the whole thing got started when the son of a high ranking BTC director overruled your husband and convinced the aliens to attack him.”

Garth had a surprised look on his face. “What? Why would they do that?”

Perry leaned forward so he could speak softly to them. “It seems JJ Weiner uncovered some sort of corruption and they laid him out as the fall guy. You see the son of this BTC director is in cahoots with the aliens, and I heard he gives them stuff in exchange for the drugs they create in their tribal areas. When JJ uncovered it, they had him beaten up, and now he’s dead.”

Francesca buried her face in her hands and sobbed louder. Jimena placed her arm around her daughter’s shoulder, trying her best to comfort Francesca from the added grief.

Reggie placed a calloused hand on Perry’s shoulder. “What’s the name of the boss’s son? I’d like to meet up with him.”

Garth looked up at his son in law. “No, Reggie. You’ve already been to prison, don’t do anything you’ll regret again.”

Reggie grimaced. “What are we supposed to do then? We can’t let these corporate scumbags get away with this!”

“One thing at a time,” Perry said. “Let’s work on getting you the financial help you need. We can discuss this other stuff later.”

“Thanks for the offer of help,” Garth said. “God knows we need money, and I’m willing to appear on camera with your organization, but it stops there. BTC is too big of a company to mess with.”

Perry took out his smartcom from underneath his jacket and held it out to towards them. “No problem at all. You decide the level of participation with us. I’ve already prepared a statement we can send out virtually right away and an agreement for my organization to shoulder the hospital and funeral expenses for your son. All I need are your respective thumbprints.”

They each pressed their thumbs on the scanner. Within minutes their own smartcom devices had indicated the outstanding bills to the hospital had been transferred to Humanity First, and were now in the process of being paid.

Garth made an effort to get up and he shook Perry’s hand a second time. “Thank you for this, sir. We’re in your debt.”

“Thank you, kind sir,” Francesca said in between her sobbing.

Perry smiled while shaking their hands a second time. He knew this was a political windfall for his organization and he needed to milk it for all its worth. “No problem at all. We exist to help good people like yourselves. If you don’t mind, I need to talk to my media team so I will speak to y’all later. Now don’t worry about the financial arrangements from here on out- we’ll take care of everything.”

“Thanks again,” Garth said as Perry started to walk back towards the distant double doors.

Reggie turned and walked after the Humanity First leader, making long strides in order to catch up with him. “I wanted to ask you something.”

Perry smiled as he pushed through the double doors. “What can I help you with, Mr. Castro?”

“Look, I don’t mind doing interviews and stuff for you guys,” Reggie said. “But once the mainstream media catches a whiff of my background, it could discredit your cause.”

Perry began to slow his walk until he was beside an alcove. He placed himself into it so they could talk without interruption. “I know your background, Mr. Castro. I researched all the family members before I met with you.”

Reggie leaned against the side of the alcove. “So you know I’ve been to jail.”

“Yes, the charge was manslaughter I believe,” Perry said. “You had a good lawyer since the prosecutors wanted to charge you with second degree murder instead.”

“It was a plea deal. The scumbag’s family didn’t want a trial.”

“Well, I understand your concerns for our organization,” Perry said. “No worries, you won’t be on camera, nor will you be named in any of our articles.”

Reggie sighed. “Look, I’ve subscribed to your newsletters before and I like what you people say, so if there’s any way I can help out, let me know.”

Perry smirked. “Ah, I didn’t even know that, thank you for being a loyal subscriber to the Daily Humanist. Well then, this does make things a little bit easier.”

“What do you mean?”

“One of my partners is in the process of setting up a special project at this very moment,” Perry whispered. “It’s sort of like an action team, so to speak. They could use men like you.”

“What kind of a team?”

Perry leaned closer to him so he could speak right by the other man’s ear. “It’s a team that sort of operates below the radar, if you know what I mean. Have you ever spent time outside the domes?”

Reggie nodded. “Yeah, I’ve operated open cargo haulers just beyond the Boorloo docks and even did wildcatting for methane deposits out near some of the wildlife preserves. I can live in an E-suit.”

“Good,” Perry said. “Can you handle a gun?”

Reggie grinned. “I’ve got a gun stashed away in Boorloo somewhere. I know it’s a law that ex-cons like me can’t have one anymore, but in Wetworld anything goes for the right price. I practiced with it every chance I can get.”

“Excellent. Now I know some of these academic types and even the Bureau of Native Affairs like to think of these creatures as people, but I disagree with them,” Perry said. “You can teach a bird to sing, but they’re still only birds in the end. What about you?”

Reggie hissed. “I never liked those goddamned froggers. We should have exterminated them a long time ago. My brother in law would still be alive if it wasn’t for those scum eating amphibians.”

It took of all his control to stop himself from grinning wildly. Perry could see this man was perfect for his plans. “My entire organization shares your sympathy. Have you been to Silesia before?”

Reggie raised an eyebrow. “No, never been there. That’s where my brother in law got killed. Why are you asking me this?”

“Oh it’s just this special team is planning to go over there,” Perry said. “You said you wanted payback, right?”

Reggie narrowed his eyes while scratching his grizzled chin. “I get it. You guys want to get some payback and you want me in on it, don’t you?”

Perry nodded slowly. “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth is the old saying, isn’t it? We need to teach these aliens that human beings will not just sit around after one of their own has been killed. All these froggers have to realize that if you mess with one human, you mess with us all.”

Reggie clenched his teeth. “I’m with you. All I need is an E-suit and a gun and I’ll kill ’em all. Hell, I’ll even shoot those BTC scumbags who collaborated with the froggers.”

Perry raised his hand once again, signifying calm. “Whoa, hold on. We need to get one thing straight. Under no circumstances should you ever target another human being. If BTC security attempts to engage us, then we withdraw, got it?”

Reggie instantly became livid. “But you said just awhile ago BTC had something to do with my brother in law’s death- and you want me to leave them alone? Screw this!”

“Take it easy,” Perry said. “BTC will pay for their role in your relative’s death, but it won’t be through fighting. We can take them to court- my organization has got good lawyers, and we will screw them over in the media. You have to remember the best way to hurt a conglomerate is through their wallet.”

Reggie scoffed. “You really think by doing these silly interviews with my family it would topple the freaking BTC? You’re nuts.”

“They won’t be hurting right away, but with all the stuff we’ve got planned, they’ll start to feel it soon enough,” Perry said. “Trust me on this, Reggie. This is something my organization has been planning for years. We’ve been warning against giving too much to these aliens and now look where we are? All my predictions came true. It’s all in the newsletter, remember?”

Reggie nodded. “You’re right. Our race is under siege and we gotta do something right now.”

“That’s the spirit,” Perry said. His smartcom began beeping, so he pulled it out and stared into its virtual screen for a minute before turning his attention back to Reggie once again. “My media team is ready outside with the crowd- can you ask your sister if she can come out with me to address the people out there?”

“Yeah, I’m sure she can do that,” Reggie said as he walked out from the alcove and began heading back towards the morgue.

 

Perry stood beside her while all the cameras were focused in on them. The crowd by the hospital entrance had swelled to almost ten thousand. Reggie, Garth, and Jimena stood away from the camera, nearly lost behind a line of onlookers. Perry’s own video team had positioned themselves right in front of him, and they soon gave him a thumbs up.

The leader of Humanity First raised both his hands, gesturing at the crowd to calm down so he could speak. The throat microphone he wore would amplify his voice using the loudspeakers of the aerial drones hovering above the throng of people.

As the crowd became silent, Perry cleared his throat. “Good afternoon, citizens of Virac and of the entire world of New Bali. I am standing here today with the widow of JJ Weiner, Francesca Weiner, and she would like to say some words.”

Francesca’s lips trembled. She had been practicing the speech that was shown on the virtual screen of her smartcom for the past fifteen minutes. Despite the pain of her loss, Perry had been able to convince her to go ahead, and his soothing encouragements gave her the will to finally speak out. “About a week ago … my husband was brutally beaten to death by a tribe of native c’thlooq. JJ was a loving husband, and he was killed by a gang of beasts like he was some sort of prey to them. He was unarmed. He never did anything to nobody.”

There were a few gasps coming from the crowd. Francesca paused for a bit to compose herself before continuing on with the prepared statement. “After he was brought back here for treatment, his employers the Bali Trading Corporation … stopped their medical coverage for his injuries. They claimed … they claimed there was an ongoing investigation as to what happened. My family … we were unable to come up with the money to pay for his medical bills.”

A few whistles and jeers began erupting from the crowd. Perry could see the once curious faces amongst them had begun to grimace in outrage over what was being said. Yes, he thought. It’s working.

“But thanks to Humanity First and Mr. Perry Barnes,” Francesca said. “They were able to shoulder our financial burden and we thank them for it. Their organization is the only one who helped us out. Thank you and please pray for my husband’s soul.”

Perry could tell the congregation in front of him was edgy; all that was needed now was a spark. He increased the volume on his throat microphone to maximum. “There you have it, ladies and gentlemen, a loving husband- brutally murdered by alien beasts. He is the second human being to die in the past few days. Don’t forget about Roman Wells, the poor, helpless tourist who was taken and eaten alive by the c’thlooq! How many more of us must die? How many more until we do something about it?”

The crowd erupted with rage. Perry gestured at his colleagues, and a small group immediately took Francesca away from the surging crowd who began pounding against the glass doors of the hospital. Reggie moved away from the other family members as he joined in with the mob. People started stomping on the small terrestrial garden lining the side of the hospital, tearing out imported grass and flowers by their roots and flinging them aside. Someone threw a glass bottle at the revolving doors, but the hardened acrylic in the entryway held firm, and the bottle merely shattered on its façade.

A contingent of riot police had been hastily assembled and was standing at the perimeter of the crowd. Their commanders ordered them to disperse the mob the moment the bottle was thrown, but they were heavily outnumbered. Select people within the crowd began to battle the cops, who could only hold their own while keeping the agitators at bay with riot shields and stun sticks.

With the surging chaos all around him, Perry stayed by one of the support columns of the hospital, his voice and image still being recorded by all media outlets. “The aliens will not divide us! The aliens will not divide us! Blood for blood! Remember what they did! Remember! Don’t let them or BTC get away with it! Protect our species! Protect our species! Humans first!”

His repetitive chants were soon echoing through the mob as more cops were being deployed. “Humans first! Humans first! Guard our species! Guard our species!”


Chapter 17

Lifting his left boot out from the morass of viscid sludge, Brother Moises Borbon breathed out a tired groan as he worked his way forward, towards the drier part of the marsh. Just three days of walking around in the swamplands had quickly exhausted him, and every evening he would literally crawl back into his airtight pop tent, falling asleep before his guide even had time to cook dinner for them both.

A coarse, low-sounding voice came over his helmet’s com-link. “You know what, priest? It would be less tiring for you if you walked where the plants grew instead of sticking your feet in the mud all the time.”

Moises grunted as he turned and slowly made his way to the grassier part of the marshy coastline. “Thanks, I’m not a priest by the way. I’m a brother.”

“What’s the damn difference?”

“I haven’t been ordained by the Church to be a priest,” Moises said as waded slowly towards a patch of tall grass. Just a few more heavy steps and his walking should get easier. “So I’m just a consecrated layman.”

Guy Beauregard snorted while standing in the nearby tree line. He was in his early fifties, and still in excellent shape. Having lived in the vast, untamed frontier of Wetworld all his life, he had garnered a reputation as an excellent guide and tracker for both the city folk and with his fellow boonies. The others in his profession were unofficially called rangers, and they were sometimes contracted by BTC or the Shore Patrol for both search and rescue. Beauregard had a very good reputation with the native tribes, and he was allowed to venture into their exclusive territories for both trade and passing along information. He held his hand up so the Jesuit would notice him. “I’m over here. Anytime today would be nice for us to get over to the Woorang region. My son brought the hovercraft ahead of us to the north point- so he’ll wait there for the next few days till we can get to him.”

Moises hauled himself up onto the grassy area. He shook off bits of the sticky mud still clinging to his boots before walking over to the ranger. “How far are we?”

“We’re seven or eight klicks out from the main waterway. But if you keep going off by yourself, then we might have to spend the evening out here.”

“I’m sorry,” Moises said. “I thought I saw a native near the water and I wanted to see if I could talk to him or her, it’s why I ended up in the mud.”

Beauregard shook his head from side to side, the large helmet he wore clicking softly against his gaunt, frizzled cheeks. “I must have told you this fifty times already. Walk where I walk and you’ll be fine. You’re slowing us down, and if this keeps up I’m going to charge you extra for my services.”

Moises bowed slightly. “Again I truly apologize, but I am out here looking for natives.”

The old ranger placed his hands on his padded hips. He had already put down the large backpack containing the inflatable tents and supplies beside him. “We’re in neutral territory right now. You ain’t gonna see many natives until we get to a tribal zone. Out here it’s just gonna be some heralds passing through, or maybe an old c’thlooq if we get lucky. This area we’re at is seldom used, even by them.”

“These places are where the old natives go to die, right?”

“Yup,” Beauregard said. “Don’t bother with the c’thlooq out here. Some of the older ones might be delirious, so they could turn violent if you get close. They might think of you as an animal or something. One ranger I knew learned it the hard way- he had his arm broken when he tried to approach one of the dying ones.”

Moises looked around. “I’ve always wondered why they don’t care for their dead or dying like we do. From the studies I read it seems the older ones just go out of their home territories to die alone.”

Beauregard shrugged. “Who knows? I don’t mess with their ways, and they don’t mess with mine. I think it’s better this way, don’t you?”

“I’d like to be able to learn more so I can relate to them,” Moises said. “My whole mission is to make them see God. I can’t fail in this.”

Beauregard rolled his eyes, even though the Jesuit wouldn’t be able to notice because of his tinted visor. “Yeah, right.”

Moises had met up with him a few days earlier. Oscar Tinibu contacted him and referred Beauregard as a dependable guide, and Moises quickly struck a deal with him. Brother Guido De Luca had been apprehensive about Moises’s plan, but in the end offered no real resistance. With Beauregard’s help, he had made it into the Okefenokee Wildlife Preserve, and now he needed to show some results.

The young Jesuit brother looked down. The days had been long and he was under a lot of stress, but he was determined to succeed. “You don’t think this’ll work, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” Beauregard said nonchalantly. “But since I’m getting paid either way, it makes no difference to me. Can we keep going now?”

 

This time he followed Beauregard step by step as they made their way across half a dozen inlets and into the firmer lowlands. The old ranger seemed to know exactly where to go, and Moises found some relief with his aching leg muscles. His stomach had begun to growl for the past few hours, but he figured eating could wait while they made up for the lost time. Although he would sing an occasional tune wafting through the audio com-link, Beauregard didn’t utter a single complaint for he was in his element, and loving every minute of it.

Moises continued to match his progress, walking just a few paces behind the ranger. “Say, I wanted to ask you a question about your helmet.”

Beauregard didn’t break his stride as he used an extendable pole to check just ahead of him for sure footing along the fens. “Go ahead and ask, but I won’t guarantee a response.”

“Okay then, why are some of your helmets bigger than the ones the city people uses when you’re out here?”

Beauregard chuckled. “I remember taking a journalist from Earth on a guided tour of the outer territories once and he asked me the same question. I told him it’s because we boonies have got bigger heads than the urbanites.”

“So what’s the real answer?”

The ranger glanced back at him while tapping the extended chin of his helmet. “We got bigger helmets because we modified them. Mine’s got a small airlock right where my mouth is. This means I can put food into this little cubbyhole and push it into my mouth. I don’t know if you noticed this, but you see the other tube that’s sticking out from my life support pack and into the back of my helmet?”

“Yeah I see it,” Moises said. “It’s a second air hose isn’t it? I know you frontiersmen like to have backup systems when you’re out here in case of an emergency.”

“Good guess, but no,” Beauregard said. “The second tube actually has water from my hydration pack so I can drink from a straw built into the lower part of my helmet without taking it off too.”

Moises was impressed. “So you guys don’t need to inflate a pop tent for meals or for drinking? Wow, you can pretty much just live out here wearing nothing but your E-suit.”

“Yup, we’re prepared for anything unexpected coming up. If you want, I could refer you to—”

Moises narrowed his eyes. His guide had stopped and began to crouch down in the marsh grass. The young Jesuit inched forward until he stood just behind Beauregard. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Beauregard pointed towards the opposite bank of the inlet. “Look over there, it’s a native.”

Moises placed his right hand on the side of his helmet, initiating the telescopic mode on the smartglass visor. Shuffling along the riverbank was a grey-skinned c’thlooq, its mottled body sheath and clumsy gait indicating advanced age. Moises let out a gasp as he noticed a gaping, infected wound along the side of the native’s right thigh. His studies of c’thlooq anatomy revealed these beings had a nervous system very similar to humans. The damage to its body must be giving it an excruciating pain.

Even though their com-link had a closed private frequency, Beauregard kept his voice low. “It looks like an elder, a female I think.”

“How can you tell?”

“The shape of their head horns,” Beauregard said. “Female c’thlooq tend to have more curved ends. Their stomachs tend to be more bloated too. She must have been traveling for days just to reach this area.”

Moises blinked several times. He still couldn’t believe he was seeing an event he had only read about. “Is she making her way out here to die?”

Beauregard sighed. “What do you think? Of course she is! That wound on her thigh isn’t doing her any favors.”

“What do you mean?”

“If the c’thlooq know the injuries they suffered is mortal, then they wouldn’t even bother to seek help, they would just go away to die so as not to be a burden to their tribe,” the ranger said.

Moises’s eyes opened wide. His own storage pack contained medical supplies for both humans and c’thlooq. “Maybe we could help her!”

The ranger shook his head. “No. Both our laws and our ethics say we never interfere with the natives, not even if its life or death. I think she knows she’s too old for her tribe to have to waste resources to help her out, so it looks like she’s decided to end her days out here in her people’s time honored tradition.”

“So what do we do?”

“Nothing,” Beauregard said as he unstrapped the backpack and placed it on the ground. “We can observe, or we could move around her so she doesn’t notice us. Take your pick. If you want to do the former then I’ll just contact my son and tell him we’ll be late at the rendezvous point for a day or two. Who knows, she could expire any time now from the looks of her.”

Moises bit his lip. The first time he met the natives was on his second day in the outpost, but they ignored him completely. Along with Guido, he tried to get their attention by performing Mass in the open chapel, but the c’thlooq merely went over to the trading station and bartered for a few tools before leaving the platform.

“If it’s your first time seeing this, then it might be worth it to stay and observe,” Beauregard said. “I can set up the pop tents a short ways away and start cooking dinner for us. I bet you’re hungry from all this traipsing around.”

Moises said nothing as he just stood there, completely transfixed at the c’thlooq female trying to make her way closer to the shore, but it was clear the injury had crippled her, and the native’s movements were more akin to a slow, desperate crawl. The whole scene was heartbreaking, and his body shook with a nervous, frustrated anxiety.

The ranger sensed his companion’s uneasiness. Beauregard sat down with a grunt beside one of the outlying trees, using the segmented trunk as a backrest. Looking up at the Jesuit, he gestured at Moises to come and join him. “You might want to sit down. I know it looks bad, but we gotta let nature take its course. You wouldn’t want one of them messing around during your funeral I bet.”

Moises remembered his vows: chastity, poverty, and obedience. The fourth vow was to follow the Pope’s directives. The Holy Father had tasked him to find a way to contact the natives, to bridge the unfathomable gulf that had been there for almost one hundred and fifty years. His own conscience was screaming at him to do something, anything to alleviate the suffering of the poor native. Closing his eyes for a few seconds, he realized he was at a crossroads.

Beauregard was busy setting up a tripod to record the event in order to earn some extra cash by selling the video footage to academics and curiosity seekers. By the time he had placed his smartcom on top of the tripod, he suddenly noticed Moises was no longer standing behind him. After hurriedly getting up, the ranger started looking around. The moment his eyes started scanning the riverbank just below his position, he let out a string of curses.

Moises stepped gingerly into the flowing waters of the shallow estuary, making his way towards the other side of the shore. Strapped along the back of his thigh was a c’thlooq first aid kit.

Beauregard angrily tapped the side of his helmet to activate the com-link. “What in the hell are you doing? Get back over here! Now!”

“She’s suffering. I need to ease her pain,” Moises said. He was nearly on the other side, just a few more steps. The current was mild, but he was afraid of getting his foot stuck on the muddy bottom.

“You goddamn stubborn priest, I told you not to get close to them while they’re dying. You’re gonna get yourself killed!”

Moises made it to the edge of the riverbank. He turned off the private com-link channel to Beauregard, while adjusting his audio for external use instead. Just before he had ventured outside Virac, Moises made sure he bought the best available sound receiver and speakers on his E-suit, for he needed to clearly understand what the natives were saying, and vice versa.

The old c’thlooq didn’t seem to react as he got to within a few paces of her. She had been sitting down beside a robust qyss tree, the heaving of her stomach meant she was in an weakened state. The nictitating membranes over her eyes seemed cloudier than usual and failed to retract, making him speculate she was blind.

Switching the smartglass mode on his helmet visor from clear to medical, he peered closer and activated the c’thlooq diagnostic app. The designers of the computer program had left a blaring notice on his virtual HUD, proclaiming any sort of recommended treatment it came up with as not guaranteed, and they would bear no responsibility for any sort of malpractice.

Moises hurriedly acknowledged the acceptance of the liability clause and began to scan the c’thlooq’s body. Using thermal and X-ray imaging, he could see the female had a fractured hip bone in addition to the deep gash. Upon scanning the wound, the medical app told him the infection was acute, and caused by an unknown pathogen. Moises attempted to search for a proper treatment, and the application immediately returned his virtual query with an error, stating its medical database regarding alien medical procedures was incomplete.

Gritting his teeth in frustration, Moises turned off the largely useless app and switched his visor back to standard view. Rummaging through his pack, he took out a thin plastic tube containing an experimental analgesic which had not yet been fully tested. A number of pharmaceutical companies were in the process of researching medicines for alien use, but the c’thlooq deemphasized any sort of treatment for the sick or injured of their kind. Consequently, most of the medical treatments available for the c’thlooq were unproven in nature.

Moises hurriedly read the printed writing on the orange tube. It was an opiate based pain medication, similar to morphine. The designers of the drug had hoped it would have similar effects on the c’thlooq, due to the similarities of their neural systems, though there were many unknown factors that could possibly lead to complications. If the drugs didn’t act right, it might actually worsen the plight of the stricken native instead of helping her.

Trusting in his faith, Moises unscrewed the tip of the pipe-like dispenser, revealing the thick needle underneath. The indigene remained motionless as he crouched down beside her and plunged the injector just above her wound. The c’thlooq stirred a little as Moises backed away.

