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CHAPTER ONE

The Discovery Of Houm

IF MAN’S EXPLORATION of the stars was to amplify one fact about the universe, it would be that nothing is permanent.  The journey from one star system to another used to span the length of one’s entire lifespan, and the path set out on by one generation could only be terminated by the next.  However, as the technology developed to cross the threshold of faster-than-light travel, man was soon able to form memories that spanned multiple planets and multiple existences.  This ever-advancing haste by the galaxy’s colonizers, however, put many in a state of mind that the things they possessed and the concepts they held and the truths they believed would always be there for them, as well as those coming after.  But in the inky vastness and perpetuity of the galaxy, everything that begins must also end.

In the Saku system, the location of a few uninhabited but acceptable planetoids, the existence that the original settlers there thought they had found at long last was one of peace. The system itself was bordered on one side by a band of young stars, containing little more than rocky, uninhabitable planets and passing space dust.  On the opposite side, facing away from the center of the galaxy, was an even vaster expanse of pure nothingness.

The settlers came on a colony ship called the Vat, departing a life that is now mostly lost from the pages of history.  Among the six planets of the system, a sole one caught their eye; 5H-3.1-6-005.  In plain classification: breathable atmosphere and adequately temperate, third from the system’s sun, with one satellite and an assumed intelligent life index of five.  What mattered to the Vat’s passengers was that it was a place they could call their own once and for all.  

5H-3.1-6-005, from space, appeared to be desolate and rust-stained, but in fact, was very much different upon landing.  Much of the planet was thick with vast jungles of red fauna, giving the land its distinct outward appearance from the atmosphere and beyond.  The color of the foliage was the result of an ancient volcano that, at one point, spewed ash and debris across the land, providing a rich base for the primordial organic life.  Time immemorial later, the mass would be the host to an immense collection of floral life.  

The Vat people took little time in spreading across the land, leaving behind the ship they had called their home for many generations.  The planet provided for them all that they needed with little help and in turn, their settlements and population grew, slowly taming the wild of the planet’s surface.  Among their findings, they came across the mineral houmite- a material not unique to 5H-3.1-6-005, but was greatly valuable elsewhere in the galaxy.  

The precious semi-conductor was known in other systems in its raw form as a strong compound for constructing highly destructive explosive weapons.  With some refinement and stabilization of the mineral, it became vastly more desirable, used by many advanced civilizations in the creation of faster-than-light drives, used to stabilize spacecraft engines that could cut through space itself.  The Vat people, having no desire to create weapons, nor the means to refine the fickle material, left it be.  However, in the search for an identity, they took the name of the mineral for their own- officially changing the classification 5H-3.1-6-005 to something more proper- Houm.

Nearly five hundred years passed as the Vat people prospered upon their planet of Houm, turning their settlements into towns, their towns into cities, and slowly encircling the planet in roads and other forms of infrastructure to connect their people together.  Outsiders were cautiously welcomed to the system, and luckily never remained long in the distant, insular community.  At that point in their history, the Vat were nonetheless already observing how their existence and growth was affecting the planet, with the consideration of keeping Houm’s natural systems in balance, a task that had failed many times over in other systems on other inhabited planetoids.

It was not the Vat, however, that caused the shift in the natural balance of the planet as it became to be known.  The natural formation they called Mount Triste, a massive volcano just north of the planet’s equator, awoke again one day with sudden quakes and the opening of rifts in the land.  The mountain that was revered in their beliefs as a life-giver and the mother of their civilization was then threatening to destroy all that they had created.  The peak began to crumble and shake and from beneath the ground erupted the once sealed fury, spewing out lava and fire across the surrounding land and sending blood-colored ash into the sky.

While the Vat had undertaken minor leaps back into interplanetary travel, the gravitational pull of the planet was too great, and infrastructure for mass launches outside of the atmosphere was limited.  Furthermore, few desired to abandon the civilization their people had worked so hard to build.  Mount Triste continued its rampage with no end in sight.  The sky was choked with the evil ash, and anything within range of the lava flows was destroyed and buried.  People prayed to the mountain, calling for it to stop, but to no avail.  When the volcanic activity finally ebbed after many months, most of the atmosphere of the planet was choked with darkness and stifling ash and smoke.

In the years after that first eruption, much of the rich land whithered to desolate barrens.  The majority of the planet’s population had migrated to Houmil, a city far on the opposite side of the planet from Mount Triste, where there were still remnants of clean air and sunlight.  While the volcano continued to act up from time to time, the panic over it eventually subsided.  The lives of the Vat people and the atmosphere of the planet were changed irreparably, but many were determined to push on and continue their existence.

The sole satellite orbiting Houm, a moon called Kaydal, held onto a thin atmosphere, allowing some of the brave or technically inclined groups of the Vat people to take up residence upon its surface.  After the eruption of Mount Triste, however, the prospect of a proper settlement on the moon became viable.  Those with the money or social standing would soon depart the home planet and find shelter on Kaydal, using their resources and know-how to work towards terraforming the moon in hopes to bring it to a comfortable state of living.








CHAPTER TWO

The Corporation

IN HOUM YEAR 624, 34 years after the original eruption of Mount Triste, a fleet of spacecraft owned by the Nest Corporation came across the Saku system and the pair of inhabited planetoids.  At that point, the people of Kaydal had succeeded in creating a sustainable and comfortable existence on the rock and had united under governance separate from that of the people’s place of origin.  The Houm sky, while mostly clear, still held to a stain of red above the mouth of Mount Triste which had yet to completely calm itself.  The fleet of outsiders had arrived after receiving a sample of the unique air from the cloudy atmosphere of Houm, infused with the breath of the volcano.  As expected, it was laced with the valuable mineral houmite.

Expecting aid of some sort, the Vat of Houm allowed the Nest Ships to land.  The scientists of Nest were quick to look to the volcano and the extrusions it had produced.  After only limited research, they concluded what was expected; the eruptions were both the cause and the source of the mineral, pushed up to the surface from within the depths of the planet.  Seeing the struggles of the Houm people, the Nest Corporation took the opportunity to induct the locals into their workforce- in exchange for working the land and extracting the houmite from it, the Corporation would work to rebuild other parts of their society.  And so the symbiotic relationship between the Houm people and Nest Corporation began, as per the Nest Executives.




Kaydal, with similar aid from Nest, had since grown to accommodate interplanetary and inter-system travel.  With its less restrictive gravitational pull, it became a hub for the system and a stopping point for many outsiders passing along the edge of the region.  Even the Nest Corporation, while mainly vested in its relationship with Houm, had settled a base of operations there on the moon, naturally welcoming the arrival of offworlders who settled there among the transplanted Vat.

The height of the moon’s technological and engineering feats was the tethered station of Akresh, an impressive hub for the arrival and departure of ships of almost any size.  Held in the sky by strong repulser engines, the station was also attached to the planet by a long trunk running to the ground, providing stabilization and a method for traveling up to the platform held in low orbit.  Dotting the sky around the tethered station were also various sub-orbital communications relays, beacons, and flight control stations meant for guiding ships about the net of infrastructure safely.

Venna was finishing up her final shift of that week, her first, upon the flight control station Akresh Theta.  “Shuttle Twelve of Nest Ship Trident, you are free and able to engage,” She said stiffly into the headset microphone.  It was heavy and tight around her ears, and the headband had done nothing but mess up her neatly straightened dark hair that entire week.  That was the last thing she could focus on, however, at that moment, as yet another ship was under her sole responsibility.  Those intermittent moments were never truly long, but the beeping of the sensors made it feel like an eternity.

The green radar screen flashed with the silhouette of the shuttle, departing from one of the station’s many gates and headed for its home ship a good thousand kilometers off in the distance.  The radio crackled with the shuttle’s response, an accented grumbling from the pilot. “We go, off good.  No contact.”

Venna licked her lips and leaned heavily on the desk to either side of the sensor. “Adjust your heading to Starboard -.36 to clear the beacon,” She directed, her breath heavy.  The craft’s comms made a crackling in which she assumed to be an affirmative response.  With lips pursed, she peered up above the control panel to the narrow windows of the station.  Among the blackness of space, she caught sight of the singular blip of the shuttle’s flashing light passing by, leaving behind the reminder of her responsibility with that particular vessel.  

A strong arm tugged on Venna’s shoulder.  She shot up with a tense back and glanced to her coworker.  Keenan was the handsome guy with dark scruff she had been stealing glances at all week.  As someone with mixed blood, she wondered if he- a man of full Vat origin- would ever truly have any interest in her.  He was moving his lips in her direction, and she tore one side of the tight headset off to listen.

“That’s your first week down, Venna,” Keenan said, winking.

Venna held her knees tightly together.  The baggy uniform of the Akresh Station Commune wasn’t the slightest bit flattering, at least on her.  She smiled and twisted the chair around to better face the man.  “Heh,” she sighed, looking to the other three from the same shift who were already up from their seats and apparently ready to leave. “I think I’m almost used to it.  A few more shuttles to work out the nerves, you know.”

The handsome coworker smirked, showing off his neat rows of teeth. “We were thinking about going out for drinks tonight,” he said, glancing back to the others.  

Venna bit at her lip, knowing what was going to be asked next.  Her breath caught in her throat as she felt the station shift slightly.  The ferry had docked onto them from below, bringing in the fresh shift of workers and allowing them reprise.  “I think… I don’t know, I should let my parents know first.  My mom… she’s the more traditional sort.”

Keenan let out a sole laugh.  “How old are you again?”

“Well, old enough…” Venna doubled down.  She heard the fresh banter of the others coming up through the hatch from below, and she knew she would have to speak up quickly or lose the man to the sea of voices.

“You said you had a younger sister, right?” He spoke up again, hands in his pockets. “As the big sis, you’ve got to be the adventurous one, else your parents are going to lose their minds the first time the little one rebels.”

“I suppose it can’t hurt,” Venna hummed, finally getting the courage to push herself up out of the seat.  Her legs and back ached from sitting most of the day.  As she readied herself to take off the headset fully and put it down, she noticed a fresh blip on the radar.  “What’s this now?  I thought the time slots are on hold for right now?”

Another of her coworkers perked up, and Keenan pushed her to the side to look at the readings.  “I don’t recognize the ship- it’s not late or early.”

The loud buzzer and flashing lights indicating the approach of something toward the platform activated.  Some of the others began to push at the ladder through the hatch, hoping to force the others down.  Keenan held to Venna, pulling her away from the controls.  Nothing could be done when the explosives made contact with the platform, tearing it and the attached ferry apart.








CHAPTER THREE

Appearances

IT HAD BEEN three months since the accident.  To Veema Binnek, it was just another day.  Another day of her family being torn asunder, just as had happened to the platform, reported dryly on the news the night of the event.  The broadcast was even before the call from the Akresh Station Security Board.  Veema’s mother was already on the verge of breaking down when she answered the phone and was inconsolable from the time the person at the end of the line had begun to speak.  That day was the end of normal.

Veema had been waking up and departing her home at the regular times to avoid suspicion from her mother.  That day, she thought, was likely to be the last she had to go behind people’s backs.  Nothing mattered after that day.  She stared into the mirror of the upstairs bathroom.  She hated her muddy brown skin and equally awful brown eyes; they matched that of her older sister’s, the color of which she would never properly be able to see again.  Veema’s hair was the same color too, but just at the roots.  The old bleach job would have undoubtedly made her stand out, Timon had said earlier that week.  Standing out wasn’t something she would be able to get away with that day.

The sleek, straight locks came off one by one with the kitchen shears.  Veema bunched up the bits in her free hand as she continued to sloppily cut through the remaining long sections.  Unceremoniously she flushed the whole fistful to make sure that they wouldn’t eventually be found.  Her hoodie was already hanging off her back and ready to be pulled up to hide the deed as she left the house.

In her backpack was a change of clothes, to replace her school uniform as soon as possible.  Everything else she called her own didn’t matter.  With one last glance of the childish chambers, as well as the permanently untouched room that used to belong to her sister, she began down the stairs.

The melancholic voice called out to her as she reached for the door handle, “Veema, you don’t have plans after school, do you love?” 

Veema bit her lip hard to keep the tears from welling in her eyes.  “I… why do you ask?” She replied, one hand to the door and one to the edge of her hood.  She kept her eyes away in hopes of not stirring up any more emotions.

Her mother, Harta, hung to the corner just between the kitchen and the entryway.  “I just wanted to come up with a nice family dinner tonight, eating together,” the older woman decided with a sweet tone. “We haven’t had the chance to in a while.”

Veema knew she was lying.  The woman had done little more than mope around the house, barely cleaning, barely cooking, and hardly ever putting even a thought into her own self.  Her father had been more or less absent in their lives since about the time of the accident, spending most of his waking hours and more at his work.  “I’m sorry,”  Veema replied, holding back any emotion. “A few friends and I were thinking about eating out tonight, you know, to celebrate the end of exams.”

“Oh, right.  Exams,” Harta concluded, dragging her tender hands across the section of wall.  “You’ve been doing your best, so you deserve it, huh?”

“I… if I’m home late, don’t wait up.  I heard Shan talking about having a sleepover tonight, too, maybe.”

“Oh, well, don’t mind me… then…  just have fun, and stay safe…”

Veema finally twisted the doorknob to let herself out.  The tears began to flow, but she held back her voice.  They subsided as the fresh air entered her lungs in the following few blocks.  The sun was just pushing up over the Kaydal horizon, tracing a short path before it hid itself again for another short time behind Houm.  During that time of year, it would come back out past the ugly red planet at noon.  

Veema was brought back to the ground when she noticed a boy, likely a year or two under her, dressed in a matching school uniform.  She didn’t know him, despite having seen him several times on her morning walks.  The main building of the institution was visible on the hill a couple of kilometers away.  She wasn’t headed there, nor had she been there for a good part of two months.  It was upon her seventeenth birthday then that she had forged and submitted the transfer papers to the academy’s administrators.  With so many Nest employees and other offworlders coming and going about the moon and the red planet, a single transfer among so many others would not have been anything to double-check. 

Veema and her sister, Venna, were actually born on Houm, after her mother, a native Vat, and her father, an offworlder, met and got married.  The only memories that Veema held of the planet were from the stories that her older sister had told her, though many were embellished with childhood wonder and a sheltered, innocent point of view.  When Veema was three and Venna eight, the Nest Corporation had moved their family to Kaydal.  

Veema ducked into the closest alleyway along the path, glancing to either side for any onlookers.  She took off the hooded sweatshirt, rolled off the crumpled and unwashed uniform, and changed into light street clothes, before tossing the gaudy outfit to the side.  It was the last time she would have to keep up appearances.  Before exiting, she covered herself up once again with the warm outer-wear.

Her destination for that day was the Akresh tether and lift to the station.  It lit up with artificial lights as the sun hid from view behind Houm.  The strobing orbs of one of the lifts heading up the side of the thick cylinder attracted her eye.  The station itself glowed with beacons and warning lights to guide the arrival and departure of the ships.  Immediately after the accident, the air traffic had been temporarily shut down, but only for a day or two before returning to what could be called normal.  Even the news covered it for longer than the extent of the shutdown.  Only that sole control platform that her sister was on, as well as a few unmanned beacons and transponders, were destroyed that day, but it seemed many of the corporation were invested in finding the cause, and trying to determine if something similar would happen again.  The Nest Corporation, who oversaw the platforms and employed the workers upon them, remained mostly silent on the issue.

Veema knew her father knew something, as it was his job to do so.  However, in the few moments that he had been home those past months, she had never had the time or courage to ask about it.  Her family had received reparations from Nest after the accident, but none of them would ever replace her sister, or provide the sense of warmth that she found lacking from her broken family.  It was the others Veema had found that had become the source of her support.

Timon was awaiting Veema outside the entrance of the lift.  “About time,” he spoke, examining her eyes and her freshly-cut and messy hair.  He was of full Vat blood, slightly older, but with clear skin and shaved whiskers.  He pulled her close to avoid the crowd as they piled into the device.  The moving platforms were massive, able to hold up to several hundred people, or alternatively, crates of cargo to the measure of multiple tons.  It wasn’t long before the sirens wailed and warning lights flashed, signaling the closing of the gates and then the eventual ascension of the lift.

Veema’s ears popped as they reached the upper layers of the atmosphere.  She gazed past the people’s shoulders and out the thick window panes to the moon below.  Kaydal was a gentle blue-gray, dotted with dark streets and bland buildings and parks, with the distinct red Houm grass and other foliage growing in wide polygonal patches and messy rows.

Timon shifted away from her, and she felt his comforting warmth drift away.  She pulled back from the far away view to look for his presence.  He was bent over his large sack on the ground, from which he was pulling out a bundle of redsoil-stained cloth.  From the bundle, he separated a singular covering and passed it to Veema, his eyes looking into hers assuringly.  “Put this on before we get up to the top.  We can’t be standing out.”








CHAPTER FOUR

Offworlders

VEEMA HAD ORIGINALLY met Timon outside the academy when she still attended.  It was three weeks after the incident, with the memorial service barely a week behind her.  The reality of the situation had just started to settle in, and the only trace of normalcy was the climbing of the hill to attend the monotonous classes each day.  The young Vat man- probably just older than her sister- was at the gates, taking tallies for a survey- something for the local newspaper he had been announcing.  Veema overheard him asking about her fellow student’s goals for the future, and of their area of study.

“What about you, blondie?”  The young man asked, locking eyes on Veema with clipboard in his hand.

Veema’s bleached hair was the last remnant of her sister she held to.  To her, it was the perfect distraction from the rest of herself;  it was what people looked at first, rather than her complexion born of the mixing of races.  Before Venna’s departure to the job at Nest, she had helped Veema bleach it despite their parents having forbidden them from going to a proper salon.  Both their mother and the administrators at the school had balked at it, but their father allowed it to pass, citing simple teenage rebelliousness.

“What sector you planning on going into?”

Veema pushed the shoulder-length hair behind her ear. “I don’t care in the slightest.”

The young man’s eyes studied her up and down. “So, should I mark undecided?”

“Do what you like,” Veema mumbled, passing out the gates and down the sidewalk.

The young man pushed the clipboard under his arm and began following a few feet behind. “You’re mixed, huh?  I see the Cleanfoot in you.  Which side is offworlder?  Mother or father?”

Veema continued to walk, facing forward, but answered anyway.  “Why does it matter?”

“You’ve got that upward mobility.” The young man shrugged. “What’s the use of attending a fancy academy like this if you’re just going to mess around after you graduate?”

“It’s what my father wants, what my sister did too. A lot of good that did her.” Veema grumbled back.  Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the man seeming to stop.

“Oh, got a stink with your sis, then?  You’re trying to find your own path out of spite?”

Veema stopped suddenly and jerked back. “Get out of my face,” she hissed, swinging her open hand in the young man’s direction. “If she hadn’t gone to work for Nest, she would still be around!”

The young man backed off, hands in front of him. “Don’t tell me… that accident?”

Others from the school passed by, glancing their way. Veema ignored them and stomped toward the young man. “What do you know?  Quit following me!”

The young man’s eyes tightened. “What if I told you it wasn’t an accident?”

Veema felt her fist tighten, and her mind went blank.  She swung the side of her hand at the man, hitting harder than she had ever struck anyone before.  The hit bloodied the side of her finger.  She ran, heaving and sobbing before she had a chance to see the damage it had done to the man, or for him to call or shout out after her.

The next day in classes, Veema couldn’t help but notice the looks, ones she might have been missing that whole time.  They were the acknowledgments that she, someone of her background, was attending among so many full-blood Vat. The young man was outside again that day, alone, without any sort of clipboard, rather with a thick white bandage of gauze on his ear.  He didn’t say a word but stared at her as she passed out through the gates.  He began to follow, making after her as she went down the hill.  Veema finally stopped, preparing to shout back to him. “I didn’t mean to hit you!  Just leave me alone!” 

She was about to dash off down the road when he called out after her.  “You have good anger, blondie!”

Veema bit her lip and shook her head. “Of course, when people piss me off like you do!  Who’s to say I can’t be angry?  Angry that what’s precious to me has been taken away!”

“Angry, and shouting into the wind.  Your anger doesn’t mean shit if you don’t know who to be angry at.”

Veema jerked around and shoved her finger into the young man’s chest. “The accident- you’re right- my sister was killed in it.  My father got her that job, and he can’t stop blaming himself for it.  And yet it’s still expected of me to follow that same path.  Should I be angry at him, my father?  Nest?  Honestly, shouting into the wind would do about as good as anything!”

Timon looked down to the ground and allowed Veema to begin walking away again.  With enough distance between them, he spoke up again.  “Remember what I said yesterday before you decided to swing your fist against me?  It was no accident.”

“And how do you know a thing like that?”

“I’ve been about.” The young man posed, hands in pockets.  His gaze trailed up to the sky.

“My father is high up in their ranks.” Veema declared. “If that were true, I would have heard about it.”

“Nest isn’t just going to tell anybody the truth.” The man said, glancing up and down the sidewalk.  “If they acknowledge it publicly, they’re essentially giving power to those who made the attack.”

Veema shook her head in disbelief. “Attack?  And who was it, then?”

The young man leaned in close. “You know those robed bastards?  The Children of Triste?”

“My mother practiced.” Veema grimaced. “She grew up on Houm.  You’re saying it’s them?”

“Who else?” He shrugged. “To them, Nest and the Offworlders are desecrating their beliefs.  Of course, they would work against the corporation.  But the moment Nest speaks out against them, they threaten their connection with the Houm government.”

Veema folded her arms across her chest. “Shouldn’t it be Nest’s responsibility to tell the truth?” She said, arms shaking.  “To notify all those families who lost someone that day?  To make amends by finding and charging the people who undertook the attack?  It was… it was her first week of work,” she finished, tears growing in her eyes.

“And I bet she would have gone far up the ranks, especially if you father is as important as you say. ” He said, looking for Veema’s reaction. “But the workers who stay there on the bottom, working the shitty jobs on remote platforms- that’s all Vat folks.  Probably just barely slipping by on their certifications from this same academy here.  Half-bloods have it a little better, but overall, Nest doesn’t give a shit about the people of this system.  The corporation only cares about their earnings.”

“And if I told my father everything you’ve just said…” Veema conjured. “What do you think he would say?”

Timon clicked his tongue as he slowly approached the stationary Veema.  With a tug on her shoulder, he pulled her around to face the direction of the tether and the station high up above. “A Nest employee, of course, he’s going to consider his employer to be infallible.  That’s where he works, isn’t it?  You’ve probably seen the same style tether being built in Hrrent, too, down there on Houm.”

“So what?”

“If those terrorists found it so easy to attempt an attack here in Kaydal airspace, think of what happens when construction is complete there?  When it’s even easier for Nest to extort goods from the red land down there?”

“Nest will just have to be vigilant.” Veema shoved him away and began walking down the path once again.

“So naive,” The young man hummed.  “There’ll be other attacks regardless.” The young man shouted off after her, his desire to follow waning.  Veema stopped in place, cursing her desire to listen. “Other people will get hurt.  Our people, maybe people like your father too.”

“And you seem to have the solution to every single one of these things?”

“I’m not alone, girl.  The group I’m with… we want to make people aware.  Speak out against those radical zealots of the Children of Triste, and give people a look at the things that the corporation is hiding.”

A few locals, including a couple of students from the school, began down the sidewalk opposite them, sending glances their way.  Timon approached once again, his hand in his pocket.  “You can choose to believe my words now, or after the news reports another set of losses.”

“When?” Veema asked suspiciously.  

“Who knows?” Timon shrugged.  “Tell your father what I said, watch his eyes pop out his skull, but then go and deny everything.  Or you can take what’s left of your life and use it for a cause that will actually make a difference.”  From his pocket, he withdrew a scrap of paper and shoved it into Veema’s hand.  On it was a rough map and an address, one somewhere near the tether station.

“That’s not some sex trade dungeon you’re trying to lure me into?” Veema sneered, flapping the paper in her hand.  

“Believe what you want.” Said the young man, glancing back and forth up the street.  “But if you go, tell them that Timon sent you.  Make something of yourself for once, Veema,” he concluded, walking off with a quick step.

“How do you know my name?” Veema called back, crumpling the paper in her fist.

“Your fancy embroidered uniform, girlie,” he shouted back, his figure passing up and over the crest of the hill.








CHAPTER FIVE

Departure

AFTER SEVERAL DAYS of hesitation, Veema finally skipped school to go to the address that the young Vat man, Timon, had given her.  It was, to her surprise, a restaurant not far from the base of the tether, one that served native Vat food.  Long ago, according to the academy’s teachers, many plants had been brought to Kaydal from Houm to remedy the moon’s nonexistent natural flora.  The first settlers to the moon, even before Nest had arrived in the system, had attempted to reproduce if not a little of their place of origin.

Veema introduced herself to the server at the cramped restaurant, saying that she was meeting up with the young man- Timon- there. As if becoming another person, the server dropped her façad and began to lead Veema to the back of the building.  Beyond the kitchen doors and down the stairs to the basement is where she met them.

The group, primarily those of full Vat blood, were wary of her at first, and although they didn’t say so out loud, it was likely a result of her comparatively light complexion.  Timon had eventually arrived by to back up Veema’s story of how she had found their way to them.  After clearing her identity, the group opened up slightly to her, but still acted as if they were holding something back.  To Veema, however, they seemed educated, well-spoken, and worldly.  After a few days, they finally included her in the discussion of a demonstration- starting off with a voyage across to Houm, they would rouse the locals and get the attention of the corporation.  If Veema was to join them, they said, she would have had to make sure that any obligations left on Kaydal were severed.  It was between that time and the present that Veema had made sure to do everything she was told.  That morning was the day they had planned to undertake the journey.




The lift up to the Kaydal tethered station platform stopped abruptly just as Veema finished pulling the redsoil robes over her sweatshirt, extracting her head from the messy bands of fabric.  The cloth was stained as if it had met with the red dirt of Houm itself.  Timon was already wearing his, the same as a good many others on the lift about them.  The naturally wrinkled coverings were the traditional garb of the Children of Triste, the perfect disguise for that day.

Timon glanced Veema up and down- in particular her fresh head of hair- and offered up a solemn but reassuring smile.  He held at Veema’s side as the other masses ventured out of the lift and onto the platform.  There was no turning back from the task they had been planning those weeks previous beneath the restaurant.

Veema couldn’t remember when she had become so close with Timon.  Maybe it was that first day when she met with the others after he had finally arrived and spoke up for her after the grilling by the strangers.  Maybe it was when the bandage of his ear had finally came off, and she noticed that it was left permanently bulbous and scarred, a result of her own action.  He had said that it was nothing, that it came from her resolve and her will to fight.  He was impossibly kind, wise, straightforward.  Whatever combination of traits she fell fond of, she knew he would be there by his side that day, and that he would not let anything happen to her.

Veema had visited Kaydal station many times before but had never been on a flight off-planet any time in her conscious memory.  Many of the visits were there with or for her father, who worked in one of the distant wings.  He was likely there at that very time, but she was going the opposite way.  The main atrium of the station was wide, with thick panes of glass and wide metal beams over top, allowing visitors to gaze upon the fine blue border there between the atmosphere of the moon and the void of space.  The interior was modern and simple, dirtied with foot and light vehicle traffic, and not particularly inviting of guests, but providing the few most basics of needs; places to eat, to wash up, and a handful of places to sleep.  The gates nearest the lifts were intended for Nest’s private use only, with docking mechanisms able to accommodate the largest of ships.  All other traffic was delegated to the outer wings of the station, where the two of them were headed.

Veema kept a lookout for Sujatha and the others, while Timon eyed the bored-looking security patrols.  There were slightly more than there were in the months past, or at least it seemed so.  Veema spotted others in more of the same redsoil robes that matched their own.  Veema still could not find herself to trust them, even the ones from the moon.  Many Vat inhabitants of Kaydal still followed the religion, and every year or so, they- finances allowing- would make a pilgrimage to Houm and the base of the volcano called Triste.  It was under that guise that Timon, Veema, and the others had planned to make their way to the planet and undertake their demonstration.

Timon tugged suddenly on Veema’s arm.  “They’re here,” he said, guiding the both of them to one of the few decorative installations.  The planter, containing a sickly red-foliaged tree and not much else, was surrounded by a collection of hard wooden benches.  Upon one was a robed Vat man, tall and widely built, stretched out to keep any others from being able to sit.  The next bench over held an older woman, in the redsoil robes just the same, coughing loudly into a tissue.  Her hacking ceased as Veema and Timon approached.  

“Sujatha, I got her.” Timon spoke, his eyes still about the surroundings.  The older Vat woman was weathered, but was sturdy and always had a focused eye.  She owned the restaurant the group had met in, and had always been the voice of guidance.  According to Timon, she had lived on Houm for much of her youth, but the matron herself had never spoken of her history.  

The older woman pulled the cloth away from her mouth and threw it back into the ratty planter.  “I had to wonder if your girlfriend was going to get cold feet or not. Hmm,” she mumbled, peering at the baggy robes on Veema. “Well, at least she cut off that unsightful crown of locks.”

Timon almost spoke up against the words but chose to hold his tongue.  He sucked in a breath before looking into Sujatha’s eyes.  “Come now, we’re more than ready, both of us.  No sense waiting around here to draw any unneeded attention.” He said, looking to Veema.  Her eyes were locked to her scuffling toes, still too intimidated to look at the old woman.  He noticed her hand brush at the ragged hair just by her ear, where the locks used to dangle down past her shoulder.  “We know where the transport is launching from, right?”

Veema looked up suddenly, eyes scanning the crowds for any sporting the same garments as them.  Behind a wave of people exiting one of the nearby gates seemed to be a pair of the followers.  Sujatha clicked her tongue loudly, and the man on the nearby bench sat up.  Urvil could only be considered as a gentle giant.  He worked off-and-on at Sujatha’s restaurant as a busboy, but Timon had mentioned that the large man had once been a professor at the academy.  Why he had left the position, nobody would say.  It was clear, nevertheless, he was sharp and well-learned.  The big man leaned back over the bench and strung his hand back and into the planter.  

Out from the dead plants, he produced a cloth sack.  Inside were rough, uneven satchels wrapped in layers of ratty cloth and brown paper.  Within the wrappings were clumps of reddish-brown material, coarse and porous.  Timon sighed and pulled his well-used backpack from his shoulder and brought it down before him. “I see.”

“Raw houmite.” Urvil toted, offering up the first bundle to Timon and his open bag.  The young man zipped the bag and placed it back over his shoulder.

Veema tilted her head and repeated the word.  “Houmite?”

The large man squinted at Veema. “Like down there on the red planet.  For purposes of our demonstration, I assure you.”

Timon pulled on Veema’s shoulder and the strap of her school backpack. “What do we do with it?  Sujatha?” Veema asked, watching as Urvil carefully readied another satchel.

The old woman took the following packet from Urvil and shoved it into a bundle under her outer layer of robes. “Don’t fret about the meaning of it, girlie.  At the end of the day, the symbolism will be great enough to the people it’s intended for.  You’ll see.”

Veema watched as Urvil tugged her backpack in his direction before shoving the final packet of strange solids inside.  “Be extra careful.  Inside is a vial of acid.  When it breaks, the reaction will start.  You’ll have about five minutes.”

Veema heard the words and daintily lifted the backpack back over her shoulders.

“Hmm.” Timon groaned attentively. “No wires or other shit to look suspicious through security.”

“I’ve got the last thing we need,” The old woman said, fishing around in a side pocket.  From her person, she revealed the metal wristbands, one for each of them.  Veema recognized the metallic object; it was something her father always wore.  He said that it was for his security clearance, and absolutely necessary for getting anywhere.  Every Nest employee had one.  Furthermore, anyone wanting to travel from Houm to Kaydal or back would have to obtain one.  Sujatha offered one to Timon, then to her.  “It will get us on the ship, but the chips inside have forged creds.  If they pull up the credentials on it with one of their scanners you’ll be found out.  As soon as we’re past the bulk scanners down in Hrrent, take it off and hide it on your body, and spread out to your position.”

Veema’s mind rushed with the sudden list of things to remember.  She looked up and met eyes with Sujatha, staring expectantly.  “Got that, girlie?”

“What’s this… houmite supposed to do?”

Urvil grunted.  “It will make people notice, the very thing we’ve talked about. Once again, when you snap the glass vial inside, it will start a reaction.  You’d best be out of the immediate area before it lights up.”

