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Chapter 1
Prologue



 

 

 

 

It was time to go.  Nimesh Hollow could feel it
in the pit of his stomach - a pulling sensation… pulling him
anywhere but here in the Grenar System.  Judge Weincloth, the
president cum dictator of the Grenar System, held a particular
grudge against Nimesh.  

It seems that Weincloth in his rise to power had
gotten ensnared in the dirty game of illegal arms trading. 
One of the members of the Grenarian Liberation Front had paid
Nimesh Hollow a hefty sum to deliver records of transactions
between Weincloth and guerrillas to the Galactic Council’s
Judiciary Board.  It had apparently slipped Weincloth’s mind
that all weapons transactions were to be approved by the
Board.  In any event, the Board came down hard on
Weincloth.  He was stripped of his title of Grenarian Senator
and demoted to Chief Grenarian Guard, where he had started his
climb to the top.  The demotion cost him twenty-two years of
hard work and shady deals.  His guard unit hunted down and
wiped out the GLF.  The last known survivor of the front had
finally cracked under Weincloth’s evil hand and spilled the details
of the smuggled records and who did the smuggling.  Weincloth
repaid the information with a quick death.  An unprecedented
sign of mercy from him.

Weincloth had pursued Nimesh Hollow for years, and,
now, fourteen years later, he still harbored a burning hatred for
Nimesh that did nothing but intensify with the passage of time.

Weincloth had spent those fourteen years wisely,
though, for he had now ascended to the rank of Judge
Imperial.  He was the most powerful man in the Grenar System -
a system comprised of four galaxies and over thirty worlds. 
His stained past, however, has kept him off of the Galactic
Judiciary Board.  And of course he blames this on Nimesh
Hollow.

So, it was time to go.

Nimesh let himself out of the sleeper he had rented
for the night and made his way down the dimly lit metal hallway to
fetch Tran, his younger brother.  

Tran had joined Nimesh eleven years ago, though he
had been pleading with Nimesh to take him along for as long as
either of them could remember.  There was a time when Nimesh
would have said that it was too dangerous for Tran to be along on
smuggling runs, but now, Nimesh felt it was safer to have Tran on
hand where he could keep an eye on him.  Nimesh was afraid
that Weincloth’s men would find Tran and kill him.  Their
mother had died under very mysterious circumstances and Nimesh’s
gut, which had yet to fail him, told him that Weincloth was behind
it.

Nimesh arrived at the end of the hall to the sleeper
where Tran was.  He stood in the soft glow of the recessed
lighting and listened for sounds on the other side of the
door.  Hearing none, he knocked sharply three times.

No answer.

He knocked again, the sound echoing up the empty
metal corridor.  He was preparing to knock again when he heard
a response.

“What?!” came the reply.

Nimesh smiled a knowing smile.  The last he had
seen Tran the previous evening, Tran was working his charm on a
beautiful Grenarian waitress.  There wasn’t a blemish on her
beautiful blue skin.  Her long, dark hair surrounded a young,
pretty face.

Nimesh knocked again.  He heard the gentle sound
of girlish laughter, like someone gently ringing a tiny, silver
bell, coming from the room.

“Time to go, little brother.  Say good-bye to
your new friend.”

“Five minutes, ‘Mesh!”  Tran called back
anxiously.

“That’s four more than you’ll need, but okay.”

 

Nine minutes later the door to Tran’s sleeper opened
and the little Grenarian goddess hurried out, pulling the zipper up
the front of her white jumper.  Nimesh caught her eyes as she
hurried past and saw the blush tinge her blue cheeks.  She
giggled and hurried past.

Nimesh pushed through the door and entered the
sleeper.  It was really nothing more that a circular room with
a bed and chest with two drawers.  There were no light
switches or power boxes.  The lights worked on motion
detectors, only going off when motion ceased in the room for three
minutes.  Nimesh smiled as he thought to himself that the
lights had probably burned all through the night.  Tran was in
the lavatory alcove, washing his naked body with water from the
sink.

“We need to move Tran.  We’ve already stayed too
long.”