The nictitating membrane of the native’s right eye partially retracted. Her deep, low-pitched voice was heard clearly on his E-suit’s receiver. “My vision … fades. Have I found the Dreaming at last?”

Moises clenched his jaw. The c’thlooq was talking to him! He needed to say something in order to keep the conversation going. Moises had been studying the c’thlooq language ever since he was a boy, but this would be his first time ever conversing with a native. “You have wandered to the reaches, beyond the borders of your tribe. Does your injury still hurt?”

Bits of mucous seeped out from the c’thlooq’s mouth. “Whatever you have given me seems to have numbed the pain. For this I thank you. My mind is … no longer engulfed by agony, and I have enough spirit to converse with you.”

Moises couldn’t help but grin as he crouched down beside her. “Do you wish more of the numbness?”

“No,” she said. “I have … enough spirit to edge closer to the Dreaming, and I am satisfied.”

Moises frowned. She was clearly referring to the Talk, but the true meaning of her words were as of yet a mystery to him. “Do you need me to find you some food?”

The c’thlooq clicked her tongue. “No. Your accent … is strange to me, of what tribe are you?”

Moises’s eyes opened wide. She thought he was a c’thlooq too! No wonder the native continued to converse with him, for she would have never said anything to a human had her eyes been better. A part of him instantly held back, telling himself he shouldn’t lie to this poor female. But he was also a scientist, and the myriad possibilities of learning so much by keeping up with the deception outweighed his conscience, albeit temporarily. Nevertheless, he needed to figure out a proper response.

Searching through his memories, Moises hurriedly sorted through his mental catalogue of nearby tribes he could pose as, but he couldn’t be sure if she was testing him or if the female truly believed he was a fellow native. In the end, he couldn’t come up with a proper answer, so he decided to just improvise. “I belong to no tribe, for I am a herald.”

“Ah, a herald,” she said softly. “I am Qksich, of the O’wyshk. I stay here now for I shall soon join my husband and his three other wives towards the Dreaming. What are you called?”

Moises nodded. Was her reference to the Talk as a sort of afterlife? “My name is Moises.”

Qksich had a hard time trying to pronounce the first letter of his name due to the shape of her mouth. “Oises, I would ask you to relay a message to my son Fwichk, can you do this for me?”

Moises clenched his fists as he tried to remember the words of the ritual the heralds used. “By your honorable ancestors, I promise to you I shall speak only of what you have spoken about, and it shall only be to your son Fwichk.”

The nictitating membrane of Qksich’s fluttered for a few seconds. “Your words to the Ritual of the Messenger are … strange, but it is enough for me.”

Beads of sweat began to form on his forehead, and his visor began to fog up. “I am sorry.”

Qksich partially raised her right arm. “Please tell my son Fwichk I forgive him. Even though I feel his loyalty to the heretic Eossl is wrong, he is still my son, and I shall always cherish him.”

“I will tell him of this.”

“Good,” She said. “I had not had a chance to say farewell for he had already gone with the heretic.”

“I promise your son Fwichk will hear of your kind words to him,” Moises said.

“Good,” Qksich said softly. “My time is now finished, and I can now become a true dreamer.”

Moises’s curiosity got the better of him. “Why do you call it the Dreaming, should it not be the Talk instead?”

Her nictitating membrane fluttered again, indicating mild confusion. “Ah, I see … you have not had the Talk for many cycles now, yes?”

Moises shook his head. “No, I have not been in the Talk for a long time, and I am ashamed for it.”

“Then let us have a short Talk while I still breathe,” Qksich said. “Of who do you wish to portray?”

“I wish to be a youngling,” Moises said. “One who asks many questions of their elders.”

“Very well, I shall be an elder and you may begin,” Qksich said.

Moises exhaled deeply. He needed to learn as much of the Talk as he could. It seemed to be nothing more than a simple game of make-believe, like the very things he did as a child to entertain himself and his friends. “Honorable elder, I hear of the Talk, and how important it is in our lives. Could you speak more of it?”

“Heed these words, my child. Our lives in these lands may have hardships and vicissitude, but know it is an illusion. In the Dreaming one does not feel pain, and all is well. The Talk is the gift that has been bestowed upon our people by our ancestors, and it is what defines us,” Qksich said.

“How does it solve all of our problems, honorable elder?”

“My child, the Talk gives us power over everything,” Qksich said softly. “One can assume the role of the stars above, or the ever present waters of the lands. An exile can be a chief, a male can be female. Our distant ancestors speak to us, as if they never left. This is the true gift of the Talk, for it enables us to shape time.”

Moises nodded. “So the Talk can stop conflict?”

Qksich looked up. “The Talk can do anything you wish, it can—” Her words stopped, and she started to vomit out more mucous, only this time it was tinged with streams of opaque, silvery fluid.

Moises knew immediately it was blood seeping from her mouth. “Qksich, are you alright?”

Her body shook a little, and the single eye gave him a fading stare. “I think it is best you leave me now. My time to journey … towards the Dreaming … shall be soon. Farewell, herald, let us meet again in the Talk.”

Moises figured it was time to go. He stood up. “Farewell, Qksich. I shall speak of you in the Talk.”

Qksich failed to react, but he could tell she was still clinging to life because of the heaving of her stomach. Turning around, Moises headed back down to the river’s edge and began wading towards the other side. By the time he reached the opposite bank of the estuary, he had tears in his eyes. He had learned so much in the last few minutes, yet he hated himself for it. Moises knew he would be damned for saying lies to a dying c’thlooq, and he was already thinking of his penance the moment he got to dry ground. Sensing his companion coming towards him, he reactivated the com-link circuit.

Beauregard walked up to him, right fist clenched tightly. The ranger was ready to hit him, until he realized the younger man seemed very shook up. Taking Moises by his elbow, he led the stumbling Jesuit back up to the high ground. “You okay?”

Moises gasped as he blinked his tears away. “I’m sorry. I just had to help her.”

Beauregard sighed. “Well, she didn’t slap or kick you to the ground, so I guess it’s okay in the end. But I gotta tell you, if you get hurt on account of not listening to me, I ain’t gonna haul your butt through the swamp just to get you medical help, you got it?”

He nodded. “Yes. Once again, I’m sorry.”

The ranger shook his head in disbelief. “You’re as stubborn as a mule, priest. Did you learn anything?”

“I did. Quite a lot.”


Chapter 18

Detective Austin Hannant stood by the street corner at the boundary of the Docks district as a squad of constables wearing riot gear and holding large transparent shields streamed past him. He recognized the sergeant and called out to him. “Yo, Tran- where are you guys off to?”

The sergeant turned and gave him a mock salute while continuing on his way. “Just got word there’s another demonstration brewing in West Malacca. We gotta get over there before the fighting starts again.”

“Good luck, dude,” Austin said.

“I wish I was one of you guys,” Tran said to him before disappearing round the corner.

Austin sighed. Virac City had been restless for the past few days. The death of JJ Weiner had touched off a wave of demonstrations throughout t4he planetary capital. Humanity First called for open retaliation against the native tribes outside of the domes, while their political opposites who went by the moniker Antira, or anti-racists, organized counter demonstrations in the same areas. Invariably, the moment both groups met on the streets, conflict soon arose and the Constabulary was hard-pressed to maintain order. The latest word was both the planetary governor and the mayor were holding high-level meetings to declare a state of emergency, but so far nothing had been announced.

The street he was standing in was partly deserted, for all the nearby businesses had closed down to prevent damage to their storefronts, due to the running battles between the Humanity First and Antira. The only places still open were in the commercial areas controlled by BTC and guarded by their well-armed private security forces.

Austin clenched his jaw in frustration. The Colonial Constabulary was undermanned and under equipped if the riots ever intensified. The only organization with enough strength to quell a planetwide tide of chaos was BTC, but so far they had remained publicly neutral, despite the accusations of corruption and callousness leveled against them. He hoped the city’s unrest wouldn’t get any worse, for he feared what the heavy-handed CorpSec troopers would do to ordinary people if they were ever unleashed.

Detective Omar Kelly called out to him from across the street. “Oz, over here.”

Austin grunted as he waited while a car drove by before crossing over to where his partner stood. “Okay, what have you got?”

“The informant drew a blank on who the Docks Slasher is, but he did give me a tip on something else.”

“Like what?”

Omar pulled out his smartcom from beneath his jacket and showed the picture on the virtual screen to the senior detective. “This guy- Richard Marietta. He’s a CorpSec officer.”

Austin shrugged. “What about him?”

“We got a police network black flag on him, remember? He’s wanted by BTC. When someone gets a black flag alert, it means even us cops have an obligation to find him and turn him over to the company men.”

Austin rolled his eyes. “We’re working on a possible suspect in a homicide case, remember? Anyway, I thought you hated BTC, so why do you want to cooperate with them all of a sudden?”

“The informer told me the reason BTC wants one of their own guys so bad is because he’s got some dirt on one of their corporate bigshots,” Omar said.

Austin gestured at him to stop. “Now hold on just a minute. You want us to work on something else, just so you can get some dirt on BTC?”

“Yeah, I figure we could find the guy since the informer gave me the location of where he’s hiding and so I think we can maybe record what he says and you know, expose freaking BTC.”

Austin narrowed his eyes. “Go where? To the media?”

“Well yeah,” Omar said. “The informant told me this Marietta guy was in Silesia when the other guy got beaten up by the natives, so—”

Austin held his hand up again. “Stop right there. Who do you think we are, investigative journalists? We’re cops for chrissake. I’m not on some goddamned crusade to smear BTC, not when there’s going to be a possible state of emergency that could be declared any time.”

“It’s not a smear on BTC if it’s the truth,” Omar said.

Austin stared deeply into his partner’s dark brown eyes. “It was you, wasn’t it? You’re the one who tipped off the Examiner about Roman Well’s death.”

“Oz…”

“Don’t you Oz me,” the senior detective said. “I’m your partner for chrissakes, we’re supposed to trust each other. We both got an earful from Captain Yapper the other day, do you know why? Because he thinks we were behind the leak, and I’m about to go down with you when he demotes us both. So are you gonna be straight with me or what?”

Omar looked away in shame. “Yeah, it was me. I was just so sick and tired of the way we had to let the case go. Seems nobody on our side cared much to do anything about it- so I just passed the information along to someone who could.”

“So you leaked it- to the freaking media,” Austin said. “Who happens to find the body of this poor, dumb tourist, and they write up a story that goes haywire and causes all these riots. Good job, Omar, real good job there.”

“The whole thing was bothering me,” Omar said softly. “I couldn’t sleep, and it felt like we were powerless to do anything. It was as if nothing we did seem to matter.”

“So you did something to ease your conscience, and now it’s blown up in all our faces,” Austin said. “Are you happy now?”

Omar sighed. “Look, I didn’t expect these riots to happen, okay?”

Austin threw his arms up. “But it did! You ever heard of the old saying, the road to hell is paved with good intentions?”

“Yeah, I get it,” Omar said. “I’m sorry for not telling you about this.”

Austin glared at him. “So you want to stir the pot even more by going after this Marietta guy too?”

Omar let out a deep breath. “Maybe if we could show how BTC is responsible somehow, maybe it will get the rioters to calm down.”

“That’s a lot of maybes and we don’t even know what this guy’s got,” Austin said. “He could just be wanted for internal crimes within the conglomerate he works for and that’s it. Anyway, the story about Roman Wells being eaten by the natives has got nothing to do with him.”

“Yeah, but the riots only exploded when these Humanity First racists started blaming the natives,” Omar said. “The informer told me this guy’s got a different story. Why don’t we just listen to what he has to say and then take it from there? The worst thing that could happen is we do our jobs since it’s a black flag alert.”

Austin looked down at the dusty pavement. He began to wonder if it was a good decision to relocate to this planet. If only he had the guts to stick with it back on Earth he might still have a chance to see his son again. Right now he didn’t know what to believe in anymore.

Omar could sense his partner’s uneasiness. “Look, I know I screwed up by not telling you about the leak. Okay, if you want to forget about it, that’s fine with me.”

Austin put his chin up. What the heck, he thought. “Let’s go find this guy. I’ve got nothing better to do. You got a fix on his location?”

Omar’s eyes beamed with pleasant surprise. “Ah, yeah- I do. He’s not far from here so we don’t have to get back to the car.”

“Lead on, partner.”

 

The aptly named Jasmine House was located at the heart of the red light district near the Docks. Constructed with imitation red brick and synthetic wood, the five story building openly advertised itself as a boutique hotel, but every local knew the place was a bordello. While the city’s elite tended to more upscale houses of love at the more discreet establishments near the spaceport, Jasmine House’s clientele were usually tourists or traveling businessmen.

Austin and his partner walked the two blocks from the street corner and made their way up the stone steps towards the building’s double doors. After entering into the small lobby area and its adjoining bar, they could both see the place was mostly empty, save for a skeletal staff doing some routine maintenance work on the faux gold paint adorning the Romanesque support columns of the main room. A simple, box-like cleaner bot the size of a small dog slowly hovered above the carpeted floor, its lower vacuum unit busily extracting minute traces of dust and dirt off of the faded rug.

A middle aged woman with bleached blonde curls stepped out from behind the counter and walked up to them with a smile. Her heavy makeup resembled cake batter and the elaborate dress she wore had a long embroidered skirt in the Mardi Gras style. “Good morning, gentlemen. We usually don’t get too many clients at this hour and because of what’s happening outside, but I think we should have enough workers here to attend to whatever needs you both desire. So what’ll it be? Women or men? Or maybe something more exotic?”

Austin smirked as he pulled out his badge from underneath his jacket and showed it to her. “Neither.”

The woman frowned. “I see. What do you cons want?”

Omar placed his hands on his hips. “Irena Bednarski. Where’s her assigned room?”

The madam gave him a blank look. “I don’t know of any Irena here. I think you’ve gone into the wrong place.”

Omar took a step forward until he was inches from her face. “Don’t toy with me, lady. I know she’s here, and she’s got a special guest staying with her.”

“You can’t threaten me like this,” she said. “Do you know who one of my silent partners is?”

The junior Constabulary detective grabbed her pale, wrinkly arm just above the elbow. “We could do this the easy way or the hard way, ma’am. Would you like to come back with us to the station?”

A large, swarthy man with a tight fitting purple suit and a Mohawk haircut emerged from behind the bar counter and began walking towards them, only to stop in surprise when he recognized Austin. The former inmate of the city jail quickly doubled back over to the bar once again and stayed there, not willing to tangle with the police a second time. After making eye contact with the bouncer, Austin nodded silently in accordance.

The mama-san quickly realized she didn’t have much of a choice. “Okay, look- she’s with her boyfriend upstairs. Third floor, she’s in the lavender room. What do you want with her anyway?”

“It’s not her we want,” Omar said. “It’s her boyfriend.”

Austin gave her a disarming smile. “We just want to talk to him.”

The woman rolled her eyes. “I knew the moment she asked me to cover for her it was going to be trouble. Okay, I don’t want to know any more.” She took out her smartcom device and showed them a series of numbers on its virtual glass screen. “Here’s the passcode for the room. Please don’t break anything up there, okay?”

“We’ll be gentle,” Austin said before walking towards the plush stairwell at the far end of the lobby.

Omar mounted the steps ahead of him. “If he’s CorpSec, he might be armed.”

Austin reached into his jacket, feeling the rubberized grip of his pistol as they made their way up. “Then let’s do a no-knock. We get him down on the ground before he has a chance to react.”

“Okay.”

The third floor corridor was quiet, and both detectives moved quickly along the passageway, their footsteps muffled by the thick carpeting. Coming upon the room titled lavender, they both stood separately along the sides of the entryway. Drawing out the pistol with his right hand, Austin dangled his smartcom device closer to the optical sensor by the door. Omar also drew out his weapon as he bent his knees and prepared to rush inside.

With a flick of his wrist, Austin disengaged the lock with his smartcom before using his shoulder to push at the door and barrel his way into the room. Omar quickly followed in behind him, pistol at the ready.

They both surprised the young man who lay on the four poster bed, watching a flat screen holographic TV at the far side of the wall. Richard Marietta instantly sat up when both men burst into the bedroom. He quickly turned to his right and reached for the snub pistol on the nightstand beside the bed, but Austin got there first, using his free hand to backslap the renegade security officer before grabbing the gun away. Richard got up and tried to grapple with him, but Omar quickly launched into the suspect, tackling Richard down into the ground.

A shocked Irena stepped out of the bathroom, a wet toothbrush in her hand. The only thing she had on was a skimpy, synthsilk nightdress. After seeing her boyfriend being thrust to the floor, she let out a scream.

Austin quickly closed the door behind him and wagged a finger at her. “Shut up, we’re Colonial Constabulary.”

Omar had managed to get Richard face down onto the carpet, his left arm pinned behind his back. The younger detective placed the stubby barrel of his pistol to the back of the other man’s head. “Quit resisting, pal, or I’m gonna end up using this.”

Irena had stopped wailing as she dropped the toothbrush and had both hands over her mouth. “Please, don’t hurt him!”

Austin holstered his pistol. “Then tell your boyfriend to stop struggling.”

Richard’s muffled voice was heard as he struggled to talk while his face was being pressed down on the carpet. “Okay, I give up!”

Lifting his right knee from the suspect’s back, Omar threw him backwards until Richard lay sprawled on the floor beside the bed.

“Calm down, bucko. We just want to talk to you,” Omar said.

Richard was still breathing heavily as he sat up on the floor. Wiping a bit of blood from his torn lips, he looked up at the two detectives. “You cons after me too?”

Unlike his partner, Omar didn’t holster his pistol, instead he just kept it pointing down at the floor, ready to bring it back up at a moment’s notice. “When you get a BTC black flag alert, it means everybody is out looking for you, dummy.”

Richard put his head down. “Goddamn it. This wasn’t my fault.”

Irena wanted to sit by his side, but Austin gestured at her to stay near the bed instead. She meekly submitted and sat down on a small divan. “Please, Richard is innocent. He didn’t do anything.”

“You need to be straight with us,” Austin said to the man sitting on the floor. “Why are you running from BTC? What did you do to make them want to arrest you?”

Richard let out a big sigh. His words carried along a bit of hysteria and despair. “Arrest me? They want to kill me!”

Omar narrowed his eyes. He reached into his jacket and activated the audio recorder of his smartcom. “For what?”

Richard looked up at them with desperate eyes. “You know about JJ Weiner, right? Well, I was one of the security officers up north in Silesia when it happened. The froggers beat the poor guy to death because Lieutenant Strang let them do it!”

Austin looked at him quizzically. “Who?”

“Ignacio Strang,” Richard said. “I was assigned to his security team and we were dispatched to Silesia in order to respond to a complaint by the froggers up there. When we got to the mining outpost, those aliens complained that Weiner was the one who vandalized their houses, so Iggy let them beat up the sergeant.”

Austin raised an eyebrow. “Strang? Is he related to—”

“Yes, yes,” Richard quickly added. “He’s Bolivar Strang’s son. The head of BTC Corporate Security.”

Omar made a low whistle. “Whoa, wait a minute. The news reports said the man responsible for the incident in Silesia was a CorpSec officer named Devon Taylor. He died resisting arrest by BTC Internal Affairs just yesterday in his apartment.”

Richard shook his head rapidly. “No, no, no! Devon was subordinate to Iggy, it was Iggy who ordered the freaking froggers to beat up Weiner. Don’t you get it? BTC is covering up for Bolivar Strang’s son. They’re killing any witnesses now. Devon is dead, Charlie’s dead, and now they’re going to do me next!”

“Let’s say I believe you, this is one serious mess you got yourself into,” Austin said. “So your plan was to hide out in a whorehouse indefinitely?”

Irena held up a nervous finger. “I-I know a guy in Boorloo who works as a cargo loader in the spaceport over there, we’re supposed to get out of here in a few days and meet up with him. He says he can get us some tickets on a freighter going to Mars.”

“How well do you know this guy?” Austin asked her.

Irena looked away. He knew then it was probably just one of her clients. Austin shook his head. These two were going to get caught. It was just a matter of time.

Omar crossed his arms. “Why didn’t you just surrender to the Constabulary instead?”

Richard grimaced. “What makes you think you guys can protect me? Don’t you see what happened? The freaking BTC is going to use me as their fall guy, they’re covering it all up to protect Iggy!”

“What about the media? Why don’t you go public with your story?” Omar asked.

“You think getting on the news is going to help me? You’re nuts,” Richard said softly. “BTC has already altered my employment records in the public database- I’ve checked. They made it look like it was Devon who was in charge of the security team in Silesia and erased all records of Iggy ever being there. I can’t even send word to my family, man- I know for a fact BTC has got them staked out.”

Austin pursed his lips. “You’re the only living witness left?”

“No,” Richard said. “The BTC operations manager in Silesia, his name was Frank something … Coo. Yes, that’s it. He can probably corroborate what happened, but I read somewhere he was transferred out once the crap hit the fan.”

Austin locked eyes with his partner and shook his head before turning his attention back to Richard. “Okay. Well, I think we’ll be going.”

Richard got up to his knees. “Wait, you’re not going to arrest me?”

Austin looked away. “Nah, my partner and I work in homicide for the Constabulary. This has nothing to do with us.”

“You- you’ve got to help me,” Richard said. “Please. If you could get us outta here and over to Boorloo so we can get off-planet.”

Austin shook his head. “Nah, I don’t want any part of this. I’ll do you a favor by not arresting you and turning you over to BTC, even though there’s a nice big reward if I do.”

Omar looked at his more senior partner. He wanted to help. “Why not get them onto one of the Shore Patrol hovercrafts over to Boorloo?”

“No,” Austin said tersely. “BTC has got many people in the Shore Patrol on their payroll. We can’t be a part of this.”

Irena shrieked as she quickly got down beside her boyfriend. “Please! You’ve got to help us!”

Omar took out his smartcom device and started running his fingers on the virtual menu. “I think I know a couple of boonie salvagers out by the docks, maybe they can get you a berth on one of their transports.”

Austin moved sideways and grabbed Omar by the elbow. “Are you nuts? We can’t help them- we’re in trouble enough as it is.”

Omar inched closer so he could whisper into his partner’s ear. “Let’s help them. Once this gets out, the public will turn their full fury against BTC.”

Austin gritted his teeth. “Don’t you know who you’ll be up against? Bolivar Strang is the most dangerous man on this whole planet- you do not want to get in his way.”

Omar sighed in disappointment. “But we just can’t let BTC win again!”

Austin edged closer until his eyes were just a few inches away from his partner’s own. His voice turned into a low whisper. “You’ve still got a sister and your mother, don’t you? Do you want them to stay alive? Follow my advice for once.”

Omar looked down on the floor and stayed silent.

Austin turned and looked back at the couple on the floor. He could see the anguish in their eyes and he knew he would be forever haunted by it. At that moment he made his own choice. “Okay, you two get dressed, right now.”