Sujatha pushed herself up arduously and rounded the group, hoping to stand in the view of any onlookers.  She took Veema’s chin in her grasp and forced her face forward. “Just fold the satchel a bit and drop it off at your assigned spot.  Be careful disturbing it after though, lest that cause the reaction to build too fast.”

Veema shrugged her face out of the old woman’s grasp. “And what if someone from security… a guard asks what we’ve got, looks in the bags?”

“We’ll be among plenty of religious zealot types.  Say… it’s your grandfather’s ashes.”

Timon let out a sole laugh. “That’ll only work once.”

“We’re acting fast nonetheless.” Sujatha concluded.

Urvil tucked his cloth sack under his arm.  “Time to go.”

“We’re at gate six.” Sujatha declared. “Get those wristbands on.”








CHAPTER SIX

To Cut Them

WITH THE STRANGE material in their packs or about their bodies, the group entered the transport ship, splitting up as discussed on the way there.  The craft was by no means luxurious and was more than likely originally for transporting anything other than living human beings.  With not a seat in sight, Veema took up one of the few positions left by the exterior wall for the sole support she would have for the hour-long journey.

Not a single of the other passengers gave her a second look, nor would they have needed to.  It wasn’t long before she felt the stomach-churning lurch of the vessel dislodging itself from the docking mechanisms and out into space.  The thrusters would need a little push to escape the confines of Kaydal’s gravity, and then it was only a matter of the natural pull of the red planet itself to bring them on their route.  The vessel creaked, and the gravity shifted, pulling the passengers slightly off the ground.  A few of them gasped in low voices, and some of the groups, strangers to each other or not, held at one another’s sleeves side-by-side for stability.

The breath grew heavy in Veema’s chest as the low gravity overtook her.  She held tightly to the rough and cold metal structure.  The backpack hanging off her shoulders bobbed about, reminding her of the weight she was carrying.  She felt herself start to lose sense of up and down, and the lack of anything but tap water to fill her stomach that morning made the churning in her gut worse.  Just before her grip was lost to the wall, a warm figure placed itself in front of her, pressing her back into place.  She made a low peep in surprise as she found the strength to open her eyes.

“Shh-” Timon whispered to her, cheek to cheek, with his lips beside her ear.  “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

“I’m just not…”

“I’m here for you, we’re not doing anything crazy, I assure you.”

“Then… no.”

“Just take deep breaths.”

“I can’t feel my feet.”

Timon felt along Veema’s back with his free hand, then down her behind and thigh.  “They’re both where they should be.  It’s just the G’s.”

Veema let out a long breath. “What… if someone gets hurt… caught…?”

“We aren’t here to hurt anybody.  Just cause some noise.”

“If Hrrent is as busy as the Kaydal station… how big are these… explosions supposed to be?”

“Do you think they considered any of that when they killed your sister?  If anything it’ll be Nest Employees taking the hit.”

The vessel rocked suddenly, and Veema held to Timon’s forearm for support. “Either way…”

“If you want to pass off your bag, I’ll do it.  You can stay on the ship and head back to your deadbeat mom and that offworlder you call your father.”

Veema sucked in another breath through her nose. “…you’ll have to do both…”

“Someone’s gotta do it.  Get rid of it all, or we will be found out.”

Veema bit at her lip.  She caught sight of one of the other passengers locking eyes with her from over Timon’s shoulder before glancing away. “We’ve got to split up,” she whispered, pushing on his chest. “Others will see.”

“Stand tall.” He said his last words before pulling away. “Soon.”




Hrrent was the second-largest city on Houm, dwarfed only by Houmil on the far side of the planet.  Hrrent sat just out of the shadow of the Ombre of Mt. Triste and the desolate volcanic fields of blushing basalt rock.  The town and its structures were built of the porous material, which was stained further by the silt and dust in the murky air.

The main hub of the city was an old ground-station, retrofitted for modern forms of travel and ran by the Nest Corporation.  The main building of what had become the Shipyard sat on the southern edge of the town and was large enough to accommodate air traffic from all about the planet as well as the moon, Kaydal.  The rest of the structure held office and storage space and encircled the vast open-air plaza, a focal point of the city.  The Corporation held loose authority over the space, mostly to keep watch over deliveries of houmite from the volcanic fields, or manufactured items from the factory in the same city.  For the locals, the Blackstone Plaza was a place of meeting and commerce.

While Hrrent shipyard had served Nest for many years, the planet itself held back the Corporation’s ambitions, with a gravitational pull too great for ships over a certain size and weight to efficiently lift off into space.  Nest looked to the Tethered Station technology akin to that on Kaydal, and had since dedicated mass resources to the construction of one above Hrrent.  

At that time, the tether itself had been complete, and work upon the platform and station had begun.  To keep the evolving structure steady during the installation of vital systems, the massive tether itself had been strung up through the use of smaller supports running up diagonally from the ground.  One such foundation had been built inside the shipyard plaza itself, much to the dismay of the locals.

The turbulence from the first contact with the heavy Houm atmosphere shook Veema out of her daze.  She found her toes meeting firmly with the floor of the vessel, then the flats of her feet.  She would have almost collapsed were it not for remembering the yet-to-be-mixed cocktail in her backpack.  By the time they had made contact with the ground, Veema felt almost overwhelmed by the heavy pull of the planet’s gravity, about a fifth stronger than Kaydal if she remembered her father’s words.  She locked her knees and focused on the group of strangers before her who were already preparing to shuffle out of the door as soon as it opened.  Getting through the bulk scanners, as described to her, was the first of several obstacles ahead.

The landing pads were open to the elements; the hot, dusty, and smoky air with the odor of fuel and cooling exhaust on the old engines.  The majority of the ships, it seemed, were sub-orbital, with rickety frames and underpowered engines.  The watchmen and stewards pushed people in messy flows past the platforms and through the checkpoint.  With the redsoil robes on, she was just another of the pilgrims, not anyone to look twice at.  She spotted Urvil towering above the others ahead, with Sujatha likely nearby.  She breathed a sigh of relief as the two of them were allowed through the wide gate’s scanners.  She couldn’t help but notice, however, some of the watchmen extracting a random selection of other travelers from the masses.

Beyond was the station plaza, a great space open to the outside, surrounded by the continuous ring-shaped structure built of dark stone.  Interrupting what would have been wide open sky was the tether support, leading up to the looming structure casting a shadow across the ground.  It seemed certainly bigger than the one on Kaydal, made with a similar mix of hard metal and malleable material. The structure continued high into the sky, where it disappeared within the thick dust and smoke hanging in the air.  

The jostling of people about seemingly every inch of the wide space made Veema’s heart jump.  Back on Kaydal, the group as a whole had studied a map of the Plaza.  The plan to deface parts of the shipyard had been discussed in the week prior.  Urvil had been charged with vandalizing the power hub for the scanners not far from the current position.  Veema and Sujatha had received the tasks of doing the same to the scanners about the two gates in and out of the plaza itself.  To set it all in motion, Timon would have to first do his part at the base of the tether to distract the guards.  With the sudden realization of their certainly destructive tactics among so many innocents, Veema began to sweat.

She scanned the nearby buildings for anything that resembled a restroom before running to the nearest one she could see.  The facilities were rough, with only a curtain to block sight from the outside view while using the toilet.  She had been holding the urge for some time since departing Kaydal, and did her business after hefting the backpack and robe off her body and tucking away the ID bracelet.  Upon finishing, she shoved the identifying redsoil clothing into the corner.  

As she was returning the pack to her shoulders, a voice with a thick accent made her jump.  “You done yet girl?  I am in need of it next!”

Veema pushed out of the bathroom, the backpack around one arm.  In her startled state, she accidentally knocked against the wall.  Inside the backpack, there was a small crack.  She held her breath and pushed past the others waiting inside the cramped space, a sense of haste and claustrophobia tensing her neck.

Outside, the view of the tether support was clear, but a mass of people stood before her and the likely spot where Timon was setting up.  She pushed through the best she could, attempting to keep the activated pack steady.  She finally caught sight of the young man, still robed, with his own pack absent from his back.  

As told, a tall grated metal fence kept people distant enough from the vital structure.  The satchel was already activated inside the sack by Timon’s feet.  It simply had to sit for the right amount of time- enough for it to set up untouched, but not so long that he would be immediately in range when it went off.  He locked eyes with a watchman, who trundled toward him with heavy steps. “Get moving, in or out I don’t care.  We’re expecting a shipment here through these doors,” the Nest employee ordered, jutting his thumb through the gate to the exterior.  “Can’t have people loitering.”

“Not loitering,” Timon said indignantly, placing his feet in front of the bag.  “My girl is just freshening up, and we’re leaving.”

“Stand by the latrines then.” The watchman huffed, grabbing for Timon’s arms.  He pulled back and spotted Veema approaching, her eyes up to the sky.

“Ah, nah, wait, there she is.” He declared, relaxing and pointing his arm to her.  He glared at her and the lack of redsoil coverings from her body.  “Vee, come on, this man says we have to go.”

Veema only saw the young man and not the watchman.  She took the backpack from her body and was ready to pass it to Timon, but the watchman was already moving to forcefully displace him.

Veema’s hurried footsteps stuttered as she made eye contact with the watchman.  He glared at her, taking in her face while tugging on Timon’s shoulder.

Timon slipped away and went the opposite direction. “Drop it, Vee.  Come on!”

Veema attempted to run after but was blocked by the watchman.  Out of reflex, she shoved the bag into the man’s chest, causing him to lurch back.  Timon’s outstretched hand was awaiting her. 

“I’m sorry!” Veema cried, looking to the helpless Nest employee.

“It’s too late, we just need to go.” Timon hissed in a tone Veema had not heard before, preparing to pull her along no matter what.

The watchman caught up with them, the sack in his hands.  “What’s in the bag, mudskin?” He said, catching Veema by her dangling hand.  “What the hell are you trying to pull?”

Veema felt herself being stretched between the two men, and with the prepared explosives being shaken violently.








CHAPTER SEVEN

The Foreigner

KIT WONG WAS the overseer of the Hrrent Shipyard, and head contact for the tether project. He was an older man of straight grayed hair, pushed back in the places it still grew.  He was obviously not born in the system, but rather had been brought in particularly by the Nest Corporation in for his administrative skills.  His office was in one of the third-floor spaces in the northern section of the structure about the shipyard’s plaza.  From the narrow windows, he could see the crowds moving about, the stalls and rolling carts attracting customers, and the movement of goods on wide flatbed vehicles.  The specific Nest Corp ground carrier scheduled for arrival that day, however, had yet to show up through the east gate.  It would have been carrying one section of a repulsor engine that would be brought up to the suborbital station, and provide another point of reinforcement to keep it stable while in synchronous orbit on the tether.  The copies of the plans tacked to his walls showed to which exact areas it would be attached to.

The phone at the rear of the office rang suddenly.  The sheer sound made his shoulders tense.  He readjusted the cane in his hand to balance out the lame left leg he carried about. The phone sounded a few more times before he could reach it. “Everything taking a bit of time now, is it, Wong?” The deep voice hissed at him in a displeased tone.

“Some things do.” He rebutted, the phone to his ear as he crept around and back to the seat at his desk.

“The captain of the freighter called dispatch, said he doesn’t have anything to load up?”

“The load has not arrived.” Wong declared plainly.  “I can’t control that.”

There was a low breath over the phone line.  

“Those vat zealots are trouncing all over town again.  Choking up the streets.”

“Don’t make excuses.”

Wong silently bit at his lip.  “I saw the cameras, one of their commissioned cargo vessels was loading out a mess of them coming from Kaydal.”

“That’s it, is it?” The voice hummed skeptically. “If that’s the case, the sanitation crews should be offered overtime to clean up the messes they’ll leave.  Cleaning up after their own kind, too.”

“So be it.  I’ll contact their depot.”

“And maybe get more security on the ground too.”

Wong nodded out of the sheer force of habit, knowing that the preparations had been made and were already in place.  “Things will be handled.  It’s just a matter of patience now,” he said, standing again and preparing to return the phone to the cradle.  He leaned upon the side of the desk and looked out to the bright sun shining through the windows.

“Don’t lecture me, Wong.” The voice hissed.

A crackling explosion sounded off suddenly and echoed across the interior walls of the structure.  Wong nearly fell from his perch, pulling the tethered phone cradle across his messy desk.  A wave of thrown-up dust washed over the windows.  “Wong, what was that?”

“I must get back to you,” He clamored, shoving in the switch on the phone cradle.  “What the hell?”  The second blast followed, and Wong hobbled across to the window, cane out of his reach.  There were faint screams of people outside, and he swore he could feel the building shaking under his feet.  

A knock came to the door of his office, pounding, and before he could make a response, one of the guards pushed through. “Overseer, we’ve got to get you out of here.”

Wong shuffled back, peering to his desk, the unhooked phone, then to his cane, and finally to the guard. “What sort of attack is it?”

The guard stomped into the room, ready to grab up Wong’s arm.  “Nothing from the air, but apart from that, we don’t know.”

Wong struggled as the guard began to hold his shoulder. “Off of me.  Why wasn’t anything detected by security?”

“I don’t know, but it’s not safe here.”

“You fool, leave me be!” Wong said, resisting. “You think a tiny blast like that would penetrate the walls here?  They’re obviously after something else.  The tether support-check it!  And close off the gates!  Before anyone involved gets out into the city!”

“Sir-”

“Finding out who did it comes next, but if we let them escape, then-”

The third explosion sounded, rattling the glass of the windows.  The guard pulled Wong around, away from them if they threatened to shatter.  He leaned into the radio on the arm of his uniform. “Get the shutters closed on the main gates, Overseer’s orders.”

Wong dragged his leg across the floor and stabilized himself on the edge of the desk.  He dragged the phone toward him and plugged in a code number.  The intercom crackled loudly across the low levels of the station, where the grounded ships were nestled into their docks. “All air traffic is now suspended,” He said, voice close to the microphone. “All idling drives must be turned to an off state, and fuel pumping ceased.  Under no means shall anyone depart until this warning has been cleared.”




The reaction of the satchels of raw houmite and the acid inside caused a loud burst of flame, followed by a deafening hiss while the remainder of the dry compound violently smoldered.  The first blast was undoubtedly from the satchel Timon had activated.  The second came from Veema’s, throwing her distant from the guard, and causing her to lose her grasp on Timon’s hand.  Her eyes flashed with bright lights, and a strange sensation washed over her.  First, it was warm and sticky, then suddenly cold.  The second and third blasts came to her ears, and she imagined that Sujatha and Urvil had completed their tasks successfully.  As consciousness fled her body, she felt herself being pulled, picked up, supported.








CHAPTER EIGHT

Lockdown

THE ONCE BUSY plaza of the Hrrent Shipyard had turned to a solemn collection of still figures, sitting in vague groups on the ground.  The guards and watchmen, many of which had been called to the scene, were picking out people to either interrogate or let free through a partially opened gate.  In the wake of the first and second explosions, many had fled in panicked droves out of the gates before they had been closed.  The East gate- untouched by any explosion- had closed as soon as the Overseer’s order had been called.  The West Gate which was partially damaged in the third explosion was forced closed shortly after, holding the remaining people inside.  While the dust was still clearing, other employees and officials were making rounds about the buildings and the docking platforms to flush out anybody hiding.

Wong had moved into a meeting area overlooking the plaza with a better view than that from his office, as well as being devoid of a phone line his superiors could reach.  From the seat perched near the window, he was able to view the damage caused by the two primary explosions.  As he had guessed, the attacks had gone after the tether support.  The ground about the foundation was blackened, and the fence partially melted, but otherwise, the connection up to the tether was still intact.

In the collateral damage, though, a single of the Shipyard’s employees had been killed, as well as another onlooker on the opposite side of the plaza from the third blast.  Six more had been injured by the kickback, either from the shock wave or the bits of burning shrapnel.  Those detained behind the gates being watched over by the guards either cowered in fear or attempted to talk their way out of the situation.  

An officer showed up through the doorway behind Wong, bringing with him a limp artifact of cloth in his arms. “I found this, sir, in the latrines.  I thought you might want to have a look at it.”  He tossed it across the table opposite the Overseer.

Wong shifted the chair about and pulled the object of interest toward him.  The redsoil fabric spread itself open.  “I recognize this.  Same color as the dirt.”

“Sir?”

“It belongs to those Zealots- the Children of Triste,” described Wong, jutting a finger out to the window.  He encircled a patch of said people with the tip of his finger.  “Them.  Their pilgrimage is this time of year.”

“I thought we were seeing a lot more of them.”

“Hmm,” Wong pondered. “I believe… someone either used their dirty coverings as a disguise, or it’s one of them now running around and trying to pass off as someone uninvolved.”  He flapped his lips together while peering back to the window.  His eyes flashed back and forth, looking over the crowd and the mix of people jammed into the plaza.  “Pass off an order to your captain.  Keep all of the Vat where they are.  Anyone else with an ID is free to go.”

“Is that-?”

Wong interrupted, “Oh, and pay special attention to anyone wearing one of these drapes.  Get them in one spot.”




In her wavering consciousness, Veema couldn’t tell if the sensation she felt that that moment was pain, or something brand new.  Something jostled her back and forth, and she felt a heavy weight on her chest, making it hard to breathe.  Nevertheless, she felt at ease, at least until she remembered that Timon was no longer by her side.  The sky, or what it seemed to be above her, was red and hazy.  A low, sweet voice with a strange yet familiar accent spoke to her as the cold overtook her once again like just after the explosion.  “You okay girlie… you stable… we bring you to safety.”




The heat of the day was creeping into the Shipyard plaza, but luckily some of the crowd had been allowed to depart, leaving only two-thirds of those who had originally been held back in the lockdown.  Those running food and refreshment carts had been allowed to serve again, mostly to children and the elderly, and only if they had money.  Sujatha sat patiently on the hard ground, despite her bony posterior and ankles clashing against the stone.  Urvil was not far away, but also just enough to avoid the indication that they were together.  

The Vat pilgrims with whom they had come over from Kaydal had been rounded up, along with others who had come from other places about the red planet.  Both of their satchels had gone off without any issue and caused the intended damage.  Sujatha was supposed to have escaped after planting hers but was intimidated by the guards scanning ID badges at the gate.  At that moment, though, she was worried more about how Veema and Timon had handled their assignments.

The Nest guards were particularly interested in the redsoil cloaked travelers, patrolling about and through the pack of detainees.  The old woman’s gaze met one as they passed by.  “No luggage on you?  Purse?  Were you headed somewhere just with the clothes on your back?”

“My bones are much too old for those rickety ships.”  She groaned, rubbing at her thin legs.  “I was passing through because there are latrines here.  I… I was just on my way to visit my son on the opposite side of town before heading to the temple.”

The guard grimaced at her.  “Your son best escort you if you’re going that far.  Especially in times like these.”




Little progress had been made by the Shipyard employees in filtering through the masses of remaining people.  The sun crept above and the time drew past into the late afternoon.  Many were beginning to feel the effects of the heat and the lack of proper food and water.  Several large groups, mostly those with children or the elderly, had been allowed to depart out through the sole open checkpoint.  Sujatha was among the freed group, but as expected, Urvil had to be left behind.  On top of that, she had not seen any of the others since departing the ship.  While the plan directed them to not seek out contact with one another right away, she couldn’t help but worry.  The first two blasts had happened too soon and too close together. 

Wong was still in the second-floor meeting space, looking out as the second shift of guards were continuing to sort through the masses of Vat still left behind.  He had been relaying messages back and forth to his foreman and secretaries for the previous few hours, many of which were concerning incoming craft to the shipyard.  Another contact had come to him from the workers stationed on the tethered station, debating whether it was safe to remain there.  According to the reports by the workers outside, there was little structural damage to the foundation, and that those up above were safe.

A knock came to the door frame at the exit out to the hallway.  “Mr. Wong, there’s someone hoping to meet you at the north entrance.”

Wong looked back to the woman, his secretary, leaning into the room. “The Press?  You’ll have to tell them that the situation is being handled and that if they want a proper interview they’ll have to make an appointment.”

“It’s not the press, sir.  It’s Governor Hass.”











CHAPTER NINE

Rock and a Hard Place

RADIK HASS HAD been the Governor of Hrrent for just under a decade, proceeded in the position by his uncle, and even before that by others of his family line.  He was young in comparison to other leaders in the heights of their own power. His tanned skin was taught, long hair fine, tied back into a short bundle, and he stood tall.  In his time, he was known best for his dedication to preserving the Vat culture there in Hrrent and pushing for cultural celebration all about Houm.

The history books told of how the Hrrent locals had struck the first of many deals with the corporation upon its first arrival upon the red planet.  Because of the Saku system’s distance from other inhabited regions, hardly an outsider had ventured to the system, nor had landed upon Houm itself.  Many had never seen a person of light skin, although the same history books told of a life before the Vat people found their own land to settle, and told of other civilizations that they had come into contact with.  Not all interactions produced tales that were worth repeating.  

Nest was not timid in explaining to the Vat people of Houm about the riches- the raw houmite- they were simply sitting upon.  While vaguely aware of the mineral, many were resistant to the idea of disturbing their ancestral lands in search of something they themselves had no use for and especially wary of others coming to tarnish their surroundings.   There in Hrrent, the city closest to Mount Triste, a vast majority of the population looked to the volcano as the source of their civilization’s bounty and well-being, and moreover, its existence as the planet’s font of life.  To the original Children of Triste, the volcano also served as a moral compass, spewing destruction when it was displeased, and calming itself when it was satisfied with their deeds.  

Nest rationalized with the government and the dogmatic people both; proposing to them that the houmite was yet another of the planet’s offerings.  A sample of the dark matter collected from the Ombre in the sky above, as demonstrated by the Nest scientists, revealed traces of the mineral, reinforcing the idea that it was a provision of Triste.  

Between the Nest envoys and the various Houm governing bodies, a comprehensive deal was reached and a treaty was signed.  The Treaty of Blackstone, as it was called, stated that Nest would be allowed to sustainably extract the land’s houmite, employ the Vat people, and allow infrastructure to be built on the planet.  In return, Nest would ensure that the Saku system would be shielded from any other outsiders that were not under the employment of the corporation.  Not wanting to be left out of the deal-making process, the Kaydal government would meet some time after with Nest to ensure similar terms were met on their accord, in exchange for their land and airspace.

For many years Nest had held its end of the bargain, but with more and more offworlders under the employment of the Corporation coming to the system every day, on more ships, the governance of the Vat people had been forced to attention.

Hass stood stiffly in the foyer of the Shipyard’s central office.  The original stone structure itself was well-aged, but over the years it had been built up and out, and converted into a sleek, modern space, like the interior of a superorbital ship of the likes Nest used.  Hass had been on such ships less than the count of his fingers, and only back and forth from Kaydal and his home of Hrrent.  He couldn’t help but notice the dark dust tracked in from the street on the bottoms of his shoes.  The faint clacking of a cane against the hard tile ground forced his head up.

“Radik, you’ve come to pay me a visit?” Wong spoke, his voice proceeding him.

“Don’t act like you don’t know why I’m here, Wong,” Hass declared, his gaze targeting Wong’s eyes as his head came into view down the stairs.

The overseer hung his shoulders low.  He paused on a sole step, holding onto the railing with one hand, and his cane in the other. “I’m not fond of going up and down the stairs any more than I have to, you know.  There’s a reason you didn’t call?”

“I did, and you did not answer.”

“Right, right,” Wong mumbled, tapping the end of his cane noisily.  “I believe I would run out of hours in the day if I were to attempt to properly address every call that came my way, especially at times like these.  Don’t you feel the same?”

Hass blinked at the offworlder, his hands held daintily at his front. “Agreed.  But some interactions benefit from being in person, don’t they?  Don’t worry yourself with coming down any further, will you?  I’ll come up.  I need to see them.”

Wong shook his head and waved his cane before lurching around to return upward. “Well, come now, will you?”

Hass caught up easily, and immediately took up Wong’s arm for the last few steps. “Steady now.”

Wong shook him off as they reached the second floor and through the even passage of the hallway.  They returned shortly to the meeting room where Wong had been holed up.  Past the table holding the emptied plates of food, cold half-drunken coffee pot, and strewn about papers were the long tinted panes of glass.  The guards outside in the plaza were at that point checking paper IDs and interrogating anyone who they thought was either too or not enough attentive.  “I see you’ve been plenty conclusive in singling out a single sort.”

“How’d you get wind?” Wong said with a roll of his eyes. “You didn’t hear the blasts all the way up in your manor?”

“By the looks of it, it was about as big as a sneeze.  It’s doubtful I would have noticed it if I were not having a swim at the time.  No, my attendant had just returned from Houmil with some documents and the results of a vote.  Although, it took him some extra time to return after the arrival of the transport, and he had some certain other news to report as well.”

“Wasn’t hurt at all, was he?”

“Thank you for the concern, but no,” Hass stated.  “You need to open the gates, Wong.”

Wong frowned and stared at the Governor’s slim, cleanly shaved face in the vague reflection of the glass.  “Whoever carried out this attack is likely still in this group.”

“How long have they been here?”

“Only four hours.”

“Just about the hottest hours of the day.”

Wong clicked his tongue. “Anyone who might have fared poorly has already been let out.  We’re checking those with IDs now, and hoping to see if there’s anything suspicious about the stories they might want to tell us.”

“I know you’re aware that very few permanent residents of the planet have your silly electronic IDs.” Hass complained, face straight. “You’re catering to Nest only, we both know that.”

“We’re simply trying to boil down the numbers the best and safest way we can.”

“You’re not on the top of the ladder when it comes to my contacts within Nest, Wong.”

The offworlder shrugged and let himself land heavily in the seat behind him.  “Reach out to them, then.  They’ve already complied with my request to stop all air traffic on the planet for the time being.  I’m hoping they will comply with my secondary request for them to restrict any further travel to the shipyard here.”

“And for those who already have clearance and airfare to leave?”

“Absolutely out of the question.” Wong held his hands to his chest tightly.  “Just another way for the guilty to possibly flee from our grasps.”

“Your grasp.” Hass clarified.  “This is a busy time of the year.  People who are out under the Ombre right now too may be heading back soon as well.  If you keep up the travel restrictions, all of Hrrent is going to be inundated.  We certainly don’t have enough accommodations, for all of them- housing, food, or security.”

“I’m sure I can turn over another favor to get such things sorted, assuming the natives are cooperative enough.”

“It’s the absolute least you can do to show that the corporation has compassion… and a spine, perhaps, too.”

Wong hummed. “We have spare forces we can bring in from elsewhere, I’m sure.”

“Rather than bring out more force to deal with this problem, perhaps try looking into ways of tracking down the source of this attack?  What sort of explosives were used?  And where did they get it?”

“That takes time.  Looking at camera footage, cross-referencing reports, identifying faces, digging up databases.  Let’s say we do release these people from the plaza, we’d need to keep them in town.”

“These people will be released.  If only for a little while, I can arrange checkpoints at the exit roads, but I would also need some of your men to handle the load.” Hass conceded, rolling his head in thought.  “Assuming Nest brings in the necessary supplies to provide for all these stranded people as well.  And finally assuming that you have a lead you can follow up on, so that this situation doesn’t go on indefinitely.”

“There is a single lead.” Wong exposed.

“Oh?”

Wong shifted to the corner of the room and dragged the redsoil cloth across the ground with the end of his cane. “You know what this is, don’t you?”

“Traditional Vat robes.” Wong said, leaning down to pick up the garment.  “Why do you have one?”

“It was found in the latrines here, discarded unceremoniously.”

Hass draped the item between his outstretched hands before looking past it to the overseer.  “And I can assume you’ve drawn a conclusion from this?”

“You subscribe to such beliefs, do you not?”

“I do.  I’ve been much too busy in the past years to offer up an entire week of time for the ceremonies, but I’ve made a few stops at the holy ground under the Ombre in the off-seasons to pay my respects.”

“I don’t understand it, but to each their own.  Do you have any idea why one of these Children of Triste would suddenly decide to disrobe before the final leg of their pilgrimage?”

“You’re assuming someone was hiding among the followers?”

“More than just a someone.”

Hass raised his eyebrows before folding the garment over his arm and laying it neatly on the edge of the table.  “I’d see why you might suspect such a thing.  Just remember that trying to profile an entire order of people will buy you no fans.  Let’s get a move on, shall we?”

“Fine,” Wong muttered.  “But I need those checkpoints up sooner than later.”

“Allow me use of your phone to make contact with the captain.”

 Wong sighed and straightened his back upward, pushing against the cane in his hand.  “Of course.  I shall have my secretary bring in a handset for you.  What an exhausting series of events.” He declared, shoving himself back into the nearby chair.  He lifted his cane to the air, pointing it across the table, to the intercom button by the door. “Press that for me, will you?”

Hass shook his head and rounded the table to interact with the device. It beeped, and a voice came to the room shortly after. “Mr. Wong, can I help you?” The secretary spoke.

Wong raised his voice.  “Alert the guard that they may start getting the general group out through the gates.  Still scanning any electronic IDs you might find, and make sure the men know to continue looking out for anyone suspicious. Additionally, I need a handset for Governor Hass to make a call.”

“I-I can do that, sir.”

Wong looked at the empty, dirtied plates before him.  He looked then to Hass, who was still beside the door, arms crossed. “You’ve come all this way- are you hungry?”

“Trying to butter me up?”

“Trying to avoid being rude and stuffing my face while a guest just twiddles his thumbs.”  Licking his lips in thought, the offworlder spoke up again.  “Petena, one final thing- have the kitchen prepare something for us.  One vegetarian dish, and another with some sort of nice protein.”




Hass had wrapped up the call when the dishes were delivered to the room.  The Governor stubbornly allowed himself to sit across from Wong to eat.  Wong immediately dug into the slab of red meat while the Governor folded the napkin across his lap.  “I’ll never understand how you offworlders can consume a slab of flesh and go to sleep that night with it festering in your stomach.”

“And I wonder how you can feed yourself around the clock on leaves and roots and still manage to do all you do in a day.” Wong shrugged, his knife noisily dragging across the plate.  

Hass examined the dish of mushy reddish grains at the base of his fork.  “When our ancestors were still homeless among the stars, there were no animals on board the colony ship to satisfy such a morbid urge.  We never outgrew our lack of desire to consume other sentient creatures even after arriving on Houm.  The biodiversity of the flora was much greater than that of the fauna anyways.”

Wong took in a deep sniff of the portion of meat he had prepared on the prongs of his fork. “The Houmite wasn’t the only untapped resource on this planet Nest discovered,” he teased, looking to Hass as he shoved the meat into his mouth.

Hass forced down a few bites through Wong’s moist gnashing.  “Wong, know that you’ll have my support in finding whoever did this.”

Wong sucked in a heavy breath through his nose as he finished the bite, his mouth partially open. “I appreciate the sentiment, but what’s in it for you?”

“There’s no doubt the media is going to take it to heart that it was a Vat- A Child of Triste no less- who undertook this attack.  Someone could even offer up a motive.  The very least I could do is pray that it was not one of my own.  Kaydal officials have yet to come to a conclusion on the accident on the control station, correct?”

Wong wiped his mouth on the cloth napkin and sat up. “No, but they’ve considered that it very well could have been stray space debris, knocked into the station unknowingly by a bigger vessel. From what I’ve heard, there’s been plenty of combing of both launch and landing records around that time.  No ships small enough to avoid sensors had been launched at that day, neither here nor any Kaydal stations.”

“Quite the conundrum.”

The overseer began to hack off another slice of meat.  “If it were a craft, either some records were edited, or they launched from some ground station that is outside of Nest regulation.”

Hass sat back, half the meal still untouched.  “And now a new investigation to pile on.  I suppose I shall leave you to it, Wong.”  With a flap of his napkin from his lap, the Governor stood and rounded the seat to push it in.  “I’ll see myself out.”








CHAPTER TEN

Mutual Security

MAJOR CORBIN SKYE sat inside the plain, stuffy conference room.  He had been shipped a long way to Houmil from his home setting in Akresh on Kaydal for the hearing.  The young resources manager for Nest’s office on Houmil- Aria Tell- sat across the desk from him, sorting the documents.  The older man sitting in the corner on the stiff chair, he had been told, was among the higher-ups of the Houm branch.  

“Major Skye, thank you for coming all this way.” Tell uttered her first words since Skye had sat down inside the office.  “How are you today?”

“Fine, thank you.”

Tell pursed her lips and looked to her papers to hide the regret of her question. “I understand that with your younger daughter… Veema, it was… being still missing, you must be in a great deal of worry.”