“I’m comin’… but, man, that little lady was worth a
brush with a guard fleet.”

Nimesh let the comment go.  He knew Tran was
kidding.  Well, mostly kidding.

 

Ten minutes later they were heading back down the
hallway to the elevator bay.

“Fueled and ready?”  Tran asked as he ate a
biscuit he had hurriedly grabbed.

“Yeah.  We’re gonna have to write this port off
for a few rotations, though.  I used a bogus credit number at
the fuel port.”  Nimesh stated.

“‘Mesh, I know you’re tired of hearing this, but if
we just put our money on a reactor ship, it would-”

“Pay for itself,” Nimesh finished for him.

He knew the benefits of a ship with a reactor: no
fuel bills, no stopping to refuel, etcetera, but they were
expensive.  Five more years of running a liquid fuel ship and
they could both retire to some far flung galaxy and never have to
smuggle again.  Or do any type of work for that matter. 
Or they could spend five years take on a reactor ship and smuggle
with a little more piece of mind.

“The Galactic Board can catch a reactor ship the same
as a liquid fueler,” he said.

The elevator dinged and opened just as Nimesh reached
for the button.

“My powers are great and many,” Tran said,
laughing.

Nimesh simply smiled.  Tran had long said that
he could summon elevators at will.  He could call them forth
by merely thinking about pressing the call button.  Nimesh had
never admitted that he believed this to be true, though he had
never seen otherwise, but instead remarked that perhaps Tran could
turn that power to something a little more useful.

Nimesh pressed the “S” button for Service Level
Bay.  (It seemed that Tran’s power ended once the elevator
doors opened - he could not wish them to a specific floor)

As they rode down, Tran finished his biscuit and
belched loudly.

“Ugh, I thought it tasted bad going down.”

Nimesh’s laughter at his brother’s crudity was cut
short when the elevator opened and he saw three Grenarian guards
talking to the service bay attendant.  Tran was already
stepping through the door.  Nimesh grabbed him by his shoulder
and roughly jerked him back into the elevator, hitting the button
for sub level two, where the ship was parked.

“What?!”  Tran demanded, bending over to pick up
the back pack he had dropped in the scuffle.

“Grenarian guard,” Nimesh said calmly. 

The perturbedness immediately left Tran’s eye and was
replaced with alertness, and perhaps a little fear.

“Was she really worth a guard entanglement?” 
Nimesh had intended the remark to break the tension a little, but
Tran heard the truth underlying the question.

“No,” he answered in an uncharacteristically succinct
manner.

 

The door opened to sub level two.  Tran’s’ hand
was gripping the pistol at his right side.  Nimesh held our a
hand which advised coolness and led him out of the elevator and
through the foyer that opened onto the hangar.

The ship was in the last bay on the left. 
Nimesh walked straight ahead, eyes forward, belying his agitated
state.  Tran, however, made no attempt to conceal his state of
mind.  His eyes tracked quickly back and forth, checking
underneath the surrounding craft for the stout, black clad legs of
the Grenarian guard.

They were twenty feet away from the ship when they
heard the elevator open at the other end of the hangar through
which they had just walked.  Without turning around and
without saying a word, they both broke into a sprint.

Also without a word, the Grenarian guard opened
fire.  Green laser flashes sizzled past the brothers Hollow as
they reached the ship and hurried up the ladder to the ingress
hatch.  Tran felt heat and a tug at his left shoulder that
nearly knocked him off the ladder.

“I’m hit,” he hollered, panic ready to step in at any
moment.

“Just keep moving,” Nimesh replied, his voice still
rather calm.

As Nimesh pulled Tran into the cock pit, they were
both horrified to see the top rung of the ladder explode as it took
a direct hit from a laser.  Tran had moved with a tenth of a
second to spare.

“One more kiss to your lady friend and that one would
have got you, little brother,” Nimesh remarked, spinning Tran
around to see how bad he had been hit.

Nimesh laughed out loud in relief when he saw that
the pack on Tran’s back had taken most of the heat from the shot
and had resulted in nothing more than a slight discoloration on the
back of Tran’s shirt.