Omar turned and stared in shock at the older man while Richard and Irena hurriedly began to don their clothes. “What’s going on?”

“I said you’ve got family,” Austin said. “But I don’t. Get back to the car and report a negative on the lead.”

“What are you gonna do?”

“Get them outta here,” Austin said. “I know a few people they can stay with until I get a plan together. You need to be as far away from me so BTC can’t pin you down on it.”

Richard walked over to them. “Thank you. I know you’re risking your life for me, but if there’s some way I could repay you…”

“Just shut up and get ready to move,” Austin said to him before returning his attention back to his partner. “You better get going. Remember Zoltan the snitch? We’ll stay in touch through him.”

“Okay,” Omar said. He shook Austin’s hand. “Good luck and stay in touch, partner.”

“Get going you bum,” Austin said.

 

Omar gave him a parting smile before he turned, opened the door, and walked back out into the corridor. Making his way towards the stairs, he couldn’t help but smile. He always knew Austin had a good heart underneath his tough exterior. Omar had once thought all the good in the world had been extinguished when his father died, now it felt like a small, flickering candle had been lit, and it would be up to Austin and him to keep it burning.

As he got towards the second floor landing, Omar soon heard a flurry of heavy footsteps making their way up. Scowling with suspicion, he drew out his gun again and held it out in front of him while slowing his descent one footstep at a time.

In less than a minute he came face to face with a black-clad, BTC CorpSec trooper coming up the stairs. The private security contractor wore a full-body combat armor and carried an pulse rifle in his hands. The lead trooper’s visor had been lifted up over his helmet since he wasn’t expecting anyone in the stairwell, and his eyes opened wide upon seeing Omar pointing his pistol at him.

Omar shouted at the top of his lungs while aiming his pistol right at the surprised BTC trooper. “Freeze! Drop your weapon!”

The contractor suddenly recovered as his visor closed over the front of his helmet to protect his eyes while he brought up his rifle into a firing position.

Omar squeezed the trigger of his weapon. In less than a second, an electrical charge ignited the plasma cartridge functioning as the bullet’s propellant in his pistol. Although the precise term was called electrothermal-chemical reaction or ETC weapons, they were commonly known as pulse or amp guns by the public, due to the nature of the electrical pulse firing action.

When he fired his pulse pistol, Omar experienced almost no recoil, yet the muzzle velocity of his weapon was much higher than the old solid propellant cartridges used by guns of the past. His shot hit the BTC CorpSec trooper right in the center of his chest, causing the bullet to fragment as the layers of aramid and nanoceramics successfully blocked the ordinance from penetrating the armor. However the force of the impact was enough to make the trooper lose his balance, and he fell backwards, falling on top of the two other BTC troopers just behind him.

Omar quickly doubled back and jumped into the second floor landing. He hoped the shot he fired was heard upstairs, giving Austin time to find another way out. Crouching down by the side of the stairs, he peered down to see what had happened.

Several of the troopers in the first floor had been thrown back down the stairs. Two of them heard the shot, and they quickly pointed their pulse rifles at the ceiling and began firing long bursts, the extreme velocity of their rifle bullets ripping through the synthetic flooring and penetrating up to three floors above.

Omar cried out while rolling away, the floor around him suddenly being riddled full of holes by the automatic rifle fire coming from the lower floors. “Colonial Constabulary! Colonial Constabulary! Cease fire!”

Almost at once the rifle fire stopped. He heard someone shouting from down below. “This is BTC CorpSec, why did you fire at us?”

Omar grimaced as he realized he had taken a shot in his hip. He clutched at the wound to try and stop the bleeding. “Your man aimed the rifle at me- I told him to drop it!”

“We have a warrant to search this property,” the BTC officer said. “Drop your weapon. We’re coming up.”

Omar groaned as he threw his pistol across the corridor. “Okay, I’m unarmed!”

He was quickly surrounded by CorpSec troopers. They pinned him to the ground while they searched for additional weapons. One of the contractors stood over him, cursing while placing the barrel of his rifle at the back of Omar’s head before he was told off by one of the more senior officers in the squad.

Omar cried out as they handled him roughly. “I’m hurt bad.”

One of the troopers knelt down beside him. He wore an officer’s insignia over his chest. “You’re lucky you didn’t wound one of my men. If that had happened, I’d let you bleed out on the floor you goddamn stinking con. What are you doing up here?”

Omar gasped as the pain was making his head spin. “I was … just having some fun … with the ladies.”

The man looming above him tapped the side of his helmet. “Rico, send a medic team up here.” Another scream could be heard from a nearby room as a woman with a wound in her leg came staggering out. “Better make it two,” he said, correcting himself.

Another trooper came running down the stairs. “Sir, there’s no one in the lavender room- looks like they left in a hurry. They must have bolted when they heard the shots.”

The officer cursed. “Goddamn it, send a squad to cover the roof. Go!”

Omar had a feeling Austin must have gotten the couple out of there just in time. The candle nearly got extinguished, but it weathered the sudden wind and continued to burn brightly in the darkness surrounding it. The young detective smiled faintly to himself before finally passing out.


Chapter 19

The BTC compound occupied nearly a quarter of the Surat Thani commercial district, and it was business as usual there despite the unrest. Every street leading into the area was manned by CorpSec troopers in full battlegear, with orders to respond using lethal force should anyone be so bold enough to rush their checkpoints. Just before noon, a convoy of vehicles had left the largely calm district of Cathay and made its way to the main BTC building at the heart of the complex.

Sophie Singh had already arrived a few hours before and stood waiting at a lounge near the main meeting room at the topmost floor of the skyscraper. Looking out past the tempered glass walls, she could tell it was the tallest building in the entire city, the apex of the sealed dome less than thirty meters above the penthouse. An obvious example of the power this company has over the city and the entire planet, she thought.

The door opened, and in came Nancy Smith, BTC’s no-nonsense corporate secretary. She gave a respectful nod to Sophie and gestured towards the corridor. “The matriarch has arrived and is on her way to the meeting room. You will be seated to her right, near the end of the table. Please follow me.”

Sophie nodded back in silent acknowledgement and trailed her out of the lounge. They both wore formal office attire since it would be an official meeting of the corporate board of directors. Even though Sophie herself wasn’t officially a member, everyone knew her position as the eventual successor, and they all paid the proper respects whenever she was around.

After being ushered into the plush meeting room, Sophie gave a few respectful nods to the more than one dozen directors already situated within before sitting down near the end of the long table.

Benjamin Ramzi sat to her right as he respectfully patted her gloved hand while giving a reassuring wink. “I hope your extremities are better now, Sophie. It was quite an ordeal you went through.”

Sophie smiled faintly. “My fingers don’t hurt anymore, but they’re still discolored, Uncle Benny.”

“Glad to hear it,” Benjamin said.

Sophie nodded. Glancing at the other directors, she realized out of the more than a dozen powerful men at this meeting, only four truly mattered. Benjamin was one, and two others sat opposite from her.

The grey-haired old man sitting from across Benjamin’s side was Ian Clavell, the head of sales and marketing. Like the others, Clavell’s family line had roots dating all the way back to the founding of the colony, and he was highly regarded, if somewhat eccentric. A former amateur soccer player in his youth, Clavell’s girth had expanded over the years, and he was a frequent donor to the art scene and chairman of the golfing association. Sophie had done a background check on him, yet she hadn’t found anything particularly suspicious to warrant further investigation.

Sitting to the right of Clavell was Craig Kawai, the executive director of manufacturing. Having already been fingered as the mole for Meridian Galactic, her grandmother had commanded Sophie not to tell anyone else, so as to not arouse Kawai’s suspicions. Sophie’s own investigations revealed Kawai had extensive, clandestine dealings with agents of the notorious Tai-pan Wu, making him a dangerous adversary to be watched closely.

Bolivar Strang walked into the room and seated himself across from her. After making brief eye contact with Sophie, Bolivar gave her a wry smile and bowed his head slightly in respect. Acknowledging his silent greeting to her, Sophie gave him a respectable nod, for he was the fourth man.

Sophie leaned back slightly on the chair while her mind turned inward. Ramzi, Clavell, Kawai, and Strang. Along with her grandmother, these four board members were the true power behind BTC, and consequently controlled the entire planet. She had already labeled Kawai as an enemy who needed to be dealt with, but what about the others? Would she have to defeat them all or could she somehow earn their loyalty when it came time for her to inherit the company? Sophie wondered how someone like her grandmother could keep such powerful, ambitious men at bay.

Her daddy had always been keen on Benjamin Ramzi, and Sophie figured she could depend on him for now. Ian Clavell didn’t seem like the aggressive type, but she hardly knew him. Craig Kawai was purely motivated by greed, and in a sense he was predictable and could still be manipulated to her advantage. The real wildcard is Bolivar Strang, she thought. Here is a man who would do absolutely anything to stay in power, and had both the ruthlessness and talent to deal with all his enemies. If the time ever comes, how do I fight and beat a man like him?

There was a slight droning noise like a vacuum cleaner when Aura Singh entered the meeting room using her hover chair. Everyone immediately stood up in respect, and she irritatingly waved them off. “Everybody please sit,” she said while maneuvering her chair to touch down onto the empty space at the end of the table.

When everyone got back to their seats, Aura activated her chair’s audio enhancers to make sure everyone heard her. “Thank you all for coming to this emergency board meeting. I’ve been in touch with both the planetary governor and the mayor all morning, so let’s not waste time with trivialities. By one o’clock this afternoon the government will declare a limited state of emergency for Virac City.”

There were a few gasps towards the other end of the table, but the more senior directors remained impassive. This ruling had been expected for some time.

Aura glanced in Bolivar’s direction. “BTC security personnel have all been granted powers of arrest and detainment of any suspected rioters, looters, and agitators- under the supervision of the Constabulary, of course. I want a full mobilization of our security assets within the city by tomorrow morning, but ease off on the heavy handedness- no shoot to kill orders.”

Bolivar nodded. “It’s done.”

“Which brings me to the second issue of the day,” Aura said. “The treatment of JJ Weiner’s family. I want the medical bills and all insurance benefits to be paid to his family at once. This incident has turned into a public relations nightmare for us and it needs to be rectified.”

Benjamin nodded. “Even though Humanity First has publicly stated they will pay the family’s medical bills, I have already authorized our finance department to take care of everything, including funeral and insurance benefits, with an extra compensatory package. I have personally spoken to the victim’s wife in a private meeting this morning and she thanks us for our help. We’ve made a video of the meeting, and it will be uploaded onto the web servers within the hour.”

Aura stared into the finance director’s eyes. “What happened there, Benny?”

“One of our general managers became somewhat overzealous in his responsibilities and has been quietly dealt with,” Benjamin said, glancing towards Bolivar. “There was also a miscommunication with our security division, but it has been rectified. This won’t happen again.”

Sophie stared straight ahead. It seemed there was some sort of friction between Benjamin Ramzi and Bolivar Strang. Was her grandmother aware of their rivalry?

“Alright,” Aura said. “Now that this issue is over and done with, I have something else with which to discuss. My granddaughter’s recent trip to Glitterball Station uncovered some … irregularities. It seems the orbital station commander had been siphoning fuel from our processing plant and he’s been making a good side living out of it. The distribution network he smuggled the stolen fuel points to our main competitor, Meridian Galactic.”

The room instantly became silent.

Aura’s face remained impassive. “This scheme had been going on for years. We’ve recently obtained full documentary evidence of Meridian’s involvement, and I have authorized our legal department to pursue full punitive and monetary damages against the company.”

This time there were audible gasps with half the people in the room. Only the ones closest to the matriarch didn’t betray any emotions. Sophie made a quick glance towards Craig Kawai, who somewhat remained stoic, yet she could see the color completely draining from his face.

Nadim Varma, the company’s chief legal counsel, raised his hand. “We’ve already served Meridian’s representatives with the official notice this morning. The court proceedings should proceed quite quickly, and there’s no chance for a motion to quash since it’s all in-system.”

“I’ve also talked to the governor about this, and he is on our side,” Aura said. “Our civil laws here in New Bali are different from Earth, and we can confiscate their corporate assets within a fortnight the moment we get a favorable ruling.”

One of the other, lesser directors towards the far end of the table raised a shaky hand. “But matriarch, are you sure you want to do this? Meridian Galactic will initiate a trade war if we confiscate their assets, would they not?”

“We have enough cash reserves to weather any attack made against us,” Aura said. “As majority shareholders we control the price of the company stock here. Of course, they will attempt to sell our shares short in the galactic markets, but as long as we hold firm, it too shall pass since they cannot short sell our stock indefinitely.”

Murmurings and even a few grumbles could be heard from the other end of the table. Purse strings would have to be tightened for the time being, since everyone who owned shares would be hard-pressed not to sell their positions when the price of the company’s stock would be going down.

Aura raised her hand. “I would like to remind you all I have undated letters of resignation from every person in this meeting. Anyone who disagrees with my decisions will be out of the company, and I shall buy out their stock positions at a loss to them.”

The meeting room fell silent once again. Sophie suppressed a smile while placing a pair of fingers over her lips. Even though her grandmother was the shortest, most physically weakest person in the entire room, the power she wielded over them all was astounding to behold.

Aura made a crinkled smile. “Meridian will hate us for a time. But in the end they will realize this is all just business, and their continual trade with this star system will be more important to them in the long run. In time, their profits will outstrip their losses and everything will go back to normal once again. Does anyone care to disagree with me?”

No one said a word. It seemed some people in the room even held their breath out of fear they might even cough out loud.

“Very well, the meeting is finished,” Aura said. “You may all go.”

People rose up from their chairs and began shuffling out of the room. Sophie was just about to get up when her grandmother placed a withered hand over her own. “Stay for a minute, please.”

Sophie settled back down on her chair. Was there something else?

Aura glanced over at Bolivar. “You too,” the matriarch said.

Bolivar nodded. “Of course.”

The three of them waited until the others left the room. Nancy Smith nodded towards the matriarch before closing the double doors behind her.

Aura turned and stared at the security director the moment the doors closed shut. “How is your son, Bolivar?”

Bolivar straightened his suit collar before making a reply. “He is safe.”

Aura tapped her fingers along the hover chair’s armrest. “Silesia is now a problem it seems. And your beloved Ignacio started it all, yes?”

Bolivar stared down at the lacquered wood finish of the countertop. “I won’t deny his responsibility. Ignacio is a stupid, careless young man, but he’s still my son.”

“Is this why you altered his records within the company to make it look like he wasn’t even assigned to Silesia when Weiner was assaulted?”

Bolivar looked up at her. There was no point in hiding anything since the matriarch knew it all. “Yes. I did all this for him.”

Aura narrowed her eyes. “You even had his colleagues murdered just to cover up your tracks in all this. Where is Frank Coo? Did you have him killed too?”

Bolivar shook his head. “He’s alive. I had him transferred along with his family to Chiba City. He was eager to go, even suggested it.”

Sophie remained silent. Chiba was the second largest city on the planet after Virac. Located on the other side of the planet, it was a quiet metropolis of nearly a million human inhabitants, specializing mostly in industrial manufacturing. A good place to disappear if one knew the right people.

“You did all this without my permission, Bolivar,” Aura said. “Did you think I wasn’t going to find out?”

“I was going to brief you once the operation was finished,” Bolivar said softly. “But then the riots started, and we both got busy. I humbly apologize.”

Aura continued to stay cool and unemotional. “How many did you kill so far?”

“Two were tragically killed. The first tried to resist, and one of my men was too … impulsive and disregarded his orders. The second one died of a drug overdose when the security team tried to breach the door to his apartment,” Bolivar said. “The third man … we’re still looking for him.”

Aura leaned to her side. “You make it sound like it was all accidental, but I know you didn’t want them alive.”

Bolivar grimaced. “With all due respect, matriarch- you’ve asked me to kill for you more than once to keep this company going. If Ignacio was exposed, then I would also be disgraced and the scandal would engulf this whole firm. With your plans of taking on Meridian Galactic, do you think I wouldn’t sell my own company shares to save my family?”

Sophie continued to observe quietly. It was a known fact Bolivar had the second largest share holdings of BTC outside of the Singh family. They needed him to stay the course, and he knew it.

“Don’t threaten me, Bolivar,” Aura said. “I can buy out your full holdings in this company five times over.”

“It was not a threat, matriarch,” Bolivar said. “I was merely letting you know what the consequences would be if you forced me to choose. I remain loyal to the BTC as I’ve always been.”

“If you are loyal, then you have to prove it,” Aura said. “You are to place all your share holdings of BTC in a trust under my control so you cannot sell them- it shall remain there until the battle with Meridian is over, and full ownership shall be transferred back to you afterwards. In return I shall rip up your undated letter of resignation.”

Bolivar nodded. “Fair enough.”

Aura shook her head. “No more killings without my express authorization, Bolivar.”

He bit his lip. “But what about the other man? He could still expose my son.”

“Did you not hear me?”

Bolivar clenched his teeth. “Very well, matriarch.”

“You can bring back your son if so wish,” Aura said. “Just make sure he stays out of trouble.”

“I think I’ll keep him out of Virac for now,” Bolivar said. “Being away from the temptations of drugs, booze, and whores ought to toughen him up.”

“It’s your choice,” Aura said. “If you find the third man, I think it is best you offer him some monetary compensation- money is usually enough to buy their silence.”

“And if he doesn’t want the money?”

“Then we shall have to speak about it again.”

“Very well,” Bolivar said.

“The families of the two men killed must also be compensated- out of your own pocket.”

Bolivar narrowed his eyes. “Fine.”

“Good, let us hope this is the last we hear about any problems in Silesia,” Aura said. “This brings me to another issue.”

Bolivar stared at her. “Which is?”

“Kawai,” Aura said. “The man is a traitor- he has been feeding information about BTC to our competitor. Any ideas on how we deal with him?”

Bolivar leaned back on his chair. “He has somewhat substantial share holdings in the company, so we would have to find a way to strip him of it. You have his undated letter of resignation so you can easily force him out of the board. He’s not much of a threat.”

“I need you to find out how recent the information he gave over to Meridian Galactic is,” Aura said. “I’ve had Benny’s people already feeding him false information about our recent financials, but he’s bound to figure it out.”

“I’ll have my teams monitor all of his communications,” Bolivar said.

“Good,” Aura said. “I believe he isn’t alone in this. There’s another traitor in the board. Find out who it is.”

Bolivar bowed his head. “I’ll get right to it, matriarch.”

“Good, you may go,” Aura said. “Give Sandra my regards.”

He stood up. “I will do so.” As he made his way towards the door, he glanced back at Sophie and gave her a parting wave. She reciprocated.

After the door closed behind him once again, Sophie leaned forward. “Grandmother, why did you not get rid of Bolivar while you had the chance? He could become a threat to you in the future.”

“There’s an old saying of keeping your friends close and your enemies even closer,” Aura said. “They are all a threat to me- every one of them. But what you need to learn is you just can’t fight them all. It is best to play them off against each other.”

“I’ve noticed Uncle Benny giving Bolivar the evil eye when he said something about a miscommunication?”

“Yes, of the members of the board, they are the two biggest rivals,” Aura said. “I want you to schedule a meeting with Benjamin, and see if you could have him investigate Clavell and Strang using his own people.”

Sophie nodded. “I see what you’re doing. You want them to investigate each other to bring out the other traitor right to you.”

“As I’ve told you,” Aura said. “Pit your potential enemies against each other. Did you put Kozlov in a safe place as I’ve instructed?”

“Yes grandmother,” Sophie said. “He’s in a safe house in Boorloo. I’ve hired a private contractor so it’s outside the corporate network.”

“Good,” Aura said. “Now all we have to do is to bring some semblance of order back in Virac, and we acquire Meridian’s assets. All should be back to normal in a few month’s time.”

Sophie looked away. “Very well.”

Aura leaned forward. “Something is bothering you. Tell me.”

She looked down, not wanting to look her grandmother in the eye. “I … I just can’t imagine how you casually made a deal with Bolivar Strang, a man who you just admitted he had a couple of your employees killed. I had thought you would have called the Constabulary and had him arrested, instead you made a deal with him. What about justice for those he killed?”

“When you succeed me, you will come to realize there will be some decisions you will have to make will be contrary to everything you hold dear,” Aura said calmly. “Every decision I make is for insuring the firm survives and stays with the family. In time you will see why. Is there anything else on your mind?”

Sophie didn’t answer.


Chapter 20

Reggie Castro tried to get some more sleep, but the constant jerking and swaying of the metal walls he was leaning against was hardly conducive to a tranquil rest. Blinking his eyes open, he stood up and tried stretching his aching body, but he nearly fell sideways when the sealed container he was riding in suddenly tilted at an upward angle.

A bald-headed man sitting nearby chuckled. “You better sit back down, or you’re liable to break your neck.”

Reggie cursed while getting back into his alcove. For the past three days he had been traveling nonstop, first in a hovercraft taking him along with two dozen others up north towards the base of the mountains, before they were deposited to a BTC transport depot. From there, they were secretly placed into one of the cargo containers being hauled up by the robotic tractor trucks towards the mining town of Silesia.

The one thing he noticed was how carefully planned this whole operation seemed to be. It was as if Humanity First had drawn up schemes to do this very thing years ago, and used the deaths of a tourist from Mars and of his brother in law as a catalyst to finally enact a long gestating scheme against the c’thlooq. The BTC transport supervisor at the transfer depot was a trusted member, and he had arranged for Reggie and the others to be smuggled into Silesia inside one of the cargo containers in order to get past the BTC security cordon in the area.

An inner door opened, and another man lumbered out, his unkempt long hair draping over him, like hanging aerial roots from an old tree. “Freaking toilet’s blocked again! How does anyone expect me to take a dump in this craphole?”

The bald-headed man tilted his head up and started laughing again. “Do what I do, Bubba- just use the sanitary wipes that come with the E-suit.”

Bubba ran his hand to part his long hair while making his way back to his spot in the chamber. “You’re a goddamn animal, Duke.”

Another man poked his head out from a divider. “Will you people shut the hell up? I’m trying to get some sleep.”

Reggie leaned over and unzipped the waterproof duffel bag strapped beside him. Taking out the semi-automatic pulse rifle, he pulled back the bolt and checked the chamber, making sure it was empty. After racking the slide back into place, he checked the charge indicator, making sure the internal battery in the weapon’s rear grip was fully charged. Reggie had checked the weapon nearly a thousand times since the trip began, but he felt he needed to do something, lest he lose his temper and start a fight with the ones he traveled with.

Duke made his way over to him, using the handholds along the walls to make sure he wouldn’t slip and fall as the chamber continued to sway. “Can I sit down here for a minute?”

Reggie nodded as he took out a Bowie knife from the same duffel bag and began sharpening the blade with a whetstone for the four hundredth and eighth time. There were moments when he preferred to be alone, but Duke was the acknowledged leader of their group, and Reggie sensed he wanted to talk.