“Yes, Ma’am. My wife and I are staying hopeful though.” Skye nodded, avoiding looking the woman in her eyes.

“My condolences.  Speaking for the higher-ups to the best of my limited ability, I can imagine we’re still trying our best to find her.”

Skye knew at that point, some three weeks after the filing of the report, Nest had long since recognized the sunken cost they were falling into.  The exact date of Veema’s disappearance was unknown, as Harta, his wife, had taken at least two days to notice the absence.  He cursed both Nest and himself for the extended days of nonstop being held inside the office inside Kaydal station.  He imagined that the corporation had only continued the effort out of regret of not being able to do anything to prevent the attack that killed his eldest daughter even before. 

“As a parent myself, I can’t imagine how crushing it must feel to still have such uncertainty.” Tell continued. “Nest can only hope to support you the best we can, all things considered.”

“I appreciate it,” Skye muttered, swallowing hard and finally looking to the woman.

“With that in mind, I am obligated today to bring forth a bit more news on the subject.”

“Yes?”

Tell stood, her legs shifting back and forth in the tight skirt.  She rounded the desk and handed a copied document off to him.  “Nest Corporation, as you know, strives to provide the best for our employees and their families.  Housing, welfare, and schooling for those of age, of course.  You’re familiar with the name on the transcript, yes?”

Skye read the header of the document, Akresh Academy for Leadership, the school that Veema had been attending.  “I do, ma’am.”

“And that signature-” Tell motioned to the bottom of the paper before retaking her seat behind the desk. “That is yours?  Or perhaps not?”

Skye looked at the sloppy script, obscured by the copy lines.  “It’s… not?”

“Veema Binnek was transferred out of the Academy, at least according to those papers.  To where… I don’t think the question was ever asked.  Likely to nowhere.”

Skye’s eyes shrunk down as he tossed the paper back onto the stout wooden desk. “What are you trying to say?”

“What that seems to suggest is that it was premeditated.  Those papers are from almost two months ago.  In all honesty, Major, we don’t know, but for the corporation as a whole, it seems to indicate that your daughter made… herself disappear.  That is… if that signature was her doing.”

Skye felt his teeth clench.  “Is this that clause you mentioned… all things considered?”

Tell paused to take a deep breath before speaking, her fingers rolling back and forth on the desk surface. “If… she doesn’t want to be found, then I… the corporation might say that it isn’t worth continuing to search for her for much longer.  As of now, the decision to continue or not is on the docket for our meeting at the end of the week.”

“I see,” Skye stated, his neck tight.

Tell slouched her shoulders.  She stood and looked to the old man in the corner, who had barely moved a muscle since the Major had come in.  “I’ll go ahead and make a few copies of these so that you may continue to look over them.  I shall return.”

The old man’s eyes traced the young woman’s legs and butt as she exited the room, closing the door daintily behind her.  “Major Skye.” He spoke.

“Sir…?”

The old man pushed off the back of the chair.  He stepped out before Skye and sat on the edge of the desk just before the Major.  “I don’t believe we’ve met before.  The name’s Métin, but you can call me Eli if you wish.”

Skye feigned an excitement in the introduction, reaching out for the handshake the older man was offering. “One of the execs, I can assume?”

“Well, I have my share of responsibilities.  One of such is hiring and placing fine people such as yourself.”

“I see.”

“Let us breach the subject of a transfer if we might.  You must know it’s been in the cards for some time, now.” Métin raised his eyebrows.

“I’ve been firm with my superiors on Kaydal.” Skye jutted his head up, vaguely in the direction of space.  “I was not going to transfer my family anywhere again until my youngest had graduated from school and was able to be on her own.”

“Your circumstances have changed now, haven’t they?” Métin said with a smirk.

Skye pushed himself out of the chair and away from the sour odor of the old man’s breath. “That’s one way to put it.” He said breathily.  “If you absolutely desire to transfer me, I hope to have a conclusion to this whole situation before it happens.”

Métin bit at his fingernails, gaze swaying about the room and finally looking across the Major.  “Of course.”

“You must have something in mind if someone such as yourself is telling me about it directly.”

The old man shifted off the desk and flattened the fronts of his fine, dark slacks.  He strolled to the window and placed his fingertips on the glass.   The Nest offices were among the tallest structures in the city, four to five stories tall.  Houmil was akin to an oasis within a desert- hardly a bit of the ash and dust from Mount Triste made it that far to the opposite side of the planet.  Compared to Akresh or other cities on Kaydal, Houmil was still less developed, but it made an impression nonetheless as the fine capital of the planet.  The original red fauna native to the land flourished side by side with the boxy structures and paved roads that sprawled for many kilometers against the limits of the city.  Destinations beyond there were difficult to reach by ground, but for many, the capital was all a person would ever need.

Métin sighed. “These next two years will be the end to the most successful decade Nest has had anywhere.  The tether station in Hrrent will be finished in that time too, and we can expect even higher returns.”

Skye crossed his arms.  “That’s wonderful, of course.”

“We want someone like yourself, someone with your experience, to head security at Hrrent station.”

“Leaving Kaydal behind, huh?”

“It’s a great increase in pay.”

“I’m not sure if that’s my main concern…” Skye hesitated.  “Let’s say I don’t take it.”

Métin turned back to the interior of the office space, his eyes rolling back and forth with his head. “Someone else will come along.  But your current position may not be required at that point, either.  If we need to, we can station you without your consent here on Houm since you may no longer have any dependents.  You know, Aria would not have been at liberty to tell you this, but the Corporation can’t legally ship you out of your stationed system if you’re in a union with one of the locals.  Tell me, what’s it like being with a Vat woman?”

“As compared to a woman back in my home system?  I couldn’t tell you. I never had the opportunity.”

“Perhaps I should ask… if a Vat woman has all the same bits as ones back home.”

Skye bit at his lip and tried to deflect the words. “Well… obviously there’s no difference.”

“If that’s the case, you may only have a few good years left to have another with her before she’s dried up.  You’d have another long period of command of where you want to go.”

Skye dug his fingers into the back of the visitor’s chair.  He spoke up, intent on changing the subject. “How does the Hrrent tether station look these days?  I heard there was some sort of ruckus there a couple weeks ago.  That must be why you’re looking already for a security detail?”

“It was an isolated incident.  But yes, security will be needed there sooner or later.”  Métin leaned on the edge of the desk, looking to the Major.  “The Overseer on the ground is already at his bounds with keeping everything together and on track with the construction side of things.  I’ll ask you one last time for today; do you desire that position?”

“Mr. Métin-”

The door latch clacked, and Aria Tell reintroduced herself to the room, holding a document folder with a stack of copies on top.  Métin smiled at her and spoke up again. “Well, it’s not something you need to decide today, but we would like to stay in touch.  Mrs. Tell, is that everything the Major will need?”

The young woman tucked the papers into the folder and passed it to Skye.  “Yes, here you are.  The copies of the documents we discussed, as well as the full requirements and conditions of the transfer opportunity Mr. Métin has outlined for you today.  Anything else to add, Sir?” She asked, blinking expectantly at the executive.

“I don’t believe so,” Métin replied, moving towards the door.  “The Major has been with Nest long enough to know how to keep things moving in the ways they should.  Adieu, Major.”

Tell picked up the phone while Métin closed the door carefully.  She looked to Skye before dialing the number.  “Well, unless you have any more concerns, I shall allow you to get back to Kaydal.  The cab will be down before the front exit to bring you to the spaceport and back home.”

Skye shoved the folder under his arm and nodded his head to the office woman. “Thank you very much.”




A short trip through the Houmil streets later, Skye found himself back on the private Nest shuttle off the red planet’s surface and back on a trajectory to the moon.  He couldn’t help but look through the pile of documents provided to him.  Included was the forged transcript with a signature that was of his name, but not in his handwriting.  “Veema… what were you thinking… I’m sorry.”

The Major looked out the window to clear his mind.  As the atmospheric barrier of Kaydal came closer, he adjusted his seatbelt and prepared for the bumpy reentry.  The orbit had brought them up close to a quick and easy landing into Akresh station.  Minutes passed, but the turbulence never hit, despite the clear proximity to the destination.  “Pilot?” He called out, leaning to look through the door up to the cockpit.

“Yes, Major?”

Skye unbuckled himself and stepped up the aisle to the front of the craft.  The pilot had leveled out just above the gravitational pull of the moon.  “We aren’t cleared for landing?”

The pilot looked back, pulling one side of the headset off his ears. “Sir, there’s been some sort of accident once again… cleanup crews are advising we keep our distance before they can clear enough wreckage for a safe approach…”








CHAPTER ELEVEN

Under the Shadow

VEEMA’S BODY REFUSED to move.  There was a roof over her head and a thick blanket over her body.  The space seemed dark and dirty and smelled the part as well.  There were other voices about her, but her words wouldn’t escape her throat.  It was even a strain to breathe.  The best she could manage was turning her eyes far to the sides, her eyelids heavy.  In the bloodshot view of her space, she caught sight of another cramped bed beside her, and a person attending to whoever was in similar straights to herself.

The shadow of a person finally came her way, realizing with a wide-eyed gaze and a gasp that she was awake.  “Oh, my dear…” The voice spoke, the words breaking through a strange accent.  “Rest, close your eyes.  We take care of you.  You don’t move.”

“Mm-” Veema voiced, attempting to force her lips apart.

“Shh, no worries for you.  Drink?  You are very thirsty.”

Veema realized this as the truth.  Her neck tensed in anticipation of any sort of liquid.  The spoon came into her vision and touched her lips, allowing a few cool drips to enter her mouth.  It was delicious, and the only thought she could conjure was of wanting more.  

“Just a little.  You feel worse if you take it too fast.  Calm.  You get what you need.”

Veema felt her chest rise and fall.  A warm hand touched at her arm.  A sharp needle shifted around inside her muscle just below the elbow.  The liquid inside the vein was cold and began to travel up her to her core.  Before she knew it, her eyes were closing again.  




Veema had regained consciousness several times since that point, on and off, with no way to know how much time, nor how many days had passed.  She may have awoken for moments between, forgetting instantly after losing consciousness again.  The final time she awoke, the screaming pain came to her. It was down the right side of her body and arm as if millions of needles were piercing her at once.  In her mind, she wanted to scream to distract herself from the pain, but her throat and lungs could only produce a raspy call into the dim building.  Several pairs of arms finally came to hold her down, keeping her head against the bed, and legs taught out before her.

“The medicine is no more.” One of the voices said, enunciating through a rough accent.  In Veema’s vision, blurred with tears, she could make out the tanned-skin visage of someone, perhaps an older woman.

“Sujatha?” She attempted to say, her chest struggling to take in enough air to force out the words.  “Timon?  Where… where are… you?”

The low voice of a man spoke in response to the first attendant. “I told you, we needed to spread out the doses.  Now she’s going to go through withdrawals, on top of her body trying to heal itself.”

“Get her body cold.” The first voice spoke up again. “We get her into hypothermia, we slow the movement of the medicine.”

“She could go into shock.” A third voice, another man, spoke.

“Go into shock from pain, worse.” The woman huffed.  “The girl will get used to it.”

The heavy blanket was pulled from Veema’s body.  Soon, she felt her bare skin, from her neck down to her waist, being coated with cold, damp cloths.  She rolled her head back and forth as if attempting to shake them off.  Her weak jaw attempted to clatter to stave off the cold.  Her breath returned to her in sharp gasps, but it only made the pain in her side worsen.  Her eyes cleared for a moment, and she could make out the two by her side attempting to help.

It was neither Sujatha nor Timon, but people of Vat blood nonetheless.  “Where…”

“Shh-” The woman hissed, draping her chest in more cloths.

Veema felt suddenly aware of her bare chest and body and attempted to pull her arm up over herself.  Her left was still stuck with an intravenous needle.  Her right arm, stiff and throbbing with the prickling sensation was resistant to her attempts to move but was free nonetheless.  She held her hand before her face and was suddenly sickened by its appearance.

Her smallest finger was completely gone, ring finger held together by reddened stitches and gauze, and middle left with little more than a nub.  Up from there, her arm was covered in gauze, crusted with dried blood, and held tightly over the evident wounds.  Veema’s empty stomach churned, and her heartbeat fast.  The cold crept up her skin and caused her body hairs to stand on end.  She felt the light leave her body once again.




The pain was still present in a lesser form when she awoke again after an amount of indeterminate time later.  She sucked in a cold breath through her nostrils.  The ceiling above her hat not changed, but the heavy, sulfur-smelling blanket had been placed upon her again.  She remembered the wounds upon her hand and arm.  Rather than looking to the limb again, the fruitless flexing of her palm and the tendons of her wrist confirmed it was not a dream.  

A chair creak from the spot by her feet. “You… awake?”  Veema attempted to move her neck up to look at the man. “Don’t move, I’ll come to you.” He said, his voice calming.  His face appeared above her.  “Veema?”

“How…” She coughed, “How do you know my name?”

“You probably don’t recognize me, then… you were much younger, then.  My name’s Adan. I… I went to school with your sister.”  He smiled weakly before the momentary positivity drained from his face.  He was about the same age as Timon, but with finer and thinner features and neatly trimmed hair.  “There was a time I visited your house for dinner when we were still in the academy… you were just a kid.”

“Venna…” Veema remembered suddenly, her heart throbbing.

“Hey now… now, you’re probably thirsty, hungry too,”  Adan spoke up, taking Veema’s arm in his grasp.  He let go and departed in a pounding of quick steps, before returning with a wooden cup.  “Here, we’ll sit you up.  Easy, now.”

Adan knelt by the side of the cot.  Veema’s back ached as she sat up, and it felt as if a sudden weight was pressing upon her shoulders.  The young man held at her sides to keep her up straight as she took the cup.  She attempted to blink the sudden tears out of her eyes while carefully sipping down the cool liquid.  “Do… you remember what happened?”

Veema allowed her breath to return to normal as the water found its way into her empty stomach.  She gazed about the room, then to Adan before her.  He was wearing the traditional redsoil robes, the image of which forcing the memories to return to her.  She remembered the blast and her final contact with Timon.  Before she knew what she was doing, Adan was pulling her weak grip off the baggy robes around his neck.  “Whoa, calm yourself.  I know what you’re thinking.”

Veema didn’t know what she was thinking, but the words made her calm anyways.  She looked into Adan’s eyes before allowing herself to come to a rest on her arms at the edge of the bed. “How… how long have I been here?  How… did I get…?”

Adan stood. “I actually saw you on the ship from Kaydal, but I couldn’t place your face then… and you were with some other guy anyways.  I saw you again before the attack happened, but it was only after the first blast that I was able to catch up to you… and you were already injured.  I don’t know what it was from.  Before the station went into lockdown, me and a few others were able to get out and bring you with us.  We brought you here on the wheeler we rented.”

Veema felt slightly dizzy, but held her composure and asked again, more forcefully, “Where is here?”

“This is Gau.  You know it right, you must have been headed here?  We’re under the Ombre right now.  You’ve been out… about two weeks.”

Veema hadn’t heard the name of the place before.  The settlement of Gau was built upon old Vat holy grounds, a location among many at the base of Mount Triste that had been destroyed and covered by lava flows many decades previous during the reawakening of the Volcano.  History told of long past Vat scientists studying the volcano before the eventual eruption that blackened the skies of Houm.  Through dirt and rock samples at the time, the researchers were able to date back to ancient times long before the planet had been discovered, to the original volcanic activity that allowed the first life to flourish upon the planet’s surface.  That reverence for its life-giving nature was to grow over many years into a following of people who would visit the mountain, pray to it, and leave offerings in hopes for gaining its favor.  When Triste did erupt again, the beliefs of many followers were reinforced still, and despite its continual spewing of smoke and ash, and casting of lava, many still came to its foothills each year.

“The station… Hrrent…” Veema breathed heavily.  “It was… there were explosions, they went off, right?”

Adan shook his head. “Yeah, they were pretty bad.  We’ve been up here since… about two weeks… so we haven’t heard much more about the attack, to be honest.  I don’t know what happened.  But there was no way we could have kept you there.  They closed the gates to the plaza just after we got out, and I wasn’t going to stick around and see what the local guards intended for us.  I get the feeling they were profiling people like us, not everyone we were in contact with made it out this way. The road into the city has been blocked off too, going in or out.”

“Nest…”

“Hmm?” Adan perked up at the word. 

“Damn it, damn it,” Veema said, rocking back and forth.  “It’s… you.  You people…”

“Veema, don’t let yourself get worked up.  Whatever you’re imagining, it’s not true.”

“They tricked me.” She growled, her head heavy and beginning to sway back and forth.  “The attack… the explosions… none of those… here… you people…”

Adan’s strong hands grabbed onto Veema’s shoulder and pushed her down.  “You need to rest.  You’re still delirious- we’ll get you some food.”

Veema’s mind raced as Adan departed from her side.  Timon and the others were… somewhere… and back on Kaydal… her family was there, having been missing for two weeks… but she left them behind anyways… and the attack on Hrrent station… worked… but what were they doing now, and Nest and everyone… was she captive there?

There was a clack of a wooden door, and another person in the redsoil robes joined with the vaguely familiar young man.  They began whispering with mentions of her health and needing food and water, and possibly needing more rest and care.  Exhausted, Veema allowed her eyes to shut once again.




Far down the road and at the edge of the Ombre’s shadow, Hrrent was in its own form of disarray.  The protests outside of Hrrent station continued for the second week in a row.  The locals surrounded the entrances of the station, with Nest guards blocking them from approaching too near.  Each new delivery through the gates was hard-fought, with threats of fighting off or running down the protesters with the delivery vehicles.  Overseer Wong’s headache grew with each new manifest sent his way, but the Corporation was adamant on continually having the deliveries up to the tether station, or offworld.  








CHAPTER TWELVE

Scrap Among the Void

MAJOR CORBIN SKYE’S transport had finally docked two hours late into Akresh station.  Rather than descending the lift back to the ground, he traveled directly through the main atrium and into the private security entrance that took him to the auxiliary platform of the station.  The painful memory from a far too recent event flashed through his mind.  The night of the accident, he had already ended his duties for the day and was back with his wife Harta and youngest daughter at home.  He had prepared himself to make the call to his oldest after she was supposed to arrive back to the dorms after her shift that night. He wanted to check up on her after her first week of work, but the phone rang with an incoming message first.  “Major, one of the low orbital platforms was struck with something… and we believe it was the one your daughter was aboard.”

The accident had come just as shifts were set to change.  No contact could be made to the shuttle that was making rounds at the time.  The Major returned that night up to Akresh station after the call in hopes of seeking out the truth as soon as the details of the accident were confirmed.  The charred remains of the platform and any of its contents were discovered floating among the few sensor arrays that were that had been just beyond of the range of the destruction.  Neither the radar equipment nor cameras had been able to detect the source of the explosion, leaving speculation to guide the minds of those involved.  Skye’s superiors, those who ran the Akresh tether station, told him to keep vigilant and strong, a sentiment that presently felt like it had been utterly worthless.

After the final set of gates checked his security clearance, Skye was allowed into the observation deck.  The desks and sensors were calmer than he expected, but those on duty were crowded nonetheless about several of the many arrays.  Susette was among the others- the plump, dark-haired woman was the station Overseer, but certainly not a common guest of that particular area.  “Lisa, may I take over?”

The woman stood up, straightening her back and placing her arms behind her.  Her glasses flashed at him as she turned his way. “Major, it was my understanding that you were visiting Houmil.”

“It was my understanding that you were classified as a civilian and thus had no business here,” Skye said, staring down the woman.  The nearby staff had perked up from their stations and turned to face the ranking officer.  “I should be advised of the situation as soon as coming through those doors.”

“Sir,” an officer spoke, holding his fist to his chest. “The situation is under control, and we have no casualties, sir.”

Skye took a sharp breath through his nose and allowed his body to relax.  Susette looked pensively at him with lips pursed. “I see.  Where were we struck?”

The officer leaned back to the array of controls before the larger sets of monitors on the walls. “It was Y-Class Alpha carrier, Major.  The Hist.  Here,” the man said, pointing to a particular angle of the massive craft.  The Y-Alpha was the third-largest ship that Nest employed, and the second-largest present in the Saku system.  Skye remembered the particular craft as being on the schedule for arrival, but not until the following day when he was to return to his duties there.

“It’s early, is it not?  Strange that it would be here already…” He mumbled to himself.  “What’s the damage?”

The officer pulled up a diagram of the vessel, zooming in to its bow.  “The forward sensor array and some of the surrounding plating.  As I said, no casualties.  We were able to get it into a dock to start the repairs, else it will be late for its forthcoming departure.”

Skye allowed his shoulders to relax.  “And did we see what caused it?”

“We’re still triangulating the radar footage, sir.”

“I’d like to know as soon as possible, even if you have to reach me at home.”

“Sir.”

Susette had moved to the back of the chamber, her arms crossed and back leaned against the wall.  Skye met eyes with her as he began his departure, and she followed after.  “Let’s grab a drink in my study, shall we?” She decided as they passed through the security doors. “You must have had a long day.”

The brandy in the woman’s collection was from out of the system- nothing fancy anywhere else, but in the Saku system, it was a rarity.  “You don’t get the chance to drink at home, do you?” The woman determined, guiding Skye into her private quarters.

“You know drinking isn’t a part of Vat culture,” Skye grumbled, finding a seat in the expensive chair in the center of the gaudily furnished chambers.  The woman had poured only a single glass.  She took the first sip, then passed it to the Major.  “Harta would kill me if she even smelled this on my breath.”

“Then let us kill two birds with one stone.” The woman overseer said, watching as Skye downed the first sip of the roughly measured drink.  “She doesn’t have to know you came back just today from Houmil.  Just make sure you pace yourself so you may return home in the morning.”

Skye took another sip of the sharp liquid and quickly pulled away the glass with a reflexive shiver.  Susette sat on the armrest of the chair, her back to him.  Her hand moved up and down the back of his head. “Did Nest dig up anything on your youngest?”

The Major allowed his throat to clear before speaking up, his voice suddenly hoarse.  “They’re saying… she made herself disappear.  What sort of father have I been?”

Susette swung herself around and landed in Skye’s lap.  “One that is deserving of more respect.”

The Major propped up the glass on her hip before taking in another sip, draining most of the remaining alcohol. His eyes met hers, tired and drained. “Seems they want to put me on Houm, in Hrrent.  They’d move me out of the system, too, if not for Harta.”

“What’s she to you if your daughters are no longer around for her to mother, if she herself no longer wishes to support her hard-working husband?”

Skye’s head went fuzzy.  “Lisa, you’re asking too much of me.  Maybe… maybe Veema will show up somewhere.  I just have to… hope… hope, and wait.”

“Then I shall wait with you.”








CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Wounds that do not Heal

IT WAS STILL day down on Hrrent, the 12th in a row of protests outside Wong’s windows and all about the travel hub.  Within two days of the bombing, Nest had delivered an ultimatum regarding the use of the shipyard.  The minority of Vat residents in the city who had access to a TV and a fiber data line received the news first- no entry to or from Hrrent shipyard would be allowed without official Nest permission.  This was of no issue to many offworlders who were already likely employed by the Corporation itself, but to the overwhelming majority of local Vat people, and a good number of other visitors, this meant being cut off. 

After the marginally successful attack inside the plaza, and the clearing of the people from the shipyard, the displaced outsiders had been designated to the surrounding streets of Hrrent.  The roads leading to the outskirts of the city had been blocked off by Nest guards, primarily keeping the robed pilgrims still in the city from being able to participate in the final leg of their journey.  When more began to return from the settlements at the base of the volcano, they found the unfortunate truth of not being able to depart the city and return to their homes.  

The narrow streets about the long expanse of the shipyard wall had been filled with makeshift tents and sleeping areas. Additionally, the corporation had provided crates of dried foods and tanks of water for those unable to provide for themselves.  Nevertheless, those stranded became restless.  The Hrrent locals grew irritated as well with the freshly congested and dirtied streets.  The local Vat guard, under the command of Governor Radik Hass, while empathetic, were spread thin attempting to keep order.

It was three days after the attack that the demonstrations truly arose, just outside the locked gates of the shipyard. “Reparations, reparations,” Some chanted, wanting some sort of formal apology from Nest for the profiling that was assumed to have been done.  Others protested the locked gates and the fact that they were suddenly not free to travel about their own home planet.  Locals paraded for the desire to have their city back after so long.  The local news was quick to bring out cameras and highlight the actions and the message that the growing number of protesters were demonstrating.  No official word from Governor Hass had been released, but it was assumed he was doing his best in negotiating with the Corporation.  In the meantime, details on how to get the necessary identification from Nest was unknown.

Sujatha and Urvil had not strayed far from the station, as was the plan discussed in the days before their departure.  However, neither Veema nor Timon had shown their faces in any of the locations that had been noted. With nothing better to do, the two of them joined the protesters, having discarded the redsoil robes, held confident that they were in the clear in terms of being recognized in the attack.

The protesters were quick to turn their frustrations on Nest and their employees.  By the end of the first week of demonstrations, more Nest employed guards had joined the fray, creating a space about all the station’s entrances and other vulnerable areas.  At the same time, Nest’s factory at the opposite side of town was continuing to bring over parts to the shipyard.  The delivery vehicles were met with resistance at first, but after the first protester lost a leg to the unyielding driver, the others had been more cautious in attempting the same stunt again.  Any Nest-run media reporters had long since lost the opportunity to approach the crowd, but others were seen nonetheless inside the gates, flashing their camera lenses out at the rabble.




Veema awoke again in the same cold, ratty bed.  The pain in her arm and the left side of her body had not subsided, but she couldn’t help but feel the desire to push herself up and out of the cot.  In the dimly-lit room, there were other beds, most made and empty of anyone else sleeping there.  A figure sitting in a chair by the doorway looked up at her as Veema forced herself up on her good side.  “Adan?” She asked.

The woman spoke with a broken accent while standing, “I go get him.  Stay.”

Veema planted her bare feet on the ground.  The floor was made up of rough plant fibers, matted down with countless footsteps.  The door opened again with two people filtering in through the dull outside light.  “Veema, don’t move any more than you have to.”

“I need to stand… move…  I can’t handle laying on my back like this, useless- anymore.”

Adan knelt before her.  “Well… your legs are fine, I suppose.  Actually, getting you up may be good for you.  But you must stick to me.”

“I… will…” Veema said, her eyes taking in his figure.  Adan moved beside her and took her right arm over his shoulders, helping her up.  The weight of Veema’s own body almost felt unsupportable. “I feel… heavy…”

“You’ve been off your feet almost two weeks,” Adan said, wrapping his arm the best he could away from the injuries.  “You’re also on Houm, remember- the gravity is about a third a magnitude greater.”

“Houm…” Veema groaned, focusing on the placement of her feet beneath her. “I… want to see the sky,” she declared, looking at the door.

“You remember where you are, right?  It’s not much to look at.”

“Anything… anything besides the same ceiling.”

Adan huffed and readjusted his grip.  “Ok, then, just follow my lead.”  Step by step, they went toward the door.  The woman from before propped it open.

Veema’s nostrils caught the odor of sulfur, stronger than before.  The outside was dim, but far out toward the horizon, the sunlight was properly finding its way to the surface.  Her eyes traveled upward to the rolling dark clouds, a mix of ash and microscopic rock fragments and water vapor.  “I’ve… always seen it from the other side.”

“The Ombre is like the womb of the planet,”  Adan remarked.  He let his grip upon Veema relax as she found a steady footing beneath herself.  

Veema looked to him. “I’ve heard that from my mom before… but… no, I don’t get it still.  How can you follow these superstitions?”

“It’s hardly a superstition… more like an augmented telling of what you read in the history and science books.  You must have come over here believing in something, right?  I was like you once,” Adan chuckled.  “My parents followed the traditions loosely- praying and giving thanks before mealtimes, kneeling toward the volcano on the Day of Ash.  They never cared about coming out this way, over here to Houm, though.  It wasn’t until my grandmother passed.”

“Part of the ashen generation?”

“Right.” Adan nodded.  “She was born out in Vale back before…  She was much more into the following.  When she died, it felt like it would be a great dishonor to do anything but spread her ashes out here, as the teaching desires.  You know some offworlders also cremate their loved ones, but then bury them in a metal container in the ground?  It’s that I don’t understand.”

“I’m aware…” Veema nodded.

“Right, of course, you do…” The young man came about.  “Well, the first time coming on the pilgrimage, I found the strange… beauty and serenity of this place.  I knew my grandmother would be at home here in the afterlife, and I put it on myself to keep coming back every year.”

“I can’t say I agree with you or agree with the other followers…”

“That’s not your fault.”

Veema’s eyes narrowed.  Out at the edge of the Ombre, just where the light began to flood across the ground, were the walls of buildings and dusty roads of the city of Hrrent.  She felt a sudden pain in her heart, a worse feeling than that of her bandaged arm and side. “I need to go back, or at least… contact my family.”  Veema looked about the nearby buildings of the settlement, hoping to see an antenna or set of transmission wires.

Adan turned his eyes to the ground.  “We don’t have any reliable communication out here, and there’s no way back to Hrrent right now, especially not in your condition.  Let’s get you back inside.”

Veema was breathing hard by the time she was sat back on the edge of the cot.  “Whats going on?  Why is Hrrent off limits?”

“Hrrent is kind of crazy right now.  We were being let in, but now Nest guards have blocked off people trying to enter now as well,” said Adan, rubbing his shoulder.  “Especially to anyone of our sort.  Listen, we’ve been talking.  We can’t get you any better with the supplies we have left here, and there’s no telling when the situation in Hrrent is going to improve.  But we do know a place we can take you where they have supplies.”

Veema peered down at her maimed hand and the thick layer of dirtied bandages running up from it.  The remaining intact digits acted as if they were belonging to a body that was not hers. “It’s truly not that bad…”

“Oh, Veema, if only you knew…  With your… nerve damage… well…”

“Nerve…?”

Adan groaned and took a seat on the bed opposite her. “Shran-” He said, nodding to the woman in the corner. “She’s a nurse of sorts, from Houmil.  It’s just what she said.  But there is a… place farther out than here, where they have supplies and a proper doctor.  Maybe even a way to get contact out.”

“What if… can’t we just wait it out?” Veema repeated.  “The blockade in Hrrent?”

The older woman stepped up before the beds.  “You die of infection before we may see Hrrent, girlie,” she spoke, head shaking.  

“Please, Veema,” Adan pleaded, taking her hand in his.  “Now that you’re awake and stable, I think we can transport you safely.  If… if you want to manage to be able to contact your family again, you have to be alive.  Give us a couple hours to fuel and load up the wheeler.”











CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Diplomacy

INSIDE RADIK HASS’ Estate office, he had since installed a direct line to Kit Wong.  It was far from the first time it had been used in those past two weeks.  The phone rang in the Overseer’s office, and Wong picked it up readily, prepared to enjoy the comparatively pleasant conversation, in contrast to any that were coming from his superiors.  “Wong here,” he said with an exaggerated lethargy.

“Don’t sound too excited, Wong.” Hass rebuked.  

“You know how these conversations turn out.”

“I know that you’re not even trying,” Hass stated, tapping his finger on his desk. 

Wong sneered.  “Shall I feed the people from my own little kitchen here?  House them in my bedroom?  Shake my cane at the protesters until they all find reason?  They’re called protesters because they refuse to listen to reason, whether that be from Nest or from your little able-bodied self.”

Hass cleared his throat loudly. “Yes, they are becoming quite the problem.  They’re running amok through the streets, and generally turning it to a sty.  On top of that, we’ve had a few break-ins and some vandalism, and the guard here are at their last wits.”

“They’re you’re people, Hass.  You can’t talk sense into them?”

“They’re as much my people as any Nest employee is your kind, Wong,” Hass grumbled. “It’s you who should be speaking sense right now, and getting your superiors to finally make a move.  Once we get them to where they need to go, my city can find peace again.”

“Logistics, Governor.”

“Talk is cheap.” Hass finally gave in. “You can talk plans for as long as you want, but what can we actually look forward to?”

“I thought you’d never ask.  I made headway with the office in Houmil.  They’re preparing to send over a task force with the tools to begin encoding electronic IDs.  Anyone wanting to travel will only have to wait a little bit longer to get one.”

Hass groaned.  “Nest hegemonic garbage, but if it will put your employers at ease and allow us to better track and keep watch for any further attacks, I will support it… for now.”