Duke looked around, trying his best to be casual. There was a Teutonic symbol tattooed at the back of his bald head. “The other guys here, we’ve been together as a group for awhile now. You may be new, but we accepted you pretty quick because we sympathize with what happened to your brother in law.”

Reggie kept his eye on the knife as he continued sharpening it. He hated small talk. “You got something to say then say it.”

“I’m just telling you we’re gonna back you up all the way,” he said. “But BTC employees are going to be off-limits, okay?”

Reggie stopped his work and stared at him.

“If one of them aliens comes at you, drop him, but don’t kill any humans, alright? Can I have your word on that?”

Reggie wanted to tell him to go to hell, since he was just as angry at BTC as he was at the c’thlooq, but his inner voice cautioned him to do otherwise. In his younger days, he wouldn’t have given a damn about what others had to say, but he knew now he couldn’t do it all by himself this time. He needed allies. “Okay.”

Duke smiled. “Good. We stick together and cover each other’s backs. Who do you want to pair up with?”

Reggie placed the knife back in its sheath. “I don’t wanna pair up with anybody.”

“Okay, fine,” Duke said. “Just stick close to me then. Everyone needs to stay within visual sight in order to—”

Duke’s smartcom began beeping. He took it out from his shirt pocket and carefully read the incoming encrypted message. Getting back up on his feet he raised his voice so everyone inside could hear him. “Okay boys, we’re here. Saddle up, lock and load!”

The once docile people within the container quickly sprang to life. People began to hurriedly put on their E-suits before grabbing their weapons. Reggie’s face was a stone mask of concentration as he pulled the E-suit over his legs, arms, and torso before engaging the inner seals. After strapping the gloves on, he wore his boots before finally donning the helmet and engaging the life support system at the back of the outerwear. When the virtual indicator in his smartglass visor turned green, he picked up the rifle and placed a full magazine behind the weapon’s rear pistol grip before cycling the bolt and engaging the safety.

Unlike the others, Duke carried a military pulse carbine with burst fire capability. Slinging it over his shoulder, he made his way towards the rear of the cargo container. He spoke using the closed private circuit. “Get ready, the internal environment of this place should cycle anytime now.”

Reggie slung his pack over his shoulder and grabbed a safety rung above his alcove. There would be no going back to this container, for they had all been instructed to make their way towards a rendezvous point at the outer edge of the perimeter. Their corporate contact had told them the surveillance devices in the area would be disabled once their attack began, and they could safely escape using that route.

Within minutes, the virtual indicator in his visor made a loud chime, telling him the once habitable atmosphere in the chamber had now cycled into a lethal mix of carbon dioxide and methane. The swaying had now stopped, and Duke gestured at them to get closer to him.

The rest of the team quickly got behind their leader. Reggie stood beside a smaller man who carried a backpack full of explosives. The demolition team’s main target was the largest building in the c’thlooq enclosure. The rest were to fan out and cause as much mayhem as possible in order to keep the aliens on their toes.

Duke glanced back at them as he placed his hand on the lock release. “It’ll take the BTC security teams at least ten minutes to put their suits on and make their way to this area once the explosions start. If you’re not over at the rendezvous point by the time your internal timer goes to zero, you’re on your own.”

There was a slight hiss as Duke disengaged the container seal and flung the door open. Everyone surged behind him when he jumped out onto the deck of the now immobile cargo hauler. As promised, there were no BTC personnel present in the loading docks, only a small team of simple loader robots were seen moving about nearby, oblivious to their sudden appearance. The darkness of the evening had descended over the area hours ago, and most of the humans of Silesia were asleep.

Reggie leapt down from the flatbed and onto the soggy ground. He had misjudged how high up the jump was, and he fell almost four meters, landing on the side of his hip when his knees buckled upon impact. Grimacing in pain, he stood up and tested his legs. It seemed he had made it with only a bruised thigh. Luck was with him.

Duke had slid down using a nearby ladder from the flatbed of the cargo hauler. He ran over to Reggie, his shadowy outline half-hidden from the glaring lights of the nearby buildings. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Reggie said tersely. He was mad at himself for misconstruing how far up he was.

“Like I said, stick close to me,” Duke said. Looking around he noticed everyone had gotten to where he was, staying in the shadows amongst the gargantuan vehicles parked out in the bay. He started gesturing at the others, silently telling them to get moving.

This time Reggie did as he was told, following closely behind Duke as the entire team darted in and out of cover while making their way towards the outer edges of the native area. Reggie couldn’t help but be disgusted at the way the c’thlooq kept to themselves; the crudely designed structures around him resembled concrete igloos caked with mud.

The natives didn’t seem to post any sentries. The intruders quickly divided into smaller teams according to their plan. The ones carrying explosives began placing them near the entryways of various habitats, while two specially designated teams converged upon the largest structure in the village. The organizers weren’t sure what the purpose of the largest building was, but they figured it must have some great importance since it stood right at the heart of the settlement.

Reggie crouched behind a low wall, the pain of his bruised hip making him fidgety. The place seemed so quiet, and he had yet to see a single native in the flesh. In mere seconds his thoughts strayed to his brother in law, and what the c’thlooq had done to him. Reggie remembered staring at JJ Weiner’s corpse in the hospital morgue; the dead man’s skin had been bruised so badly, it had the color of blackened blue.

The blood soon pooled to his head, and his trademark rage overtook his senses. Reggie stood up and ran towards a nearby dwelling, disengaging the safety of his rifle. Duke was busy coordinating with the others using the virtual HUD in his helmet to realize Reggie had left his side. By the time he noticed what the other man was up to and tried to use his com-link to tell Reggie to get back, it was too late.

Reggie was somewhat surprised when he ran towards the entryway of the dwelling closest to him. The c’thlooq didn’t seem to have use for doors, and it was nothing more than a man-sized tunnel leading inside. Aiming the pulse rifle ahead of him, Reggie strode inside while activating the heat sensor mode on his E-suit’s helmet visor.

His vision was immediately transformed into shades of white, black and grey as the thermal imaging began its work. The inner chamber of the native abode was circular, and what looked like a shallow pond was at its center. Four c’thlooq sat along the sides of the walls, their thermal outlines making them out as giant horned frogs. They were not moving, and it seemed they were asleep.

The moment he stepped into the room, one of the c’thlooq began to stir. Bringing the rifle up to his shoulder, Reggie networked the targeting sensors underneath the pulse rifle’s barrel with his helmet visor. The moment the targeting reticule appeared at the center of the alien’s body, Reggie pulled the trigger.

The sound of gunfire was like a clap of thunder as it reverberated around the room. The c’thlooq staggered a little as it seemed to have absorbed the bullet into its bloated, fleshy body. Reggie fired six more times before the amphibian let out a low groan and slumped forward, its hind legs seemingly collapsing into itself.

The other three c’thlooq began moving and Reggie started firing at them in turn, from the closest one and onto the others until he was sure he had shot them at least half a dozen times each. The remaining natives stopped moving as well, with the exception of the indigene closest to him, who suddenly seemed to be no more than a meter away.

Reggie aimed and pulled the trigger, only to be rewarded by a slight clicking noise indicating he had run out of ammunition. He always knew the c’thlooq were far stronger than ordinary humans, and the last thing he wanted to do was to tangle with one in hand to hand combat. Looking down at his rifle, he quickly pressed on the magazine release while reaching for more ammo on the pouch by his belt.

Whether it was a last gasp effort borne of desperation or vengeance, the still moving c’thlooq suddenly leapt on top of him, slapping the rifle away from his hands as it tackled him onto the muddy ground. The full weight of the native was too much, and Reggie fell backwards into the floor, his lower torso pinned by the bulk of the c’thlooq.

Cursing out loud, Reggie instinctively pulled out the Bowie knife from his belt and began stabbing at the alien’s side. His short blade kept making sucking noises as he continuously plunged and withdrew the knife from the body of the native, hoping to kill his target before the c’thlooq could bring its superior strength and bulk into play.

The next thing he knew, he was being pulled by his shoulders. Reggie looked up and saw Duke standing over him, the leader of the team yanking him backwards until he was finally free. He could hear the sounds of more gunfire coming from the outside.

Picking up the rifle lying on the ground, Reggie nodded to him. “Thanks.”

Duke shook his head while gesturing at Reggie to follow him back out of the dwelling. “Goddamn it. I told you to stay by my side.”

“I wanted to see for myself just how tough these froggers are,” Reggie said as he made it out of the dwelling. “Looks like they ain’t so bad after all.”

A few of the c’thlooq had managed to make it out of their respective abodes, and they were being shot at with rifles from a number of men behind cover. In due time they realized the natives had no guns to fight back with, so everyone started firing at them while casually standing up, as if they were shooting targets in a robotic gun range.

The shrill ringing of an alarm reverberated across the entire settlement. The demolition teams ran back towards their own lines as Duke gave the signal to blow the structures. Within seconds several buildings were engulfed in explosions, the largest edifice seemingly collapsing in on itself. The shockwave staggered Reggie as he made his way behind the low wall he had been previously taking cover in, nearly making him fall to the ground a second time.

Duke gesticulated wildly, making sure everyone got his attention. “Let’s go! Let’s go!”

Reggie ran alongside the others as they headed towards the western perimeter. A c’thlooq would sometimes reveal itself from a side street, only to be shot down or driven back by a barrage of gunfire as the team made their way towards the edge of the rendezvous point.

Duke gestured at them to keep moving. “Everyone made it?”

He got several replies over his com-link in acknowledgement. Duke nodded as he waved at them to follow him into the jungle.

Bubba ran alongside Reggie and he gave the taller man a congratulatory slap in the back. “How does it feel, pal?”

“I feel good,” Reggie said. The adrenaline high was starting to dissipate, but he felt a mild sense of satisfaction in somehow evening up the cosmic score for his species. He avenged his brother in law’s death, and had fun while doing it.

Bubba was chuckling as they continued onwards. He pointed at Reggie’s thighs. “You got a lot of maintenance work to do on your suit when we get back, boy.”

Reggie looked down while he kept running. The lower part of his E-suit was covered in a milky white substance. It was c’thlooq blood.


Chapter 21

Brother Moises Borbon patted the top of his helmet while wading through the undergrowth. The optical com-link signal to the outpost was full of static, and his conversation with his fellow Jesuit Brother was constantly interrupted by the network loss. “Guido, can you hear me?”

Guido De Luca’s voice came out from the audio stream once again. “Yes, you sound slightly better now. I thought I had lost your signal. Where are you?”

Moises looked up, and he could see the balloon-like floaters drifting across the hazy, noontime sky above. Perhaps the satellite uplink interference was due to them. “We’re getting close to a c’thlooq village, just at the northern edge of Okefenokee. I’m not sure what tribe it is, but I’ll let you know soon enough. Did you forward my report to the courier probe?”

“I did. Father Arnaud insisted on reading it first, so I gave him a copy but sent the original one to the courier probe right away. I got an automated reply a few hours ago saying the probe is on its way to Earth already.”

“Good. What did Father Arnaud want with my report?”

“He said he wanted to approve of the study first before it was sent to the Holy Father.”

Moises gritted his teeth. Was the Dominican representative trying to undermine his research? “He has no right! You need to speak with Father Peter about this.”

“I’m still at the outpost,” Guido said. “I can’t exactly do anything other than to pass your reports along. It seems Father Arnaud is keeping close tabs on your research and he instructed me to forward all communications over to him first.”

Moises wanted to scream. “Did he censor my findings before you sent it out on the probe?”

“No, I sent that one as a personal message so he didn’t get the copy.”

He let out a deep breath. “Thank the Lord for that! When you get back to Virac, could you please tell Father Peter O’Malley about this? I’m supposed to have full independence over my research.”

Guido’s voice sounded apologetic. “I’m sorry Moises, but I don’t really want to get in between you two. I think it’s best you tell Father Peter yourself when you get back to Virac City.”

Moises threw his arms up in frustration. “But I won’t be back there for weeks, at least!”

“I’m really sorry but I wouldn’t know what to say.”

Moises bit his lip. Guido didn’t have the stomach to defy anyone. It just wasn’t in his nature. Moises would have to go back to the mission headquarters himself to confront the Dominican if he was to get Father Peter O’Malley over to his side. “Alright, never mind. I’ll take care of it when I get back.”

“Okay,” Guido said. “I read the preliminary report you sent up and it looks pretty interesting. Are you saying the T’thok functions as both a play and as a veneration of their ancestors?”

“Yes, it seems like it. I have reason to believe it serves some sort of important religious ritual for the dying, but I’m still trying to get my head around as to why it’s so universal for all the tribes.”

“I think you might be getting close to an anthropological breakthrough there,” Guido said. “Did you really do the T’thok with a native directly? That’s the first in recorded history as far as I know.”

“I did,” Moises said softly. “But I’m not proud of it.”

“Why?”

“She was dying and she could no longer see properly,” he said. “I lied just to get her to talk to me. She thought I was a c’thlooq, and I played along with it.”

“Everybody sins, brother. Don’t get too worked up over it. The research you gained was tremendous. It’s a huge leap forward in our understanding.”

Moises shook his head while striding over a fern like bush. “I … I’m not happy at what I’ve done.”

“The Lord will forgive, Moises- he always does.”

“I thought it was a blessing when I chanced upon a dying female out here,” Moises said. “But now I hope I didn’t take advantage of that gift.”

“Just hang in there, brother. The Lord works in strange ways. Move on from this.”

Moises nodded. “Thanks, brother. I think I just needed to let off some steam.”

Guido started laughing. “Anytime you need to do this, just activate your com-link. I’ll be here for you.”

Guy Beauregard was a few paces ahead; after walking up a trail, the guide turned and gestured at Moises. “Hey, we’re coming up on the village.”

Moises nodded. “Guido, we’ve just arrived at the village. I’m signing off now and will update you later, over.”

“Okay,” Guido said. “May the Lord be with you. Over and out.”

Moises deactivated the satellite com-link and hastened his pace to catch up with the hinterlander. “Do you know what village we’re in?”

“I think it’s the Looach tribe,” Beauregard said as they walked past a low barrier made of stacked rocks. “One of the smaller northern tribes in this area.”

Moises looked around. There were several dozen natives near the village square, and it seemed like they were all busy preparing several bundles of clay jars. When scientists first discovered native pottery, they thought crafting it was impossible due to the absence of fires in the planet’s atmosphere which would prevent the clay from being baked. Recent observations however, seemed to hint the c’thlooq had devised a way to mold and harden a unique, air-dried clay of unknown composition that could retain liquids. Nevertheless, he did notice several man-made plastic containers within the piles, no doubt of having been traded from the outpost.

Beauregard gently pushed the young Jesuit to the side of the trail, just before a male c’thlooq nearly collided with Moises as the indigene barreled through the path carrying a huge stack of plastic containers on its back. “Don’t get in their way. Always stay to the side so they don’t run into you and keep your eyes peeled.”

Moises was bewildered. This was the first time he had ever ventured into a c’thlooq habitat and the native had just ignored him completely. “What’s going on?”

Beauregard sighed with impatience. He hated it when someone asked him a question with an obvious answer. “What’s it look like? They’re assembling supplies.”

“Yeah, but what for?”

“Beats me,” Beauregard said. “They might be abandoning this village to migrate to another area, but it doesn’t look like they’re taking all the stuff from their huts, just seems to be food supplies.”

Moises placed his hands on his hips. “Any idea why they would be doing this?”

Beauregard thought about it for a minute before he answered. “I think they might be doing a big T’thok festival or something. In all my years out here I’ve seen it happen only once. All the villages emptied, and it was months before I saw them come back again.”

“They all must be heading somewhere,” Moises said. “Where is this big festival held in?”

“Only the natives would know the answer to that,” Beauregard said. “I think some of the university researchers tried to follow them once, but the c’thlooq made sure they lost the trail.”

Moises let out a deep breath. This was an unprecedented opportunity to learn about the T’thok once and for all. But how would he be able to participate if no humans were allowed? “There’s got to be some way we could get involved in this. What if we help haul their containers for them?”

Beauregard shook his head. “How are you going to convince them to do that? These c’thlooq just ignore you- heck you nearly got run over by one of them.”

“What if we just start helping them without asking?”

“Oh no,” Beauregard said. “Don’t ever do that. If you pick up one of them pots, I’m outta here and I won’t be responsible for what happens next.”

“Has anyone done that before?”

“Let’s just say if you attempt to intervene in whatever it is they’re doing, they will treat you as a hostile animal and break an arm at least- if you’re lucky,” Beauregard said. “Worst case is they spear you, rip your guts out and toss it into the water. Don’t ever interfere with what they do.”

“Then how are we going to find out about this T’thok festival?”

Beauregard looked away and started walking along the side of the trail. “You don’t. Come on, my son’s waiting in the hovercraft. He’s less than a klick away by the next river.”

Moises’s heart sank. He couldn’t just leave this place without something to show for his efforts. Glancing to his left and right, he saw what seemed to be two males in front of one hut. They were apparently conversing with one another. He pivoted and began walking towards them, activating his external audio sensors on his helmet to near maximum so he could hear what they were saying.

Beauregard was almost at the other side of the village perimeter when he realized the Jesuit wasn’t anywhere near him. Turning around, he waved angrily with his right arm, trying to catch Moises’s attention. “Hey, I’m over here!”

Making sure he wasn’t in anybody’s way, Moises slowly moved forward until he stood beside one of the two males. The conversation he had with the dying female had awakened an insatiable curiosity within him, and he needed to know more.

The first c’thlooq had dark spots on his horns. The accent was thick, but still understandable. “We have journeyed across the many waterways, yet it is no different upon seeing the calm nights alone. It is when one sees one’s own reflections in the mirrors of eternity could the dreamer truly find himself awakened.”

Moises continued to listen in. The native was reciting on what seemed to be an old verse he had read about from translated recordings by university researchers. It told a story of a dying chief who reflected upon the remaining years of his life.

The second c’thlooq had a slightly bent left horn, and its shiny skin had recently been moistened by a dip in the nearby river. This other male held up a stubby hand. “The crystals I hold shine like the stars in the night. When the dreamer awakens, he shall find but an empty palm, one devoid of these formerly precious things.”

Beauregard started shouting through the com-link. “What in the hell are you doing now?”

Moises grimaced as he shut off the E-suit’s internal communications system. Even though he had read the transcript about this very same story, there seemed to be subtle differences between the official, approved translation the university had published and what these two indigenes were telling each other. In particular, the university transcription had omitted the word dreamer, instead having substituted the word actor. Moises could sense the human translation must have mistook the whole recording as being a play, instead of something else. The conversation he was hearing now hinted at the words being more than just a recital of an old tale, it was being reworked to suit the conversation the pair were having.

The first c’thlooq bowed its head. “My thoughts hang heavy, for when I enter the Dreaming, all was once lost becomes whole again. Why must we live through the untruth, when everything we could have been lies hidden within our own selves?”

Moises narrowed his eyes. Qksich, the dying female he had chanced upon just a few days before had mentioned the same word: Dreaming. He had thought it meant nothing more than just musing or imagining things during the T’thok, but it dawned on him it now meant something completely different. The Dreaming was a place. Did it mean heaven?

The second c’thlooq continued to hold up an empty hand. “When you travel to the Dreaming at last, would you give these crystals to my second wife? I know it is but a common thing, but she always had a fondness for such twinkles in her eyes.”

Moises’s eyebrows shot up. The second native was talking as if his second wife was dead. Yes, the Dreaming must be some sort of afterlife! He needed to join in on the T’thok. Carefully activating the external speakers on his E-suit, Moises kept the volume at a respectably moderate level, so as not to alarm the pair. “I am Qksich, mother of Fwick. I have traveled from across the flowing waters to deliver a message to my beloved son. Please tell him all is well, for I have now ventured into the Dreaming, with the hope I shall be with him again one day.”

The two c’thlooq suddenly turned in his direction. Both indigenes began blinking their nictitating membranes, indicating either some sort of confusion or surprise.

Beauregard was angrily walking towards the three of them, hoping to pull Moises away but he quickly stopped in his tracks when the two natives turned their attention towards the Jesuit. His hand instinctively fell to his hip, where his holstered pistol lay. He tried telling Moises to back away slowly, but the other man’s com-link system had been shut off.

He had their attention now. Moises knew he needed to follow it up. Remembering an old verse he had memorized about a mother and her son, he quickly repeated it. “Only when a mother’s affection for her youngling be truly realized once all is forgiven. The love for one another is what transcends the world, and it is through this gift the People separate themselves from the beasts of the waterways.”

The second c’thlooq put down its hand. “You are one of the Strangers, yet you know of our ways. I know of such a female whom you named, she is an elder, one of the O’wyshk, one of our neighboring tribes. How did you know of her?”

Moises bowed. “I had encountered her near the borderlands. She thought me a herald, and asked a final request to carry a message to her son.”

The first c’thlooq stared deeply at him. “You know of our tongue, and of the Dreaming. Only another of the People could have taught you this.”

“Qksich was kind to me,” Moises said. “She taught me of the Talk just before she began her journey towards the Dreaming.”

The second c’thlooq raised his hand. “Ah, it is as Eossl had told. A Stranger would come forth, as if born to our ways.”

Moises bit his lip every time the word was mentioned. The university researchers had thought the word meant an outlander- someone from outside a tribe’s territory, but it was now obvious the c’thlooq were actually referring to all humans as the Strangers. “I meant no offense. I merely wanted to see if I could pass along Qksich’s message to her son. I ask for forgiveness.”

“You are fortunate, Stranger,” the second c’thlooq said. “The heretic has said one of your kind would be welcomed as a dreamer in the Great Talk. It would seem that it is you.”

Moises began to stammer. He wasn’t quite sure if he was hearing their words correctly. “Y-you want me … as a guest in this Great Talk?”

The first native made a slight bow. “Yes. Even though we are loyal to our tribe, the heretic has tasked us to await a Stranger with special gifts. Now since this prophecy has come forth, you shall be accepted as part of our contingent. This is why we gather such supplies, for we shall need to feed the multitude of tribes who will gather for this great event.”

“I … it is an honor,” Moises said. “Will you be leaving for this Great Talk soon?”

“By tomorrow,” the second c’thlooq said. “What are you called, Stranger?”

“I am Oises,” Moises said. “I shall be here by tomorrow morning.”

The Jesuit moved away and reactivated his com-link. Just as he got closer to his guide, Beauregard grabbed him by the elbow and almost threw him to the side of a hut.

“You goddamn stubborn priest,” Beauregard said. “I told you to stay out of trouble and what do you do? You nearly started another incident! This time you’re coming with me and if you try anything again, I’m gonna kick your backside so hard you’ll be wearing your butt on your chin.”

Moises held his hands up. “It’s okay, I need you to leave behind a tent and enough food to last me a month.”