“For now, huh?  If you ever speak with the Nest higher-ups, make sure to clearly define those terms.  Those bigwigs and their lawyers have some nasty kinks for nonspecific language.” Wong grinned, hoping that Hass wouldn’t hear the irony in his tone.

“When will the equipment be here?” Hass asked, ignoring the previous taunting.

“In a day or two, I’ve been told. It will need a good spot to be set up.  Somewhere away from the Shipyard, just to thin out the crowd a bit.” 

Hass pondered for a moment silently. “The temple is right across from my estate here.  It can allow for plenty of foot traffic and visibility.”

“Great, I will let them know.  I’ll tell you first, anyone needing to travel on planet will have first priority.  Can I rely on you to get information about this setup for your people?  If there’s anything you need, let me know.” Wong spoke up, earnestly for once.

“Nothing on that end.  But… if there’s one thing, I’d like to voice my concern about your corporate guards.  It seems like there’s more and more.  It’s making my own forces tense.  I’ve heard reports of them straddling the line of their responsibilities.”

“I shall keep an eye on them.”

“Perhaps instead of piling them on, give them some proper orders for once.  I know it’s not your strong suit.  But I beg of you to make a change before something happens.”

Wong leaned back in the chair and out the window and across the view of the plaza.  The fence sections blocking off access to the tether foundation were taller and sturdier than before. “Like a coordinated attack upon the infrastructure project you’re overseeing?”

“You’re not overreacting, but the more locals you turn wary to yourself and Nest, the more deep-set problems you’re going to have to root up.” Hass took a deep breath. “Speaking of such, you said that the first priority is those wanting to travel on planet.  I imagine there’s a great number of people from Kaydal who would also like to return home.  Any plans for them?”

Wong sighed and sat himself back up in the chair.  “Of course, the pilgrims.  You know how I feel about them.”

“There’s plenty of folk on simple business, as well.  No doubt many of them are a part of the protests at this moment.”

“If the people who carried out the attacks are still here in Hrrent… at the very least I want to be able to know where everyone has been through, and where they might be headed.  Any existing IDs will be able to better tell that story.  Everyone will need to be individually scanned through to make sure they’re legitimate.”

“Well, I can only wish you luck in that regard.” Hass held firm. “Kit, I’ll be the one in deep water if they try to circumvent regulations by getting one of the new local IDs and simply flying out to Houmil and offworld from there.  You’re aware of what happened, am I correct?”

“Of course, the attack on the Hist, out from Akresh station.”

“Then you should know that any vessel under Vat ownership is being carefully watched right about now.”

“Once they find the ship that matches the description of whichever showed up on their sensors, they’ll loosen their restrictions.”

“Matching descriptions, huh?” Hass said suspiciously. “That’s one step away from profiling anyone in a redsoil robe and frisking them to find anything contraband.  And who’s to say that restrictions eventually will be lifted?”

The main office line beside Wong rang, loud enough for the Governor to hear through the first call.  Wong’s heart jumped in a manner different than when Hass had called.  “Shit, I’ll have to let you go.”

“It sounds like you will.  Good luck to you, Wong, remember what I said.”

Wong juggled the phones, placing one down with the other already in his hand.  “Good day, Wong Speaking.”

“Ahh, I only had to wait a few rings that time.” The speaker enunciated.

“Eli, good to hear your voice.”

“Good to hear that you’re taking calls today, and not just filtering them through your secretaries,” Métin said, his words full of empty praise.  “We should dock your pay and offer bonuses to them, instead.”

“Well, I can say I’ve gotten your numerous messages, thanks to them.” Wong asserted.  “Allow me to tell you that I’ve made progress with Governor Hass and got him news of the installation.”

Métin made a low groan.  “It’s wonderful you’re able to stay so self-assured when you’re doing little more than being the buss-boy for our dealings.”

Wong pushed the phone to his chest to cover up the sound of him banging the end of his cane against the floor loudly.  He took a breath and brought the handset back to his ear. “Sir, at the moment, I can’t do anything but simply keep up with the things I have on my plate.”

“Your excuses are valid, Wong, which is why I’ll give you a heads-up so you may be prepared.  We’re pushing up the date for when the factory is sending out the convoy to the flows.  The whole situation with the Hist is too worrying, it would be best if we get it out of system as soon as possible.  It will throw the miscreants out there off track for any plans they may have themselves.”

“So early.”

There was a faint clicking of Métin’s tongue on the other end of the phone. “The sooner we get it off-planet, the less likely something happens to it.  That is the main concern.  I don’t know what the Governor might have been telling you, but we’re making plans to ensure that none of the rabble still about those parts are going to get in the way of the convoy either.”  

“I’ll do my best to keep an eye out for the crafty sort.”

“That’s your one and only option, Wong.  If you don’t get this right, you’ll be losing your comfy office down there on the ground and having to take up some cramped closet up there on the tether.  Not even room to prop up that bum leg of yours.”  Métin paused for a moment, allowing the message to sink in.  “We’ve had one of the supervisors in recently, a guy stationed in Akresh.  He’s been made aware of the situation, but we’ve yet to decide if we want him down there to aid you.”

“You have my word that nothing will happen, regardless of who you send,” Wong said.  The phone clicked in his ear, and the line went dead.  With cane in his hand, he shoved himself to his feet and made for the door.  On the third floor were his personal quarters, overlooking the late afternoon view of the city.  Outside one of the windows was a narrow balcony, from which he could see the street below.  The size of the demonstration was the same as it had been for the past few days, at its largest since the return of the pilgrims from up under the Ombre.  A standing sign written in sloppy letters was positioned in a way to face his view in particular: Dump Nest and the rotten eggs.




Far up the rough road from Hrrent, among the ancient sprawl of the deep red rolls of the volcanic barrens, Veema and the two others were on the verge of departure.  The wheeler- an old flatbed vehicle on several sets of axles- ran on a noisy and pungent engine of biofuel. The solar electric cars like Veema were accustomed to seeing on Kaydal did not work there under the Ombre.  Adan told her that the ancient technology of such combustion engines was introduced back into use on Houm after the first of the eruptions, as it would work regardless of the sky being blacked out from volcanic ash and smoke.  The rumbling of it under Veema’s body made her wounds ache more than before, but as she held herself tightly under the blankets, she felt she would be able to manage.  The few bags of belongings from the others came to rest beside her.

Before Adan went behind the controls of the vehicle, he presented Veema with a folded cloth with long, tied ends. “Here, you’ll want to wear this.”

“A mask?”

“The ash isn’t terribly bad for you outside,” he explained, “but it takes a while to get used to, and you’re still pretty weak.  We have about four hours to get out to the diggings.  Let me know if you need to take a break.”

Shran, the old woman, stepped up on the back platform of the vehicle and sat beside Veema.  Adan ran the engine loudly, causing it to lurch forward and eventually proceed at a steady pace.  The woman held her cold hands to Veema’s neck and tucked her fingers into the blanket.  Veema attempted to offer a share of the coverings to the woman but was met only with a shake of a head.  The vague path of the bumpy road laid before them.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Outsystem

CORBIN SKYE RETURNED to his home on Akresh after the night spent with Susette up in the tether station quarters.  The neighborhood in which the nice two-story home was located was the property of the Corporation, the structures as well included.  His family had lived there for the past six years.  On the way there in the cab, the Major caught sight of the hill and the Academy atop it in which both his daughters had studied.  Its construction and upkeep were mostly funded by Nest, but strictly its attendance wasn’t limited only to the families of Nest employees.

As a result of his seniority in the Corporation, there were extra measures taken in making sure their home was near the school, and that his daughters would have nearly guaranteed acceptance.  They were told by the headmaster that an education from there would allow them easy access into corporate ranks, and if willing, opportunities outsystem.  While departing the Saku system was a path not commonly chosen by people of Vat blood, Skye was happy to remind his daughters that his departure from his own home system allowed him to start a lovely family there with them.

Venna, his oldest daughter, had entered the Akresh Academy for Leadership soon after moving in, while the younger Veema was still attending a traditional school.  The two years of general studies, followed by three more of academy-level courses went by in almost an instant, and by that time, Veema had already enrolled as well.  At the time, the girls were close, and as expected, Veema was shattered when her older sister eventually moved out on her own to live in a Nest dormitory.  Skye and his wife, Harta, had decided to support the decision and to allow both of the girls to have their own space to breathe.  Veema took the separation as a chance to rebel, including a sudden urge to talk back, as well as allowing her grades to drop. The accident and the news of losing her sister, however, erased Veema’s bright personality, rebelliousness and all.  Skye regretted having not been there to support her after the accident, nor foresee her disappearance in the months following.

The Major let himself inside of the house.  The state had changed little; dishes in the sink, garbage overflowing, and clothes strewn about the living room.  He set down the folder containing the yet-unsigned employment contracts and the forged transcript, and slowly began to work at the pile of dishes.  The clattering drew out his wife from upstairs.

“Corbin?” Harta asked, leaning into the kitchen.

He looked back, his wet hands leaning over the sink. “I’m home.  Figured you might have been still asleep.”

“No… it’s just…”

“Sorry I was away for longer than expected.”

Harta held at her chest. “I heard… there was another accident.  Understood if you were going to be delayed…”

Skye sighed, the water trickling over the soapy dishes. “Luckily nobody was hurt this time…”

“Yes, I heard…”

For the amount of blame that Skye forced upon himself over the loss of Venna, and then the subsequent disappearance of Veema, there was a certain level of blame he also wished to share with Harta herself.  For as much time as he had been absent from that home at work, his wife had put in an equal time moping and cursing the misfortune.  She had been hardly aware of Veema’s disappearance, and by then, several days had passed.  Harta spoke up again over the sound of the running tap.

“Any… other news?”

Skye turned the faucet off to better listen. “News of?”

“Veema…?  Does Nest know any more…?”

With hands still wet, Skye shook his head and turned about, taking Harta in his arms.  “No, not yet.  They’re still on the lookout for any clues.”  That was his answer, one that had yet to change for the past several weeks. 

Somewhere in the back of his mind, he had an inkling of where she might have been.  The pilgrimage of the Children of Triste had been happening at the same time as her disappearance.  He had no ill will toward such people, but order from Nest headquarters were to keep an eye on them, as many had been passing through Akresh station at that time.  If that somehow was the path Veema had chosen, for whatever reason why, Skye didn’t know, but something in the back of his mind kept him from relaying such worries to his employer.








CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Deep

VEEMA HAD MANAGED to fall asleep despite the jostling of the wheeler beneath her.  When she awoke again, she was propped back up against the old woman’s legs, still mostly covered by the blankets.  Her stomach ached once again.  It wasn’t the ache of hunger, but something deeper, as if her body were eating itself.  She had taken in some water that morning before their departure, but she couldn’t remember the last time she ate properly.  Adan had said they had given her nutrients intravenously, but that they had simply run out.

She recalled that she had not even eaten that morning before she had left Akresh.  The last thing she had wanted to do then was to interact with her mother, even if for a minute, over breakfast.  Her stomach hurt then too- not as bad- but the uncertainty of her future was the same then as it was at the present.  Tears worked their way into her eyes.  As if reacting to the pain, a hand brushed across her forehead, pushing aside the clumped, messy bangs.  Veema glanced back and up Shran’s arm to the woman herself.  “You get better,” she mouthed, her voice mixing with the loud rumbling of the vehicle’s engine.  

Adan was in the cramped cab, steering the vehicle over the rough terrain. The uneven road seemed to follow the base of the volcano, where the land was still manageably flat.  To their left, the old hardened lava flows reached up into the sky and disappeared through the smoke, likely up to the crater itself.  The dark basalt and andesite reached out away from the slope for as far as the eye could see.  

Mount Triste had produced infrequent eruptions for the past many decades ever since it had reawakened.  While many were inconsequential, the occasional flow of lava would pierce through the upper reaches of the peak or an old lava tube to flow downhill.  At that point in time, no permanent settlements existed close enough to suffer damage.  Between eruptions, the volcano would spew its ash through the sky.  In areas near the base of the volcano, no plant life grew.  At times, the ash cloud, known as the Ombre, would reach as far as to cover the entirety of Hrrent, shrouding it in shadow.  Not all ships were equipped to safely pass through during such heavy activity as that, but it was assumed that the completion of the tether station would make it a non-issue.

Looking out forward into the haze, Veema caught sight of something she couldn’t have imagined seeing out in the barren land; a tall metal-frame tower standing out against the dreary horizon.  “Shran, is that something?”

“We here, girlie.” The old woman hummed at her.  “Easy, take your time.”

The structure was just one among many of the settlement.  The road began to lead down into the beginnings of a great quarry, man-made, dug out of the thick blushing basalt rock.  The land had been built up over decades of cooling lava, on top of far more ancient layers of volcanic deposits.  There were great machines at work, digging and slicing away at the rock.  The pit seemed to continue into the very heart of the mountainside.

At the ever-growing rim of the vast dig was a mixture of metal factory buildings, lifts, as well as collections of hastily constructed wooden homes.  The shantytown extended far out past the modern structures, running along what seemed to be the only road into the area.  There were clear signs of life, with lit windows and people darting among the buildings.  Adan slowed the wheeler to a crawl before finally killing the engine at the side of the road by a close group of houses.  Veema looked around weakly, her body still trembling with the residual shaking of the vehicle.

Adan covered his head with the loose redsoil robes and the thin clothing underneath.  He ducked between the buildings through the dirty alleyways before coming to a larger building a good distance from the road. “Anyone there?”

The door opened a slit, allowing the occupant, an aged Vat man, to peek out before fully swinging it open.  “Adan?”

“Euran, this time it’s me needing your help.”

The man inside the building frowned. “Why are you back here?”

Adan put his foot before the door in the case that the doctor intended to close it on him.  “Please, there’s a lot I need to explain, but I have a friend who is badly injured.”

Others from about the town had come out to look upon the vehicle that had noisily come across their land.  Shran was helping Veema off the back of the vehicle when the girl collapsed, eyes refusing to focus.  Adan and the doctor returned to them just in time to keep Veema off the ground.  

“She’s freezing.” The doctor said, feeling at Veema’s neck.  He glanced down her arm and side, clothes soaking through with blood from the old bandages underneath.  “Likely not enough oxygen in her system either.  What a mess…”  The older man waved at one of the nearby locals to help.  “Get her back to the clinic.  Where is she from?”

“Same as me, Kaydal.”

The doctor shook his head while looking over the wheeler.  “You should have headed back there when you had the chance.  You already risked enough coming here the first time.”

“There was-” Adan began.

“Get this thing off the road,” The doctor ordered, “See if you can’t drive it down the slope some, get it out of view.  Then I expect you back to tell me what happened to this poor girl.”




Adan returned to the clinic after the task had been completed.  The doctor was busy removing the dirtied clothes and soiled bandages from Veema’s side.  The girl was unconscious once again, with a rough oxygen mask on her face.  “You did well with what you had,” The doctor commented, glancing to Shran.  

“Doc…” Adan spoke up.

“You can’t help but try and be in everyone’s business, can you?”

“Euran, is she going to be all right?”

Euran pursed his lips and looked to Adan, nonplussed. “I’ve barely had a chance with the girl.  She is stable, or at least was until you transported her all this way.  Why here, and not Hrrent?”

“Hrrent is… having some issues at the moment.”

The doctor flashed his eyes at Adan before turning attention back to the patient.  More gauze had been stuffed into the deep wound in Veema’s side, just below her rib cage.  The smell was of something rotting, but the older man continued to inspect the wound with the tips of the forceps.  “Hrrent having issues…” He mumbled to himself, breathing through his mouth. “Then perhaps we have a little more time than expected.  Shran, if you could?  I need a wash pan, a scalpel, and some antiseptic.”

“I do.” The older woman said, standing up to begin her search.  The clinic was more properly stocked than the collection of bare dwellings in Gau, but certainly was no proper hospital like on Kaydal, or even Hrrent or Houmil.  There were two rows of rickety metal beds at either side of the building, totaling seven, each surrounded by dingy curtains.  The bed at the far end of the room held a sole man, leg elevated and wrapped in a stiff splint of old wood and a winding of cloth strips.  

Adan’s stomach could only manage a tiny glance at Veema’s still body as the doctor dug at the wound with the shiny scalpel blade, digging out fetid flesh.  He turned to the doorway and poked his head out again. 

“Don’t go anywhere.” Euran barked back. “What happened to this girl?”

“There was an attack.  That’s the reason why Hrrent is no good right now.  An explosion.”

“Damn fools.  What did they get at?”

Adan took a deep breath of the cool air creeping through the boards of the door before turning back. “I don’t understand.”

“What was attacked?  What’s the damage?”

“The tether.  But… no serious damage, from what it looked like.”

Euran let out a sole, strained response as he began to reintroduce packing to the wound. “Hmm…”

Adan watched on as Veema made pained faces through the operation, despite her unconscious state. Some time later, with fresh bandages and fluids running into her system, the doctor declared the girl stable.

“So, she’ll get better now?  How long do you give her?”

“Till what?”

“Until perhaps… she’s back to being up and walking again?  Normal, maybe you could say.”

“There’s no normal with injuries like that.” Euran frowned, washing the sticky blood from his hands in the nearby basin.  “Even with the best doctor with the best supplies.  She’ll recover and be active, but not without a great deal of pain for the rest of her life.  Those are houmite burns, they do funny things to the body.  Believe me.”

“Houmite…? So the attack…?” Adan puzzled.  The doctor dried his hand and prepared to step out the door.  “Doctor, wait.  You said we might have more time.  What are we waiting on?”

Euran continued out the door, looking to Adan with an indication to follow.  “Come.  You’ve already done enough.  It’s time for you to leave.”

“I can’t just go and leave Veema here.”

The two men stepped out onto the road.  From that point, they could see the ridge overlooking the quarry, and the masses of machinery that clung to the edges.  “The Nest caravan is scheduled to be here in the coming week, give or take a few days based on what you’ve told me about Hrrent.  If they find out we were getting supplies and aid from the outside, we’d have our own rations cut.  On top of that, if they found you and Shran…”

“I get it.”

Euran looked into Adan’s eyes.  The young man’s gaze was vacant and trapped in debate. “All I can say that is if you leave now, you might make it back out of the Ombre before they start coming this way.”

Adan held his breath. “Veema… she’s completely lost, the moment she wakes up…  I’ll take my chances here.  Please, we’ll stay out of the way.”








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Shrouded

VEEMA CAME AWAKE again.  Her body was cold.  The sting of sulfur burned her sinuses, but she couldn’t remember how long its essence had been about her body.  The room was different again, larger, but Shran was sitting in the corner like before.  She vaguely remembered the young man, as well.  The old nurse sat up from the chair and pulled the blankets up over her shoulders. “Keep sleep, rest.” Her lips said.

“I can’t… my family…” Veema said, but she couldn’t remember why those thoughts were so present in her mind.

“Your family fine… you must heal before you can see them.”

Veema buried her head into the meager, lumpy pillow behind her.  She wanted to protest, but couldn’t find the strength or reason to do so.  “I think… I’m hungry.”

The old woman hung by the bed, looking out to a corner of the room Veema couldn’t see.  “Doctor?”

The deep voice of the man came to Veema’s ears.  “I don’t see why she can’t keep something down.  You remember where the commissary was?”

“Yes, doctor,” Shran answered.

Veema rolled her head about.  The chair creaked about the concrete floor as the doctor came to rest before her bedside.  He was an older man, with short brown hair, graying in parts, and with a face speckled with both age spots and old burns.  He held a weathered digit up before her nose. “Follow my finger, please.”  

Veema’s eyes strained to follow the back and forth motion, causing  slight dizziness that faded after a deep, slightly painful breath. “You know Shran?”

The doctor continued looking into her eyes, then down her injured arm.  “I do, yes.  She came here from Houmil with a small group of followers, hoping to offer her aid.  I’m often overwhelmed here, being the only one with proper medical knowledge.  On top of that, we run low on supplies now and then.  Raise up your arm and move the fingers, please?” He instructed, running his hand down the length of her forearm.

Veema forced the muscles in her arm and side to work, lifting the affected limb up perpendicular to her body.  Her teeth grit as she caught sight again of the maimed hand, and the remaining digits upon it barely able to move.  “Adan… was his name.  Is he…?”

“He brought you here a day ago.” The doctor explained.  “You were on the verge of going into septic shock and hypoxia when you arrived.  The high elevation and filthy air up here aren’t kind to anyone, but in your condition…”

“My condition…”

“Well, your bleeding is all but stopped, and now with proper clean bandages, you’re stable enough that you might start to feel better.  I was told you were already on bed rest for quite some time, so no surprise there.” Euran smirked before returning to the downtrodden look.  “But of course, your health isn’t the only thing we have to worry about.”

Veema attempted to sit up.  “What are you talking about?”

The doctor pushed himself off the chair and began to drag it back to his desk. “Well, I suppose Adan may want to tell you that, as he knows better what he wants to do.  I’m just the doctor.”

“Doctor…” Veema echoed.

“Euran, I should have said, if I hadn’t forgotten my manners.  And I already know that you’re Veema.”

The door clacked open, and Shran reentered with a thick plastic tray, holding a covered bowl.  Veema pushed herself up and against the wall.  Her side ached, and she felt the points where the wound at her side was packed and bound tight with bandages. Shran placed the tray beside Veema and sat down by her feet.  

Underneath the cover of the bowl was a mash of unknown gray substance, mixed with a red seasoning.   Veema took the tray upon her lap and took the first spoonful to her mouth.  The first bite was cold and tasteless, but under the first layer, a pocket of warm food still existed.  It weighted down quickly against her empty stomach, and tears from an unknown source began to come to her eyes.  Shran rubbed at her legs under the blankets.




After her stomach had been sated and her eyes dried, Veema attempted to take in her surroundings.  The man at the far bed was still motionless and quiet, leg in a splint and propped in the air.  Even inside the building, the air was smoky and sulfur-smelling, but she was slowly beginning to not notice it.  Euran, the doctor, was in and out, and it didn’t seem like he lived in the clinic itself.  Shran had departed even before, while Veema was attempting to sleep without any success.  Some time later, the older woman returned, bringing with her a young man, dirty and of dark skin like the both of them.  He was bleeding from a wound from his forehead, but with her careful attention, the blood was contained and covered.  The local attempted a few curious glances at Veema before settling into a bed.

Adan finally returned to the clinic, and with him, the fuzzy memories of the past days.  “Veema?  You’re awake?  Feeling better?”

“I got some food in me,” Veema said, pointing to the empty bowl and tray.  “What… time is it?”

“It’s early afternoon.  Not that the passage of the sun overhead makes a difference here.”

“We’re… deep under the Ombre now, aren’t we?  Still far away from Hrrent?”

“Right.” Adan nodded, his back to the boards of the wall.  “I’m glad you remember, you’ve been in and out of the fight for a while now.”

“Hrrent…” Veema moved her lips around the word. “From here… I remember a big metal tower.  There’s something out here to contact the city, right?”

The young man looked at the ground.  His shoes were dirty with dark, sanguine ash and mud. “No, that was just a crane tower.  If there was some sort of line out, we wouldn’t be the kind of people that would be able to access it.”

Veema took in the words, then shook her head, eyes fixed to her folded knees on the bed before her. “The kind of people?”

“Don’t worry about it,” deflected Adan, “just get some more rest.  The doctor says you’ll be strong enough in a week or so so we can take you back that way safely.”

Veema shook her head. “I can’t sleep anymore.”

“Then just lie there.”

“I want to move, feel my legs under me.  Just about the building here?”

Adan bit his lip, then begrudgingly stepped up beside the bed to offer out his hand. “You’re just like your sister.  Well, making sure you’re able to move on your own might be useful to us sooner than later.”

The young man’s hand was warm around hers.  Veema pulled up the light blanket from the bed and draped it around her.  She found her old pair of slippers at the side of the bed.  He propped open the door for her as she stepped into the shoes and out the door.

The streets and structures of the settlement were permanently veiled with the deep red dust and ash from the Ombre.  It was so fine that it couldn’t be seen falling from the sky, but if one worked without goggles or a brimmed hat for long enough, it could be felt rubbing against one’s eyes.  Footprints and passing marks were left on every horizontal surface, only to disappear again in the night hours, or brushed into obscurity with the rare strong wind.  The settlement itself was built on ancient hardened lava flows, with little soil to speak of.  

Veema watched as her own footfalls spread the dust and ash.  Adan held tight to her good shoulder.  Her footing was stable, despite the dull pain in her side.  She looked up to the sky, where hints of the sun dug at the false clouds.  “Who would live… in a place like this?”

“It’s not always a choice.” Adan shrugged.

Over the rickety roofs of the nearby buildings, Veema noticed the metal spire jutting into the sky.  Her legs instinctively took her down the path in the direction of the road.  Adan followed close after, hands ready to catch her.

The road was little more than a space large enough through the buildings for a vehicle to pass.  Further ahead, the ground opened up, leading to a vast pit nearly a kilometer across, dug deeper in wide tiers of the dark stone.  Complex networks of wooden scaffolding and wide boards and ramps of rubble led down into the pit.

About the edges of the vast quarry were monstrous machines, with heads for cutting and punching out sections of rock.  Vertical conveyor belts and lifts draped down the edges and into the depths below.  The control buildings were higher up on the slope, built at the heart of the infrastructure.  They were among the sole few permanent-looking buildings, made from dark, heavy masonry and metal, with proper windows, electric lights, and air filtering systems.  Nevertheless, they seemed to be uninhabited.  As her eyes adjusted to the haze, Veema approached the precipice and peered over as best she could.

Below, bunches of dirty people huddled in groups, crouched to the ground with hand tools, clattering away at larger chunks of rubble.  Veema recognized them as her people, despite never having met a single one.  Some individuals among the group were loading up the buckets of the material lifts.  Others were on higher tiers, and upon the downhill side of the quarry, working with boxy storage containers.  “Adan, what is this place?”

“Doesn’t really have a name, as it doesn’t technically exist on any map.  This is Nest’s domain.”

Veema gazed at the reflective windows of one of the fancy power stations.  Her balance wavered, and she grasped onto Adan’s robes for stability.  “Let’s head back,” She said, the atmosphere intoxicating her.  Only slightly up the road, they passed the young man with the lacerated face, returning to work with a bloodied bandage stuck to the bridge of his nose. Veema avoided his gaze, and asked, “These people… they’re all toiling away down there for the Corporation?”

Adan sighed. “Yes. Come on.”

Euran was back inside the clinic when the two returned through the doors.  “A walk?  Good, getting your strength back will be good for the coming days.”

Veema carefully sat back on the bed, her face in her hands.  “You work for them… Nest, too, doctor?”

Adan looked to the Doctor, whose face turned sour. “So, you’ve let her see what happens here.  I work for these people, girl,” he said, nodding to the door. “With all these folk working as they do, plenty get sick or injured.”

“Why?”

“Why what? Why do they get injured?  Why do they keep working?  What do you want to know?”

“Euran-” Adan groaned.

“Who… would choose to work here?”

The young man crossed his arms over his chest. “There’s a lot to learn outside of the walls of Nest-run institutions on Kaydal.  Especially those birthed of offworlders.”

Veema bit her lip and glanced at Euran, who diverted his eyes to the ground and turned back to his work at the desk.  “My… my father wouldn’t condone this,” she said, defeatedly.

“I don’t imagine he would know much about it.” Adan shrugged, rounding the end of Veema’s bed and taking a seat on the one adjacent.  “This is how Nest operates, at least in these parts.  It’s been this way since the Ashen Generation.”

Veema held her fist in a ball. “Nest came to make many improvements here.”

“Of course.”

“After the volcano erupted… a lot of people were displaced, and the crops died from the lack of sun.  Nest… came along and helped.”

“Not without other motives, Veema.” Adan replied curtly.

Veema shifted about on the bed, holding her side.  “This…?”

“You probably know the Treaty of Blackstone better than most, with your nice academy education, Veema.”

“It’s… a trade…” Veema began, “Their help for our land.”

“For the houmite inside the planet’s crust.  The old lava flows are rich with the stuff.” Adan explained.  “But that’s just Houm. Our family members of the Ashen Generation… the privileged kind… the eruption gave us an excuse to leave our fellow man behind, and depart for the moon.  Kaydal benefits Nest by way of the tether station… our clear air and gentle gravity where Nest can host their employees.  Houm only has one thing.  You asked why anyone would choose to work here.  They’re forced… not that Nest would consider them slave labor.  Indentured servants, you might say.  The less fortunate people of the Ashen Generation were forced to ask for help from Nest to keep their way of life here on Houm.  A good many people here are still working off communal debts their grandparents, great grandparents racked up.  Others are criminals, or fell into debt and homelessness.  Someone who has lived on Kaydal most of their life may not understand.”

“I…” Veema stumbled.  She looked to the Doctor’s back who was silently listening.

Adan cleared his throat.  “Nest runs these work camps, mining the rock and separating the houmite out for their use.  Every year during the pilgrimage, some of us come out this way to check on them and bring supplies they might be lacking.”

“I never…”

“There’s more to see,” Adan concluded, pushing himself up off the bed.  “Do you think you can get down more food?  If you’re feeling up to it tomorrow, we can have a look around.  Help you truly understand.”




Night fell on the settlement.  The land outside hastily turned to an unparalleled blackness.  Adan slept quietly with slow breaths in the bed next to her, but Veema couldn’t fully push the thoughts out of her mind.  Just as she was about to find sleep, the audible rumbling and shaking pulled her awake.  Adan remained in the same state, but there was a low groaning and mumbling from the far side of the room. The man with the bound leg had awoken to his limb moving, swaying back and forth with the movement of the mountainside.

“Are… you okay?” Veema spoke up in a whisper.

“Okay, fine.” The man said back painfully.  “Triste mumbles in the night.”

Veema held her breath before speaking up again. “Do you not worry about it erupting and… burying the settlement here?”

“Not here.  Caldera faces the north.  We safe.”

“I see.”








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Piercer Class

CORBIN SKYE HAD allowed himself a quiet night at home with hopes of being able to clear his mind and fall asleep beside his wife.  Harta was already dead quiet when he climbed into bed beside her, carefully so as not to interrupt her rest.  Somehow he had allowed himself to trail off to sleep when the cold darkness was pierced by a ringing phone downstairs.  Harta was the first to awake to it, her head shooting up off the pillow, before realizing the source of the sound.  Skye forced himself out of the covers as his wife buried her head back inside the thick mass of the blankets.  

A train of hasty footsteps brought him downstairs to answer the device’s cry.  “Hello?”

“Do I have the Major on the line?”

Skye cleared his voice. “This is him.  Who is calling?”

“Sir, you told us to let you know if we found any more about the accident.  We’ve just compiled something.”

Skye’s breath caught in his throat. “I’ll be there as soon as possible,” he said, hanging up the headset.  He returned upstairs with equal haste to dress himself.

Harta sat up midway through his changing into his uniform.  “Corbin, you’re leaving again?”

“The station just relayed to me some information.  I need to head down to assess it.”

“About Veema?” Harta asked with tempered anticipation.

Skye held his breath. “At times like these, anything helps.”




After taking the cab and the lift up to the station, Skye found himself once again in familiar company.  The small crew of the early-morning station surveillance shift was at work in the observation deck.  A few looked his way as he entered, but continued on with their work. Inside the windowed office at the far end of the platform was the shift’s ranking officer, Corporal Julias Tess.  She was just slightly older than his oldest would have been, with pale hair and features.  Her eyes followed Skye as he entered the office.  “Major,” She welcomed him plainly.

Skye nodded and looked to the instruments, where a grainy video was prepared to be presented.  “Good morning.”

“I hope it’s not too early, but I was told to give you a call-”

“Give it no worry.” He shook his head disarmingly.  “What am I looking at?”

“Sir, the scrap crew came across this, almost fully intact.” She described, dragging a picture from the computer files into the corner of the screen. “It’s the backup tape from the comms array on the Hist that was damaged during the attack.”

“Including… the video and sensor feed they were taking at the time?”

“Correct, sir.”

Skye looked at the young woman and smiled.  “Good eyes.  Let’s see it then?”

Tess nodded and allowed the video to play.  “Let me show you what I thought I saw.”  

The frontal array and camera of the ship showed the massive craft creeping up to the docking mechanism of Kaydal station.  Off in the lower half of the view was the surface of Kaydal itself, its gentle curve meeting with the blackness of space and the speckling of dim stars off in distant systems.  The maneuver was a standard and routine operation, undertaken by the ship’s captain, and for the largest of vessels, aided with a ferry ship.  There was a slight red flash in the corner of the video, followed by shaking, and then a final corruption of the video as the array was separated from its housing.

“Hmm,” Sky muttered, allowing himself to stand up away from the view panel.  

“You must have seen it?”

“The red ship?”

“Correct.” Tess nodded.  

“And you’re under the impression it was the attacking craft?  What was it?”

Tess sat up and brought her hands to the controls. “Allow me,” She said, returning the video to an earlier point.  Skye blinked his eyes as the frames jumped back and forth, finally to a point where the original blur of the craft was still in view.  It was a skinny ship, with wide cylindrical Kármán adaptable boosters on each wing.  Most noticeably, it was colored a deep red, a scheme not used by Nest. 

“I haven’t seen one of those since I was a kid,” Skye noted. “What was its classification again?”

Tess folded her hands on her lap.  “It’s a Piercer-Seight class, sir.  I referenced the database.”

“No wonder… we haven’t used a Piercer class in this system for any time I can remember.”

“Myself neither, sir,” Tess replied officially.  “The Seight booster, for a ship that size, though, is rated for a gravitational constant of a planet about the size of Houm.”

“You’ve outdone yourself, Corporal.  So, we have confirmation that this event was no accident, it seems?” Skye ground his teeth.  From the windows of the observation platform was the view of the darkened side of the Red planet.  Even the dense blanket of ash from the Ombre could be seen partially from the station, and below, the City of Hrrent was just beginning to attract the expanse of light at the horizon.  “Now, just who might it be, and how did they manage to get their hands on craft like those?”











CHAPTER NINETEEN

Protests

AS MORNING HIT Hrrent, the protests began again. There were more people than ever, including that of guards. Those of Nest employment were about the gates of the station. They were dressed in heavy garb, with thick plates of metal and pale fabric over their chests and arms to protect their bodies, and blocky helmets and goggles to hide their identities. Most carried batons, and some were equipped with electric stun weapons, forcing the protesters to keep a wary distance. At that point, the use of force was little more than a threat, countered by the chanting of the rabble.

Dump Nest and The Rotten Eggs

Our Houm, not Yours

Our Land to Travel Free 

The local guard, employed by the Governor, remained mostly on the side of the people, breaking up minor fights, checking on people’s well-being, and keeping ground vehicle traffic moving smoothly about the protest, despite the mass flowing out into the main road. The two sets of guards had also been reported at the west exit of the city, leading out toward Triste and the volcanic barrens, as well as the east road to the smaller farming settlements in the more fertile areas of the region. There appeared to be slight tension between the two forces, but both seemed mainly focused on keeping their distance and objectivity.

Sujatha and Urvil returned to the scene each day, watching the events unfold, and looking for any opening for them to possibly move forward. Many, including themselves, had been forced to stay in tented shelters set up by Nest. They had been offered food, water, and limited access to hygiene facilities, but the atmosphere of the camp was beginning to become more and more unsettled as the days grew longer and hotter.

That day, the Nest guards had new instruments with them- megaphones, from which they shouted a new set of instructions. Posters had gone up as well telling of the measure Nest had taken: Electronic ID registration good for travel about Houm. Get yours now at the Temple across from the Governor’s estate. Inquiries for travel to Kaydal may be made after from within Hrrent Station upon reopening.

“So that’s the game Nest is going to play,” Sujatha said, looking up at the tall station walls.

“People desperate enough to return home will get one.”

Sujatha tapped her foot, “That’s what pisses me off.”

Urvil stood at her back, watching over. “Still no going back for us, huh?”

The two had discussed the methods for safely returning back to Kaydal. Some travelers from the moon had already been allowed to return back on a handful of ships, but expectedly, anyone with an assumed connection to the Children of Triste had been expectedly denied. The ID bracelets held by both of them would have been readily scanned and revealed to be faked, a one-way ticket into whatever form of incarceration and punishment Nest was plotting. 

“We could get back if we head to Houmil first.” Urvil asserted.

“No doubt Nest has IDs flagged in their system. Anyone who has recently taken a one-way trip from Kaydal and not re-registered before leaving the planet is going to set off the alarms.”

“Right, of course.”

“We can’t leave Timon or Veema out here on their own, either.”

Urvil tapped his foot.  “Whose to say they haven’t already been captured… or worse?”

Sujatha stepped away from the poster and began to walk back to the street and the dwindling crowd of protesters. “If that were the case, they would have been up on the news. Nest would love to have a prisoner, especially someone of our type, to show off as an enemy of progress. A Kaydal native trying to stop Houm from prospering.  Let’s head up to the Temple and see what they’ve set up.”




Outside Wong’s third-floor bedroom window, the mumble and groan of the protests had been replaced by the muffled call of orders amplified by the megaphones. He could vaguely see the main street out front, and the guards on cargo vehicles calling for people to follow and head toward the temple where the ID system was implemented. Finally, Hass is cooperating, Wong thought to himself.  We can finally get this place back in some sort of order.  

The low rumble of larger engines came from down the road.  From the east of town, down the main road, came the convoy of long flat-bed vehicles, following each other in neat file.  Sujatha and Urvil jumped out of the way as the lead wheeler approached dauntingly, with no apparent intention of stopping.  The group of protesters shoved themselves into a tight mob up on the sidewalk to avoid the vehicles.  They continued on down in the direction of the east exit checkpoint, leaving clouds of dark dust in their wake.

Wong sighed as the sound of the engines died off down in the distance. Only a couple days before they’re back now.  




The Temple of Hrrent was across from The Capitol where Radik Hass and previous governors had long taken up estate.  Both structures had been built in the same era, back before the eruption of Mount Triste.  Like the rest of the city, both were constructed of mostly uniform bricks of dark reddish basalt, held together by a slightly lighter mortar.  The Temple itself was faced with neat, tall pillars of carved volcanic rock, with similar architectural details being continued inside.  

Nest had set up a wide canvas tent at the front of the building, big enough for twenty people or so.  When Sujatha and Urvil arrived, the line was already down the road, past the front of the adjacent buildings.  Nest guards were directing people in one-by-one, and inside, Sujatha was able to catch sight of the electronic equipment for taking people’s information and encoding it into the electronic bracelets.  Signs outside explained that the identification would soon be the preferred way of traveling about the surface of Houm.

The pair hung by the opposite side of the street, avoiding the gazes of the guards.  “Soon, Nest is going to have all these people’s retinal scans and fingerprints, their faces, and have a record of where they’ve been, where they’re going,” she said in a low voice.

“And what choice do the people have?”

The old woman scanned the line of people.  “Some of these people were holding up signs and chanting for us just yesterday.”

“And they’re now doing this happily because it’s a solution to the very same problem.  We might jump in line too,” The big man conceded.

“And offer up Nest my identity?”

“Rather…” Urvil began, eyes on the individuals in the line.  “We may find someone to… donate their credentials and let us scan in for them in the case they aren’t completely in need of it.”

“I see…” Sujatha mumbled and pulled at her pouch of bills at her side.  “How much money do you have left?”

Urvil patted his thigh. “About twenty Dhat.  Barely enough to bribe someone…”

“Someone desperate enough.  If we combine what we have, getting one of us out of here would be preferential to neither.”

Urvil nodded. “Split up then?  We’ll stand out, fishing around for something like this.”

The old woman nodded. “Meet back here, twenty minutes.  Good luck.” As they departed, Sujatha began to mingle with the individual in the line; older people, those with children, and others looking displeased with the whole process.




After about ten minutes of unsuccessful trying, Sujatha felt a presence at her back.  She carefully turned about in the case it was a guard. “Hello?” She asked, trying to put on her best local accent.  It was a sole man, in redsoil robes, with his head covered. “Can I help you?”

“I should ask the same of you.” The man said, peering out from under the hem of the clothes.  

Sujatha feigned a hobble in her step and looked about either way with a blankness in her eyes.  “I’m sorry, I was just asking what this line was for.”

“I know that’s not the case.” The man replied, still looking at her.  “Come with me, won’t you?  Don’t call for that big friend of yours.”

Sujatha held her breath.  The man took her by the shoulder and pulled her through the line into the entrance of the temple.  The interior was mostly empty, and the only lights were of the sun coming through ports in the ceiling.  Sujatha looked about for a path of escape.  The man stood with his back to the entrance and pulled off his hood, revealing the young, proud Vat Governor in disguise.  

“Who are you?” Sujatha asked suspiciously.

“If you don’t recognize me, my suspicion is right- you’re not from around here.” Hass declared in a low voice.  “I noticed you from my view of my office across the street.”

“The Governor’s place?” Sujatha said, studying the man’s eyes.

“You two stand out like sore thumbs.  It’s a blessing that these fresh Nest guards can’t tell one Vat apart from another.  Walk with me.”

The young man began to stroll ahead at a fair pace. He didn’t make a glance back until Sujatha had properly caught up.  “What do you want?” She asked.

Hass held his arms behind his back.  “I simply want the best for my people.  You’re probably of the same mind, aware what Nest is doing with these IDs?”

“I’m aware that they only care for themselves.”

“Agreed.  Since you’re not from around here, then where?  Not Houmil?  You don’t seem to have come for the Pilgrimage, or am I wrong?”

“Born there in Houmil, actually. But I was sickly as a child, and it was assumed that I would not survive with Houm’s harsh atmosphere as it was back then.  My family worked with Nest to get us to Kaydal, where I was able to grow up normally.  But it put them in debt to the Corporation for years, eventually forcing my father to work till his death.”

“Then you know perfectly the weight of Nest’s influence.  If the Vat people were still working for themselves, we could avoid situations like that of your family.  Look at this temple, ever beautiful.”

The sunlight danced through the dusty air and landed upon the porous surfaces of the rock structure.  The inner sanctum of the temple held a trickling fountain with water dyed a dusty red.  Around it were various spots to kneel or sit down.  Hass continued guiding Sujatha around the exterior walls, around the shadowy corridors.  He spoke up again. “Imagine all that our people undertook before Nest arrived in this system, and what we still could be doing should they not have come at all.   And still, they continue to try and divide us.  Come, let’s go, especially before we make that big friend of yours worry.”

Sujatha continued to follow after the young man, out through a side exit of the temple.  The man put the hood back over his head before stepping out into the daylight.  As Sujatha looked out for Urvil, the man hung behind.

“Sujatha, where have you been?” He called out to her as they met up once again.  “I feared… who is that?”

“Someone we can trust.” She said, looking back.  Hass waved at them, pulling them across the street and through to the lobby of the government building.

Urvil watched the back of the man’s head as he led them into an elevator.  “I had heard that the Governor was among the Children, but I’d never expected to see him about the city in their garb.”

Hass turned about and activated the lift up to the top level.  He flashed a smile at the large man and the surprised Sujatha.  “Nobody takes a second look at you when you’re in these robes.  At least that’s how it was until recently.”

The highest level of the Manor was Governor Radik Hass’ private quarters and office space.  The traditionally-decorated room looked out on the temple and street below through heavily tinted windows.  Hass removed the robes from his body and carefully hung them on a wall rack before taking a seat at his desk, back to the window.  “I’d suppose you would like to return to Kaydal?  You must have a reason for wanting so eagerly to head back there on different credentials than the ones you arrived on?”

Sujatha held her hands at her front.  “I’d hope so, sooner than later too.  But we have a few things to take care of before leaving.”

Hass dug through his desk and brought out an electronic tablet with a set of metal connections protruding from it.  “Do you still have your original ID bracelets with you?  My assistants often need preregistration before heading out on errands I send them on.  I can do the same for you, change anything you need as well.  The only thing I would ask of, for your safety, is to depart from Houmil and back home.  The Shipyard Overseer here in Hrrent is currently high on the micromanagement of the guards.”








CHAPTER TWENTY

Nature of the Wound

VEEMA AWOKE UNDER her own strength again.  This time it was both hunger and the desire to use the bathroom that had brought her back to consciousness.  Adan showed her to the latrines, a cramped shack lacking privacy among the group of other buildings.  After returning and eating, Veema felt her strength begin to return to her.  The dull pain in her arm and side ebbed and flowed, but the cold of the air under the Ombre was worse than anything else at that moment.

Shran and Adan were there when the doctor was attending once again to the bandages and the remaining packing inside her wounds.  Veema was sat on the edge of the bed, blanket over her back, while Euran worked with the cold forceps.  Veema had yet to look at the wound at her side, but the packing of the opening with fresh gauze felt alien to her.  “Veema, now that you’re up to speed, may I ask about how you got these wounds?”

“I’ve told you doc,” Adan spoke up first. “There was an attack inside the Shipyard.  Something explosive.”

Veema felt at ease not having to answer, but Euran continued his prodding.  “Correct, you did say so.  But I’m still curious about them being houmite burns.”

“How can you tell its from houmite, and not something else?” Adan asked.

“Houmite has a lot of thermal mass.  Takes a lot to get it to burn, but when it does, it keeps going.  You can see yourself how it ate through the flesh.”

Veema saw the flash of Adan’s eyes at her side.  She wrapped her arm around her bare chest more tightly.  The sight of the undressed wound on her arm made her immediately sick to her stomach.  Where the eroded flesh met with her remaining dark skin were bands of whitened dermis, then pock-marked muscle tissue that had grown cloudy with treatment and exposure to the air.  Veema leaned forward and released the eaten portion of her breakfast onto the concrete floor.  

“Oh dear-” Shran mumbled.

Adan stood, “I’ll get it, don’t worry.”

Veema wiped her lips sloppily with her free palm.  “I’m… sorry… I just…”

Euran grabbed her wrist and lifted it above her head, before taking the roll of gauze about either side of her body, covering her abdominal wound.  “The more you stress yourself out, the less readily you will heal.  That being said, we need to think about what happens when the convoy comes.”

Adan swabbed the floor with the ratty towel by Veema’s feet.  “The wheeler is good and hidden.”

Euran began to finish the wrapping of the girl’s wounds at her abdomen.  “No doubt they’ll come by here for their usual supply drop.” He said, hands moving with the work. “If they find you hiding somewhere… that’s likely no good.  I’ve been thinking… if you’re in plain sight, however, you’ll likely draw less suspicion.”

“Understandable.”  Adan hummed.  He disposed of the cleaning supplies as Euran tied off the final ends of the bandages.  The young man stepped forward as Veema pulled her shirt back over her back.  “I’ve been considering something Veema.”

“Huh?”

“When these people come… they’re Nest Employees, right?  Doctor?”

Euran grunted. “Of course.  What difference does that make?”

“Veema, it may be… the best to head back with them.”

The doctor sat back in his desk chair noisily. “What good will that do?  She’s healing as well as she could be. Even with slightly better access to treatment, its not worth what Nest might do to her- her having seen and trespassed in a place like this, being involved with you and Shran in smuggling supplies to us.”

“Doc, you don’t understand.  Nest has to cut her a break.”

Veema began to tremble, her eyes fixed to the floor. “Adan, no,” she said weakly.

“Veema, tell him.  Your father is Nest as well.” Adan declared. He leaned down to the pack of his belongings on the floor by the door.  “Look, I still have your bracelet.  They can check it, reference it to your dad, and get you out of here.”

“No, no, no.” Veema said under her breath.  She glanced up to Euran, who was frowning at her.  Adan placed the metallic ID bracelet on her lap.  She gripped it hard in her grasp, attempting to twist and break the micro-chipped plate.

“Nest brat!” The broken-legged man at the far side of the room writhed and hissed. “Half blood, dirty corporate boot-licker.  Slave driver, blood betrayer!”

Euran jolted up. “Ruan, stop, you’re going to hurt yourself.”

Veema took the ID and threw it to the ground with a clatter before stomping outside.  Adan caught up with her as she was beginning to cross over into the road. “What’s wrong with you?”

“That is not my ID.  I’ll be tossed in a pit deeper than the one here, never to be let out if Nest finds out who or what I’m connected with.”

Adan grabbed at Veema’s good arm.  “What are you talking about?  How did you get your hands on something like that- a fake ID?  Why did you come here after all?”

Veema shook Adan loose before shoving her bandaged arm in his face.  “How do you think I got these wounds?  I was not caught up in those explosions because of bad luck.  I wasn’t on that ship over from Kaydal because I chose to follow some bizarre set of beliefs!  I was… they lied to me, Adan.  I thought… I believed it was going to be some sort of demonstration.  I was offered… a pack of explosives, raw houmite.”

Veema began to collapse in the road, her face running with tears and knees weak.  Adan held her up off the ground by her wrists.  “The attacks…”

“I couldn’t, I messed up… messed up… the explosions… Timon…”

Adan heard the crunch of footsteps behind them.  He turned back to Euran, who was gazing down the road in the direction of Hrrent.  Adan’s eyes focused to the rising of dust into the air from the old road.  “Veema, whatever happened, happened.” The doctor declared.  “We can’t worry about that now.  All that matters at this point is making sure none of you are found out.  Be it Veema or Shran, or you, Adan, we’d all be in for it.  Let’s get you laying low for the next day or so and then we can figure this out.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A Movement of Strength

NEST CORP EMPLOYEE Elias Métin’s day began with the task of making two calls, the second of which would rely heavily on the outcome of the first.  From his desk chair, he dialed the number on his phone and allowed it to ring while he sat back and turned to the window overlooking Houmil.  The connection took a respectable amount of time to concede as the signal passed through the communications relays between Houm and Kaydal.

“Major Skye reporting.” The voice answered.

“Major, good morning. This is Eli.” The old man said, turning his body to project his voice to the speaker.  “We talked last week during your visit to the offices here in Houmil.”

On the other side of the phone, Skye perked up with a certain anticipation.  “Ah, Mr… Métin, was it?”

“That’s right.”

“To… what do I owe the honor?”

Métin rubbed his hands together. “I must apologize if my call today has given you any false… hope of news.”

“Of course not, sir.”

“Well, good.  I’ve been tasked with filling a position for an upcoming operation.  Well, operation is a strong word.  It is a routine delivery, but at the destination, there’s concern about it going as smoothly as it has in the past, especially with recent events considered.”

“I see.  May I assume that you’re looking for someone from my team for that position, sir?”

Métin sighed and leaned on the edge of the desk, eyes trained to the phone speaker.  “Yourself, actually, Major.”

There was a long pause before Skye spoke again.  “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

“I’m not part of your hierarchy, Major.  Speak as you like.”

“I wish to make an appeal.  My work here in Akresh station is currently of a high priority, especially considering this recent attack.  If I may explain, I have reason to believe it is not an isolated event.”

“I’m aware of the situation, Major,” Métin hummed. “The board meeting yesterday took notice of the memo that was recorded about your sighting of the… what was it, Piercer craft?”

“Yes sir.”

“I appreciate your continued dedication, despite recent events in your personal life.  I’m sure you’re familiar with the happenings in Hrrent as well though, correct?”

“I am, yes,” The Major said.  “Any more discoveries regarding the possible perpetrators?  Personally, I wouldn’t find it surprising if there were some sort of connection between the events in Kaydal space and down there in Hrrent.”

“Funny you say that.” Métin hummed.  “If that were the case, wouldn’t being stationed in Hrrent in as head of security be able to let you learn so much more?  I recall talk of us moving you there, but you were concerned about the position’s permanence, yes?  In fact, we managed to reach a consensus with the Governor, making that unnecessary, at least for the time being. Regardless, we’re at an important time, and having someone like yourself on our task force and in the command of available forces will allow things to go smoothly.”

Skye nodded along with the conversation.  “This consensus with the Governor was?”

“Ah, the administration of Nest identification to the locals, and partially across all of Houm here- he was so much against them for a good while, but alas, he was just making it harder for both parties.  We’re just about to begin allowing civilian passage again through the gates of the shipyard with said identification as well.”

“I see.”

“The cranky displaced Houmans can finally return to where they belong, and we’ll know exactly when they come through our facilities and where they end up.  It’s mutually beneficial.  Of course, the primary concern that allowing people to amass in Hrrent station could open us up for another attack.  We’ve considered greatly the possibility of the returning convoy throwing an extra hurdle in where something could be taken advantage of.  Before that happens, we want someone like yourself here and able to coordinate the security measures and the movement of the guards.  When the risk to our holdings is back to a minimal level, you’ll be free to return to your normal post.  That would be tasked to you if you agree, which I highly hope you will.”

“I… understand.”

“Then, may I take that as a sign of your acceptance in this offer?”

Skye stood, taking the phone with him.  He looked out through the panes of the window to the rest of the employees working inside the station.  “I’d be more than happy to lend my expertise, sir.”

Métin rocked back in his chair.  “Great.  I will arrange yet another flight for your trip down to Hrrent.  You’ll get to meet with the forces we’ve gathered for you to lead and bolster those already in Hrrent.  When you get there, our lovely Overseer will be there to greet you.  Good day to you, then, Major.”

“The same to you, sir.”

Métin hung over the desk, finger tapping the button to terminate the call.  He sat back in the seat once again, massaging his hands and throat.  With a deep breath of resolve, he returned to the device to make the second call.

“Wong speaking,” the answer came after several long rings.  

“Wong, I hope you’re faring well.”

“As well as a position such as this allows, in such a time as the one we’re in.”

“Hmm, well.” Métin paused, rubbing at his eyes.  “You’ll be glad to know you won’t be at it alone for much longer.  I’ve made the decision to bring over the security expert I told you about in the last call.”

“Ah, the one from Kaydal?”

“Correct.” Métin nodded through force of habit.  “The amount of people being registered through the identification system is… surprising.”

“No more than what the station was used to taking in, perhaps the load of two to three day’s worth of people.”

“All at once, mind you.  Plenty of people to loiter around while they wait for their tickets, their flights.  Plenty of crowds to disappear in and cause trouble.  And of course, newly allowed arrivals coming from Akresh, Houmil, and the smaller ports.” Métin added in.

“I haven’t forgotten, Eli.”

“Well, regardless of how much foresight as you may think you have, we’ve nevertheless elected to send you more aid in the form of bodies and this particular commander.  Remind me, how many civ vessels can you handle at a time?”

“Thirty-two,” Wong answered without hesitation.  “The absence of traffic has allowed us to finish the reparations to several docking platforms that were out of commission- along with the improvements you and the others prescribed to me.  More cameras, and a random pulse scanner.”

“Good.  All you have to do is keep the air traffic running smoothly, and to make sure the caravan is able to arrive to the loading bay without any hitches.  Major Skye and the reinforcement guards he’ll be leading will be able to keep better watch and order over the foot traffic.  The remaining fools that want to protest what we’ve done for them will have to find their peace out past the gates.  They’ll be put in their place should they choose to try anything funny.”

“I’ll say, then, that I will be looking forward to this Mr. Skye’s arrival.”

“You’d best address him as Major, Wong.”











CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Supplies

THE GROUND RUMBLED, but different from that of the mountain clearing its throat.  The vehicles thundered down the road toward the quarry, with wheels half as tall as a man and with bright lights that pierced the gloom of the Ombre.  Their stark white paint was stained with dark reddish dust.  The first was a short cargo vehicle, with stacks of red wooden crates held to the back end with long ties and a mesh covering.  Behind it was a long vehicle, with a secured personnel box, vents open to the outside air.  The following two wheelers towed long flatbeds made of metal.  At the very end was another cargo carrier with another collection of crates.  The shorter vehicles parked near the entrance of the settlement, while the remaining three continued inward toward the banks of the quarry.

The men climbed down from the vehicles, pulling leathery masks over their noses and mouths.  Veema heard the slamming of their doors followed by the distant mumbling.  She and the others had been covered in the beds, just enough to hide their faces.  Euran stood by the door, readily opening it for the first man to come by.  

Veema held her breath as the man spoke, his deep voice echoing through the mask. “Good to see you, doc.  We’ve got more supplies as usual.  Same place?”  

“Thank you very much,” Euran replied earnestly, his voice even. “Yes, right along the wall here.”

The man’s heavy boots pounded against the concrete floor, and the dropping of the supply crate created another hollow boom.  “A lot of injured this time.”

Euran hummed.  “Broken leg is the worst of it.  He’s only got a few more weeks of being off it, though.  Another just came in today, collapsed of exhaustion.  Just needs rest.  Another suffered a few burns, equipment malfunction.  All fixed now, though.”

The man laughed in a low chuckle. “It’s good you’re around, or you’d have a lot more leeching off the others from the comfort of your beds.”

“A job is a job.”

“Hey, listen, I’ve got a few more boxes for ya.  Come around soon though, too- we’re picking up a few rashes who have done their due, but even more who are dropping by for their sentences.  Hrrent’s hell right now, and we picked up a good few of them trying to illegally duck out of town.”

“Understood.  I’ll get them checked out and checked in.”  The door shut behind the visitor.  Veema shifted up to get a glance at the doctor, but he was quick to shove her head back down to the pillow.  “Stay put.  Didn’t you hear he would be back?”

“Rashes?” Veema asked.

“Someone breaking the law, something bad enough to get sent out here.”

“For skipping town?”

Euran cleared his throat. “You heard what he said.  It’s just like you and Adan described as well. Hrrent’s no good.”

Adan shifted around under the rough blankets in the next bed over.  “We’ll find something for us, Veema.  Just be patient.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Armaments

CORBIN SKYE HAD returned home from his duty shift only long enough to pack a bag of his things for the trip to Houm.  Harta wasn’t present, which was somehow a relief.  Before leaving, Skye left a note for his wife; More work down on Houm.  Be back in a week, or if longer, I will call.  Love you.

The Akresh Tether awaited Skye’s departure.  Before the arrival of the Corporation, the suborbital station was simple, ran by the local government and used for smooth travel about the moon and across to Houm.  As Nest’s presence grew, so did their influence over the airspace between the planets.  The station fell under Nest’s control, and with building supplies from out of the system, it was able to grow.  Eventually, larger Nest vessels were able to dock there and make contact with smaller transport and carrier ships that ventured back and forth from the surface of Houm.  

The Hist was in dock at the platform, visible through the wide windows.  Skye couldn’t help but stare at it as he passed through the atrium.  A few worker ships hummed by outside of it, performing maintenance on the exterior.  The minor damage at the immense craft’s bow had been mostly repaired at that point, and the vessel was only waiting on the deliveries of houmite from the surface of the red planet before its expected departure out of the system.  In return for the valuable mineral, the ruling bodies of the Vat natives would receive stipends to further enhance the standard of life for their citizens.  

The stewards welcomed the Major as he stepped into the Nest terminal.  The collection of seated guards stood from the benches upon his arrival, saluting. Skye looked them up and down before offering his first order to the fresh group.  “At ease.”  They were quick to return to their seats but remained stiff and attentive.  From a rough count, there were about twenty-five.  They were suited in the off-white standard-issue garb, with light plates of protective armor on their chest.  Most were geared with batons that would deliver a stunning shock if powered, others with gas canisters, but what drew the most attention were the pistols strapped to a few of the men’s thighs. Skye looked about for the markings of a ranking officer.  

The dark-eyed man stood as Skye approached.  “Sir,” He said with a second salute from the brow.  Skye examined his name tag.

“Corporal Russ, is it?”

“Yes sir.”

Skye made a quick glance to the man’s nearly pristine boots.  “Your uniforms are plenty clean.  Ever been down to Houm before?”

“No, sir. Many of my men will be enjoying their first times in this system, sir.  We were stationed on the Hist.”

Skye sucked in a breath.  “I see. A lot of you for one ship. Well, nevertheless, welcome to this neck of the woods.  Houm, and Hrrent specifically, are pretty dusty places.  You and your boys don’t mind getting a little dirty, do you?”

“No, sir.”

Skye felt his nerves rising.  He grabbed at the young man’s shoulder and pulled him away from the group of seats and the others.  “I’ll tell you what, son.  I take it you’re used to dealing with civilians plenty, the same as me.  Skye or Major will do fine.”

“Yes… Major.” Russ nodded, catching himself.

“I couldn’t help but notice that a few of your men… yourself included… have been outfitted with live firearms.”

“That’s what the quartermasters have provisioned us… uh.”

Skye shook his head. “It never came into your head to question such a decision?”

“It’s not my position to do so.”

“Even if you were to receive an order that goes against what you feel or believe?”

Russ blinked a few times slowly at the Major.  “Such thinking could lead me or one of the others against you, Major.  Are you content with that way of thinking, Sir?”

Skye frowned.  “Never in my time here has a situation come up where the use of deadly force has been required.  The Vat people, at least the majority,  aren’t in this to start a battle.  Keep that in mind.  Under no circumstance should those weapons ever leave their holsters, or be taken off safety.  Am I clear?”

“Clear, Major.”

Skye nodded and looked to the small window by the loading bay.  The medium transport ship had just docked and the fuel cells were being connected to power to recharge.  The Corporal had moved to interact with the others who had begun to pick up their bags and line up, single file, toward the loading door.




It was late evening on that face of Houm.  At that point, the Hrrent tethered station was little more than a metal skeleton.  The tether was longer than that of Kaydal, to make up for the stronger gravitational pull of the planet.  Small shuttle and transport ships had landed on the wide platform that would later serve as the base of the station.  From the carrier, Skye could make out the specks of people working from inside space suits, as well as the shine from work-lights and temporary structures where likely many lived and worked, despite the incomplete state.  

The city of Hrrent itself was equally dark.  If it weren’t for the glow of the signals about the Shipyard, and a few streets dotted with lighted buildings, it would have looked like another patch of nothingness upon the barrens of the old lava flows.  To Skye, it was vastly different from the lush expanse and complex infrastructure of Houmil.  

The landing into the shipyard was nothing out of the ordinary, apart from the lack of any other air traffic.  The commissioned guards were greeted by the local guard captain, who directed them to their quarters for the night, but Skye was stopped independently by a young Vat woman before he could proceed with the rest of the men.  “Are you Major Corbin Skye?”

“That’s me.”

The woman crossed her arms over her lap and bowed her head. “Mr. Wong would like to meet with you.”

“Even with it being so late?”

“He was insistent, so… if you’ll come with me.”

Skye found himself impressed with the fine, modern interior of the shipyard’s structure, vastly different from the dusty, stone exterior.  The Vat woman took him up to the third level, and in front of a plain-looking door.  She opened it for him, and he entered the bright room.  The wide space seemed a mash of a bedroom and dining chamber, with narrow windows that looked out on the dark exterior.  

“Major Corbin Skye?  Is that right?” The voice came from the far end of the long, empty table.  The chair turned away from the window and to the center of the room.

“That’s correct.  And you must be the Overseer?  Mr… Wong?”

Wong nodded and stayed put in the chair.  He pointed to the seat across from him.  “Indeed, you may call me Kit.  Nobody does though.  Wong works too.  Come, have a seat.  Are you hungry?”

“I actually ate before departing Akresh.” Skye declined, dropping his bag by the door and taking the seat offered to him.

Wong placed his hands on his lap.  “Ah, not much of a late-night snacker, then?  Perhaps it was not so late in Akresh? Well, nevertheless, allow me to ask a question with a bit of jealously- you must be able to enjoy some proper, fresh red meat there, am I correct?  Nothing like we get here which has been frozen and portioned out on a ship for several days or more.”

“Huh, well, I can’t say I have eaten much of it during my days there.  My wife… wouldn’t appreciate it.”

Wong sat up and studied the Major’s expression.  “Ah, you took a local.  Another interesting topic I would love to ask you about.  But alas, good Eli would have us planning our moves for tomorrow and the coming days.  Petena, I’m considering… how about some crusty bread, with cold cuts?  Last chance to ask for anything you’d like, Major.”

Skye glanced back at the doorway and the Vat woman standing beside it.  “Perhaps… some local tea, if you have it on hand.”

“Right away,” She said before disappearing out of the room.

Skye looked back at Wong who sat with a pensive smile.  He sighed suddenly and licked his lips.  “Seems the both of us have been up to our ears in these peculiar happenings…  unfortunate that we would come out all this way to these two backwater rocks in search of some quiet life, and watch it all turn to chaos.”

“It’s hardly chaos, Mr. Wong.”

“True, but the more I hear from headquarters out in Houmil, the more I want to hobble my way up to the roof and jump off into one of the flight pits.”

“Temperance, Mr. Wong.” Skye smirked, looking to reciprocate what he hoped was humor.

Wong flashed a forced smile at the Major.  “Let me offer up something of a contingency for the situation spanning the next few days.  Let’s consider the possibility of something grave happening, and just… allowing it to proceed- with the intention of me taking all of the blame, of course. I would be thoroughly expunged from my responsibilities, and likely returned to my home system.  Wouldn’t that be great?”