“What?”

Moises grinned, even though his visor concealed his teeth. “I found a way in. I’ve just been invited as a guest in their great T’thok.”


Chapter 22

The encroaching twilight of dusk brought a sudden gust of wind. The Valley of the Two Great Trees was always considered a neutral place, an area between the boundaries of the northern and southern tribes. Old legends were told that the first of the People were born in the gentle flows of the river snaking in between the mountain ranges. There were even remains of what seemed to have been a gigantic platform of carved rock having been built along the base of the northern ridge, but the passing of time had largely covered this one great structure in floral overgrowths. Straddling the flat plateau were two ancient qys trees, their petrified trunks once considered as a gateway to the Dreaming.

Ychlik squatted near the base of the westernmost tree. It had been many years since he had last ventured into this sacred place. The revered chief of the O’wyshk tribe had reluctantly called for an audience with the southern tribal leaders and elders, and now there were at least four octuples of people less than ten hops from where he sat.

His son Oosk hopped over until he could whisper into his father’s ear. “There is a herald who approaches and wishes to convey a message to everyone.”

“Let me speak to the southerners first- send in the herald when I raise my right arm,” Ychlik said before he sprung his robust legs and hopped over to the leader’s circle, leaving his son behind.

An old c’thlooq with leather rings binding the tips of his horns bowed slightly the moment Ychlik hopped into the edge of the circle. Siik was a revered elder among the People of the south. “Greetings once again, chief of the O’wyshk tribe. We have just finished discussing your proposal amongst ourselves.”

Phkil was the chief of the Looch, the most influential southern tribe, and in many ways a counterpart of Ychlik. His influence amongst the other tribes in his region was immense, and his words carried great weight. Phkil raised his hand, patting the air. “Yes indeed. Your proposal to hold a Talk before allowing the heretic to hold his own at the Grotto of Silence is … intriguing. The other elders and chiefs do not see a reason to oppose this, but I would like to know what you desire with this scheme of yours, Chief Ychlik.”

Ychlik bowed slightly. “My own ancestors are concerned about the ways of the heretic. While I understand the things he speaks of, and of its growing influence amongst us all, it represents a threat to the old teachings.”

Siik narrowed his eyes. “So you shall speak as your ancestors at the Great Talk, then?”

“Yes,” Ychlik said. “My great parents have foretold me of a looming catastrophe if we allow the heretic to sway more of my people.”

Phkil raised his head slightly. “And of what disaster does your ancestors speak of?”

“They speak of the horizon of blood,” Ychlik said. “Do you all not remember the time before the Talk changed our ways?”

Siik used one arm to rub his stomach. “Despite what you have heard, Ychlik, our own ancestors still do speak to us as well. We of the south do recall the blood horizon, for its tale has been repeated in countless Talks since the beginnings of time.”

“Then you must realize the danger the heretic poses,” Ychlik said. “Many years ago, my own father cried out in despair when several of the northern tribes abandoned the old ways and began working for the Strangers in their constructs. I had to hold many Talks to stop the rest from doing the same.”

“The heretic will do but one Talk at the event,” Phkil said. “No one is stopping you from continuing your own Talks, Ychlik.”

Ychlik stared at the chief of the Looch. “And what have your own ancestors told you, Chief Phkil? Do they approve of what the heretic has dreamed?”

Phkil was silent for a long moment. His voice had a lower octave when he finally answered. “They … have seen the wisdom of what the heretic says in his Talks.”

Ychlik burped out in surprise. “Your ancestors … they approve? Did they not tell you of the horizon of blood?”

“They have,” Phkil said. “My ancestors have told me it is inevitable.”

Ychlik swallowed the mucous building up in his throat. “Your ancestors wish the dream of war upon your own people? Alas, what has become of the message of the Talk?”

Siik drew in a long breath of air. His whole chest seemed to bloat to twice its size. “My own ancestors have told me it shall be merely for a short time. Once the Strangers have been cast out of the false world, then we shall all return to the old ways.”

Ychlik gurgled. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Has your ancestors not stressed the balance anymore? Many of us shall go forth into the Dreaming if the horizon of blood dawns upon the People. Our tether to this world shall cease, and we shall all become dreamers.”

Phkil turned to look at Siik. The others in the circle had remained quiet, and he needed the elder to explain it to Ychlik. “He has not been told of recent events.”

“And it is not our place to reveal it to him until he has heard the Talk of the heretic,” Siik said before turning his attention to Ychlik. “My chief, Eossl the heretic’s followers have formed a new tribe. They call themselves the Seewak, and their numbers grow by the day.”

Ychlik couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “The Seewak? And he is their chief now?”

“Yes,” Phkil said. “Their ways are very different from even us. The Seewak have been trading heavily with the Strangers, and they have learned new skills.”

“What sort of goods have they bartered for?” Ychlik asked.

“Fire sticks and other weapons,” Siik said calmly. “The People of the south were once afraid the Seewak would use it on us, but they have not. It seems they are gathering these things for the blood horizon against the Strangers.”

Ychlik began blinking rapidly. “They plan to use the Stranger’s own weapons against them?”

“Yes,” Phkil said.

“But the Strangers can fly through the air with their tools like the spheres up in the sky,” Ychlik said. “They can destroy whole villages and slaughter our peoples without even hopping on the ground. The once tranquil waters will run with our blood, not theirs.”

“We cannot tell you more until you have listened to Eossl’s Talk,” Phkil said. “But there is much you do not know.”

Ychlik extended the snorkel at the back of his head, letting out a loud snort. “I do not wish to know any more! This goes against the nature of the Talk. We will all join our ancestors- everything we have achieved in this world will be for nothing.”

Siik bowed slightly and rubbed his hands on the muddy ground, gesturing at Ychlik to calm down. “You believe such a course will be hopeless, and you might very well be correct. But the messages from the heralds we come across have stated there is much unrest amongst the peoples of the tribes. More of us have entered the Dreaming due to the actions of the Strangers, and we cannot let things stand as they are.”

“My own tribe has been restless,” Phkil said. “You know of the tale of my first wife, do you not?”

Ychlik blinked in acknowledgement. “Yes, she was lost to you when one of the Stranger’s tools landed on top of her. I have heard of your Talk many years ago when I visited the Southern Reaches in my youth.”

“And I have heard of your Talk too,” Phkil said. “One of your own sons was lost through the actions of a Stranger. Can you not see what is happening? Our people are frustrated- this is why Eossl has gained influence, and I believe his importance is greater than ours now.”

Ychlik leaned forward. “But what of the balance? If we go by the ways of the heretic, then the path between worlds will surely be sundered.”

Siik’s eyes were downcast. “The Strangers are the ones who are upsetting the balance. It can only be restored by casting them out.”

One of the other southern chiefs listening at the edge of the circle hopped forward. “The herald has been waiting. Even though we asked if he could delay but a little longer, he says the announcement is of a serious and grave nature, and we need to hear of it right away.”

Ychlik lowered his head, indicating a form of acceptance. “Very well, I shall not object to hearing the herald’s message now. Please have him join us in the circle.”

A c’thlooq bearing the stone necklace of a herald quickly hopped into the center of the circle. A few of the chiefs snorted in surprise when they noticed the herald’s stomach and legs were covered in what looked to be c’thlooq blood. Ychlik recognized him as Cooak, a northern herald who usually wandered near the cold regions.

Cooak bowed as he began the Ritual of the Messenger. “My honorable chiefs, I Cooak am sorry for interrupting your meet, but the message I bring you is of the utmost importance. As herald, these tidings have been spoken exactly for every word has been heard, nothing has been altered, this I promise you all.”

The gathered chiefs and elders quickly bowed in acceptance of the ritual. A sense of dread began to rise within Ychlik’s innermost self.

“I bring you news of Chief L’luulch, and of his tribe in service of the Strangers,” Cooak said. “Several days ago, a large group of Strangers numbering more than two octuples ventured into their village that had been built for them within the darkened cloak of the night- and began warring against the tribe.”

All listeners in the circle continued to squat in stunned silence. Ychlik couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

The herald continued. “Much of the tribe has been killed. Among the dead are L’luulch, and most of the males. At least three octuples of women and younglings are also dead, with many more wounded.”

Two thirds of the chiefs and elders within the circle extended their snorkels and bellowed in anguish. Ychlik reeled backwards, nearly toppling to his side. The tragedy of such a scale hadn’t occurred in recent memory.

Siik raised his head and began a low, gurgling drone. It was the song of the Dreaming, and could only be sung when those making the journey could not do it themselves. Every other participant in the circle soon joined him in unison. For nearly an hour the tears flowed as the gathered leadership of the People paid their respects for the lost ones.

When the song had ended, there was a long moment of silence. Each member of the circle closed their eyes and reflected their thoughts inwardly. Cooak the herald waited patiently in the middle of the circle. It was the second time he had sung the Dreaming in the past two days, and the pain of the lost ones still weighed heavily in his heart.

Phkil raised his hand. “Herald, what of those who still live?”

“The living and the wounded are making their way to the south,” Cooak said. “The Strangers offered help, but the still living are too terrified to stay within their presence. I made my away ahead in order to bring the message to the gathered chiefs and elders here, but I have already heard some of the wounded became dreamers, for they lacked the strength to continue onwards.”

“Herald,” Ychlik said. “Can you carry a message to all the tribes in the path of the still living? Tell them to please care for those of the sundered tribe, and the O’wyshk shall help with food and other supplies for all of them.”

When Cooak initiated the Ritual of the Messenger, the other tribal leaders in the circle instantly pledged their support and offered to help as well. After passing along a few more messages, Cooak hopped away and left the circle in order to continue his task of spreading the news of the disaster towards the neighboring areas.

The gathered leadership became silent once more the moment the herald had left them. Ychlik’s son Oosk stayed nearby. The youth intended to tell his father the females had prepared food for them, but after he had heard them all chanting the song of the Dreaming, he had obediently stood back, silently observing from a short distance away.

Siik broke the second silence by patting on the ground in front of him. He turned and stared at Ychlik. “Eossl’s words have come forth. No matter how far we swim away from the horizon of blood, it flows towards us. We can no longer keep to the old ways with the Strangers, this much is true.”

Ychlik couldn’t find the words to argue with the southern elder. He merely looked away in silence. Even his own ancestors were mute, their songs no longer resounding in his mind. All he could see now were endless rivers of blood. Soon the whole world would no longer be hearing the calming words of the Talk, instead the next cries were expected to be more songs of the Dreaming.


Chapter 23

Austin Hannant got up from the plastic chair the moment he saw Omar Kelly’s eyes open. The senior detective leaned closer and placed a reassuring hand on his partner’s arm. “How you feeling, pal?”

Omar groaned a little as he tried to sit up on the bed but failed. His mother came by yesterday, but he was too groggy on medication to talk to her. For the first time in days, he could finally think clearly. “There’s a bit of numbness in my thighs- all the way down to my legs, but otherwise it seems to be okay.”

“Good,” Austin said, twisting his head to make sure no one was standing by the open doorway of the small hospital room they were in. “Colonel Vance actually dropped by for a visit, but it looks like he’s gone now.”

“Oh yeah? He say anything?”

“Not really,” Austin said. “He just grumbled about the health insurance plan the department had to pay for your hospitalization. I told him you were in the brothel doing some investigative work, and he seemed to buy it.”

Omar looked around. When he didn’t see anyone else, his voice lowered to a whisper. “What the hell happened? Where’s Marietta and his chick?”

Austin gave him a wry smile. “They’re okay. I got Zoltan to hole them up in one of his slummy apartments in the Docks district.”

“I thought you were taking them outta here.”

Austin shook his head. “No can do. The mayor and the governor both declared a state of emergency and now there’s CorpSec troopers everywhere. I’m pretty sure they got orders to shoot Marietta on sight if they spot him. For now we’ll wait till the emergency is lifted, then I’ll take them out of here.”

“So now what?”

“Well, the doc told me you’ll be discharged tomorrow morning,” Austin said. “The bullet went right through your thigh, but then again it’s what usually happens.”

Omar grunted. Pulse guns tended to over penetrate due to their extremely high velocities. He counted himself lucky they weren’t using fragmentation rounds. “So we just sit around and do nothing for now?”

“BTC has locked down everything tight,” Austin said. “There’s security checkpoints all over the city. The good news is the riots have stopped at least. The agitators on both sides know better than to mess with CorpSec.”

“We need to do more.”

“Like what?”

Omar sighed. “Like exposing BTC. Since we got the Marietta guy holed up somewhere why don’t we get the media in on him?”

Austin shook his head. “I’ve talked to him. He doesn’t want to say anything until he’s off-planet. I don’t blame him.”

“Goddamn it, we gotta something.”

“Well you’re doing something, you’re recovering,” Austin said. His smartcom unit started beeping, so he took the device out from his jacket and looked at the crystal screen. “Looks like I got a call. I gotta go. I’ll be back here tomorrow when they wheel you out.”

“Okay,” Omar said. “See you then.”

 

Austin drove the car out of the hospital’s parking garage and headed towards the Chinatown district of Virac City. The message on his smartcom indicated a homicide crime scene, but there were no additional details. After passing through several checkpoints, he took the tunnel out of Surat Thani and drove along the Docks before doing the roundabout route towards Chinatown.

A patrol car was parked at the end of a dingy street in front of what looked to be a Cantonese restaurant. Austin got out of his car and set it to autopark before approaching the two constables, who were busy dealing with a small crowd of angry locals. His smartcom had indicated two suspects were sitting in the back of the police vehicle, and both were handcuffed.

Austin recognized one of the Constabulary officers. “Hey Gutierrez, how’s it going?”

Gutierrez had a chest the width of a beer keg, a thick mustache and he scratched at it before waving his arms at the small crowd to keep them back. “You better get inside. The body is at the storeroom, down at the basement level. Seems this building’s got a secret tunnel leading to the maintenance levels underneath the city.”

Austin raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? So how did you get the call on this?”

The uniformed constable thumbed the door leading into the building’s interior. “Some broad from the Examiner called it in. Seems she was doing some sort of investigative work when she stumbled into it.”

“Sounds weird to me,” Austin said. “Was it a patron of the establishment or a staff member who got killed?”

Gutierrez shook his head. “Nope. And it’s gonna get a lot weirder for you, detective. You better go on in.”

Austin sighed as he walked past the constable and headed towards the entrance. “Okay, I’ll talk to the suspects you have in your custody after I’ve checked out the scene first. You’re not even gonna tell me if the body is a man’s or a woman’s?”

“It’s better if you see it for yourself.”

Austin clenched his jaw as he walked into the restaurant. It looked like the customers and staff was herded out of the place in a hurry, and he could still see half-eaten food on porcelain serving plates on several of the tables. The walls and tiled flooring were painted bright red and decorated with the usual Chinese motifs for good luck and prosperity.

Walking into the kitchen, he saw mounds of raw ingredients sitting on chopping boards, the heavy squared knives having been left beside them. The oiled woks remained on the recently turned off burners, with a slight rotten scent wafting through his nostrils. According to the preliminary report in his smartcom, the body was down below at the basement, so he walked into the back room and opened several doors before finally discovering a flight of stairs leading down.

Making his way down the metal steps, Austin got to the bottom of a dingy, low-lit corridor when a woman came out of an adjoining room and walked towards him. He held up his left hand, signaling her to stop, while his right hand gripped the pistol underneath his jacket. “I’m Detective Hannant with the Constabulary. Who are you?”

The woman placed her hands on her hips. “Debra Segal, I’m a reporter with the New Bali Examiner.”

He heard of her. She was the one who exposed the story on Roman Wells dying outside at the Okefenokee area. “What are you doing down here, Miss Segal? This is a crime scene and you’re not supposed to be allowed in this area.”

Debra held her palms up in a gesture of peace. “I haven’t touched the body, I swear. I was the one who called it in.”

Austin grimaced. The Constabulary were so short-handed, they didn’t even clear the crime scene first. “I need you to go back upstairs and wait outside, please.”

“You’ll need me here I think,” Debra said. “I’m the one who figured this out.”

“Figured what out?”

“I got an anonymous tip about this restaurant,” Debra said. “So I booked a table for lunch to see what I could find out. I talked to the manager about a special menu they had and so I ordered whatever secret item was on it.”

“Is there anyone else down here aside from you and the body?”

“No, just me,” Debra said.

“Okay, what was this anonymous tip about?”

“Well since I wrote up a story about the tourist who was found dead outside of the domes, people started giving me all sort of tips and rumors- most of them were cranks,” Debra said. “This particular tip off was something completely different, so I decided to follow it up.”

“And what did the tip say exactly?”

“It sounded like a woman’s voice,” Debra said. “She told me there was a secret menu in this restaurant, and it pertains to the stuff I was writing about- that was it.”

Austin made sure his smartcom was recording the conversation. “Okay, so you ordered from the secret menu, then what?”

“So the manager came back to my table and smiled at me while he had one of his waiters bring out a plate of some sort of stir fried meat and veggies,” Debra said. “It had a weird smell. I’ve eaten a lot of Chinese food over the years, but this one was very different.”

“Did you eat it?”

Debra shook her head. “No. I asked the manager what it was and he just winked at me and said it was a special meat of some kind. So then I asked him what kind specifically and held up a hundred dollar bill. Then he took me down here.”

“And that’s when you called the police?”

Debra pointed towards a door at the end of the narrow corridor. “Yes, I called the moment the manager turned his back on me. The body is at the end room over there. It seems there’s a tunnel underneath this place leading to an outside maintenance level.”

“Did you check out where the level goes to?”

“Yeah,” Debra said. “I just came walking back when I saw you. It looks like this place has its own airlock, so it can accept deliveries from small hovercraft that can get inside the maintenance levels under the city.”

Austin held his hand up again. “Okay, you stay right here. I’m going to check the body out.”

Debra shrugged. “Okay, detective.”

Austin walked down the length of the narrow passageway until he got to the edge of the open door. Stepping through the opening, he noticed the temperature had dropped down close to freezing. The interior was evidently some sort of storage room for perishables. Metal dividers lined the walls, and they were filled with boxes of labeled foodstuffs.

Something big was at the opposite end of the room. Austin kept walking until he stood in front of a large packing crate. The lid had been removed and there was a human-sized body underneath some plastic sheeting. Austin put on a pair of evidence gloves before pulling back on the cover. He let out a sharp gasp the moment he viewed the frozen corpse.

It was the body of a c’thlooq. The native’s limbs had been amputated, leaving only frozen stumps, and huge chunks of flesh had been neatly sliced away from its thighs and back. The eyes had also been expertly scooped out. Judging from the size, he thought it looked to be a juvenile, but he couldn’t determine the c’thlooq’s sex.

Austin looked away. Of all the other things that could have happened, this incident would surely fan the flames between the advocates for native rights and Humanity First. Since it was a reporter from the Examiner who stumbled into it, the whole affair would no doubt be covered live in a few hours time. He took several pictures and uploaded the scans into the law enforcement database before leaving the storeroom.

Walking back out of the corridor, he saw Debra was already talking on her smartcom device. Austin waved at her to stop as he got closer. “Okay, you need to get back upstairs, ma’am.”

Debra did as she was told, but she kept her smartcom active to record the video she needed to publish the upcoming news article with. As she made her way up the stairs she turned around and started questioning him. “Detective Hannant, do you have any comments about the body that was found?”

Austin wanted to slap the device from her hand, but he knew it was already too late. “Look, I just arrived on the scene and I cannot comment on this right now. Could you please turn it off?”

Debra nearly stumbled at the top of the stairwell, but she was able to recover while continuing to face the detective walking behind her. “Is it true the body is of a native c’thlooq?”

“As I’ve said I just got here,” Austin said tersely.

They both stepped out of the front entrance. Ignoring Debra’s continued questioning, Austin walked over to the back of the patrol car and opened the rear passenger door. Sitting inside were an old couple. His smartcom device tagged them as a Mr. Leung and a Mrs. Gao; the man was listed as the restaurant manager and the wrinkled old lady was evidently the owner of the establishment.

Mrs. Gao bowed slightly and smiled at him. Her black curly hair was evidently dyed, and it starkly contrasted with her pearly white skin and blood red lipstick. “You’re a Constabulary detective, yes? If you could kindly please ask your constables to uncuff us? My wrists are hurting.”

Austin leaned over the passenger door and rested his elbow on the car roof. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I can’t do it. You’re both suspects in a homicide investigation.”

The restaurant manager looked up at him with incredulous eyes. “Homicide? You mean murder? We no murder anyone, we run a restaurant.”

“There’s a body of a c’thlooq in your cold storage, and you’ve been serving it up for lunch,” Austin said. “According to the council and the Bureau of Native Affairs, you’re both in violation of the law.”

Mrs. Gao gave him a surprised look. “Aya, laws? We break no laws here.”

“That’s right,” Leung said. “The native was already dead when delivered to us, la? This is nothing but harassment by police.”

Austin pursed his lips. “Who delivered the body to you?”

The man looked away and said nothing.

“I want to call my lawyer,” Mrs. Gao said. “I no talk to you.”

“Well, you’ll get com-link access once we book you in the station,” Austin said before closing the car door. Turning around, he noticed the crowd getting larger by the minute. With the constables having already called for a forensics team, all he had to do was wait for backup.

Another patrol car stopped a few meters away and Captain Dennis Yap stepped out from the front passenger seat and began making his way towards him. Austin bit his lip. He heard rumors about the captain taking bribes from all sorts of lowlifes and politicos to advance his career, and he had no doubt his commanding officer knew Mrs. Gao since he’d seen him stop by at this place before. The ethnic Chinese within the colony tended to be clannish, and most knew each other.

Yap got to within a few paces of him. The captain stood so stiffly it seemed like he was standing to attention at a parade. “What’s going on, detective?”

“A reporter uncovered a restaurant serving c’thlooq, captain,” Austin said. “I’ve sent in a preliminary report on the crime scene and sealed it off until the forensics team arrives. Afterwards, I’ll question the suspects once they’ve been processed at the station.”

Yap was wearing his full uniform. He adjusted his cap slightly to make sure it fit properly. More media crews were arriving, and he wanted to make sure he looked good on video. “I’ve read your preliminary report on my way here. You’ll need to release the ones in the patrol vehicle.”

Austin was taken aback. “But captain, they’re suspects in a homicide, and there’s a smuggling tunnel underneath the whole place.”

“Have you determined the time of death?”

“Well no,” Austin said. “The body has been frozen for some time obviously, and we still need forensics and the coroner to look over it and get the conclusive report.”

“Then you’ve got nothing,” Yap said. “You can’t prove at this point the owner or the manager killed the native, so you’ll just have to let them go since there’s no case.”

Austin couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “But the BNA said it’s against the law to murder a c’thlooq.”

“We don’t know if the native you found in there was killed by them or died awhile ago,” Yap said. “They could have just found the body and brought it in for all we know. There is no law against eating them either.”

Austin’s jaw dropped. “Seriously? What about the tunnel running underneath the place? It’s obvious they smuggled it in. There are anti-smuggling laws in place.”

“A lot of structures in the city have got access to the maintenance level and the subway system, you know this. Every dome city has an underground shelter that can be accessed through every building in case the atmospheric seals rupture and the air we breathe leaks out, so it doesn’t prove anything.”

Austin lowered his eyes to the ground. He knew he couldn’t win this so why bother.

Yap snapped his fingers, and gestured at one of the constables to come over to him. “Release the suspects,” he said to Gutierrez.

Austin walked away. Captain Yap got closer to the patrol vehicle and made a slight bow to Mrs. Gao as the restraints came off. Glancing into his smartcom, Austin moved slowly towards his own car. The forensics team had just arrived, and they were putting up yellow tape to seal off the area. He made a parting glance at the captain, and he could see Yap chatting amicably with the owner and her manager.

Debra caught up to him just as he was about to get into the driver’s seat. “Detective, do you have any comments in regards to your department’s decision to release the suspects who were about to be taken in less than an hour ago?”

Austin flashed an angry look. “Get outta my face, lady.”

Debra sensed she could gain his sympathy if she changed tactics. She turned off her smartcom device and stowed it into her handbag. “Okay, how about we talk off the record?”

Austin bobbed his head sarcastically. “Off the record? We both know there’s no such thing, so stop wasting my time, okay?”

“Look, I checked out the first ever tip I got about the tourist, and I know it came from the Constabulary,” Debra said. “There’s plenty of shenanigans going on and I need a source.”

“All this stuff that’s happening right now is because of the piece you wrote,” Austin said. “And you want even more dirt to come out?”

“Yes,” Debra said. She leaned by the façade of a nearby building so the other cops couldn’t see them talking. “I know I’ve opened a whole can of worms, but this is all for the truth. That’s all I want to tell in my articles. Just the truth.”

“Find another source,” Austin said.

“You don’t care about the colony or the natives?”

“Do you? You only seem to care about getting the latest sensational news piece and putting your name behind it,” Austin said. “You want to win the old prize- the one journalists long for.”

“I won’t deny I get a kick out of seeing my name on breaking news articles sent out all over known space,” Debra said. “But I’m doing a service, just like you. I’m exposing what needs to be exposed. I overheard your conversation with your superior, and I could see how disgusted you were about letting those suspects go.”

Austin let out a deep breath. He mistrusted reporters by nature, yet he knew it was a way to get the truth past the obvious cover-ups. “How do I know you won’t leak me out as a source?”

Debra held up her palms. “We journalists have ethics too. I swear I won’t ever quote you, not even as an anonymous source. Just point me to the right direction and I’ll do the rest. You’ve seen my articles I’m sure.”

Austin thought about it for a minute. “Okay, fine. You want another scoop, you got it. Expect an anonymous e-message in your smartcom inbox by tonight.”


Chapter 24

Sophie Singh leaned forward slightly and placed her gloved hands on the imitation mahogany table in front of her. She had been sitting on the plush leathery chair for over two hours without a break since the negotiations began, and her back was beginning to feel stiff. Her grandmother Aura sat alongside her in the hoverchair, and over by the next seat was Nadim Varma, BTC’s chief legal counsel. At the opposite side of the table were the half dozen lawyers and the planetary director of Meridian Galactic.

The private meeting in the BTC headquarters building had been tense, with her grandmother demanding harsh concessions for the stolen fuel while the Meridian team continued to stall on legal technicalities, making Sophie well aware that any pending court case back on Earth would take years to resolve without these protracted negotiations.

Lucius Valdemar was a thin, wiry man with a receding hairline of bright silver. His hawk-like nose supported the thick, old fashioned wire-rimmed glasses he wore. As Meridian’s planetary director of operations, he served as the direct conduit to his company’s headquarters on Earth.

“Let’s cut through the chase, Aura,” Valdemar said, his voice still carrying a degree of confidence, despite the charges arrayed against his firm. “We both know any ruling on the litigation will take years to sort out, if ever.”

Aura shook her head slightly and laughed. “Ah, Lucius. You’ve been here for decades and yet you cannot seem to fathom the way we do things in New Bali. According to the local corporate laws here I can already seize your company assets without having to wait for the official ruling.”

“You could, but my legal team can file an injunction to stop you through the Intersystem Trade Council.”

“The New Bali Courts can take away your assets in a matter of weeks,” Nadim said. “We have already submitted the evidence for the civil suit and we have corroborated witness testimony. By the time the ITC can place a temporary injunction all your fixed assets will be in our hands.”

“Let’s not forget we have voting seats in the ITC as well,” Aura said. “With our evidence you have very little chance of being granted even just a temporary reprieve against the ruling of the courts here.”

Valdemar grimaced. “If you do this, you will have declared war against Meridian Galactic. I promise even though you may win this small victory, you will eventually lose.”

“If this is a war, then the first shots have already been fired- by you,” Aura said. “You have engaged in a criminal activity to enrich yourself by stealing from BTC and even dragged Meridian into it.”

Valdemar leaned back into the chair. “You cannot prove I had a personal hand in this. Your man, whoever he is, was the one who engaged in fraud and theft, not me.”

“According to his recorded testimony you were behind it all,” Aura said. “He has given us enough information to start digging through the money trail and we will uncover it all eventually. Can you imagine the black eye Meridian gets when all this goes public?”

Valdemar leaned forward, baring his teeth. “Why you little—”

Nadim held up his hand. “You came to us, remember? You called for this meeting because you know Meridian is up against the wall once this comes out and you have personal responsibility over all this.”

Valdemar leaned sideways as one of his lawyers began whispering in his ear. Even though he had a secure position within Meridian Galactic, the possible fallout after being exposed would weaken him considerably.

Sophie placed a hand over her mouth, suppressing a smile. Her grandmother had told her to never reveal her emotions during a meeting with an enemy, but it was hard to keep a straight face with victory so close. The added rush of adrenaline made Sophie forget about her aching back.

Valdemar faced his competitors and sighed. “Alright, what are your terms?”

Aura turned to look at her granddaughter. “Sophie, how much was our adjusted losses over this whole fuel business?”

Sophie knew her grandmother wanted to negotiate from as high a price as possible, yet it had to be realistically close to the actual losses incurred. “About half a billion dollars worth.”

Aura knew the actual losses were closer to three hundred million. She had already gone over the numbers with Benjamin Ramzi the night before. “Well, we don’t want Meridian to feel too pinched. Let’s say we give them a little reprieve. We’re willing to settle for four hundred million.”

All eyes locked on Valdemar. Meridian Galactic’s planetary director blinked twice before answering. “Very well. It’s done.”

Aura raised an eyebrow. “That’s it? No further bargaining, Lucius?”

Valdemar clenched his teeth. They knew exactly how much his personal net worth was and his enemies did just enough to take a big chunk out from under him. He knew he would have to cover the loss from his own fortune, because he didn’t want the board of directors back on Earth to find out.

One of the Meridian lawyers cleared his throat. “How do you want the money to be distributed?”

“I understand Lucius has a number of business holdings in Chiba City, as well as personally owning the Meridian Towers here in Surat Thani,” Aura said. “We’ll take them, and the rest can be paid by cash.”

Valdemar’s jaw dropped. “What? You can’t take those!”

“We can and we will,” Aura said. “Unless of course you prefer to give us the entire settlement in cash?”

Valdemar’s heart was beating so fast, he could hear it. He didn’t have the cash on hand, and giving up the specified assets meant almost all his personal holdings on the planet would be taken away. But he had no other choice. What needed to be done now was to contain the damage away from Meridian Galactic in order to retain his influence there. The loss hurt, but he would live to fight another day.

Sophie could barely contain herself. Her grandmother’s deft handling of the negotiations was simply spectacular, and Sophie felt she had very big shoes to fill if she ever got the chance to succeed the matriarch.

“Very well,” Valdemar said softly. “We’ll have the paperwork sorted in less than two days.”

Another Meridian lawyer raised his hand. “Once you assume primary ownership of Meridian Towers, what are you going to do with it?”

“We’re planning an expansion of our headquarters, and we could use more office space,” Aura said. “We’ll be giving you a month’s notice for Meridian’s staff to vacate the premises, of course.”

The lawyer’s eyebrows shot up. How did they know about the clause in the rental agreement? He sat there as if frozen in time until the other attorneys beside him began getting up. He quickly regained his composure, placed his papers back into a folder and stood up to leave.

Just before he left the room, Valdemar briefly glanced at the matriarch of BTC. The tone of his voice carried a rasp of anger. “We’ll meet again, Aura.”

Aura smiled faintly. “Better luck next time. Ciao, Lucius.”

After they had left, Nadim stood up and stretched his arms with a loud yawn. “It’s close to lunch, anybody up for some good Chinese food? I know a good place in Chinatown so it’s my treat.”

“Perhaps in a bit, Nadim,” Aura said. “You go on ahead. I’d like to speak with my grandchild for a bit.”

Nadim nodded and headed for the door. “See you both later.”

Once the door closed again, Aura adjusted her hoverchair and faced Sophie. “Can you get an update from your man in Silesia?”

Sophie nodded as she pulled out the smartcom from her handbag, placed the audio speakers on and activated the com-link. “Axel, can you hear me?”

Axel Lindstrom’s voice came out loud and clear. “Hello, yes. I can hear you fine.”

Sophie leaned forward so she could speak closer to the device. “Where are you now?”

“I’m just outside of the Silesia building complex,” Axel said. “I’m with a team sweeping the native habitats for additional explosive devices.”

Sophie nodded. “I’m here in the meeting room with the matriarch. Do you have any additional updates for us?”

“I think we now got an accurate body count on the native dead in the corporate village,” Axel said. “Looks like around forty-eight confirmed dead, most I think are males. About a dozen females and children too.”

Sophie put her head down. Her initial rush of adrenaline after the victory over Meridian was lost and replaced by a somber mood. “Any word on the survivors?”

“It looks like anyone who could move left the village,” Axel said. “I know they took some wounded with them because of the blood trails.”

Aura impatiently tapped her wiry fingers on her chair’s armrest. “Did our staff offer medical assistance?”

“Yes ma’am, they did,” Axel said. “But the natives ignored the emergency medical teams who were dispatched to their habitats as soon as the alarm was sounded. One of the med techs tried to get close to examine one of the wounded but they were pushed away, and so the officers in charge kept everyone back.”

“What happened then?” Aura asked.

“The emergency crews tried to ask some of the natives what had happened, but nobody answered their queries,” Axel said. “Then the c’thlooq just took what they could and started going down the trail. Some of the medical crews tried to follow, but the natives just kept on moving until they got past the perimeter.”

Aura’s wrinkled face seemed impassive. “They didn’t try to bury their dead?”

“No, ma’am,” Axel said. “From what I read about their behavior the c’thlooq don’t do burials or funerals. Sickly and old individuals usually go out of their villages to die alone.”

“Or if one of them dies suddenly, the others in the tribe just places the corpse in a body of water outside of their territory and lets it sink,” Sophie added. She had remembered not much about them while studying in college.

“I’ll never understand the c’thlooq,” Aura said softly. “They don’t seem to care about their dead.”

Sophie had been briefed about the attack against the c’thlooq earlier during the day, and had dispatched Axel to take a look. No sooner had they resolved one problem when another came up. “What can you tell me about the suspects in this incident?”

“Forensics are going through the wrecked buildings now,” Axel said. “Normal fires can’t happen in the outside atmosphere unless there’s sufficient oxygen as fuel, but the bombs they used took down a lot of housing units and the main assembly room.”

“So you’re sure the attackers were human?” Aura said.

“Pretty sure, ma’am,” Axel said. “One of their bombs didn’t explode- must have been a faulty detonator. It’s been brought into the lab here for analysis. A lot of the dead bodies also have bullet holes and the surveillance footage shows a bunch of people wearing e-suits and carrying rifles.”

Aura rubbed her chin. “Have we identified who they were?”

“Not yet, ma’am,” Axel said. “There was a gap in the security perimeter, so they managed to slip out by the time the emergency crews arrived. Seemed like a military operation.”

Sophie crossed her arms. “How did they get into the perimeter in the first place?”

“We’re not sure,” Axel said. “From the surveillance cams it seems they just appeared out of nowhere. The first timed footage of them is from the transport garage, so they might have smuggled themselves onto one of our automated transport crawlers. Once we’re done doing the security sweep in the habitats, I’ll shift the teams over to the garages.”

“Which means they had an inside man,” Aura said. “Lindstrom, I want you to conduct an internal investigation as to who might have possibly gotten them in the compound. I’m sending you more security officers.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Sophie turned to look at her grandmother. “They’ve got to be from Humanity First. The only ones they went after were the natives.”

Aura put her palm up. “We cannot publicly accuse any group until we have proof.”

Sophie turned her attention back to the smartcom device. “Axel, do you have any idea where the native survivors went to?”

“No we don’t,” Axel said. “Once they left the perimeter the natives went to ground since its part of their sacred territory. We could organize an expedition and try to get into contact with one of the nearby tribes, maybe they might know something.”

Aura shook her head. “No. Our old treaties forbade us to go past the perimeter in Silesia. You stay put for now. Focus on identifying the perpetrators of this heinous act so we can find them.”

“The operations manager is asking for help,” Axel said. “He says with the natives gone the mining schedule will be severely disrupted.”

Aura grimaced. “Damn the schedule. This attack is a serious matter that needs to be dealt with. I’m ordering Silesia to cease all operations for now. No one leaves until we find the inside man who got those suspects through our security perimeter. Lindstrom, I’m giving you full authority over this.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Axel said.

Sophie turned to look at her grandmother again. “What about Uncle Bolivar?”

Aura shook her head. “His son had recently tried to resolve an incident up there. I don’t think the staff in Silesia would want to see him for now. Let Lindstrom do his part, if he can’t find out who the inside man is, then we’ll unleash Bolivar Strang on them.”

Sophie rubbed her temples. “Axel, can you check with the Shore Patrol or the transport depot near the river for any unknown vehicles in the area during the time of the massacre?”

“Good idea, I’ll look into it,” Axel said.

Aura leaned back on her chair. “That should be it for now.”

“I’ll update you as we get more information, ma’am,” Axel said. “Over and out.”

“Bye, Axel,” Sophie said before she deactivated the com-link circuit.

Aura pursed her lips. “If we make this public now, the streets are going to explode once again. We need to keep it under wraps for the meantime.”

Sophie was shocked. “But if we cover this up then wouldn’t it get worse if the public finds out about it later on? They’ll surely condemn us for it.”

Aura sighed. “We just won major concessions from Lucius Valdemar and Meridian Galactic. If one word of this gets out now, Lucius will use this against us, I’m sure. This couldn’t have come at a worse time since I’m pretty sure Meridian will start to short our stock on the galactic markets in a matter of days.”

“We’ll have to quarantine everybody in Silesia,” Sophie said. “No one leaves and censor all outgoing com-link channels. Axel is already doing this though I don’t think it will be enough. Word will get out eventually.”

“Do what you can,” her grandmother said. “We need to weather these two storms against us. Once we can limit the damage Meridian does in the markets, we can concentrate on dealing with the native fallout.”

Sophie nodded. Why did the natives not accept their help? It was always hard to even get their attention, but was this just part of their behavior or a forewarning the c’thlooq no longer trusted any human at all?


Chapter 25

Brother Moises Borbon continued trudging forward through the thick undergrowth. The going was harder than he had expected, and he tended to lag behind the main body of c’thlooq. His pace was matched by the elders of the tribe, and he usually found himself moving alongside them, but they ignored him completely despite their seeming acceptance of his presence. Moises knew he couldn’t lose sight of any member of the tribe, so he made sure he kept up, even when his own legs were screaming at him to stop and rest.

Wincing with pain, he adjusted the shoulder straps of the backpack to a snug fit. Moises carried two extra batteries for his life support gear even though the added weight meant a heavier load. The rest of the stuff he carried when the journey started had to be left behind. All he had now were the essentials: the inflatable tent, repair kit for his E-suit, a water purifier straw, and of course, food. He would strap one of the batteries over his shoulders so it could recharge in sunlight while he walked, but the added strain was hurting his back. Nevertheless, the last thing he wanted was to lose power to his life support gear, for he was on the verge of a historic breakthrough and it made the agony he endured somewhat bearable.

This is nothing like what the Lord had suffered through- so chin up, he thought while stepping over a thicket of ferns and onto a dry, flat path of dirt. Moises had been able to keep up with the hopping c’thlooq whenever it was on land, but when they had to cross a river it was very difficult to swim in the water with all the gear he carried and still maintain a pace with the natives. The c’thlooq could move considerably faster in the waterways, and he was hard-pressed whenever they had to make a wet crossing.

Hopefully we get to higher ground soon, he thought greedily. This way it’ll be easier for me to stay with them. Seeing a group of females just a few paces ahead, he lengthened his stride, hoping to get close to the front of the tribe so he could rest up. By rationing his food intake, Moises still had enough sustenance to last close to a month. His filter straw was starting to clog up, giving him some worries, but the batteries for his breathing unit were still working flawlessly.

What bothered him the most were the little things. Moises had run out of moisturizing lotion the day before, and now the chafing of his skin against the constant rubbing of the E-suit had become acute. He soon realized the rash and blisters he was getting on his back and arms might get worse. Moises wasn’t too knowledgeable about infections, and his greatest fear was of being incapacitated to the point where he would be unable to continue on. If it happened then his entire mission would be one of failure, and this very thought made him more worried than anything else.

After making his way past the group of resting females and their younglings, Moises followed the path until he reached the edge of another riverbank. Straddling by the shore were the main male contingent of the tribe. Since it was only mid-afternoon, he knew there would be another few hours of movement until the tribe formed a circle to rest for the night.

Just before they separated, Guy Beauregard had taught him how to use the filter straw using the small emergency vent on the chin of his helmet without having to remove it. After taking off the oversized backpack from his shoulders and setting it down on the marshy ground, Moises first checked the battery he had been hauling was fully charged before replacing it with the other one in his life support pack. Crouching down beside the water, Moises leaned forward and placed the filter straw through his helmet vent until it touched his lips, then brought down the lower tip of the tube along the surface of the pond and began drinking.

The water had a slightly alkaline taste to it, but it was enough to quench his thirst. Moises sighed with exhaustion as he lay down by the riverbank and tried closing his eyes, hoping for a slight reprieve against the now constant aches and pain. He had programmed the smartcom in his helmet to wake him with an alarm the moment any of the c’thlooq began to move again. He was also hungry, but he learned to put up the sealed tent and eat only when he was sure the c’thlooq had bedded themselves down for the night, lest they move on without him.

 

He wasn’t sure how long he had dozed off, but the beeping noise in his helmet instantly made him sit up. Looking around he could see the male c’thlooq nearby were still resting by sunning themselves, and he gave a silent thanks to God he wasn’t abandoned. The chimes in his ear piece was actually an incoming call over his com-link, and he tapped the side of his helmet to activate it.

Since the virtual screen in his smartglass visor indicated the incoming call was from the outpost at Okefenokee, Moises figured Brother Guido De Luca was calling him again. “Hello Guido, how are you?”

The voice who answered him belonged to someone else. It was Father Arnaud Leclerc’s, the Dominican representative. “Brother Moises. I am glad to hear your voice. Are you well?”

“I’m alright,” Moises said, quickly recovering from his surprise. “I’m sorry, I was expecting to talk with Guido.”

“Brother Guido has been sent back to Virac City,” Arnaud said. “I called you to find out where you are.”

Moises sensed something was amiss. “I’m not sure where I am. I haven’t been able to get a satellite fix yet, but I think I’m at least several days of walking past the eastern edge of Okefenokee.”

“That is most concerning. I had questioned Guido as to your whereabouts and progress before I sent him back to the city and he couldn’t tell me what you were up to.”

Moises frowned. What was Father Arnaud doing in the outpost? “I’m accompanying a native tribe to attend a T’thok. Is there something wrong?”

“I’m afraid so. Riots have erupted and the planetary capital is under a state of emergency. Everyone is being warned to stay away from the aliens.”

Moises blinked several times. He wanted to rub his eyes, but the helmet he wore was obviously making it impossible. “What? What has happened?”

“Those creatures attacked and killed a tourist who was lost outside. They also beat to death another man working in a BTC mine up north. A number of colonials have decided to stand up for our rights.”

Moises could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Oh my lord.”

“Father Peter has been taken ill and is confined to the hospital,” Arnaud said. “As the most senior priest at the mission, I’ve recalled Brother Guido back to Virac and contacted the Father General at the Vatican. No official confirmation yet, but Peter did appoint me as temporary provincial superior until he is well again.”

A lump settled in Moises’s throat. Things were spiraling out of his control. “I … I don’t understand. What do you want me to do?”

“I need you to pinpoint your location to me so I can arrange a charter to pick you up,” Arnaud said. “It will eat into our annual budget but I want all Society of Jesus staff members back here at the capital for their safety.”

Moises let out a deep sigh. “Wait, I … I can’t go back yet, I’m close to participating at this Great T’thok.”

Arnaud’s voice went lower by a few octaves. “It seems you are not listening to me, Brother Moises. Those aliens are dangerous. They have killed two people already. Every minute you stay with them puts your life in danger.”

His mind went blank for a few seconds. What the Dominican priest was saying was the exact opposite of his own experiences. “I … disagree, Father Arnaud. I have achieved a sort of breakthrough in communicating with them. They’ve accepted me as a participant in the T’thok. This event is unprecedented- no one has ever done this before.”

“Look, the tourist who was found near Okefenokee was apparently killed and eaten,” Arnaud said. “Those aliens are spawns of the devil, and they are no doubt deceiving you, and they will probably do you harm soon enough.”

Moises grimaced. “That’s ridiculous! The c’thlooq could have killed me at any time, but they haven’t even touched me. I need to stay and continue my work here.”

“No,” Arnaud said. “As acting provincial superior I order you to return back to Virac. Now give me a fix on your location and stay there so I can arrange transport and get you.”

Moises clenched his jaw. His unprecedented achievement would be lost, right when he was on the verge of a breakthrough. The accumulated scientific knowledge he had gained so far was enough to put his name into the textbooks of anthropological history, but he felt it wasn’t complete. If he stopped now then the greatest opportunity in communicating directly with the c’thlooq would ultimately be gone. The mystery of how the indigenes viewed the world through their own eyes was still out there, waiting to be discovered. He just couldn’t let it end this way, not now- not when he was so close.

Arnaud was expecting his immediate acquiescence, and the brief moment of silence bothered him. “Brother Moises, can you hear me?”