“There’s more to a situation like that outside of our reputations, I hope you know.”

“But of course.  But also… consider that the attacks so far have claimed numbers just barely into the double digits.  It’s clear death isn’t the main goal of whoever is undertaking these attacks.”

Skye stood with a jerk, shoving the chair back across the floor.  “You’re sick, Wong, even if you want to tell me that you’re joking.”  The Major looked back to the door, where the Vat woman was standing patiently, tray in hand.  He stared at her and awaited her entry into the room to place the plate of food on the table for Wong.

“Thank you, Petena.” He said.  “I believe if the Major is too tired, he should retire to his room.  Can you show him there?”

“Of course.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Rashes

AFTER THE FINAL delivery of supplies to the clinic, the night passed without any further engagement from the convoy workers.  Veema had remained in a restless sleep throughout the night, half awake and listening for the approach of the loud boots, or the rumble of the roaring engines hopefully departing.  The dreary morning light found the wheelers still in the same positions along the road.

The flatbed vehicles down by the quarry begun to take on the heavy rectangular containers full of the raw houmite.  It had taken countless man-hours over months of digging to fill them, and they were loaded in a matter of hours, to disappear out of the system in the blink of an eye on a starship.  The doctor had departed just slightly earlier to address the new arrivals to the settlement, while the others remained inside the clinic to await his return.

“Rashes, that man said the other day.” Veema huffed.

Adan’s back was to the wall of the building by the door, ear attuned to the sound of any approaching footsteps.  “Treating people as less than people is nothing new.  You might read up on the ancient history of other systems.  Some say it’s why our people came here- escaping worlds like that.”

“And now Nest is returning such ways to us.” Veema huffed. “How many people… how many come here to serve sentences, but don’t survive until the end?”

“I couldn’t tell you, Vee.” Adan shrugged. “But as the guy said, at least a few were going back.”

“Is that just code for disposing of a body?  If people do go back- to wherever- why isn’t there talk of this kind of thing?”

“Naive girl,” the broken-legged man chuckled at the back of the room.  “Who wants to believe someone like us, people who Nest says are no good?  Who to believe?  The company that brings prosperity to the system, or the trouble makers on the underdeveloped planet?”

Veema balled up her good hand into a fist and raked it against the bed frame.  Adan sat up and spoke across the beds to the man. “What do they have you for- Rual, was it?”

“Stealing food to eat.  But here and now?  Plenty of food.  Just have to work for it.”

“In such shit conditions?” Veema hissed.  “I know why they wanted people to wake up to Nest and what they’re doing.”

“The people you attacked the shipyard with?” Adan asked.  “I’m still lost on how you got caught up with them.  Who are they working for?”

“How should I know?” Veema shrugged tensly.

Adan perked up suddenly as the crunching of footsteps sounded outside.  He jumped back to the bed, whispering. “Hey, get down.”

Veema laid back and pulled the blankets over her body and laid away from the door.  The clack of shoes against the rough ground outside came through the door, in a slow pattern of three.  That was the signal that Euran had taught them, to notify those inside of his arrival with a guard.

There was a small commotion following as the door opened, and the complaints of a third party.  “I don’t need any of your help,” The young man’s voice came to Veema’s ears.  She relaxed her body and attempted to feign sleep.  After the doctor entered, then came the heavy boots and the scuffling of the third set of feet.  She faintly recognized the voice. 

Euran opened his cabinets and shuffled the contents.  “Even if your wounds aren’t that bad, there’s enough junk floating around in the air out in these parts that will cause them to heal poorly, or risk you an infection.  I don’t suppose you want to die out here?”

The guard stomped his feet and shoved the prisoner out across the floor of the clinic.  “Don’t mess around, rash.  We have no issue keeping you here another cycle.”

The young man finally relaxed.  The doctor pointed him to a free bed, the third one past Veema and Adan.  “Sit.  We’ll get them cleaned and wrapped up.”

The subtle movements of the guard and the grating of his uniform and equipment gave no inclination that he was going to move away from his spot at the door.  Veema peered out from under the blanket to the man.  Despite one side of his face being stained with red burn marks, and dressed in ratty, soiled clothes, he was the same Veema remembered- Timon.  She bit at her lip to stifle her gasp.  His eyes didn’t move from the place on the floor before him.  

Somewhere in the back of Veema’s mind, she wanted him to look up and notice her presence, to do something to acknowledge her, but at the same time, she feared what would happen if he did so.  The doctor moved before him, in her line of sight, to attend to the old, yet still untreated, wounds.  Timon stood still but let out hissing sounds as the wounds were cleaned with the antiseptic solution.  Euran finished with a pad of gauze taped to his nose and cheek.  “Obviously…” He said, breathing in. “This won’t stay on for long, but it will keep out the dust from it for now.  Come by again when it starts to work its way loose.  Anywhere else hurt?”

“No.” Timon declared coldly, pushing himself off the bed.

The guard shuffled around loudly behind Veema’s back.  “Let’s go, then.  Doc, we’re leaving just before first light tomorrow.  I don’t suppose you want any more supplies?”

Euran paced a bit.  “I believe we will manage.”

Timon groaned and shuffled as the guard pulled him out the door.  “Let’s go, rash.” The Nest man huffed, tossing the door back against the frame.  

Euran hummed and made sure the door was fully closed after them.  After a few still moments, he spoke up.  “They’re both gone.  Up with ya’.”

Veema hefted herself up.  The wound at her side still ached, but the racing of her mind allowed her to ignore it.  “Euran… that man.”

The doctor squinted at Veema.  “More houmite burns.  Just a coincidence?  Or perhaps someone you know…”

“I know him,” Veema said desperately, pushing herself off the bed. “Timon…”

Adan jumped forward and grabbed at her shoulder.  “You absolutely can’t go after him if that’s what you’re thinking.  At least not now…”

Veema jerked her head back but was quick to recognize the pain in Adan’s face.  “I… I know.  He was… my accomplice.  One of them.  Doctor… do you think the guards know he was involved… with those wounds?”

Euran huffed and landed back in his chair.  “I don’t think they could tell houmite burns from chickenpox, or anything else for that matter.  If you’re wondering how he got here, it doesn’t seem like it was your stunt that got him caught.  They said a lot of them were captured trying to flee Hrrent.  There are temporary holding cells there in the city, but obviously, they don’t like to keep people there for long.”

“Too much attention, having a bunch of locals held behind Nest bars?” Adan complained.

“That, and more workers here is never a bad thing for them.”

“Fine then.” Veema sighed.  “I… need to get to him.  I can’t remember what happened then.  I want him to know I’m okay.  He… he might have information on the other two we were with.  Euran, there weren’t another two with him?  Specifically, I mean- a big bald man, and an older woman, with a long braid.”

“Out of the dozen they brought by, nobody like that.”

“Sujatha… and Urvil.” Veema continued.

“I said there was nobody like that.” Euran asserted again, louder.  Veema hunched down and stared at the floor.

“He was there on the transport with you, huh?” Adan leaned over his legs, avoiding looking at Veema.  “After the attack… when I hefted you out of the shipyard gates before they closed… well, that Timon fellow was affected by one of the blasts too, it seems.  He must have got out somehow on his own.”

“He must have…” Veema sighed, the fragments of her memory shuffling about in her head.  “I remember… no, he was there,” she continued, rubbing her hand, where she remembered being grabbed at and pulled away by Timon all those weeks before.  “I… got lost… ran back into him and… the pack of explosives he had gotten… went off.”

“Girl, the more you think about it, the more your mind is going to try and fill in the blanks with nonsense from your imagination. Tomorrow when the convoy leaves, I’ll make sure to get you to him, and you can compare your answers from there.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Departure

THE FIRST TO enter into Hrrent shipyard that morning were the furloughed pilots, allowed in with proof of their licenses.  For many who were not stationed in Hrrent, it was the first time they would return to their vessels for over three weeks.  Nest had graciously nullified their accumulated docking fees, save for their date of arrival.  The plaza was opened next just past first light for the sale of tickets.  The lines formed around the windows almost immediately, but the Overseer Wong’s forethought in opening portable stalls for additional sales sated the flow slightly.

The first non-Nest ship arrivals into the docks were early as well.  A portion of the guards under Major Corbin Skye were allocated to each departure gate, making sure that each person aboard the arrivals had obtained at least a provisional paper identification for their journey into Hrrent.  Other ports about Houm had been partially included in the measure to assure any traveler, be it on-planet or from Kaydal, possess some form of Nest identification.  

The Major’s briefing was slightly earlier.  The original Guard Captain and his pair of lieutenants were there, as well as the Corporal of the fresh unit whom Skye had arrived with. The digital projection mapped out the ins and outs of the station and docks.  Skye had studied it well the night before and walked the station with a group of others the first thing that morning.  

“Our superiors have made it clear- nobody coming into the plaza or surrounding shipyard may enter without an electronic ID band.  The door scanner will alert you when there is a mismatch of bodies to IDs coming in.  Make sure to act fast.  Groups will be equipped each with a hand scanner to scan individual bracelets in the case you find someone suspicious.  We can’t worry about feelings today, security is the main concern.  Understood?”

“Yes sir-” The majority shot back in unison.

Skye nodded and glanced about at the men, waiting with crossed arms and shifting stances. “A-Unit, handle incoming ships as you have in the past.  Anyone coming in who intends to stay for more than a week will be required to register an ID at the temple if they don’t already have one.  B-Unit is the Nest terminal and backup for A.  We’ll need your aid, too, when the convoy returns- we’ll let you know when we first hear from them.  My units C and D are handling the plaza entrances and general crowd control.  Dismissed.”

The wave of nods traveled about the room.  Skye made eye contact with the sole Corporal.  He approached as the others began to head to their posts.  “Sir?”

“Remember what I said, Corporal,” Skye reminded him, looking into the officer’s eyes. 

“No guns.”

“Tell your men once again.  It’s worth hearing more than once.”

“You need not worry yourself, sir.”

Wong was on the third floor of the south wing, where the control stations overlooked the shipyard’s landing pads.  The Nest flight technicians had influence over five or more pads at a time and were already in sync with the low-orbital sensors tracking the incoming vessels.  The traffic was slow at that point, but the day was just beginning.

Other duties in the block were tracking the stores of fuel, annotating the signs to direct foot traffic to the gates, and most importantly for that day, watching the cameras and staying in contact with the guards by radio.  After the morning briefing, Skye entered the upper floors and found his way to the control center.  Wong was observing the flight controllers as they chattered into their headsets or among each other.  He turned back from the high counter as the Major entered through the automatic door.  

“Good morning, Major.” Wong blinked at him, leaning on the fixture.  “Sleep well?”

Skye adjusted the sole earpiece to better hear Wong over the radio chatter. “Well enough for the few hours I got.  Seems you’re managing quite well, too.”

“As soon as people start choking the platforms and the craft begin to circle above us waiting for space to land, we’ll have our work cut out for us.  The completion of that station can’t come soon enough.  It’s supposed to put yours there in Akresh to shame.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less.  If you’re not busy… would you care to show me to the security room?”

Wong forced himself up and pushed his weight onto his cane.  “Ah, of course.  It’s down one level.”  The overseer’s stride was uneven and slow, but Skye remained just in his wake.  Wong spoke up again as they rounded the entrance to the stairway.  “The main office must think highly of you.  Putting you in charge of all these men, and the security systems as well.  You must keep a keen eye out, so as not to disappoint.”

“As much as I dislike having such a mass of our people here, it’s what has to be done.  If someone or some group hopes to attempt something in the coming days, I intend for myself or one of the men- mine or yours- to stop it in its tracks,” Skye noted.  Wong finished the arduous last steps down the corridor.  The second level of the structure had been run with messy conduits and bundles of wires, a result of the hasty job to install more security cameras and sensors.

Wong finally stepped beside one of the doorways along the hall.  Inside was the hum of computer fans and electronic screens.  More loose wires were strung about the ceiling and corners of the floor.  The wall of screens showed jumpy feeds from cameras about the interior of the plaza and the grounded ships.  A few technicians were already watching over the videos and a scrolling feed of identification codes.

The overseer shuffled his cane about the floor wires just behind Skye.  “Here you are.”

Skye had already taken notice of the feed, flashing by in green lettering.  “I see,” he mumbled to himself, tugging on the wires and transmitter of his radio.  “Do you see that, Wong?”

Wong squinted at the screen.  “I’m not sure what you’re referring to.”

Skye ignored Wong, speaking into the receiver by his cheek.  “C-Unit, you have an outdated residency code on an older ID.  Find them- a man, fifties, and have them return to the temple to update.”

“Understood, sir-” The response crackled into his ear.  

Wong crossed his arms over his chest and watched as the numbers continued to fly by.  “Hmm.  Well, you have everything under control here, it looks like.”




Sujatha and Urvil had with them the identification bands from the Governor when they approached the gate late that morning, not long after the first of the crowds had been let in.  “How sure are you these will properly show as legitimate?” The big man proposed, leaning close to Sujatha’s ear.  

The old woman shook her head and held to the metal on her wrist.  “As in, the Governor was attempting to catch us out?”

The big man rubbed his hands together in though.  “In all honesty, what does he have to gain from helping us?”

“And what does he have to lose?  We won’t know unless we try and enter.”

Urvil ducked down, hiding his size behind the old woman. “My primary concern… I can’t help but consider the possibility of something like Nest changing their ID algorithms or something of the like.”

Sujatha took in a weak breath.  “If so… what then?”

The flow of people continued in past them, shoulders and elbows bumping.  Urvil sighed. “If we get caught… play dumb, of course.”

Overhead, a craft flew in and began to hover over the back of the shipyard, before gracefully descending in puffs of gray smoke.  Sujatha caught the eye of one of the door guards, who paused his look upon her for longer than she liked. “Come on.  The longer we stay, the less likely we are to properly get out of here.  That convoy we saw the other day is going to start heading back either today or tomorrow, and we can’t waste a minute.”

“Ah yes, that whole ordeal…” Urvil concluded with a sigh before following off after Sujatha.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The Rising Sun

VEEMA AWOKE BEFORE anyone else.  The Doctor was away as predicted, and Adan was breathing softly in the next bed over.  She sat up and leaned down to pick up his shoes from under the metal frame.  Each scratch against the floor sounded like the screech of the machinery in the quarry during the day.  She shoved her feet into the oversized footwear before standing and stepping stealthily to the door.

The only light outside was the faint morning trying to pierce through the Ombre.  Neither the Quarry work lights had flashed on, nor were there any signs of the running engines of the convoy vehicles.  Her every move down to the road was accompanied by the swaying of her head and careful listening for anything other than the sound of her own footsteps.  She paused at the street.  The gigantic cargo vehicle stared her down, but there was no movement or lights from within the cab.  She skipped across the remainder of the road and into the adjacent grouping of buildings.

It was the first time Veema had gotten to see the parts of the town off the main road.  After a certain while, the shacks and tight alleys between all looked familiar; crumbling concrete footings, splintering wood siding, ratty clothes hung the best they could be under the low rafters.  Everything was covered in a fine layer of ash and dust, and through the covering of it on the ground, countless footprints had gone back and forth.  She wanted to call out his name- but had no idea if it would reach him, or rather alert someone unintended.

Veema had barely encountered anyone else from the settlement there, she realized.  They were her people- at least the part of her that was her mother’s.  All her young life, she had never found an issue with her and her sister not looking like her father.  Some friends of their family had long before attempted to point out the similarities between her dark-skinned self, and the pale features of her father.  She was never able to see them herself, nor in her sister’s face, but at the end of it all, he was regardless the only father she knew.

In grade school, she had met a few others who were of mixed birth- usually, a father who worked for Nest, and a mother who was of Vat descent.  Her older sister Venna revealed once that they were born and had lived on Houm for some amount of time, and that Veema was simply too young to remember such events.  While Veema chose not to believe something that sounded so strange, their mother Harta confirmed that it was the truth.  The mother continued, saying that hers and their father’s union was not openly accepted on Houm, but upon Kaydal it was much more commonplace.  With their father’s position in Nest, the move was apparently easy.

In their original home on Kaydal, in a small city called Khent, there were many people of Vat descent.  However, with the eventual move to Akresh, Veema found more and more people about them were of pale skin.  As someone who rarely ventured outside, though, the appearance of the strangers made no difference to her.  When Veema eventually entered the academy there in Akresh, just as her sister did before her, there was a surprising variety of people, including those of mixed race like her.  While at times she felt as though she didn’t fit in, her driving force was the knowledge that Venna had made the same journey.  It wasn’t until she had met Timon and became conscious of her place in the world that the looks from other people- the pale offworlders- began to take a toll on her.  Timon-

She suddenly wanted to call his name again.  Veema could see her breath in the air.  She had been wandering aimlessly about the buildings, looking for anything signifying a recent arrival.  Her path took her to the very edge of the settlement, looking down the slope of the volcano.  The old basalt of the cold and hardened lava flows stretched on for many kilometers before it met with the thick creeping vines and low trees of the flatlands.  Long before the awakening of Mount Triste, the red jungles had grown freely all across the planet, avoiding only the poles far from the reach of the warmth of the system’s sun. At that present time, many decades after the Ashen Age, the plant life about the Volcano was beginning to flourish once again, but only up to the very edges of the Ombre where they could properly take in sunlight.

Veema turned back.  She imagined returning to the clinic, to climb back under the covers of the bed, and to simply wait for the day to properly arrive and usher away the Nest convoy.  She began to retrace her steps, but the labyrinthine paths among the buildings were of no help.  Her feet jostled back and forth in the oversized shoes.  She spotted a figure stepping out of a building, only to stop and face her.  “Whose there?” The voice called out.  It was clearly familiar.

“Timon?” Veema spoke, her voice hoarse from sleep and the cold.

“Who are you?  What are you doing out?”

Veema stumbled forward, hoping to see his face.  She matched the patch of gauze on his cheek to the scene she had taken in the day previous at the clinic. “My stars, it is you…” She said, the tears beginning to flow.

Timon lurched forward and caught Veema, placing a hand over her mouth. “Shh- people may be listening.  Come on.  We have a… meeting before the convoy leaves.”  Without another word, he let her go and began to lead her forward.  He kept taking glances back at her as she followed, hand in his, to the edge of the settlement.  Beyond the farthest buildings, he finally turned back, kneeling to the ground. “Huh,” he said, breath heavy, “I thought I had been caught by the Nest guards when I heard your footsteps… those big shoes.”

Veema fell into Timon’s arms and across his knee.  “I… I couldn’t.”

Timon took Veema’s maimed hand in his own, inspecting it, before bringing his lips to the back of it.  “My dear, what has happened to you?  You… how did you get here… how did you know?”

Veema shook her head, rubbing her face against his neck and the dark, rough whiskers that had been allowed to grow out. “I thought I lost you… I was… injured, and… they found me.  Adan.  Brought me here… I saw you in the clinic yesterday… under the covers…”

“Okay, I get it.” Timon said, rubbing the back of her head.  “I can’t understand what you’re saying, but… we can talk later, I hear the others now.”

“Huh?”

Timon stood, pulling Veema up by the wrist and away from him.  “Listen, I didn’t show up here on accident.”

Veema blinked at him. “But the convoy guard… he said… you were trying to escape.”

“Listen, there’s no time to explain,” Timon said, eyes moving back and forth about the sky.  “They’re going to be here soon.”

“Who?”

“Shut up.” He hissed suddenly, grabbing her hand with a tight grasp.  “I wasn’t up this early to just take a piss.  This is what we’ve been planning all along.”

The sound of loud engines purring to life reverberated about the settlement, rattling the wooden shack buildings.  Timon tugged Veema back.  The headlights shot out across the road slightly up the hillside.  Timon crouched close to the ground and forced her beside him.  She noticed a few others from the camp creeping out of the alleys between the buildings, looking out to the road.  The dust was thrown up into the air from the first of the Convoy vehicles pulling out into the main path.  Deeper inside the settlement, the other wheelers roared to life and followed in the tracks of the first.  The lead vehicle pulled out from the buildings and onto the cold, quiet road leading in the direction of Hrrent.

Veema felt the buzzing in her ears of something off in the distance.  Just as the convoy had made sufficient progress down the road, a pair of craft descended from the sky.  They were slim and long, but propelled by a pair of fat, round engines spewing glowing exhaust at their rears.  From the main bodies of the craft shot out narrow missiles that impacted upon a select number of vehicles, leaving the prisoner carrier and the two flatbeds carrying the crates of houmite.  The following explosions echoed and flashed off the dark cloud cover above.  More sparks flew across the road.  The sound of the attack had caused many of the workers from the settlement to pour out of their homes and into the streets.  More craft came out of the sky, seeming to be birthed by the Ombre itself.

Timon stood and began to dash toward the unharmed vehicles, and the sole reaction Veema could conjure was to do the same.  Running caused her wounds to immediately cry out in pain, and the ill-fitting shoes upon her feet held her back.  The others from about the settlement began to flood out into the road and toward the burning wreckage.

The personnel vehicle, holding those who were supposed to return from the sentence at the quarry, roared its engine.  In a cloud of dust, it pulled off around the fresh wreckage to continue off down the road.  The remaining two untouched vehicles, both flatbeds, were caught among the wreckage, too heavy to be able to pull off the road and away from the danger.  Veema finally caught up to Timon, who was waiting at the edge of the fiery destruction.  “What- what have you done?  That- that wheeler is going to get away,” she huffed, wounds throbbing.  

“No antenna on that one.  Only the first one was equipped with a radio transceiver strong enough to get out of the Ombre.” Timon explained.  He looked back down the road, where others were beginning to make their way out.  “We still have a few hours before they’ll be able to make contact with Hrrent.  Gather around!” He cried finally.

One of the lighter craft was still lingering about the sky after its successful attack.  Out from the shadows of the south came a larger vessel, a sluggish sub-orbital carrier.  It landed upon the hard, slanted land, tossing up clouds of dark dust.  From its rear bay door came others, those of Vat descent, carrying light firearms.  The attackers approached and began to surround the two flatbeds.  Veema cowered at Timon’s side as he was passed a weapon of his own, a light rifle with a neat stock and magazine.  With weapons directed at them, the Nest workers were forced out of the cabs and down to the road.  “Into the quarries with you!” One of the attackers shouted.  “Feel how it is to be treated like you treat us!”

Others went to the shipping containers with pry-bars to break free the locks holding them sealed.  The remaining few from the carrier ship went to the contents inside and began to load up the loose material into large sacks, before hefting them back to the dropship.  Veema was still beside Timon as he rushed the people back and forth.  Some of those who had been captive inside the settlement came to join in.  She caught sight suddenly of the dreary faces of Euran and Adan at the edge of the destruction, looking on.

The carrier craft cried out against as its ground thrusters returned to life.  Veema looked to Timon, then to the others far away.  She couldn’t tell if they had noticed her, but there was no doubt that they knew she was already long gone.

“You’re coming with, aren’t you?” Timon huffed, nodding his head toward the open door of the carrier.

“I… I,” She stuttered, looking through the smoky air to the buildings of the settlement.  

Timon rushed to her and grabbed up her shoulder.  “Look, I don’t know how you got here, but you’re a part of this too.  Ever since you stepped on that lift up to Kaydal station with me.  If you stay here, you’re as good as dead.  Not even your father could get you out of this.  Me and these people are the only ones who can keep you safe.  So make your decision.”

The remaining person at the base of the carrier ship door waved furiously at them.  Timon allowed Veema to slip away, but her mind told her to chase after.  Through the throbbing pain in her side, she forced herself to keep up.  As soon as she was into the craft’s storage compartment, the door began to lift, and the thrusters pushed them off the ground.  Just before closing, the smaller attack ship descended again, sending the last of its ordinance into the half-emptied storage containers.  The blast was even larger than those previous, sending out bright sparks into the early daylight.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The Arrival of News

SUJATHA AND URVIL had been able to pass the first set of scanners of the main arches into the plaza.  They both breathed a sigh of relief, but the lines of people awaited them further in.  The illuminated signs directed the semi-organized mobs of people to ticket counters for official flights, while some crew of smaller craft held paper placards at their fronts or above their heads reading off their destination and price.  

“Nest flights will get us to Houmil and Akresh fastest,” Urvil noted, his head leaned closed to the old woman’s ear.  

“The thing to worry about is whether there’ll be more security stops along the way.  Who knows if the corporation intends to interrogate us on our reason for travel?”

The big man looked about the sea of people and the few scattered signboards.  “An independent ship may be just as scrutinized, if not more.”

“At least Nest won’t have us as their hostage.”

“Split up, then?” Urvil shrugged.

“You’re serious?”

Urvil watched the passing guards, taking in quick glances of their batons.  He spoke up again after they passed.  “The lower chance of both of us getting caught up in an unfavorable situation.  We’ve got to get to Akresh as soon as possible.”

Sujatha blinked at the big man.  “Right.  You’re not wrong.  Till we meet again, then?”




Wong had kept busy watching over the back-and-forth of vessels arriving and departing. Despite the increase in traffic, it was not far different than usual.  His attention kept returning to the clock, awaiting the scheduled arrival of the convoy.  The record of passing ships grew steadily, and the screens soon scrolled to a reading of the first ship arriving from Kaydal- a vessel registered to a home dock upon the moon.  He studied the name and identification of the ship, and while nothing was off about it, the simple thought of it caused his mind to drift, and he suddenly decided to step out and offer a visit to the operating head of security.

At that point in the day, there had been an attempted stealing of a purse, a lost child, and the collapse of an older woman, but all events were swiftly handled by the guards.  The scene on the cameras showed people moving back and forth like a colony of ants, all trying to get to different places.  Corbin Skye was brought away suddenly by the opening of the door.

“Major, how are things down here on your end?”

Skye turned about to Wong. “Nothing out of the usual, and certainly nothing that we can’t handle.”

Wong stroked his bare chin. “Certainly, indeed.  Are you watching the time, then?”

“I’m aware of it.”

“Then you should know that the convoy is still a ways off.  I’m inviting you to take in lunch with me.”

Skye dropped his shoulders and turned back so that the conversation would remain between only the two of them.  “I’m quite fine, thank you.”

Wong shifted his eyes about to the view-screens, then back to the Major.  “While the guard units have backups, there is only one of you. If you collapse on us, that wouldn’t be any good.  It’d be best if you’re at your most attentive when the convoy does arrive.  A lot of rabble to direct out of the way, you know.”

Skye looked back again at the panels.  “If only for a short while.”

Wong tapped the end of his cane against the floor, then to the edge of the door as it opened automatically for them.  He held his words until they were both out of the room.  “Take it as my apology for my insincere words last night.”

“No such thing is needed, Mr. Wong.”

The overseer had a slight pep in his step, leading them about the building and to the meeting space overlooking the plaza.  Wong allowed the Major in first, while he stood by the intercom panel.  “What would you like?  You mentioned missing out on your… carnal desires since settling down on Kaydal, is that true?”

“I don’t believe I ever said such a thing,” Skye remarked, shaking his head while he took a seat at the end of the long table.  From the position, he could glance out the window to the plaza, as well as to Wong who was still at the door.  “But… I would not turn down something hearty- just not too great a portion.”

“I know just the thing,” Wong said, gently offering a finger to the intercom.  “Petena, if you’re present, may I request two Steak au Poivre sets, and bring them to Meeting Room A?”

“Right away Mr. Wong,” The voice chirped back.  

Wong smiled and took a seat at the corner of the table, just adjacent to the Major.  “Hmm, you mentioned that your wife would be mad if you were eating red meat at home.”

Skye perked up and tore his gaze away from the bright daylight and sights of the window.  He tapped on the radio still in his ear, which would occasionally crackle into activity.  “Good memory.  I’m actually happily married to a Vat woman.  My daughters… daughter… we choose to keep to more local diets.”

“I see…” Wong uttered, silently reflecting on his words from the day previous.  “I actually had a thought, just a moment ago, when a Kaydal registered ship showed up on the screen.  Alas, I might say something again that might turn you off.”

Skye leaned forward against the table.  “I think I’ve decided what your words mean to me.  Speak your mind.”

Wong shuffled down in the chair with a huff and stared up to the ceiling.  “That day of the attack here… I recall it fairly clearly, particularly because I personally had to scan the meager amount of security footage.  You see, that day was the beginning of the Pilgrimage, you may know, of the Children of Triste.”

“Ah, yes, I see.  I’m familiar with that tradition.”

“From your wife, I assume?”

“Yes.  Well, she understands the beliefs, but since our meeting, she has never chose to follow any of the practices, especially since we departed Houmil.”

“I see.” Wong nodded, looking over his chest.  “Well, I’ve heard many who live across on Kaydal do still subscribe to such beliefs, despite the history of it all.  Well, to be blunt, that day, there was a ship of such people, in their dirty red robes, who arrived to complete their pilgrimage.  Not that there weren’t others as well from other parts of Houm, but that one particular group stood out to me.”

Skye was about to respond when the door slid open.  The tray of food preceded the woman carrying it.  The matching dishes held a neat round of meat in a light gray sauce dotted with black pepper, with a side of white mash.  Wong sat up and stowed his cane on the edge of the table, while Skye smiled a thanks at the Vat woman.  He looked at the food until the moment that she returned outside.

“Are you assuming that those who did it came on that ship?”

Wong took up the knife and fork and sliced into the tenderloin.  “Well,” he said, examining the first slice of meat before taking it into the corner of his mouth to chew, “I can’t be entirely sure, but there is some strange evidence found after the fact.  There was a discarded robe found in one of the latrines, which I can believe to mean that someone was masquerading as one of the Followers in order to arrive here and pull off that stunt of theirs.  That, or they could have been trying and make sure their fellow pilgrims weren’t implicated with their actions. Alas, the meager security system back then didn’t help us in identifying any one person or group. But… you can’t rule out the groups of radicals who foolishly believe that this system would be better off without our presence.”

“No doubt.  You understand their position, though, I hope?  The Volcano is the life-giver that populated the planet with lush vegetation for their arrival- which isn’t wrong, of course.  Their beliefs, however, lie in Triste being something spiritual, that can give… or take away.  I assume they fear that we’re disturbing and taking from an entity that means just more than a geologic formation.”

Wong finished his bite and clacked the side of the knife down loudly on the edge of the plate. “Yes, the eruptions are caused by fornication and other unsightly acts, and not just tectonic shifts and the overabundance of volatile mineral under the planet’s crust.  Similar beliefs have been successfully discarded elsewhere, and this system is just attempting to catch up.  Please dig in, Major, before it goes cold.”

  Skye dragged his hand across the table and took up the pair of silvery utensils, before slicing into the food to take in the first bite of the tender meat.  The taste was nostalgic but new, something of a delicacy that he had not even tasted in his days before coming to the system.  In his time of chewing and swallowing, he came about to a conclusion.  “Well, regardless of what the people believe, it’s not our duty to change it.  The best we can attempt to do is try to foresee and prevent any further violence by such radical groups… if they really are the ones involved.  This truly is lovely, Wong.”

Wong smiled mid-mouthful.  “I knew I could get you to come around.  You’re still young, you should be spending your time taking in the finer things in life.  You weren’t born here in the system, were you?”

“No, Ereshkigal system, in fact.  But I don’t remember much, I was a sheltered young man.  My parents can only blame themselves for pushing me to join the corps.”

“I see, how fitting.”

“You, Wong?”

Wong slurped down a mouthful of the mash. “Been all over.  Was the captain of a Cruiser for almost a decade before settling down here.  I’ve been treated like shit ever since.”

“Your access to such fine food says otherwise.”

“All things in perspective, Major,” Wong hummed while performing a swirling motion with his fork to mop up sauce from the plate onto another slice of meat.  “As I was getting to yesterday, I’d like to have a few good years to enjoy at least a bit of retirement before I become completely decrepit, and certainly out of this particular system.  Nest superiors would like me here until the completion of the tether station, and at this rate, my good years are slipping down the drain.  I’ll tell you, I can’t step outside into the Hrrent air without ending up sick in bed for the following three days.  The dust is that poor for me.  I haven’t been outside in close to two years now.”

Skye silently chewed down the food and wiped his mouth before speaking up again. “I feel terrible, then, if that’s the case.  The quicker we are able to return to normal here, the quicker the construction on the-”

The intercom behind Wong crackled on, interrupting. “Mr. Wong, we’re getting communications from the convoy,” the secretary spoke at them.  “I believe it’s urgent.”

Wong wrung the cloth napkin between his hands and attempted to stand to answer it.  “It’s certainly too early them to be already this close,” he mumbled, shoving the cane under his hand.