Moises began recalibrating the com-link options on his helmet. He kept adjusting the frequency modulator until a wave of static began buzzing in his ear. “Hello, Father Arnaud, hello?”

Arnaud’s voice link was being interrupted by waves of static noise. “Brother Moises … come in. Come in, over!”

“Father Arnaud, I’m sorry I cannot hear you. Can you hear me?”

“I can still hear you,” Arnaud said. “There’s some … of … interference.”

Moises continued to adjust the settings to decrease the signal to the orbital satellite. “I didn’t get your last message. What did you say?”

“Bro … I … what … going … on?”

Moises waited for a few minutes as the static completely drowned out the conversation before disengaging the com-link. For a long while he did nothing except stare out into space. He had just violated one of the most sacred vows of his order: obedience. Moises wondered if he could ever live with himself after all this was over.

The hunger pangs in his stomach was soon replaced by the acidic heartburn of guilt. He had deceived his superior, just as he had lied to the dying c’thlooq female about being a native herald. Moises was committing one sin after another, and he was starting to feel sick about it all.

No, Father Arnaud is not a Jesuit, he thought. The man is a Dominican, and his orders to me were based on unfounded views. Just when his feelings were about to turn the corner, he quickly realized he was actually trying to self justify the breaking of his vows, the promises he had made to God.

Moises blinked several times, trying to hold back his tears. All his life he had never broken his vows, and now his conscience was weighing heavily on his heart. For the first time since he left Earth, his once unassailable fortress of self-confidence had been battered, its solid stone walls now breached.

Tilting his gaze to the water’s edge, he whistled a tune his mother had taught him whenever he got hurt as a child. I’m a man of God, but I’m also a scientist.

Getting up on his feet, Moises stretched his aching limbs. His sense of guilt had passed, but it’s painful traces remained, ready to burst forth like a monstrous, gigantic tree of woe if his deceptions were ever exposed. The young Jesuit now walked on a tightrope, and one tiny mistake would send him plunging into the darkened abyss. He was staking everything on the words of the two c’thlooq he had conversed with.

He had to come up with a plan. Moises still knew Guy Beauregard’s com-link identity code and channel in case he needed help or additional supplies. He would have to depend on the hinterlander from here on out; no more reporting or sending his findings back to the outpost since Father Arnaud would no doubt be waiting for his next call. It was as if he had lost half of the support needed in order to succeed.

Moises took a deep breath. Is God leading me or is it my own self interest?

Adjusting his com-link to receive news updates only, Moises quickly downloaded several news articles and scanned through them. What he found was utterly shocking. Humanity First, a group he had never heard of, was openly agitating the people in the cities, demanding vengeance over the two dead humans. The latest reports mentioned a restaurant serving c’thlooq meat to a select guest list.

Shaking his head in disgust, Moises deactivated the virtual newswire in his visor. From what he had read, the dead tourist’s body was found in the water, which was consistent with how the c’thlooq treated its dead. Moises figured the tourist must have already died if the natives did place the corpse in the water. The articles about the other man being beaten to death seemed even more speculative, with very little details on what had triggered the natives to attack him.

These reporters are trying to ascribe human behavior to the c’thlooq, he thought. They’re wrong.

Moises was deep in contemplation, and he failed to initially notice the increased number of males in the nearby group squatting alongside of him. When he finally turned around to pick up the backpack lying on the ground, he was suddenly surrounded by more than two dozen large males, all of whom he failed to recognize.

The young Jesuit raised his eyebrows. Unlike the tribe he was traveling with, these c’thlooq who faced him seemed to be staring directly at his body. These indigenes had noticed him and he was unsure what their intentions were.

Moises bowed slightly in imitation of the anthropological videos he had been studying in college, hoping his gesture was one of either greeting or submission and not an insult in any way. Adjusting his external audio speakers, Moises decided to speak first, using the native tongue. “Greetings. I am called Oises.”

The closest squatting c’thlooq had mottled green skin with long scars across the length of his torso. The native’s horns were also curiously bent, as if someone had taken a gigantic pair of pliers and twisted the tips downwards. For what seemed a very long moment the c’thlooq maintained his unblinking stare, making Moises queasy with apprehension.

Suddenly the native raised a stubby hand. “You are the Stranger of the Dreaming.”

Moises furrowed his eyebrows. What did it mean by saying that? From listening to countless recordings of their conversations, he had surmised the c’thlooq referring to all humans as the Strangers, but this was the first time he was directly addressed, and the context wasn’t quite clear to him. Moises knew the Dreaming referred to some sort of afterlife, yet he wasn’t sure about the logic of it.

“I am a Stranger, and I wish to learn of your ways,” Moises said. “Is the Dreaming like the Talk?”

“The Dreaming is the Talk,” the native said. “The Talk is the Dreaming.”

Moises could understand what it was saying, yet the actual meaning confused him. C’thlooq words had multiple connotations, and it was a challenge to translate it into terms humans could perceive. “Are we dreaming of the Talk right now?”

“No,” the c’thlooq said.

Moises noticed some of the natives around him were carrying what looked to be pulse rifles, slung over their broad backs. In all his years of studying the c’thlooq, he had never known about them having access to modern weapons, much less using them. His shoulders started trembling. Were they going to kill him? “What is it do you wish of me?”

“I have not spoken to a Stranger in a long time,” the male said.

Moises was more curious than ever. “Were you part of a tribe who did service with us?”

“No.”

“But you have traded with us,” Moises said. “Your companions have tools made by Strangers.”

“The trading came later,” the c’thlooq said. “I was but a youngling when I first met the Strangers.”

“Did they come to visit your tribe?”

“No.”

Moises became confused again. “So how did you end up knowing about the Strangers?”

The c’thlooq placed its stubby left hand on top of its head. “I was born with a deformed snorkel, and my mother sent me out to enter the Dreaming.”

Moises bit his lip. This particular native was an exile, cast out of the tribe as a child, seemingly to die in the wild, yet he somehow survived. “But you did not enter the Dreaming, yes?”

“No,” the native said. “It was a Stranger who found me and raised me. I learned of their ways, just as I learned of the ways of the People as a youngling. For a time I was maddened, for I had lost my path to the Dreaming.”

“How could one lose their path?” Moises asked.

“For a time I thought of myself as a Stranger,” the male said. “It took the soothing words of a great dreamer to bring me back to the fold of the People.”

Moises let out a deep breath. This whole exchange was extraordinary. Here he was, speaking directly to a native who knew the way humans think. “I too have studied the ways of the People, and I have been sent here by my Great Father to spread the words of the most wondrous dreamer of all time. His name is Jesus Christ.”

The c’thlooq suddenly reared its head, the nictitating membrane blinking rapidly over its eyes. “Chysus? I have heard of such a name.”

Moises staggered backwards. “You have?”

“It is the name of one of the sons of a northern chief,” the c’thlooq said. “A herald had told me he is of the Dreaming.”

The young Jesuit could hardly contain himself. He wanted to jump up for joy, but his discipline made him concentrate harder than ever. “In our ways, Chysus is also the son of a Great Father, the greatest father of all- it is He who created everything.”

“The land creates this world.”

Moises nodded rapidly. “Yes, this Great Father is the creator of all the land. He created the sky above us, the plants, everything.”

The male c’thlooq seemed confused. “This father of yours is an ancestor?”

“Yes,” Moises said. “He is the first, and more powerful than everyone else. All things are made through Him. This Great Father even created the Dreaming.”

“No.”

Moises had suddenly become crestfallen. He thought he was making terrific progress, only to be stopped with a blunt denial. “I know our ways may seem … strange to you, but a great many of us believe this to be true.”

The c’thlooq stared blankly at him. “This Great Father of yours could not have created the Dreaming.”

“Sure he can,” Moises said. “He can do anything.”

“No.”

Moises clenched his jaw. “Why not? All things are possible with the Great Father.”

“It can never be.”

Moises clenched his fists in frustration. “What is the reason why you would say this?”

“Because there are no Strangers in the Dreaming,” the c’thlooq said. Turning its head, the native hopped away towards the tribal contingent, and the rest of the group began to follow it.

Moises stared down at the ground. What did it mean when it said humans didn’t exist in their afterlife? Was their form of heaven reserved only for their race? He needed to find a way to convince them they were all God’s creatures, regardless of language or appearance.

One of the c’thlooq males remained squatting in front of him. The young Jesuit looked up at it, unsure of what was going to happen next.

“Heed the words of Eossl, Stranger,” the native said. “For he speaks the truth.”

Moises placed his hands on his hips. He was too mentally exhausted to analyze what the words meant. “The one who had just spoken to me, is that his name?”

“Yes,” the native said as it turned around and hopped away to join the others. “The other tribes call him the heretic.”


Chapter 26

Detective Austin Hannant leaned back on the driver’s seat as he let the car’s autodrive system take over. He had seen fewer security checkpoints in the streets over the past few days, and it seemed to indicate a return to normalcy for the planetary capital. When news reports about the contents of the secret menu in the restaurant broke, both the Constabulary and CorpSec braced for more riots, but there were none. Most of the hate and vitriol was being spewed over the com-link networks as both Humanity First and their detractors continued taunting each other in the virtual world instead of the real one.

“Are we there yet?” a voice to his right asked.

Austin turned and glanced at Debra Segal. She was sitting beside him and had a blindfold over her eyes. The one time they had to slow down was when the vehicle came upon a checkpoint towards the access tunnel near the Docks district. The CorpSec troopers manning the roadblock let him pass, figuring he was transporting a suspect of some sort.

“We’re almost there,” he said, gripping the car’s steering wheel before switching back to manual control. Turning into a side street, he stepped on the accelerator in order to beat a blinking traffic light.

Debra started tapping the armrest on the side of the car door. She had been blindfolded by mutual agreement in order not to know where he was taking her. “That’s good. I bet I look silly wearing your handkerchief over my eyes.”

“Your hanky was a little too thin, you would have been able to see through it if we used yours instead.”

“I’m not really complaining,” Debra said. “Just wanted to make some small talk.”

Austin kept his eyes on the road while he turned into an alleyway. “Don’t worry about messing up your fancy makeup, you won’t be the one featured in the video.”

“I’ve got my kit in the handbag anyway,” Debra said. “I just want to look respectable when I interview your source.”

“Well you’ve been on the news a lot lately. Don’t you get tired of it all?”

“A week ago I was just a nameless reporter toiling away at a nondescript media agency,” Debra said. “Now I’m booked for interviews day and night. All the news networks know I’m their top draw. And you know what? At least I can shop at the nicer places in Surat Thani nowadays since I got a raise and a new desk.”

“The piece you did on the restaurant in Chinatown was the clincher all right. I think you may be the most famous person on the planet these days.”

“It’s not all fun and games,” Debra said softly. “I’ve been getting death threats too, you know.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure it’s coming from both sides too,” Debra said. “I was praised by Humanity First when the story on Roman Wells broke, now they hate me after I did the restaurant piece.”

Austin began pumping the breaks. They were close now. “I’m sure you didn’t do any favors to the owner of the establishment and her staff either.”

Debra sighed. “Yeah, the last recorded threat on my smartcom inbox was all in Chinese, and I don’t even speak the language- just going by what the translator app says.”

“I thought the restaurant owner would have praised you since her place is getting a record number of customers since you broke the story, right?”

“Not quite,” Debra said. “There were demonstrations outside of her establishment when it reopened, and someone tried to firebomb the building last night.”

Austin raised an eyebrow as he stopped the car. “Oh yeah? I didn’t even hear about that. It figures since we constabulary people have been pulling overtime and nobody has had any sleep for the past week.”

“Welcome to the club, my social life stopped at around this time too, not that I had much.”

Austin unbuckled his seatbelt while opening the door beside him. “We’re here. I’ll lead you out.”

“Okay.”

 

They took the back entrance from the alleyway and used the dingy service elevator on their way up, using a key code to restore power to the lift. Debra continued to wear the blindfold while grasping Austin’s elbow. The building was one of Zoltan Szabo’s many apartment complexes, although this particular unit was scheduled for demolition in a few month’s time and was reported to be abandoned.

Once the elevator doors opened, Austin led her across the darkened corridor using the flashlight mode of his smartcom device. Zoltan had shut down the building’s main electric grid, so Austin and his partner Omar Kelly had to set up a portable generator inside the safe room to accommodate their “guests.”

Standing outside the door, Austin keyed in the code to his mobile device and waited.

Within a few minutes, the doorway opened up and Omar poked his head out. “Get in.”

Austin led Debra inside and started taking off her blindfold while Omar closed the door behind them. The apartment was a converted office with dusty plastic chairs and old, outdated console units. the box-shaped generator was plugged into the room’s fuse box and the overhead lights occasionally flickered with a dim radiance.

Debra blinked her eyes open while standing by the foyer. “Now I can see why you’ve blindfolded me.”

Omar held out his hand. “Detective Omar Kelly, it’s nice to meet you.”

Debra shook it. “Debra Segal, from the Examiner.”

Austin was holding a plastic bag in his other hand. “I’ve brought some grub for you guys, Omar. Where do you want me to put this?”

“I’ll take it,” Omar said, receiving the bag containing the food. “Follow me.”

Noticing his partner’s slight limp, Austin nudged his elbow. “You feeling better?”

“Yeah,” Omar said. “I’m still taking some medication for the pain, but otherwise I’m okay.”

The three of them made their way towards an inner door. Omar knocked three times.

“Come in,” a voice said.

They all walked inside. The room had originally been a manager’s office, but now the tables had been moved to the side of the walls, leaving two folding cots in the center of the room. A young woman wearing rumpled clothes was sitting on a chair by one of the tables, nervously smoking a cigarette. Irena Bednarski looked up at them with melancholy eyes before turning her head away.

Richard Marietta had lost a lot of weight, and his skin was pale like spoiled milk. He was sitting by the boarded up window, but he quickly walked up to them while extending his hand. “You’re Debra Segal, right? I’ve seen you on the news a lot.”

Debra smiled and shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Richard. I don’t want to take up too much of your time so I’ll try to keep the interview as short as possible.”

Richard shrugged. “Time is what I’ve got right now.”

Omar placed the bag of food on a nearby table. “Here’s some takeout for you two.”

Irena shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”

Richard walked over to her, pulled her up by the shoulders and gave Irena a hug. “You’ve got to eat something, babe.”

Irena buried her face in his shoulder and began to sob. “I … I can’t live like this.”

Richard started rubbing her back. “I know, I know. We’ll get going soon enough, I promise.”

Irena wiped her tears away with her wrist and began to compose herself. “Okay.”

He sat down with her on the side of the bed. “One thing at a time. Let me do this interview, then we’ll eat, okay?”

Irene smiled faintly and nodded.

Richard stood up and walked back over to the other three. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”

Debra looked around for a minute before pointing towards a chair at the far side of the room. “Why don’t you sit there and I’ll set up my smartcom to record.”

Omar rummaged through the plastic bag before taking out a container from it. He looked up at Austin, who stood leaning by the side of the table. “Chinese food?”

Austin crossed his arms while shaking his head. “Mexican. I figured you wouldn’t want to eat anything Asian after the news report about the restaurant serving you know what.”

Omar opened the container and took out a plastic fork from the bag before he started eating. “Good thinking.”

Richard sat down on the chair and used his smartcom’s self camera as a mirror to make sure his hair was straight. “Okay, I’m ready to go.”

Debra had taken out an collapsible mini-tripod from her handbag and was busy assembling it. “Just give me a minute here and we’ll be set up in no time.”

“I was the one who sent you the scoop on Roman Wells,” Omar said.

Debra glanced up at him and smiled. “Well thanks for jumpstarting my career, Detective. I really appreciate it.”

“Don’t mention it,” Omar said.

Debra turned her attention back to Richard. She activated the smartcom unit’s video recorder after she had placed it on the tripod. “Okay, we can start. Richard, I’d like you to speak directly to the camera and give your full name and background. Then you can go ahead and recount what happened to you. After this I’ll ask you some questions, okay?”

Richard cleared his throat. “My name is Richard Smith Marietta. I was born in Virac City, and spent all my life here. I was a former security officer in BTC’s CorpSec division.”

Debra sat on a chair behind the recording device. “Could you elaborate, please? Were you fired or did you quit from CorpSec?”

“Neither,” Richard said softly. “My original employment records were erased from their database and replaced. BTC now considers me as an employee in their Transport Division. This is of course, lies.”

“Could you show any proof you worked for CorpSec?”

Richard pulled out a plastic card from his shirt pocket and held it in front of him so the camera sensor could pick up its embedded code. “This is my CorpSec ID card, issued only to officers who have graduated from their academy.”

“Thank you,” Debra said. “Now could you tell us why your employment records were altered?”

“To cover up for what happened in Silesia.”

“Please explain,” Debra said.

“On the date of Thursday, June seventeenth, I was part of a four man security team sent by headquarters and transported to BTC’s Silesia mining complex to investigate a series of complaints made by the natives. The others in my team were Charles Rahman, Devon Taylor, and our designated commander, Ignacio Strang.”

“Tell us what happened after you arrived in Silesia.”

“There was a dispute between the native workers and one of the security officers in Silesia. The c’thlooq claimed a certain on-site security officer named JJ Weiner had been vandalizing their habitats.”

Debra leaned forward and glanced at the smartcom device to make sure it was recording. “Please continue.”

“Our commander Ignacio Strang -we called him Iggy since we were friends- he ordered Weiner to accompany all of us to meet the natives in person. When he heard what the froggers had to say, he told them to go ahead and beat up on Weiner.”

“And what did the natives do?”

“Nothing at first,” Richard said. “But Weiner said he quit and tried to leave, but Iggy forced him to stay and we ended up pushing him into one of the bigger froggers, and that’s when they started to physically attack him.”

“What happened afterwards?”

Richard turned his head and coughed before facing the camera once more. “The froggers left, and Weiner was down on the ground, beaten to a pulp. Even his helmet had a huge crack in it when one of the aliens just slammed his head to the floor.”

“You all just stood there and let it happen?”

Richard grimaced. “We were under orders! Our commander made us watch.”

“Your commander, his name is Ignacio Strang, does he have any relation to a certain corporate director in BTC?”

Richard nodded. “Yes, Iggy’s father is Bolivar Strang. His family’s influence is the reason why he was made a team commander right after he graduated from the academy.”

“Okay,” Debra said. “Let’s get back to what happened after the aliens beat on Officer Weiner and left the scene. Could you tell us what happened then?”

“The operations manager of the mine was with us and he started to panic. Iggy had me call up a med team to treat Weiner. They took the poor guy away on a stretcher. Not long after we left the complex and were transported back to Virac.”

Debra pursed her lips. “This operations manager, what was his name?”

“Frank Coo. I tried searching for him in the colony database when all hell broke loose but I couldn’t.”

Debra added the name into her second smartcom unit. “When you returned to Virac, what happened next?”

“For awhile everything seemed fine,” Richard said softly. “We just messed around at the HQ, waiting for more security assignments until we heard the news about Weiner’s death. Then I got a little scared and started talking about it to Charles, or Charlie as we all called him.”

“What did you talk about?”

“I told Charlie Rahman we might end up getting charged for Weiner’s death. He just laughed it off and said no way since Iggy was our team leader, and his family would cover for us. Then the outrage and rioting got worse when more details came out in the com-link network.”

“Please continue.”

“Well not long after I tried calling Devon up but there was no answer so I went over to Charlie’s apartment for a visit. When I got to his front door, it was slightly open so I went inside.”

“And what did you find?”

Richard’s shoulders visibly trembled before he answered. “Charlie was lying in his bed. He was dead. His eyes were … open. I stared into them for a long while before I saw the bag of pills on top of the night table. Then I just ran out of there and holed up with my girlfriend at her place.”

Debra rubbed her chin. “Charles Rahman died of a drug overdose?”

Richard’s eyes grew wide. He was visibly agitated after recalling what happened. “No! the most Charlie ever did was smoke a few joints, he was never into the heavy stuff- not like Iggy and Devon. Someone made it look like he overdosed.”

“Okay, then what happened?”

“I saw on the news Devon was dead too. They reported he was shot while resisting arrest and BTC claimed he was the team commander who got Weiner beaten up,” Richard said, shaking his head. “They’re sacrificing us, I’m next.”

“Who do you believe is doing this?”

Richard grimaced.”Who do you think? BTC, that’s who! Goddamn Iggy Strang’s dad is killing us to protect his own son.”

“What is your situation now?”

Richard threw his arms up in the air. “Hiding out somewhere. Hoping the truth will come out.”

Even though her main device was recording the video, Debra was still typing furiously on her second smartcom unit. This was an even bigger scoop than the fate of Roman Wells, and she could already imagine herself writing out the article for immediate release. “How are you feeling now?”

Richard looked away from the camera. “Scared.”

“You have relatives, yes? Do you have a message for them?”

When he looked back towards the camera lens, he had tears in his eyes. “Mom, I’m sorry for not calling you, sorry for everything. But I felt it would be better this way since I know they’re watching you. Please say hi to sis for me, tell her I’m always thinking of her.”

Debra couldn’t sit still. She wanted to finish up the recording so she could publish. “Do you have anything else to add?”

Richard looked down and shook his head. “No.”

Debra stood up and walked over to the tripod to turn off the camera. “Thank you, Richard. You’re a very brave young man for speaking out like this.”

Even though he was still hungry, Omar wasn’t in the mood to eat anymore and left the remainder of his meal on the counter. “So now what?”

Debra placed her main smartcom unit into her handbag as she started to fold up the tripod. “Let me get back to my office and get this story out right away. Once his name is out in public, there’s no way CorpSec can touch him.”

Richard walked listlessly towards Irena. “Don’t ever be too sure. BTC runs this whole planet and they can do all sorts of things to discredit me.”

“There’s still a black flag on him at the police database,” Austin said. “All Constabulary officers will think he’s armed and dangerous- and they won’t hesitate to shoot first.”

“Couldn’t the two of you bring him in and place him under protective custody?” Debra asked.

Omar shook his head. “A lot of the constables in the station are in the pay of BTC. There’s no way we can guarantee his safety over there.”

Debra snorted while tapping the virtual console of her smartcom. “Damn it.”

“What’s up?” Austin asked.

Debra frowned as she continued to fiddle with her device’s menu options. “I had pretty fast com-link access just a few seconds ago, now I can’t get a signal. Says I’m offline.”

Austin gave her a quizzical look. “What?”

Richard quickly took out his own smartcom from his pocket and activated it. “Oh my god.”

Omar took a drink of water from a small bottle on the table to cleanse his palate. “What’s going on?”

Richard looked at each of them. They could see the growing fear in his eyes. “We’re being jammed. I know this tactic. They taught it to us at the academy. They know we’re here!”

Debra almost dropped her handbag. “What?”

Austin bared his teeth. “That’s impossible! The only one who knows we’re here other than us is Zoltan. There’s no way he would screw us over like this since he doesn’t even know who you are.”

Richard was hyperventilating. “I’m telling you they know we’re here!”

Omar walked over to the boarded up window by the side of the room and peeked through the gaps in the imitation wood paneling to look down at the street below. “There’s two vans outside.”

Austin ran over and stood beside his partner. Peering through the slits, he could feel his own throat starting to constrict. “They weren’t there when I drove in.”

Omar grimaced when the side door of the lead van opened up and four burly men wearing heavy jackets walked out. He could see the bulges underneath their clothing as they approached the building. “I don’t think they’re BTC- those guys never do a raid in plainclothes.”

“Mercenaries,” Austin said softly. “We need to get outta here.”

Irena stood up and let out a scream. Richard ran over to her and they both hugged. He was trying his best to calm her down but her tears flowed freely down her cheeks.

Debra just stood there, nervous bile reaching up to her throat. She had never been in this situation before, and was confused on what to do next.

“We can’t go as one group,” Omar said. “I think it’s best we split up. You take the reporter, I’ll see if I can get these other two out of here.”

Austin nodded and gave him a slap on the shoulder. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

Omar nodded before moving over to where Richard and Irene was and ordered them to put their shoes and jackets on.

Austin grabbed Debra by the elbow while quickly making his way towards the door. “Let’s go.”

Debra was still somewhat bewildered as he opened the door. “Maybe if I stay here and talk to them they’ll let us go? I didn’t do anything illegal,” she said softly.

Austin led her out into the corridor. “These aren’t cops or even BTC, they’re mercs. I’ve seen them in action before. They ain’t here to take anybody alive.”

“Oh my god.”

Austin figured they would have the all the exits in the first floor covered by now so he guided her towards the main stairwell. Peering downwards, he could see shadowy forms making their way up towards them.

Clutching her wrist, he turned and they both ran back towards where the elevators were. Sure enough, the service lift was still there, right where they had left it. Inputting Zoltan’s code on the optical control panel, he tried to restore power to it, but there was no response. Austin cursed.

Debra could hardly catch her breath. “What’s wrong?”

“They disabled the elevator.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Oh my god, we’re dead!”

Austin gritted his teeth while using both hands to pry the elevator doors open. It took him a bit of effort, but he was able to widen an aperture enough for them to squeeze through.

Debra shook her head violently as he slid into the darkened lift. “We’ll be trapped in there!”

“Shut up,” Austin said as he pulled her inside. “I’ve got an idea.”

Debra managed to squeeze inside. She used her smartcom to light up the interior as he pushed at the sliding doors to close them again.

The moment he succeeded in shutting the doors, Austin looked up. “Aim your flashlight up there.”

Debra did as he asked. Austin could see the paneling on the ceiling could be loosened, so he took out a multi-tool he had in his pocket and began unscrewing the bolts. He could already hear them coming up to the same floor they were in.

Austin bit his lip as he slid the top panel along the side, creating a hole above the top of the elevator. Grabbing the sides of the opening, he had to use all of his strength to pull himself up and onto the platform where the elevator cable box was attached to. Getting on his knees, he reached down and held his hand out for her.

Debra stifled a scream when she heard them just outside, trying to open the lift doors to check if there was anyone there. Quickly turning off her light, Debra was able to grip Austin’s hand and held on as he began lifting her through the opening. She was halfway up when the elevator doors were partly opened and a light shined through to check if anyone was hiding in there, narrowly missing her dangling legs by a centimeters as she pulled them up and past the upper breach at the last moment.

The shaft of light quickly turned itself off when it failed to find anyone, the searcher’s attention now focused on the corridor beyond. Austin silently exhaled as he kept pointing his pistol at the opening, half-expecting them to enter the elevator.

 

Four men burst into the apartment, armed with pulse submachine guns. Each man wore tracker goggles with networked targeting systems. The team began to spread out, every man covering a different direction as they began a systematic search of the room.

Beads of sweat ran down Omar’s forehead as he remained wedged in between the paneling. The entire unit was one big room before the builders modified it by adding dividers. Since the landlord paid for cheap labor and materials, the shoddy workmanship had created gaps in a number of places where the walls were supposed to divide the area into separate rooms. Since they had no time to escape, Omar shut down the generator and instructed Richard and Irena to hide in between the wall paneling.

Irena was crouching in an alcove just small enough to fit her frail body. She had pressed her hands along the rough surface of the inner framework, but it didn’t stop the shakes. Her deathly fear of being trapped in a dark, confined space was coming true, and it took a lot of effort not to scream. She remembered the time when she was a mere toddler, and her drunken mother had locked her in a closet. She tried to think away all the horrific, crawly things she imagined were all around her, like a swarm of black armored bugs eating her flesh. Gritting her teeth, she closed her eyes and made a slight whimper.

One of the men nearby instantly detected something on his audio gear. He turned and began looking closely at what seemed to be an awkwardly built wall that seemed to slant inwards. Taking a few steps forward, he stood close to the paneling and used his other hand to start knocking on its surface. After hearing a resounding hollow reverberation, he tapped the side of his headgear, making a silent indication to the others he might have found something.

When one of the searchers began tapping on the wall panel she had been hiding in, Irena knew it was over. With her will finally broken, she started to push at the divider in order to widen the gap so she could get out. “I give up, don’t shoot!”

The man standing next to the wall instantly moved backwards when he saw the divider starting to bulge outwards. He didn’t have time to hear Irena’s pleadings as he fired two short bursts along the length of the framework. Less than a second later, he heard a rattling noise and he could see blood seeping out into the floor.

Richard was nearby and heard Irena’s plea and subsequent gunfire. At that very moment, he too lost his senses and pushed his way out from between the framework of his own hiding place while aiming his pistol at the man who had fatally shot the women he loved. Just as he was halfway out of cover, a second mercenary in a nearby room spotted him and opened fire, hitting Richard squarely at the back of his head, killing him instantly. The former BTC security officer slumped out partway, his lower torso and legs still wedged in between the paneling.

Omar waited until one of the men crossed his line of sight before firing through his hiding place, hitting the mercenary at the back of his right shoulder. The wounded screamed for help before rolling away on the floor, making Omar’s second shot miss.

The three men who remained standing zeroed in on his probable location and quickly fired short bursts, raking the walls with a multitude of high velocity bullets, while making sure they were not firing into each other’s direction. After emptying their magazines, each one deftly reloaded and fired again. The wounded man made his way into the foyer area and quickly injected himself with some anti-shock drugs before radioing for help below.

Omar never had a chance. After being hit multiple times he lost consciousness and bled out in a matter of minutes.

The third man stood by the side of the window as his team completed the room scan. He toggled the audio on his com-link. “Room clear. I report three hostiles down, including intended target. One of my men is wounded and I’m dispatching the medic to get up here now.”

 

Down on the street, the second van’s side door opened and a man carrying a medkit ran towards the building, followed by two more with pistols drawn.

Bolivar Strang sat on the front seat of the van while keeping himself appraised of what was happening upstairs. “Good job. Extract your team once you patch up your wounded. Over and out.”


Chapter 27

Reggie Castro nearly stumbled while making his way back onto the dry patch of land. He wasn’t used to cradling the rifle for hours while he walked, and the heavy weapon gave him an awkward gait, nearly making him trip over a number of times while moving through the thick undergrowth. Reggie didn’t want to sling the rifle over his back like the others though, he wanted to be able to react the moment he encountered one of the c’thlooq.

Checking the time on the virtual HUD of his helmet, he noticed it was getting late and they needed to be back at the outpost before the dusk settled. Using his com-link, he called out to the other man just a few paces ahead of him. “Hey Bubba, how much longer do we have to go?”

Bubba Williams glanced back at him while pointing at the distant tree line ahead. “We ought to be close. Duke said he’d pick us up at the next waterway.”

Adjusting the straps on his life support pack, Reggie grunted. For the past few weeks, they had been going around the numerous territories, looking for natives to kill. Two days after they shot up Silesia, their group found a native village, possibly another tribe who lived in the area. Although they were out of explosives, they still had plenty of ammunition, and so they decided on a bit of live target practice.

What a turkey shoot that was, he thought. The c’thlooq just seemed to ignore them as they readied their weapons and spread out in a skirmish line. The indigenes only reacted when the shooting started and the most they did was to hop away for a few paces until one of the other men caught up to them. By the time it was over, Reggie and the others had wiped out the entire village.

He had remembered Duke coming out of a native hut, holding a dangling c’thlooq child by its leg like a farm chicken. Everyone started laughing when their leader threw the native youngling to the ground and then stomped on it until all that was left was a mass of broken flesh and bones. The others in the group used their rifle butts to smash the c’thlooq eggs inside the abodes, and the little incubation pools the natives had in the center of their huts looked like creamy soup with broken eggshells by the time it was all over.

For the first time in his life, Reggie felt he had a purpose. They all did, for everyone in the group was convinced it was for a noble cause: to rid the world of the c’thlooq infestation once and for all. Humans had better technology and they could travel across the stars. On the other hand, these natives were useless primitives, and getting rid of them would surely make Wetworld a better place.

Lengthening his stride, Reggie caught up to Bubba until they were walking alongside each other. “What’s wrong? You’ve been quiet for the past few hours.”

Bubba shook his head. “That last village we came upon the day before.”

“What about it?”

“It was deserted,” Bubba said. “First time ever we failed to find even one of them froggers.”

Reggie shrugged. “So what? Not every settlement we encounter out here is gonna be inhabited.”

Bubba continued to stare straight ahead as he leapt over a spiked fern. “It was weird though. The whole place looked lived in, but they must have left in a hurry.”

“So they were scared of us. No big deal, we’ll find them soon enough.”

Bubba glanced angrily at him. “Don’t you get it? These froggers never reacted to us every time we walked in on them before. None of them ever moved until we started shooting.”

Reggie scoffed. “So what are you trying to say? That they’re learning?”

“Yeah,” Bubba said. “Before it seemed like they didn’t even acknowledge we were there until it was too late. Now it looks like they know about us and scram before we can get to them.”

“Okay, so they’re starting to figure things out,” Reggie said. “It don’t matter anyway, our guns will still kill them and they ain’t got nothing to fight back with except those stone spears they carry around.”

“One of them nearly got you, remember?”

Reggie lifted up the rifle he carried so his friend could see it. “And it’s why I always have this baby ready to fire. If I see one of them froggers up ahead of me, I’ll just point and shoot it till its dead.”

The lead man ahead of them had made it near the edge of the waterway. He started waving at the group. “Hey! Over here!”

“Now what?” Bubba said as they began jogging towards the point man.

When the entire group of eight men got to the riverbank, several of them gasped out loud. Two others cursed. Reggie placed his hands on his hips and sighed while Bubba merely shook his head.

The hovercraft that was supposed to pick them up was lying upside down on the lower end of the gully, its rubber skirt slumping over the side of the battered hull. The vehicle cockpit was underwater, and there was no sign of any other humans nearby.

One of the men in the group threw his arms up. “What happened?”

“How in the hell did it flip over like that?” another man asked out loud.

Reggie made his way down to where the overturned vehicle was. “I’ve seen a hover transport flip over at the Boorloo docks once. The only way this could have capsized is if Duke tried to rev the engine while going up a steep incline.”

One of the other men began trudging on the stagnant water. “Is Duke trapped underneath the cabin?”

“He would have called out to us by com-link,” Bubba said.

One of the men crossed his arms. “Then he’s probably dead.”

The man standing in chest deep water held his hand up. “Maybe he’s still alive. Help me see if we can reach the cockpit and get the door open.”

Bubba looked away. “Look at where your standing in. This damn swamp water has no visibility! You’ll never get to the cockpit door.”

“So what are we gonna do then?”

Bubba pointed towards the north. “There’s a boonie outpost about forty klicks this way. We could get some help over there.”

Reggie tapped the side of his helmet. “Why don’t we just call them?”

“We don’t know their com-link numbers, and we’re not supposed to be even out here,” Bubba said.

Reggie cursed. “So we gotta walk another forty kilometers? Great.”

One of the men standing by the bank pointed at the brackish water beside the wrecked hovercraft. “Hey, where’s Johnny?”

“What do you mean?” Bubba asked.

The other man was visibly agitated. “He was just standing there in the water less than a second ago, now he’s gone!”

The ones near the water’s edge immediately started making their way back onto solid ground. Reggie and two others held their rifles at chest level, fingers on their weapon triggers, expecting trouble.

Bubba started looking around. “What in the hell is going on?”

Reggie squinted his eyes while scanning the tree line at the opposite bank. The hairs at the back of his neck began to itch, as if some sort of sixth sense was telling him something was very wrong.

Out of the corner of his eye he thought he caught a glimpse of something shiny, partly hidden by the bushes and tall grass along the other side. Reggie pointed so his friend could see it too. “There’s something over there. I think it’s—”

His words were interrupted when a volley of gunfire came whizzing through. Two men were shot in their torsos, while another was hit in his stomach. Reggie and Bubba turned and ran back to the path where they had been coming from. Three more men in their group were shot in the back in quick succession as they tried to get to cover.

With his helmet visor fogging up. Reggie breathed in short gasps of air as he continued his headlong flight through the thick undergrowth. In his panic, he had dropped his rifle and now all he could think of was getting out of there, even though he had no idea where he was going to.

A few more shots rang out and Bubba let out a scream as he fell to the ground, the tall grass swaying as the wind picked up around him. He clutched at his wounded leg and looked up at Reggie, who stood above him. “Help me!”

Reggie could only imagine himself dragging a wounded man around, complicating his escape. With his courage gone, all he could think about was his own life. Reggie turned and ran.

He could hear was Bubba’s pleadings over his com-link before he turned it off. “You can’t leave me here! Reggie, you goddamn coward, you—”

And yet Reggie did just that, stumbling half blind through the undergrowth, the sweat on his face fogging up his visor until all he could see ahead of him was nothing but a grey haze. All he could think about was to run and keep on running, as if he could somehow escape it all by putting just a little distance between him and whoever it was out there.

His legs were starting to ache and he was out of breath, but the adrenaline somehow kept imbuing him with added power, and he continued his dash forward, sometimes half stumbling over a thick bush before breaking out into a faster pace every time the ground got smoother.

Reggie was going back where he had just come from, and the sense of familiarity gave him a slight tinge of hope. Just as he got back to a faint trail near a copse of trees, a shot rang out. The next thing he knew, there was a debilitating pain in his hip, causing him to rapidly lose his strength before tipping over and falling head first into the muddy soil.

Despite the mind-numbing agony, Reggie turned around until his back was on the ground. He partly sat up and noticed the bullet had gone through his hip, most likely shattering the bone.

Taking out a self injector tube from his hip pocket, Reggie jammed the point of the tube into his stomach, hoping his E-suit wasn’t too thick in that area. Just as the pain started to subside, a shadow suddenly loomed over him. Reggie looked up and screamed.

Standing over him was a c’thlooq. The native cradled a modified pulse rifle in its stubby hands.

Reggie’s eyebrows shot up. In his confused panic, he wasn’t aware his external audio speakers had been turned off, so the words he spoke could not be heard by anyone else. “A … gun? H-how?”

The c’thlooq male aimed the rifle at Reggie’s face and fired. The sound of the gunshot reverberated along the swamp’s thick air before ultimately dissipating into the darkening mists.


Chapter 28

After several weeks, Brother Moises Borbon’s body finally gave out. He had sensed it coming, yet he kept on going anyway in a vain hope he would somehow endure. His food was practically gone, and his air filtering system began to get hiccups, making it hard to breathe at times. The marshy terrain got worse, and he could barely keep up with the c’thlooq anymore.

Moises found himself falling farther behind the main group until all he could see were their backs fading into the distance. The mists became thicker, the trail all but disappearing in the now endless shallow wetlands. The pain in his legs had worsened, and now every step was done in sheer agony. Moises’s back had become so crooked, it felt like his spine would snap at any moment.

He just couldn’t take it any longer. The young Jesuit made a hoarse wheeze before finally collapsing on his elbows and knees. The soft mud beneath the layer of surface water had become so thick, he no longer had the strength to pull up his legs. Closing his eyes didn’t stop the muscle aches coursing through his body, but at least it was a form of respite. All he could hear was the bellowing of his helmet while his breathing steadily wound down. Moises could feel himself sinking slowly into the muck, towards the darkness.

 

All he could remember afterwards were mere fragments. Brief, subtle sensations interrupted by long pauses of nothingness. Of being picked up by strong, unseen hands, borne aloft and carried by the People like some sort of possession before losing consciousness once more.

When he opened his eyes, Moises could tell he was lying on solid rock. They had taken away his other gear, and all he had left was the noisy life support pack still strapped to his back. He recalled the c’thlooq forcing a liquid through the now broken straw filter in his helmet, and of him drinking whatever it contained. A bitter metallic taste, like tree bark and lead, still remained on the tip of his tongue. What did they give me?

He could barely move, but Moises knew he was in some sort of cave. He could see the domed ceiling made of solid rock high up above him. It looked like a primitive, subterranean amphitheatre. Strange glowing lichen lined the walls of the cavern, giving the place a twilit illumination. He had been propped up along one of the walls, with a near perfect view of the central area, a natural platform of smooth stone. After staring around in wonderment for a time, he dozed off again.

Moises woke up to a looming shadow over him. A particularly large c’thlooq stooped over his head, squeezing a bulbous tangle of damp weeds into the bottom tip of his helmet straw. “Drink,” the native said.

He swallowed what seemed akin to a strange tonic of swamp herbs and bile. Moises almost choked it out, but he resisted the sudden urge and used all his willpower to push the foul tasting liquid down his throat.

Almost immediately his vision began to blur. The phosphorescent lights in the cavern started to meld with the walls, forming a undulating cascade of liquid gleaming. The pain turned to numbness, awareness flowed from one state of mind to another. It felt like he was sinking into the rock floor, the altered states of matter completely in flux. Equilibrium no longer seemed so important to the physical laws of the universe. Every time he blinked, the world was cast in a different hue. Once familiar shapes would transform themselves into other things. Too much awareness gave way to an overwhelming migraine. Moises closed his eyes again to let sleep overtake his tired senses.

When he opened his eyes for the thousandth time, the once empty cavern was filled with c’thlooq of all shapes and sizes, literally squatting from shoulder to shoulder, all staring at what was happening in front of them, up on the raised platform.

All Moises could do was move his eyes towards the direction where the audience was staring at. What is happening?

A c’thlooq squatted on the stage, raising his hand. Even though he spoke in hushed tones, the natural acoustics of the underground cathedral carried his voice along every nook and cranny. “From across the Dreaming I have come, to deliver the words no one would wish to hear. The time has come for all to heed the coming of the blood horizon.”

Moises recognized him. Eossl the heretic. The Jesuit’s hands were like stumps, and he tried to activate the recording application on his helmet, but a slight beep indicated some sort of malfunction. No, I must record this!

Eossl raised his hand and held it up. “The misty skies cry their tears, for the voices of our dead are now silent. The Dreaming is but an illusion.”

Moises could barely keep up. What did he mean by that? Is he saying their afterlife isn’t real?

“The coming of the Strangers foretold the exactitudes of our existence,” Eossl said. “They kill, they live, they hunt. Our hopes have been shattered, our ways defiled. A new path must be forged, one striding through an endless river of darkness to get back towards the light.”

Moises sighed. Wait, he’s saying something about change. What is he trying to change?

“The mists of deception have been revealed,” Eossl said. “Our ancestors are truly dead, and it is merely our own echoes that lend them their voices, giving them a life that is truly not theirs.”

Moises strained to hear what he was saying. His audio gear had horrible feedback issues and it made his ears hurt, but there wasn’t anything he could do except listen. It seemed the heretic was disrespecting his own ancestors, yet the audience refused to admonish him.

Eossl pointed towards something coming closer to him. “When I at last enter the Dreaming there must be no grief, for my very nature turns to nothing. All shall be left are the words I once said. Let no one speak for me afterwards, as my voice will be forever silent.”

Gurgling noises reverberated back and forth across the cave, their meaning lost to the Jesuit. A human wearing an E-suit emerged from the shadows and walked up onto the stage.

Moises could hardly believe his own eyes. There’s another man in here! Who is he?

Eossl held both hands in the air and looked up. “Behold, I give you the Stranger. They are the fulmination of all things. They are this delirium.”

The human on the stage began to kick Eossl. A series of bellowing noises came up from the crowd. One c’thlooq hopped onto the platform with his spear in hand, but the heretic waved him away. The man pulled out a rod from his belt and began striking Eossl’s back. Milky white blood began to pour down the native’s back from the damage to his skin.

Moises tried to get up, but his weakened body was unresponsive. All he could do was watch helplessly at the physical agony Eossl was enduring. In all the times he had ever watched a recorded T’thok, no harm had ever occurred between its participants. Until now. Please, someone stop the other human! Why is Eossl permitting the man to abuse him like that?

“I give you the final truth,” Eossl said. “The balance is but a lie. The Talk lives but within our minds, and nothing more. If we do not act, then the Strangers will command it all.”

The other human drew back, seemingly dropping the rod onto the stony ground. Moises’s sense of relief turned to dismay as the other man drew out a knife and began to stab Eossl, first in the legs before working his way up along the bloodied and bruised torso. More cries were uttered from the audience, but it was clear Eossl would have no interference.

Eossl’s voice had turned into a plea. “If they hurt us, do we not bleed? If they kill us, do we not die?”

Whole sections of the crowd were swaying back and forth, as if in some sort of trance.

Moises shook his head slowly. He had lost his voice and all he could do was whimper slightly, his muffled tones unheard amongst the din of the gathered crowd. No. Please stop this. Somebody please do something.

“Let the Dreaming be forgotten,” Eossl said, his heavy breathing indicating his wounds were severe. “Let the balance be torn asunder. We must live in this world we call the lie. May this terrible truth free us at last.”

The heretic had fallen onto the side of the stage, with only his head still able to function. The c’thlooq’s body had been decimated, his skin punctured by countless bruises and stab wounds. The muscles in his arms and legs had been ripped open by the other man’s blade.

Despite the horrific sight, Moises could not close his eyes or look away. The constant beeps in his helmet indicated there was no video being recorded, as the terrible authenticity of it all began to reveal itself to him.

The other man inched closer to the dying native until he stood over Eossl, who looked up at him in defiance. The man pulled out a pistol from his belt holster, aimed the weapon at Eossl’s head and fired. The sound of thunder rang across the entire cavern. Eossl’s head slumped forward, his eyes half-closed in the stillness of sudden death.

Moises let out a sob of despair. He had to witness this horrific scene in order for the truth to be realized at last. No wonder they couldn’t believe in the existence of the Strangers within the Dreaming. The c’thlooq saw life differently. The Talk is their true reality, the actual world- the real world we live in- is all but an illusion.


 

Thanks for reading! If you liked it, please leave a review.
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