“Let me get that for us,” Skye said, pushing back the chair.  “Maybe they got an early start?  If they are here, I’ll need my men to start rerouting the crowds to the East entrance.”

“There’s no early starts under the Ombre.  They had two flatbed transports with what should be carrying full containers of houmite.  On those gritty roads, they’re not going but at a snail’s pace.”  Wong sighed and leaned against the table as Skye pushed the button to answer the intercom.  “Petena, thank you.  I’ll have Major Skye make the preparations while I come up there to get on the communication line.”

Skye nodded his head in a gesture of agreement with the Overseer’s words. He leaned his head to the microphone on his lapel.  “C and D units, we’re expecting the arrival of the Convoy.  Reroute all foot traffic to the East gate, and make sure there is a clear path through from the West to the private ship platforms. Over and out.”




Sujatha recognized vaguely the events that came with the Nest guards redirecting the foot traffic and setting up pylons that led to the private gate at the corner of the shipyard structure.  She had already been in a line for about an hour, but the booth was nearing.  From her breast pocket, she pulled out the old ticket.  The plan she had talked about before parting ways with Urvil was the riskiest but would get her back to safety the quickest.

It was finally her turn to walk before the window and talk with the pale woman behind the glass.  “Good day,” She said weakly.

“Where to?” The woman asked curtly.

“I’d like to re-register this suspended ticket to be able to return back to Kaydal,” she said, passing forward the wrinkled document through the port.  

The attendant looked her up and down before taking the paper. “Scan your identification,” she said, motioning to a metal plate on the counter.  Sujatha touched her wrist to the contact, which produced a short tone on either side of the glass.  “Very good.  You’re able to return today.  Gate six, departure four in about two hours.  Next!”

Sujatha breathed a sigh of relief and took the freshly printed and pressed ticket back through the opening.  It was heavier and thicker than the previous one, and through the layers of paper, she could feel the shape of an electronic tag, something she had not seen before.  The sound of a loud wheeler engine came through the arches and into the Plaza as she began to head toward the departure area, not daring to look back.




Corbin Sky was at the entry point with a small group of guards when the sole vehicle remaining from the Convoy showed up.  He waited at the door while the driver and two passengers stepped down and out. “Where’s the rest of it?”

The driver shook his head. “As I told Mr. Wong.  We were attacked.”

“By who?” Skye interrogated.

“From above, flying craft, just as we were leaving!”

Skye looked back to the other guards. “Other craft under the Ombre?  What did they look like?”

“Long, light craft, but with big engines.”

The Major stomped his foot and shook his head, speaking under his breath.  “Piercer class.”

“Looks like they wanted the material transports.  Hey, look,” the driver spoke up again.  “We’ve got some rashes returning- they’ve finished their sentences.”

“Rashes?  What do you mean, exactly? They’ve been out there a while?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s ask them what they know and saw.” Skye decided.  He stepped to the back compartment, where the other guards were beginning to let them down and out. “Make sure they don’t go anywhere.  Let’s get them inside.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The Sanguine Tears

THE CARRIER CRAFT was stuffed with sacks of the raw houmite and other passengers.  Some had come with the ship, and others were those who had been picked up at the quarry settlement.  Veema held close to Timon to save space, but she couldn’t help but stare at the people’s guns, and their muzzles pointed to the volatile mineral.  Timon suddenly pulled her close, placing her cheek against his chest. “Don’t worry about them.”

Veema peered up at him and the freshly healing trauma upon his skin.  “Your face…”

Timon pursed his lips. “I haven’t seen a mirror in some time, but I don’t suppose I’m as pretty as I once was.  But you…”

Veema pulled away and gripped her bandaged arm, and down her side.  The pain had abated, but her breath was still yet to slow to a normal rate.  She leaned in close to Timon and spoke in a whisper.  “Who are these people?”

The young man patted her back. “We call ourselves the Sanguine Tears.”

“Have you always…?”

“Me?  Yeah, the others too- Urvil and Sujatha.  This is what we were working for.  To let Nest hear our voices, the ones they’ve silenced for so long.  Even now, we have more to say.”

Veema shook her head, her bangs rubbing against Timon’s shirt. “I don’t…”

“How else do you think we got a hold of raw houmite on Kaydal?  There’s been more than just a few of us working behind the scenes.”

“I still don’t…” Veema huffed, her hands held in tight fists the best she could.

“Listen, somehow you got here.  Got back to me.  That’s what matters at this moment.”

Veema repeated those words in her head over and over as the engines hummed loudly out past the metal skin of the vessel.  She let herself drift off into the warmth of Timon’s chest.  She was awoken some time later, with her legs nearly giving out as the carrier made a landing on the ground.  Timon held at her arms, then caught her eyes in his own.  

When the rear hatch door opened, the cold, sulfuric air returned to Veema’s nose and lungs.  It was much brighter than when they had departed the quarry.  “Still on Houm?” She asked as Timon led her out and down the ramp.

“There’s no way we would easily get off-planet with a load like this, and certainly not with the attention we’ve drawn to this area.”

Veema sighed and held her chest.  The gray cover of the Ombre was still present in the sky, and in every direction was more of the basalt wastes, covered in volcanic ash. “Where are we?”

Others flooded the landing platform as the carrier began to be emptied, one sack of houmite at a time.  Some men in coveralls came out with wheeled trolleys, slipping the low devices about the landing gear of the carrier.  Veema spotted the wide bay dug horizontally into the ground and dark rock.  Inside, she spotted the pair of red, slender craft she had seen fly down to attack the convoy previously.

“Don’t worry, Nest abandoned this place long ago,” Timon remarked.  “Come on, let’s get inside.”

“Nest did?”

“From what I learned, this is one of the old quarry sites they used in the past to dig up their houmite.  They hit an old lava tube, and probably realized that it wasn’t worth it to continue digging.”

Veema looked about at the surroundings.  She recognized the vague geometric shapes left in the rock from machinery digging away at it.  It had long since been weathered down or been buried under drifts of ash and dark gravel.  With the movement of the aircraft into the makeshift hangar, it almost appeared as if the area was completely abandoned.

She began to follow Timon in, avoiding the looks of the others about them. “What about all the rest of the people there at the quarry?  They’re not just going to be left behind, are they?”

Timon shrugged, his eyes adjusting to the low light of the interior chamber. “For right now, they are.  We only have enough space for a certain few, this time it was those who were in on this operation, a couple guys from Hrrent who allowed themselves to get caught like me.  But those people imprisoned by Nest… their time will come.  I need to get in contact with my mentor, I think he’s back this way.”

The chamber was tall and wide, with old tool marks on the rock.  The corners were crammed with crates and sacks, and the walls were run with messy conduits that connected to the dim ceiling lights.  The other smaller rooms that branched off from the main area were more roughly dug and meagerly lit just the same.  People moved back and forth, attending to the ships and the freshly unloaded cargo.  Veema held to Timon’s back as he marched about the clutter and past various others.  

In the back of the chamber, there was the distant hum of a small generator and the smell of burning bio-fuel.  They crossed into one of the back corner rooms, the floor laden with messy cushions, and the rough, dark walls covered in drapes.  Veema looked out from past Timon to the group of people, a sickly thin older man, with a pair of younger women to either side of him.

“Dulah, I’m back,” Timon spoke.  He turned about to Veema and grabbed her hands, gently pushing her to one of the walls and allowing her to sit.  Veema bent her legs up to her chest for warmth as Timon sat cross-legged before the old man.

“Is that who I think it is?” Dulah spoke in a raspy voice, hand moving out before him.  His cloudy eyes moved back and forth aimlessly.

Timon reciprocated and intertwined his fingers with the old man’s.  “It’s Timon, old man,” he said gently.  “I’m back.”

“It’s good to hear your voice, Timon. Are you fine?”

“More than fine, Dulah.  We were able to get the supplies, too.”

“Houmite?”

“Yes.”

Dulah shifted back, pulling away his hand.  He placed it back upon the leg of one of the young women.  “Good… someone else here with you?”

Timon glanced to Veema.  “Yes.  A girl, in fact.  From my time on Kaydal.  Veema is her name.” He nodded at her.  “Vee, this is Dulah.  He’s an adopted father of sorts. Ashen generation at its finest.  He still remembers a time before Nest had come to the system.”

“I see…” Veema hummed.  She caught the eye of one of the young women.

“Such a pretty voice.” Dulah hummed, nodding his head up and down.  “May your young womb run with fertility, young one.  Nest would have it that the Vat people stop reproducing altogether, or that they poison our bloodlines with their own seed.”

Veema bit at her lip, refusing to look in the direction of either man.  Timon shifted about on the cushions back to Dulah.

The old man cleared his throat.  “Speaking of such, how is Sujatha?”

Timon shook his head. “I haven’t had any contact with her since the task.  But I can assume she’s back on Kaydal already and arranging the next steps.  Speaking of which, I must be up and finding Niyas.  We’ve got a lot to discuss.  But I will return and talk with you again before I have to leave again.”

“Good travels to you, my son.” 

Veema pushed herself up arduously, glancing back to the group.  Timon allowed her out of the chamber first.  “I’m sorry, his words might have seemed a bit….”

“No-” Veema managed to say, her eyes focused at the ground.

“Well…” Timon sighed, changing the topic. “Are you tired?  Hungry?” The young man glanced her up and down.  “I’m not sure what supplies or rations we have, but we can find you something.”

“If I just lay down…”

“There are sleeping quarters over just this way,” Timon described, tugging on Veema’s shoulder.  He led her about a collection of old crates to another room littered with lumpy, stained mattresses. “This will be better than dragging you around.  Rest, and when I find out the food situation, I’ll come and get you.” He concluded, allowing Veema to hunker down to the ground and find a comfortable position on her good side.  He spoke up to another person passing by. “Have you seen Niyas?”

Veema forced her eyes shut, but the scenes playing in her mind kept her awake.  She trained her ears to the nearby sounds; someone’s sleeping breath, the electric hum of the lights, and the voices echoing about the stone chambers.  An indefinite amount of time had passed when Timon’s voice came to her ears once again, somewhere in the next room.

“-good to see you.”

Another spoke in response. “The same to you.  Good work.  I wouldn’t have expected any different.”

“All in a day’s work.”

“You brought someone else with you I saw?” The second voice spoke up.  “A girl?”

“We can afford another mouth to feed, I hope?  She’s useful enough, gullible as she is.  More than that, what’s the next move?”

Veema focused on the echoing sounds up as the voices trailed off, but the weight of her head and her eyes consumed her.








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

At A Loss

CORBIN SKYE HAD caught up with Kit Wong somewhere in the hallway of the second floor.  “You’re done, are you?” Wong huffed at him, his cane tapping furiously along with his step.

“Yes, we got the Wheeler out of the plaza and got all the onlookers out of the way.”

“Wonderful, a single victory among the many other fights at hand.” Wong huffed.

“If this was some sort of plan, then whoever engineered it carried it out far too well.” Skye acknowledged.  “Concentrated all our forces in the wrong place and went elsewhere with their attacks.”

“So nice of you to praise them.  I’ll be sure to include your words in my report back to Houmil when the time comes.”

Skye huffed. “Tell them what you want.  I’ll be preparing my own report, surely.”

The raspy complaints of the prisoner were heard clearly through the door of the meeting room as they approached. “I’ve served my sentence, let me go back to my family!”  Skye opened the door, causing the man to look his way.  His clothes were oversized, ragged about the edges and stained with dark ash.  “They’re waiting outside… I saw them out the bars!”  He said tiredly, looking to Skye and the other guard in the room with droopy eyes.

Skye shook his head and closed the door after Wong had shuffled in.  “If you saw them, then you should also be able to tell us what you saw back there where you were picked up.”

“Who are you?” The man glanced the Major up and down.

“Just tell us what you saw, how the attack happened… and you are free to go off to your family.”

The man leaned on the table and rolled his head about in thought. “It was mostly dark… but there were big blasts and some bright lights.”

Skye pulled out a chair across from the man. “From the land, or air?”

“Air.”

“Did you catch a glance of the craft that did it?”

“Pretty small ones… I guess.” The man shook his head and cleared his throat. “But… big engines, they were fast, in an’ out in a couple seconds.”

Skye looked back to Wong, who was leaning on the wall by the door.  He looked back and continued. “Funny how the wheeler you were on wasn’t hit.  Lucky you.”

The prisoner shrugged. “They left the long vehicles too, carrying the houmite we’d spent so long diggin’ up.  Saw ‘em as the driver got us out of there.”

“One last question before we let you go,” Skye dictated. “You didn’t hear any speak of the attack before it happened?”

“…some people were up last night, after curfew. I heard their voices, but I was already on the transport.  They had proper blankets for us, even.”

Skye nodded and stood before looking to the guard. “He’s free to go.”

Wong and the Major stepped out of the room in quick order. “Same story as the driver.”

“So this is all connected, then.” Wong declared, glancing back to the door as the prisoner was led out the opposite direction.”

“Yes, what they both described were the piercer-class ships that I told you about.” Skye rolled his neck about in thought. “They’re hiding out here on Houm, under the Ombre perhaps.”

“And now they have access to all that houmite that was mined from the site.” Wong included.

“Wong, that man was filthy and obviously in poor health.  What sort of operation are they running out there?  Why is someone like that digging up houmite?  With prisoner work camps, it seems?”

“Is that the time to worry about that?” Wong huffed.  “Who shall call Métin- you or myself?  It’s best he hears the news from one of us rather than through security logs.”

Skye stopped in place.  Wong tapped his cane as he stepped around to face the Major.  Skye scratched at his whiskers. “I shall call. I’ll be needing to have some backup scheduled anyways with what I’m thinking. If we’re to make a move, we need to be prepared with vessels capable of traversing the Ombre.  If we head out with just ground vehicles, we’ll likely end up the same as the convoy.  We need to trace their tracks, whatever group is doing this.”

“I can’t argue with you there,” Wong said apathetically.  

“We need to clear a time slot for our vessels to land here.”

“You’re saying to stop outside traffic again?” The Overseer huffed, squinting to the Major.

“That’s what it will take, Wong, I’m afraid.”




Sujatha sighed a breath of relief as the craft’s boosters allowed it off the ground.  It was even more crowded than the voyage there, but the view out the tiny window revealed the comparatively chaotic plaza of the shipyard below.  She had seen the big Nest ground vehicle finally move again through the plaza and into the corporate section of the circular structure, causing a brand new wave of people to ripple about through the newly opened space.  As the vessel hit the gravitational boundary of the planet, she felt the weight release from her weathered joints.




Skye had joined Wong in the main office of the shipyard structure.  The Major waited patiently as the secretary on the other side of the line connected them with Eli Métin in Nest Headquarters in Houmil.  “Hello?  Wong, is that you?”

Skye tapped on the desk and spoke first. “Mr. Métin, it’s Major Skye actually.”

“I see.  Go on, there must be a reason for you calling me directly, especially when it’s so late here in Houmil.”

“We’ve… lost the convoy, sir.”

The silence clung to the speaker of the phone for longer than either man felt comfortable with.  “The fact that you’ve chosen to call and report this so readily means that you have a way to reconcile this situation?”

“Sir, according to first-hand reports… it was an aerial attack, the same attack craft that went after the communications array, and then the Hist.  But it seems that the carriers with the houmite were left intact.”

“It takes no genius to realize that was their goal.” Métin hummed.

Wong leaned over the table and muted the microphone on the device. “Watch him, Major.  He will take no responsibility in stationing you here while you could have been undertaking your earlier goal of rooting out these people.”

Skye glared at Wong and reactivated the device. “We- I, personally, should have seen this coming.”

“What’s done is done.” Métin’s voice came through the speaker once again.  

“I’ve discussed contingencies with the Overseer here, Mr. Métin.  I’d like to request expanded authority over the troops stationed here, sir.  I would need them to be able to move under my command so as to complete an investigation of the convoy’s remains, sir.”

“Wong is there, isn’t he?  I wouldn’t imagine he would be so cowardly that he would let someone else do all the talking for him.”

“I’m here, Eli.” Wong huffed, plopping down in a chair.  “But something like this isn’t within my realm of expertise.  Whoever is commanding these attacks isn’t in the mood to be civil, if you ask me.  Might as well let the Major seek them out before they try yet another act.”

“I agree with all your points,” Métin hummed pensively. “Major Skye, I can get your request approved, assuming you have a lead and a plan moving forward.”

Skye cleared his throat.  “I’ve previously been able to review the capabilities of those craft- the piercer classes that we’ve connected now to at least the two confirmed attacks.  They can carry a very limited payload of munitions with the right modifications but have virtually no cargo space otherwise.  But as you’ve concluded, we have to assume that they were after the houmite.  Wong tells me that there were supposed to be four larger containers of the mineral on the convoy vehicles.  The attackers likely have access to other methods of transporting it, either by land or air.  Either way, it’s not something they would be able to get away with unseen.”

“All those things are very clear, Major.” Métin praised coldly.  “If these people have such capabilities, who is to say that any forces sent out to the Barrens won’t be attacked just the same?”

“For that reason, sir, I’d like to request air support,” Skye asked hopefully.

The sound of drumming fingers rang through the speaker. “Centralizing a lot of forces in one area isn’t a good idea unless we’re very sure we can reach a quick conclusion.”

Wong clacked his heels on the ground. “Then shall we ask the Houmil government to take care of these people, if they are indeed citizens?”

Skye looked to Wong while awaiting Métin’s answer. “According to records, we have two light seeker class vessels at the ready,” The old man deflected.  “I can get clearance for your disposition of troops, and likely the two craft, but any more will require special provisions, both with the Corporation and local government.”

The Overseer leaned forward in the chair. “I’ve already foreseen making accommodations for any vessels arriving to the shipyard, Sir.”

“I’m glad you’re willing to step up too, Wong.” Métin sneered.  “I shall reach out now to make the proper arrangements.  Good days to you both.”

The line clicked back to silence.  Wong flopped back in the chair and propped up his bad leg on the edge of the table. “Moving your men out of here means that my security force will once again be severely outnumbered in regards to all the travelers still about.  At the rates I’ve observed so far, we’ve got three more days until we’re back to normal conditions.  May I request that we wait for you to move out until that happens?”

Skye carefully returned the phone to its cradle before standing up to pace out from behind the desk.  “By that time, all the houmite left on those transports out there is likely gone for good.  Four containers.  What does such a group need that much houmite for?”

“You’re a smart man, Major,” Wong said, fingers intertwined on his chest. “You can figure it out.  It’s certainly not for the same uses that the Nest engineers use it for.”

“You’re talking about weapons, then- ordinance?”

“I suppose you didn’t read the reports from the attack here those weeks ago. Too busy?  Those who were killed or injured sustained deep tissue burns, from something that continues to combust slowly over a long period of time.”

“We can assume the attackers are a group led by radical Vat individuals.  They’re willing to kill and maim their own kind and burn up their precious mineral reserves in the process.  The endgame is clear, but how do you suppose they’re going to continue with their schemes?  What’s their next step, their next target?”

Wong wiped his face down with his hand.  “You’re asking a lot of a simple man, Major.  If I had to say, they’re craftier than any one of us.”

“If that’s the case, then we need to react with speed and force.  That’s the only way.” Skye stamped his fist into his palm.

“You’re playing with fire, though, Major.” Wong rebutted.

“In what way do you mean?”

“I looked at the records of the men you brought in, their identifications were scanned by default when they came through.  They’re all from out of the system.”

“I’m aware.  They came on the Hist.”

Wong sat up in the seat and pushed himself to his feet with the cane. “Then you should realize that Nest is already stretched thin, security-wise.  Those men aren’t strictly Nest employees, only by contract.  We’re verging on violating the treaty.  If anyone outside this or the Houmil offices catches wind, we’re in for a battle in bureaucracy with the Houm government, and I can assume such things are not your strong suit.  The Corporate leaders would be very upset if we were forced into a long renegotiation case.”

“Then the faster we get the men out of here, the better,” Skye declared.  “The local Government must have their own forces for peacekeeping?  If you were to bring them in, that would solve your problem of being overburdened.”

“Once again, you’re correct… As much as working with the Governor and his men irks me, I believe that will be our best solution.” Wong declared, waving Skye aside. “Allow me my seat back and I shall offer Hass a call.”








CHAPTER THIRTY

Furthermore

VEEMA AWOKE FROM what felt like a bad dream but seeing Timon’s face before her own erased the memories from her head.  It was dim inside the sleeping chambers, but there were only a few others about.  He was knelt beside her lying body, his hands stroking up and down her shoulder.  “You’re not too cold, Veema?” He asked in a low voice.  

Veema sat up. “A bit,” she murmured.  There was a light blanket strung over her legs, but the upper half of her body was covered in goosebumps.

“I got this to hopefully warm you up,” Timon said, presenting a metal bowl on Veema’s lap.  Inside it was long, neat strands of a red vegetable in a light sauce, and a spoon to eat it with.  She balanced the dish in her maimed hand and took up the first bite to her mouth.

“This is… fresh.” She muttered, chewing down the soft, rich food.  

“I’d suppose it’s like what you might have back on Kaydal.”

Veema looked down at the remaining food, then at the dirty shirt on her body.  It hadn’t been changed for over a week, and it wasn’t hers in the first place.  Tears began to fall from her face and onto the dirty cloth and inside the food. “I can’t… remember… the last time my mother… cooked… at all…” she sobbed.

Timon took the food and spoon from her. “Shh, calm yourself.”

“I just want…” She said through her sobs, “I just want to go home, and… and take a shower… and…”

“You know that’s not going to happen, Vee,” Timon stated.  He took up the spoon and offered her more food.  She weakly took in the bites while wiping down her eyes.  “This is the path you chose.  But things are going to get better- better than your life was before. These people are your family- our family.  It’s not just going to be this cave forever.  Niyas… our leader is going to get us together today and discuss our next move.  I heard him mention Kaydal.  We might see Sujatha again, and Urvil of course.”

Veema forced down several more bites of the food until her stomach seemed full.  Timon plopped down the dish and helped her lean against the wall.  “How… did you get fresh vegetables… I thought we were still out in the barrens?”

“Just on the edge…” Timon swayed his head about.  “There’s a tiny town on the border here, where they are able to grow a bunch of different crops.  We siphon off their fields, and the deliveries they get from Nest.”

“Nest…” Veema muttered.  

“There will be a day when we don’t need to find ways to buy back our system’s own resources from them.  That’s what we’re working towards.” Timon perked up.  “Listen, I hear them starting to get together outside in the bay.  Niyas must be ready to discuss what our next move is.  Do you feel well enough to get up and listen in?”

In the bay, under the wing of the carrier craft was a man, about the same age as Veema’s father, atop a wooden cargo crate.  He was a Vat man, with a weathered complexion, messy beard and hair, and a pair of eyes that seemed to never stop moving.  “Yesterday, my good people, we took a huge risk but came out with much for it.  Twelve sacks of the finest houmite.  It was by our people’s hardships that it was dug out of the rock of the mountain, and now it is back in our hands as it should be.  Twenty high-impact charges we can create.  Enough explosive power to sever the Akresh tether.”

Veema gasped as others cheered.  She felt and grasped onto Timon’s arm at her side.  

“The tether and the ships that dock there are the last boundary that our goods must pass before leaving this system, slowly stripping us of our resources, and our value as a people.”

Veema began to shake.  She felt her feet wanting to take her away.  She let go of Timon and pushed through the line of people behind the both of them, before running out into the cold haze of the exterior.  Timon caught up with her, grabbing her to keep her from continuing any farther. “Stop, we can’t be out here at a time like this.”

“They’re… your people are going to attack Akresh station… that’s where my father works!  You’ll kill him, and everyone else on it!”

“Vee, the plan isn’t final, and you haven’t even taken the time to hear the whole thing!  Niyas isn’t some madman.”

“He attacks innocents… we killed innocents in those blasts at the quarry… our people!”

“Certain losses, Vee-”

“It was you- these people!” Veema spat, struggling against Timon’s grasp.  “You said it wasn’t an accident… because you knew.  You knew how it happened.  The ones that attacked the communication platform… that was these people too, wasn’t it?  That attack that killed my sister, too!  You knew, didn’t you?”

“There was no way-”

Veema lost the sound of his voice in the pounding of her heartbeat in her ears.  Her bare soles were scraped by the rough basalt and dry ash.  Her legs finally gave out, and she landed hard on her knees.  The dust surrounded her, choking out her breath.  Timon’s arms grabbed her up and pulled her over his shoulder.  She attempted to scratch at his back, but couldn’t find the strength to do anything but continue her sobbing.

The young man left her inside the sleeping chambers while he met up with the group outside again.  Sometime after Veema had caught her breath, she heard the words of the leader, Niyas, mix with that of Timon’s. “…a bomb threat.  To clear everyone out.  There’s no sense in taking that many lives.”

Timon returned shortly after and sat down with her. “You heard, hopefully.  Listen, I said it before, these people are family now.  There’s no need to worry about your father, or how he might be worrying for you.  Remember what you told me when you finally opened up to me?”

“No…” Veema said weakly.  “I don’t want…”  She felt her head spinning.  Timon’s cold palm finally reached up to touch her forehead.

“You’re burning up.  You’re just wearing yourself out with all this worry.  Its not good for you.” He held at her bandaged arm and the loosening coverings. “These are all dirtied, now.  Let’s get you some more.  Hold tight, okay?”

Veema could feel the warmth in her body, even through the cold of the air and rock about her.  Timon finally returned and sat in front of her as she sat weakly against the wall.  “Here, we can get new ones.”  Veema didn’t resist the old bandages being unfurled from her arm, nor the new ones being wrapped tightly up around the wound and past her shoulder.  Timon’s hands finally found their way to her sides, one of which still pained her. “I saw you were still injured here?”

“There- there isn’t a doctor with these people?” Veema asked weakly. 

Timon shook his head. “There is, but we don’t need to worry him.  You were treated by the guy out in the quarry, right?  The only thing we have to worry about now is keeping the wound clean and healing.  Besides, I don’t want anyone else here to see your body.”

Veema bit at her lip.  Once again, she didn’t resist as Timon forced her arms up and removed the ratty clothes from her upper body.  She held her good arm across her breasts and watched as the young man’s eyes moved about.  His fingers were suddenly cold as they felt their way about her abdomen, taking away the old gauze wrapped about her midsection.  

Veema winced as the old material was removed from just above her hip.  Timon spoke under his breath. “So much packing.  It doesn’t seem like its draining anymore, though.”  The fresh, rough material met with the raw, healing flesh, and the fresh pressure made Veema weep slightly in pain.  She held her breath as Timon’s arms moved back and forth around her stomach with more bandages to hold everything in place.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Timon whispered, his legs bumping hers.  “Your skin is so pretty, Veema.  I’m sorry for getting you into such a situation.”  His hot breath met with her neck, then his lips next.  They were dry and coarse.

“Stop-” Veema muttered.

“Come on now, after all I’ve done for you, gotten you out of?”

Veema tried to scoot backward but found herself against the hard wall.  Timon pushed at her again, taking her hand away from her breasts.  His cold touch caressed her and forced her back against the ground.  

“I don’t want this.” She said, back grating against the dirty cushions.  She attempted to look to the side for help, but the feet had long since shuffled out of the room.  Veema felt his hand next against the rope band holding her pants to her waist.  

“You heard what old man Dulah said.  We owe our people this, even if your blood is tainted with offworlder.”

The pain in her groin was his cold fingers first, then something else.  It was hot and dry.  She attempted to scoot away, but her side throbbed, and her head was no better.  She couldn’t tell if the stabbing in her abdomen was from her old wound or the new one.  Timon’s breath grew ragged, and his weight slowly descended upon her as his stamina was spent elsewhere.  His face flashed before her eyes, and she smelled his rancid breath.  She attempted to push at his sides, but she had no strength left.  It was minutes, maybe longer, Veema couldn’t tell, before the short spasms and the warm secretion.  Timon fell off her and rolled to the side.  He stroked her short hair with his hand, but in her remaining strength, she could only roll away and crawl into a ball, tears running down her face.  Before he stood again and walked out of the room, he managed the sole charitable act of draping her in the dirty blanket to hide her body.








CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The Sweep

AT THE TIME of retrieving his ticket out of Hrrent, Urvil had found that all spots on the vessels for that day had been taken and that the next available was the following morning.  With the hope that Sujatha had made it off the planet safely, he spent another night in Hrrent, luckily that time inside the Shipyard’s plaza.  At the very least, he was far from the only one with such a fate.  The food stalls had been allowed to return, the lines to the latrines weren’t too long, and the night shift of Nest guards kept their distance.  He was awakened early morning to the sound of twin ships arriving over the plaza and ducking down into one of the corporate docks.  




Under Major Corbin’s Skye’s order, the Seeker-class vessels departed again sometime after their morning arrival and refueling.  They were round and sleek, meant for transporting individuals of importance, but for that particular mission, they had set out with only pilot and copilot to make sweeps over the barrens looking for anything out of the ordinary.  

The short caravan of the two ground personnel carriers set out shortly after the aircraft’s departure for the long drive out to the quarry.  The Major, in the cab of the lead vehicle, had access to the radio frequencies of the Seekers, as well as the proper equipment to stay in contact with Hrrent for at least a good distance under the Ombre.  

Prompted by a call from Kit Wong, Hrrent Governor Radik Hass made the walk from his Estate to the Shipyard.  The departures of the commercial ships had yet to commence for the day, but the white-garbed Nest guards were at the gate to guide him through the secured entrance at the front of the structure. “This way, if you would, Governor.”

Wong was sat in one of the visitor’s couches as Hass stepped inside, wiping his feet on the rug. “I’d have imagined you would be too busy to even take a seat, Wong.”

“Good morning to you too, Radik.” Wong sighed, pushing himself out of the deep cushions. “I’m sure you’re aware of goings-on?”

“Despite Nest guards keeping out news crews and my aides, yes.” Hass nodded, carefully keeping up with Wong as he headed for the stairway.  “Let’s say I have an ear for gossip.”

“Well, there’s a reason for keeping unnecessary people out of the plaza,” Wong said back, climbing the steps more efficiently than usual.

“You’re awful spry today, Wong,” Hass noted.

“Nothing like a good four hours of sleep to shock the body back to life.  I want to show you the state of the plaza at this moment.”

Wong ushered the Governor into one of the second-story meeting rooms.  The early morning light hitting the interior of the plaza had awoken most of the travelers, but the gate to the ticket counters or to the loading docks had not yet opened.  The white-clad guards patrolled tiredly about the perimeter.  “Still many to filter through,” Wong spoke up. “Two weeks of stalled people to get through these gates.”

“I wouldn’t have expected any less.”

“We had sufficient manpower to keep things under control yesterday, but our nice commander and the forces he brought with him were called off on other business.”

“Business relating to the missing convoy?”

Wong pursed his lips. “Yes, quite, perhaps a discussion for another time.  Before that, though, I must humbly ask for your cooperation once again.  Your men were invaluable in quelling the protests, but that was on the public streets.  I’ve been granted clearance for your men to enter the Plaza and help to keep our departures moving forward.  They would be paid the same rates as Nest forces, of course.”

“I see.” Hass clapped his hands. “I will pass them down the directive to start arriving.  How wonderful that we may cooperate like this.”




Skye remained in communication with the seeker craft throughout the journey on the desolate road. “We’ve confirmed the remains of the convoy, Major.” One craft spoke over the radio.  “Just up the road from the quarry settlement, over.”

“Copy that, Seeker One, over,” Skye spoke back into the vehicle’s equipment. He looked out through the light beams projected by the vehicle’s front lights.  The pale red dust shined through them.  Above, the Ombre seemed to extend out forever, blocking out the majority of the sun. “How anyone can live out here is beyond me.”

After several long hours of driving over the uneven land, they arrived upon the scene that the craft had described.  Skye pulled the breathing mask over his face before stepping out of the passenger door.  His footsteps threw up clouds of dust at the side of the road.  Others came out of the backs of the two vehicles, eyes glancing up at the sky, or down to the wreckage.  Corporal Russ waved a finger about to spread his men across the site before he presented himself before the Major.  “What a bunch of sick bastards, doing this to our people.”

Skye shook his head and spoke, voice muffled slightly by the mask. “I understand what you’re feeling, but if you just get angry, then you can’t look at this objectively.”

Russ shook his head and looked out across the settlement.  “What sort of people live out here?  How do they even manage?”

“Wong said it was some sort of work camp.  To be honest… I didn’t know a place like this existed until just the other day,” Skye noted, shielding his eyes from the dusty air.  “Let’s think about this… according to the Overseer himself, the convoy should have been stationed here for three days, just about.”

There was a sound of aircraft above, and the handheld radio on both of their belts chirped on. “Come in Major, this is Seeker Two, confirming your position on the ground, over.”

Skye glanced about and made visual contact with the silvery craft. “Copy that, Seeker Two, over.”

“Still nothing out of the ordinary, Major.  Will return to base for fuel once Seeker One has done so, over and out.”

Skye returned the equipment to his belt and began to step up to the wreckage, the Corporal following after.  The destroyed machinery was twisted and charred, and the ground about the blast area was equally blackened and pockmarked. “They simply could have attacked the convoy when it was inside the settlement, but that would have done too much collateral damage.”

“They’re cooperating with the inhabitants of the settlement,” Russ spoke up.

“Perhaps.  Or they simply didn’t want innocents involved,” The Major concluded, stepping up between the wreckage of the two longer destroyed vehicles.  The burn marks about the road were deeper, and spread farther.  “These two were said to be carrying two cargo crates of the mineral each.  But it looks like some of the material was left and detonated with the vehicles themselves. It’s volatile stuff, I’m sure you know.”

“Fucking waste.” Russ huffed.  He lifted his mask off his face to spit on the ground. “If the workers and the people who attacked were working together… they could have just siphoned off some of the stuff before the convoy even came this way.”

Skye crossed his arms and scanned the scene.  “And then the workers would have been in trouble for having missing supplies or something lof the like.  That would indeed make sense if the two groups were colluding.”

“There you have it, Major.”

“Or most simply, the attackers were just waiting for all the houmite to be en masse and be destroyed in one fell swoop.  Well, we’re not here to make such conclusions.” Skye remarked.  “The next thing to do is-”

“Hold put!” The loud cry came out from one of the corporal’s men at the far side of the rough formation. “Don’t come any closer!”

Skye looked out for the call.  Out from one of the wooden shacks came a pair of workers from the settlement, peering at the men.  He immediately saw the guard, pistol in his hand and pointed at the workers.  “At ease!  Put down that weapon!”

The Major ran forward and placed himself between the workers and the guard.  The Corporal urged his subordinate back and forced him to stow the weapon.  The workers had already retreated back among the buildings in fright.  Skye proceeded slowly, calling out to diffuse the situation. “We’re not here to cause you any harm.  Let us talk to you.”

“Sir-” A voice came to Skye’s ears from about the alleyways. “I believe I know you.  I’m coming out.”

Skye looked back to the nearby guards, still held at bay by the Corporal.  He stood still, hands at his front.  Adan stepped out from behind a corner of one of the shacks.  “Mr. Skye?  You may remember me… your daughter’s friend.”

Skye stepped forward quickly and took the young man by the shoulders. “Adan, of course.  But you… all the way out here?”

Adan dropped his eyes.  “May I show you something?  This way.”

Euran stood as Adan and the pale Nest man stepped through the door of the clinic.  “What are you doing?”

The young man waved the doctor back down.  “This is… Veema’s father.”

The hair on Skye’s neck stood up. “Adan, do you know where Veema is?”

“You… you might want to have a seat.”

The Major gave one last direction to Corporal Russ before turning off the radio and listening to the young man’s story.  “But… she ran off with them, on their ship- a medium carrier, with a good amount of the houmite.  They headed out west.  Look, if you don’t believe me… I have her sweater… I remember she was wearing it that day.  It’s all torn and bloody from the blast.  Then… this ID bracelet.  It was on her, but she wasn’t wearing it.  She said… it wasn’t hers, that it was forged… but I imagine it has a record of where she was… if you want to corroborate the story.”

Skye pulled himself off the bed, his mind still spinning from the story.  He felt the fabric of the tattered sweatshirt in his hands, and he recognized the design. “This… was hers.  Adan, this information has been invaluable,” he said, pulling the young man into his chest.

“I’m sorry, sir… first Venna, then…”

“If she’s alive, then that’s all that matters.  We can find her.  You’d best find your way back to Hrrent, I’ll let my men know to give you clearance.  By the time you’re back, the station should be back in order.”

“Thank you very much, Sir.” Adan nodded, pulling away.

“Doctor, Shran…” Skye looked to the other two in the room, who were listening skeptically. “Thank you for treating her… your efforts were not in vain.”  

“Duty is duty,” Euran said, turning back to his desk.

Skye took a deep breath and flipped the radio back on.  He paused at the doorway and spoke to the Corporal.  “Russ, we have a lead.  Contact the seeker pilots to start scanning the west.”  











CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Leading the Plan

IT WAS IMPOSSIBLE to tell the time inside the dim chambers of the underground base.  The ceiling lights were at their lowest.  Veema was half awake when the nudge came to her shoulder.  She had managed to pull on her clothes sometime during the cold of the night.  Timon was sitting on the adjacent cushion on the ground.  When she finally sat up, he passed her a wide bowl of food.  “Keep your strength up, Vee.”  

Veema took the bowl and began to eat in silence.  She refused to look at him, and it seemed he had no desire to say anything to her.  She managed to force down half of the meal before her abdomen began hurting once again.  She leaned against the wall while her stomach settled, allowing her time to focus on what she wanted to do.  Placing the bowl on the ground, she forced herself to stand.

“Where are you going?” Timon said, looking up at her.

“The latrines.”

“I’ll go with.”

“Why would I need you to?  I’ll try not to expose my skin to anyone else here,” she sneered, eyes still avoiding his face.  Timon returned to his food as she walked out of the chamber.

Veema caught sight of the murky daylight outside the old hangar.  The three aircraft had not moved since they had been docked inside the previous morning, but the open cargo hold of the carrier was emptied.  She listened for the sound of voices, and eventually guided herself to the clicking of machinery.  

Inside one of the far-back chambers, she came across the work tables.  The sacks of houmite were scattered about, open.  The men were assembling hefty metal cartridges in the shape of missiles.  Veema got a few looks, but only one of the men acknowledged her.  She recognized the older man as Niyas, who had offered the speech to them the following day.

“You’re the leader here?” Veema asked, approaching.

“You’ve got that right.” The older man stood up, rubbing his palms against each other. “You came here with Timon, didn’t you?”

Veema’s face tightened to a scowl and she hissed.  “Don’t mention his name to me.”

The leader’s deep-set eyes scanned her face. “There’s not a lot who would dare take that tone with me, especially not a girl.”

“And what of it?”

Niyas separated himself from the worktable.  “Timon must have seen something in you.  Maybe it was gullibility like he said.  You seem like a person to just follow whoever, is that right?  You followed him here after all.  What do you want to make of yourself?”

“You’re planning on attacking the Akresh tether, aren’t you?  That’s what these explosives are for, right?” She declared, preparing her next words.  “I know Akresh.”

Niyas looked about the work tables, listening to Veema through the pounding of the workers.  “You have something special to offer us?  Let’s go somewhere better to talk.”

Veema watched the older man’s back as he led them out into the hangar.  “I don’t recognize these ships, but they did good against the convoy.” She bluffed.  “I hope whatever the bigger plan entails, you can get in and out unnoticed.”

“Oh, don’t you worry.  We’ve been testing the blind spots in the sensor arrays above Akresh for a while now,” Niyas boasted.  “If you were with Timon, then you carried out Sujatha’s part of the plan, right?  We’ve been making covert drops of houmite to the surface of Kaydal for a while now.  Been a good test of what we can get away with.  Had to take out a comms platform that locked on to our signal a while back though, as well as the array of one of the big Nest ships that arrived before it was scheduled.  But so far, we’ve been doing quite well.”

Veema’s fist tightened. “Smart.”

“It’s these old ships that make it easy.” Niyas described, pointing to the slim craft.  He leaned himself on the landing gear of the carrier craft under its right wing.  “Nest had these as junk in their old ship storage, and we took ‘em off their hands.  Now, what do you think you have to offer this whole operation?”

“I know Akresh station- a good part of the local and Nest terminals.” Veema folded her arms. “My- someone I knew worked there.  That’s what you’re planning- to fake them out with a bomb threat, right?”

“So you have been paying attention?  You’re right- Nest security is going to be on edge now as a result of your attack inside the Hrrent Shipyard.  They can’t help but take even the tiniest sign of a threat with great attention and start up their evacuation protocols.  But there will be no actual explosives inside the terminal, just a few decoy bags to show up on their cameras.  Whoever undertakes that task will be set up to alert us once they’re down the lifts with all the civilians.  Then we attack and sever the tether.  We hope to have it begin to burn up in the atmosphere and topple down over the less populous section of the city, and by that time we’ll be long gone.”

“And shut down Nest shipping out of the system for a long while.”

“At the very least, girlie.” Niyas clapped his hands slowly.  “And you think you’re the one for the task?”

“What do I have to lose?”

Niyas stood up straight and peered out at the landscape.  “I’m not the one who can answer that.  I’ll let you in on it, though.  We’ve got another day or so before we proceed if you change your mind.  We’ve been hearing ships passing by overhead, no doubt looking for us after what we did to the convoy.  As soon as we get the munitions put together and loaded on the piercers though, we’ll be off.”

“One condition,” Veema spoke up, looking back to the sleeping chamber.

“You want more?” Niyas sighed. “I can’t promise anything.”

Veema licked her lips. “I don’t want Timon with us.”

“Can’t do that.” Niyas shook his head.  He began to return to his work in the back room, but Veema kept after him.  He looked back before responding. “Look, there’s a limited number of us.  We can’t afford to leave people out, and Timon knows Akresh too.  I don’t care what your deal with him is, he’ll be there.”

“Fine.” Veema said, her voice trailing off after the leader.  She looked about the chamber, finally deciding to look for the latrines before returning to the dim sleeping area.  Timon wasn’t there when she found her way back but the food bowls had been cleaned up.  She laid back down, facing the wall, and forced herself to sleep once again.











CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Pushback

HRRENT SHIPYARD HAD opened its gate and ticket counters for the second day of its reopening to the public.  Those who had already been able to purchase a ticket the previous day lined up at the mass scanner to be allowed through into the docking bay and await their flights.  Departures from vessels that had landed in Hrrent that morning were departing through the same gate, and the local Vat guard of Units A and B saw to moving them through safely and efficiently.  

The remaining members of Major Skye’s forces that had been left behind were assigned to the ticket windows and the monotonous task of keeping the people in manageable lines.  The Hrrent Guard, under the command of a Captain Zhan, had been allowed into the Shipyard that morning, under the quickly discussed agreement between The Overseer and the Governor.  The local forces were promised that their long stint of managing the massive load of people about the city was coming to an end and that their home would soon return to normal.  

Urvil was among the people in line heading into the loading dock.  He held onto the ID around his wrist, the one updated by the Governor, and he hoped silently that it wouldn’t trigger the alarms at the scanner.  The big electric device was built into the sides of the archway, and the freshly installed cameras on the walls stared down at him.  

The loudspeakers crackled on overhead. Carrier craft 608 to Akresh station, Kaydal, is accepting those with class A, B, and C tier flight passes.  Please scan yourself in at the main terminal gate in order to have your place reserved.

Urvil thought immediately of Sujatha, and whether her flight the previous day had been able to make it all the way to the moon or not.  There had been no visible commotion about the time when her ship had departed.  He scanned the plaza and the still sizable crowd for those coming his way to board.

Several passed the scanner without issue, but a sole offworlder man was being pursued by a member of the local guard.  “Sir, you’ll have to jump in line to confirm your registration.”

The man waved them off and continued toward the checkpoint, enforced by members of the Nest forces. “No, I don’t think I need to, I’ve been through these parts plenty.  I run a business here and on other parts of Houm.  If you lot try and stop me unnecessarily, I’ll see to it that you’re never welcome to any of my shops.”

“We have orders from the local-”

The man huffed and continued to wave his hand dismissively. “Local?  I’m not a local, look at my ID again.”  He locked eyes with the pale Nest guards at the door.  “Gentlemen, I’m being harassed by these fiends.  To think the Overseer… Wong? …Would allow these folk inside the Shipyard.  You’ll let me through, won’t you?”

The guard held the businessman up with a hand.  The checkpoint lights directly beneath and beside him flashed red, but the guard was quick to bring out the scanner from his belt.  The man presented the metal wristband toward him, and the machine took in the information.  “I’ve seen you before, but proper up-to-date identification has been required in the system.  Well, it’s been logging properly, but it does need to be updated to comply with current standards.  You’ll get it done when you get back to Akresh?”

“Of course, of course, it’ll be the first thing.” The businessman pledged, hands together.  He looked back to the Hrrent guards, and the line of others collecting even farther behind.

“That won’t do.” The Hrrent guard stepped up, blocking the path.  “We have orders from the Governor.  Hass is bound to the same regulations that you and your superiors are.”

“My superior isn’t here, and from what I can see, this man’s no danger- been here and back plenty,” The Nest guard rebutted.  “Look yourself.”

“It is not a matter of danger.” The Hrrent guard stood steady.  “He set off your systems, not once, but twice.  It will be logged to us, and you know that.”

“Look at the situation.” The businessman butted in, attempting to shove his way through  “No need to hold up the line for one man.”

Other guards had begun to gather around, from both inside the docking bay, and outside from the plaza.  The Hrrent guard grabbed up the man by the wrist.  “You’ll update, or you won’t be leaving from this port today.”

The crowded line before Urvil had long since taken notice of the commotion, and those nearby had already begun to speak up and shout. “Preferable treatment for the offworlder!  He’s not above Nest’s rules!”

The rope barricade and guards holding the longer line in place began to waver.  The Nest employees at the gate finally noticed the growing uneasiness and pushed back the businessman and the Hrrent guard. “Go, then.  Sir, get your situation in order, then maybe the ship might still have a spot for you.”

“I do not deserve to be treated like this-” the man’s voice trailed off as the Hrrent guard pulled him away to graciously show him the correct line to join.

Up in the communications room, Wong had been listening to the radio chatter going back and forth among the Nest guards, who were spreading the word of the possibility of needing backup.  The Overseer had also pulled up the video feed from the security cameras at the gate and had nearly turned on the loudspeakers to diffuse the situation. He relaxed as the two groups of guards returned to their regular duties and patrols.  

Borrowing one of the nearby consoles, Wong tuned in to the frequency of the investigatory group out under the Ombre.  The vehicle with the long-range equipment answered as expected. “This is D Squad.”

“Is the Major there?”

“No, but I shall look out for him.”

“No need to,” Wong replied. “Just offer him this message; the sooner you get back, the better.”

“Aye… understood.”








CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Seeing Red

VEEMA WAS AWAKENED by the sound of plodding footsteps outside the sleeping chambers.  She rolled over to see Timon resting just beside, his back to her.  She pushed herself up slowly to make sure the cushions wouldn’t be disturbed.  There was work on the aircraft in the makeshift hangar, but the exterior had yet to show signs of daylight.  The odor of food caught her nose.

In yet another corner of the base was a short line leading to the kitchen chamber.  Veema was surprised to find even a child of about ten waiting in the line just ahead of another man.  She earned a look, but not much more.   The room was pleasantly warm.  A sole older woman was serving from a large pot over a gas flame into smaller bowls.  There were no words from the woman as the serving was doled out to her just the same as to the others

Veema began to take down the pungent and fibrous soup before even stepping out of the chamber.  It was warming and generated a feeling of satisfaction that she hadn’t felt in a long time.  Niyas passed her with a bowl of his own, before stepping back to take in her presence. “Look at you, you’re fitting in nicely, aren’t you?”

Veema swallowed the mouthful she had taken in. “I get hungry, just like anyone else.”

“Well, eat up then.  We’re moving today.  About an hour, just at first light.  You’re still going, I presume?”

Veema stood tall and nodded. “I don’t have any other choice.”

“Good to hear.  If you run into Timon, get him awake and fed.  Briefing in just a little while.”

Back in the sleeping chambers, Timon was still in the same position.  Veema jabbed at his back with her toes and sat down.  He rolled over and faced her, her eyes locked to his.  “You’re up?  Already?” He said groggily.  “Are you… you feeling fine?”

“Better than ever,” Veema said blinking at the opposite wall in the dim light.  

“Breakfast-” Timon mumbled, forcing himself up. 

“I already ate.  Niyas wanted you up.”

Timon folded his legs in front of him and stared at Veema, looking up and down her body. “You spoke to Niyas?  Where?  What for?”

“He didn’t want you to be late for the operation today.”

“Why did he talk to you about it?”

Veema clicked her tongue, studying the young man’s expression. “I volunteered.  It’s supposed to bring us back to Kaydal, isn’t it?”

“You think you’re up for that?” Timon shook his head. “No.”

“No, what?”

“No, you shouldn’t be going.” He doubled down, hands propped on his knees stiffly.

Veema shifted about and propped her side up on the wall. “Like I said.  I already talked to Niyas about it.  You all need someone like me.  You know I know the station.  You should get ready to leave.”

“Why are you so cold all of a sudden?” Timon leaned forward, brushing his hand against Veema’s arm.  She shrugged it off. “What I did- I know, it was moving too fast.  I’m sorry,” he forced out an apology.  “But you need to start thinking and listening to me if-”

“No!  Listen, to you?!” Veema hissed.  The others sleeping stirred and looked up in their direction.  She reached out and latched onto Timon’s maimed ear, the injury inflicted by herself shortly after their first meeting. “You do not own me or control what I do.”

“You bitch-”

Timon grit his teeth and swatted her grip away painfully, but his attention was immediately pulled away by a head poking in the doorway. “Hey.  Niyas wants to make sure everyone involved is up and ready to go.”




The leader was peering out from under the basalt outcropping and to the sky as the ships were being loaded.  The smaller Piercer-class vessels were already rigged with the missiles, two to each wing between the both of them.  Niyas returned and faced the others who had been drafted for the mission; three pilots, a copilot for the carrier, and five others, including Veema and Timon.  He pulled a heavy sack off the ground and opened it, revealing the contents. 

“A bit of old rock, and a bundle of wires.  To anyone, it looks like something rigged to blow, but today it’s the Piercers handling the explosions.  These are only to get the evacuation going.”  He looked about, then threw the decoy explosives into the back of the awaiting carrier.  “Those Nest craft are still making passes, so we need to be out and in the sky in one swift movement.  From there, head into Houmil airspace, then across to Akresh station.  The carrier will dock as fast as possible and have you unload with your things.  First chance, spread out, and as soon as you feel you’re far enough from everyone else, find an alarm to trigger.  The lifts will go into descent mode only, so get out as soon as you can.  Timon or Kish will radio to the Piercers to make the attack once enough people are clear.  Understood?”

The carrier had been loaded up and aimed at the takeoff strip for several long minutes.  Veema had been offered a fresh set of clothes- not terribly clean or fancy, but better to help her blend in with other travelers.  Timon had barely acknowledged her since that morning and was stuck to one of the tiny portal windows on the side of the craft.  He grabbed suddenly to one of the interior braces as the craft made a sudden move.  It departed the ground with a huff and pushed off into the dull sky.  After several long moments of strain against the g-forces, the carrier escaped the cover of the Ombre.  The sun shined outside the windows in a brilliance Veema had almost forgotten.  The radio in the cockpit crackled and connected with the ground, “We’re clear, no sight of any other ships.”

The journey over the surface of Houm to Houmil airspace was to last about three hours, followed by another hour climb out of the Houm atmosphere and across to Kaydal.  The voyage was silent, apart from the creaking of the vessel and the hum of the engines.  Veema sat patiently, meditating, as the elevation played with her inner ear.  The call to hold on was issued back, and Veema knew that they would be engaging the engines to pull away from the red planet’s gravitational pull.  The pile of bags and other supplies began to float about, and even Veema had to hold herself down to avoid drifting away from her position.

When the pull of gravity returned, Veema knew it was time to start preparing.  The chatter came over the radio from the cockpit.  “Unidentified carrier, please state your course.”

The pilot spoke up. “We were supposed to go straight from Sion to Khent, but one of the passengers fell terribly sick.  Requesting permission to dock until we get things sorted out?”

“…Fine, but per recent regulations, we are scanning every individual to come through.  Expect an agent at the gate when you arrive.  Have IDs prepared.  We have you a dock in… Section 4D.”  

Kish, the apparent leader assigned by Niyas, nodded about the cargo hold to grab everyone’s attention before shifting to the rear of the craft by the door controls.  The carrier eventually came to a rest in the docking mechanism of the station.  Veema picked up one of the bags of the dummy explosives and stood by the wall under the direction of the others.  

As the door descended to meet with the platform outside, Kish ushered in the guard.  The local looked about, before taking an electric shock from an old Nest baton from behind.  He crumpled to the ground and was dragged up and tied down to the compartment by the cockpit.  Veema watched patiently as the others silently grabbed up their own bags.

Veema was one of the last out.  She held tightly to the strap of the bag on her shoulder to keep herself from shaking.  The feeling of the weight upon her back reminded her of Hrrent, and the explosion, and the confusion and pain thereafter.  It was only a decoy on her back, she reminder herself.  Timon caught her arm just as she was about to exit.  “I get why you’re here, now,” He said, whispering close to her ear.

“Does it matter?”

“To me?  No.” The young man shook his head. “You’re going to alert your father?  You may be able to get him out, but you can’t stop what’s going to happen.  Just know that if you mess up things like you did in Hrrent, I won’t hesitate to leave you behind and make the call.”

Veema began to walk away, distancing herself.  “If that means not having to see your face again, then that’s fine for me.”

Timon kicked at the floor but followed her out anyways, looking either direction for anyone paying special attention to them or the craft.  The others were already lost among the reaches of the terminal, and Veema was not far behind.  He continued, looking about nonchalantly for any security cameras.

Veema picked up her pace, but not so fast as to draw any attention.  She would have to make it all the way across the station to accomplish her goal.  Ships and passengers were arriving from other parts of Kaydal and Houm, but particularly from Hrrent.  The central area of the station was busier than normal.  She was nearly to the security platform when she saw the opportunity- the fire alarm, behind a panel of glass.  She paused and looked about, making sure that neither Timon nor any of the others had followed, and that nobody else nearby would be looking her way either.  She caught sight of her silhouette staring back at her from a nearby reflective surface on a decorative installation.  It wasn’t the her she remembered- the short hair she had cut herself was matted, but nevertheless starting to grow back down to her neck.  The once curvy parts of her body had flattened out from the lack of food, and her dark skin was tarnished with dirt and ash.  For a moment, her own image reminded her of her sister, Venna.  That was the final motivation she needed.  Veema shoved the sack at her side into the glass pane to force it to break before pulling the lever inside.

The sirens began to cry out, echoing through the station.  Red lights flashed.  Possible fire warning.  Please head calmly to the nearest lift or one of the escape shuttles.  Repeat, fire warning.  Please evacuate.  The lifts from the surface, one of which was heading upward, stopped and engaged the emergency procedures, first to return any ascending riders to the ground.

Veema arrived at the far end of the area and planted herself in front of the heavy doors of the security platform and kicked at them.  They wouldn’t open for anyone without clearance.  The camera mounted to the ceiling above the door peered down at her as if watching her every move.  She shouted through the echoing sirens. “My name is Veema Binnek, my father is Major Corbin Skye!  I have to see him!  This is a matter of emergency!”

The doors opened, but the pair of agents who came through passed her without acknowledgment.   She looked down the hallway, where others, including a uniformed woman, were coming forth.

“Veema Binnek-” Julias Tess, the major’s subordinate and commander in his absence, spoke up, ushering her in.  “I don’t know what you’re doing here, but you must come inside with me.  Now.”

Veema shook her head and waved back to the main terminal.  “You don’t understand.  We need to evacuate.  This place is going to blow.”  She ripped open the top of the sack and tossed it to the ground before them.

The agent accompanying the Corporal poked through the bag.  “It doesn’t look functional, ma’am.”

“There are others,” Veema spoke up.

“We’ve caught a few of your kind on camera, leaving some of your packages.  Once everyone is evacuated, we can deal with them.  Get her in here, already.”

The agent pulled on Veema’s arms and forced her through the security checkpoint.  Tess was already a few steps ahead. “Your father isn’t here.  He’s on duty elsewhere.  But he, and many others, have been trying to determine your whereabouts.”

“Listen to me!” Veema huffed, pulling away from the agent.  “If we don’t get out of here, we are going down with this entire station.”

Tess stopped and turned about. “You should get to explaining, then.”




Timon and the others had arrived at the doors to the lift, waiting on the apparatus to rise up again to collect the remaining evacuees.  Many were pressed against the doors as the sirens and light still ran unchecked.  “The alarms got activated too early,” Kish complained.

“Someone must have panicked,” Timon replied, looking about.  The din of the lift shifting into place rumbled through the metal floor.  “Let’s go.”

Kish made a passing head-count of the others as they piled in with the civilians. “I don’t see that girl.”

Timon shook his head. “She probably took a shuttle.  She knows this place, didn’t you hear?  Get ready.”

Kish held his breath and took up the radio from under his jacket.  The lift descended with a steady pace, slightly faster than under normal operation.  About two-thirds down, he made the call.  “Clear to go.  Repeat- make the move.”

The two Piercer class vessels entered the atmosphere in formation.  They ducked about the underbelly of the station and released the houmite missiles one after the other into the same spot.  The metal of the tether fractured and buckled with the successive explosions.  The fluid lines and conduits shuddered.  The repulsor drives at the bottom of the massive structure attempted to compensate but were of no consequence.  The station above crumpled and shattered down one of the thirds, sending the lighter section away from the gravitational pull.  It tumbled through the upper atmosphere and caught fire.  The heavier section continued toward the ground and the city below.  The evacuation shuttles had managed to clear the falling wreckage and find the designated landing platforms at the outskirts of Akresh.

Veema had barely been able to speak of the plan when the attack occurred.  The entire security platform shook, and the agents inside immediately went to work.  The emergency procedures were activated, causing secondary sets of security doors to close, and force the sealed-off section of the station to disengage from the rest of the structure.  Smaller repulsors shunted the freed pod away from the wreckage just as it began to make its way toward the ground.

Tess jumped on the communications channels as fast as she could find her footing.  “This is Akresh station security to all Akresh- no- all Kaydal forces.  We need emergency and fire crews all at attention.  Tether down!  Tether down!”




Corbin Skye was returning from the quarry settlement after clearing the road and dealing with the human remains from the attack.  Another communication came to the vehicle’s array, this time from Wong himself.  “Major, are you there?”

“I copy,” Skye said, speaking up.  “Is that you, Wong?  Everything alright there, over?”

Wong paused. “Here, yes.  But I have news- good and bad.”

“Don’t play games.”

“I don’t know the context of the first message, but I’ve been told to let you know that your daughter has been found.”

“Veema-” Skye’s breath caught in his chest.

“Secondly, there’s been an attack in Akresh.  Devastating.”

“What do you-?”

“I’m sure you’ll be able to see it once you get out from under the Ombre.  Needless to say, we’ve had to shut down air traffic once again.”








CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Closing the Distance

IT HAD BEEN a week since the attack, and Major Corbin Skye was finally able to return to Akresh via one of the temporary landing areas.  The fall of the tether station had smashed over four blocks of buildings, mostly commercial, and the fires burned nearly two blocks more.  Less than a hundred people had been killed, but the city was still in disarray.  Air travel about the red planet and its moon had also been mostly stopped.  The large Nest Carrier, The Hist, had managed to undock from the station just before the collapse, leaving it with only minor damage, but at that time, it was far to big to dock anywhere else in the system.  

Veema had been treated for the old, yet unhealed injuries, but Nest was far from ready to release her as she was yet to speak of her connection to the attack.  Behind the wall of acrylic in the detention center, she was able to see her father again.  She couldn’t look into his eyes.  He attempted a few words at her, but she wouldn’t respond.

“Why… why would you do this… run away?  Get involved with people like that?”

Veema bit at her lip and shook her head. “It’s just…”

“I should have…” Skye shook his head… “I should have been there with you… and your mother… after Venna…”

“How is mom?” Veema spoke up, daring to look up.

“I just got back from Houm.  Haven’t seen her yet.  But the wreckage missed our part of town.”  The Major licked his lips. “Veema… your hand, your face…”  He glanced to the paper to distract his mind from her visage.

Veema could only look away.  The thin and light detention center clothes barely hid her injuries and her withered features.

“I can’t say what the corporation has in mind for you, but I promise I will get you out of here.”

Veema pursed her lips and shook her head, refusing to look her father’s way.  The uneasiness of her mind and stomach that had persisted over the last week was welling up inside her again.  

“Vee…” her father spoke up again, touching the clear panel. “You need to help us. Just tell us about who you were working with…”

Veema bit at her lip and trembled.  She leaned against the desk.  Without warning, the contents of her stomach came up across the surface, her hands, and across the floor in front of her feet.  The tears came next, slurring her speech. “I’m sorry.  I’m sorry.”

Skye looked about for a guard or nurse.  The uniformed woman dashed up to help Veema, pulling her up and away from the mess.

“Nurse, what’s wrong with her?  I thought she had already been treated?”

The woman leaned toward the glass and whispered to the Major through the grill.

“You’re with…?” Skye said, glancing to Veema’s stomach.

“I’m sorry,” Veema repeated, tears and saliva running down her face. “He… he forced himself… I couldn’t.”

The nurse dragged Veema back and out of the room, leaving the Major to silently contemplate the news.







Back in Hrrent, air traffic was returned to normal and the remaining previously stranded travelers had been cleared out.  Kit Wong found a sudden peace at the end of a call from the Nest office of Houmil, one of many that week.  The light of the day was being to be dragged away, and the desire to imbibe overcame him.  He stood, causing the joints in his legs to pop.  Just a few steps away, he was able to help himself to the tan alcohol in the cabinet at the corner.  Just as he returned to the seat, turned away from the desk this time, the phone rang once again.  He picked it up and rested his head against it.  “You’ve reached Kit Wong.”

“I apologize for calling so late, Wong.” Radik Hass’ voice came to him.

“Nonsense,” Wong replied, eying the glass of liquor beside him.

“I did try earlier, but I was only able to get the secretary.  In this case, I didn’t think it fair to simply leave a message.  No doubt you’ve got your hands full.”

“We’re working through it.”

“Well,” Hass began, letting out a big sigh.  “Not to pile on another thing, but…”

“But that’s what you’re going to do, huh?”

Hass clicked his tongue. “I realize you’re in a tough position, and you are in the right mind having more security present about the Shipyard.  But the situation will only get worse if other local leaders find out that Nest is employing mercenary forces.”

“Major Skye brought those men in.  And they’re on a contract with the corporation, not simply mercenaries.”

“But he’s no longer there, thus I believe they should not be either,” Hass paused. “The second they cause a disturbance of their own, that’s when the rest of Houm finds out.”

“I’ll be sure to contact my employers about such a situation,” Wong replied, dragging the glass across his desk.  “I’m afraid I can’t talk much longer, some things to wrap up before I end up going to bed at the wee hours.”




It was first light in Houmil, and the higher-ups in the Nest Local Headquarter Offices were preparing for the conference call back to the Nest Corporate Hub out of system.  In the conference room, Local Chief Operations Officer Eli Métin was joined by Tobias Smith, the CFO, and Isabelle Hartman, the Senior Director of Affairs for the Saku System.  They waited patiently in front of the terminal while the feed was decoded, connecting them to their counterparts light-years away.  

The administrator’s face appeared to them, blinking off into space, before finally acknowledging the three of them.  “Madam Hartman, Gentlemen.” The clean-cut man greeted.

“Good day to you, sir,” Smith spoke first, adjusting his glasses. Métin and Hartman hummed out stiff acknowledgments of their own.

The pause returned as the connection parsed the long distance.  “…I’m assuming you’ve drafted your list of conditions and expectations for moving forward in the system there?”

“Yes, sir,” Hartman spoke up, tapping at the screen full of controls before her. “I’m sending them to you as we speak.  We hope that you will grant us the forces we need to stabilize the two sectors and re-secure our corporate holdings.  In the coming months, we hope to double our efforts on the tethered station currently under construction in the city of Hrrent on the planet of Houm, but we cannot do so safely with the threat of Vat extremist groups still present. Our examination of the terms of the Treaty of Blackstone has taught us that we may safely introduce forces as long as they are properly identified and payrolled under Nest Corporation.”

The administrator took slightly longer than before to respond.  “These terms are acceptable.  We shall see to it that such forces are appropriated and authorized.  Good fight to you.”
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