“I wondered why it didn’t hurt,” Tran said as Nimesh
handed him the ruined pack.

But he was talking to Nimesh’s back.  Nimesh was
already halfway down the tube to the pilot’s seat.  Tran’s
followed, dropping the pack to the floor  beside him.

They could still hear the laser shots pounding into
the hull, but hand held lasers wouldn’t pose a significant threat
to the reinforced metal of the ship.  

Nimesh hit the emergency ignition switch. 
Normal power up took about five minutes of flipping switches and
setting fuel mixture, but the emergency system, which Nimesh had
installed himself, ignited the main thruster with a small outboard
explosion.  The ship rumbled her protestation at the rough
treatment but steadied off to an even burn in two seconds.

“Let’s go,” Tran shouted.  He could see that
five or six guards had reached the ship and were fixing the sights
of a shoulder cannon on the cockpit view shield.  The blast
from a shoulder cannon would fry them both.

Nimesh pulled back on the stick and stomped the
accelerator.  He whipped the ship in a tight three hundred,
sixty degree turn just a few feet off the floor.  The thrust
instantly vaporized the guards which were preparing to fire on
them, as well as the expensive stellar limo which was docked next
to their ship.

Nimesh then pulled back on the stick and they shot
through the hangar door.  They could hear the alarm sounding
now.  There was a major bad time getting ready to 
happen, and neither one of them wanted to be around for it.

Through the hangar door they flew and into the main
corridor.  Nimesh opened the thruster wide open and started
both secondary thrusters.  They were whizzing down the
corridor at a sickening speed.  Tran closed his eyes.  He
could feel the biscuit he had hurriedly eaten threatening to
reemerge into the world.  When he opened his eyes a second
later, he could see why Nimesh was pushing the ship so hard: The
main exit’s iris door was closing; it was going to be close.

Tran screamed as they shot through.  It was
frighteningly close, even to Tran, who had been in enough close
situations that he considered himself an old hand.  He had
been able to read the “stand clear” warning embossed on one of the
iris’ leaves.

“Shit fire and save matches!” Tran yelled, looking
back over his shoulder through the upper view port.  The
thruster darkened the iris door with its heat, the miss had been so
narrow.  It couldn’t have been closer; the iris had actually
closed through the tail of flame coming from the ship.

As Tran looked, however, the door immediately began
opening.

“We’re about to have company,” he said ominously.

“We already do,” Nimesh replied coolly.

Tran jerked his head around to see five Grenarian
fighters dead ahead.  Straight ahead, he corrected
himself; dead was not a word to be using just now.

The five ships were flying in close formation, but in
an instant, they had spread out into the five points of a star,
their laser cannons coming to life at the same time.

Nimesh took evasive action: he pulled hard left and
was almost instantly flying perpendicular to their previous flight
path.  The ship groaned loudly as she strained under the
load.  Tran could see through the upper view-port that seven
more Grenarian fighters and two Galactic Patrol ships had flown out
of the hangar, lasers firing - directly into the line of fire of
the oncoming fighters.  Two fighters exploded and one of the
Galactic Patrol ships took a hit as the pilots brought their craft
around to pursue the Hollows.

“Jettison both pods, Tran… .now!”  Nimesh spoke
just above his normal speaking voice.  Tran took just an
instant to admire his brother for his coolness and courage.

Nimesh had long loaded all smuggled goods into escape
pods.  They could be fired and picked up by the payer at a
predetermined rendezvous point, or - in time such as now - they
could be jettisoned as a diversion as well as a means of getting
rid of contraband when capture seemed possible.

Tran fired both pods and felt the ship rumble as they
flew free.  The ship responded to the decreased load by
accelerating.

They both watched as the pods exploded, one
immediately after the other.  They did not have to voice their
acknowledgment that if the pursuing ships would destroy escape
pods, they were not too concerned with taking them alive.

“All that money,” Tran lamented.

“All that money won’t buy back your life if we take a
direct hit,” Nimesh responded, staring straight ahead.  “Drop
a string of trailers, I’m getting ready to go hyper.”

Tran reached out to the console and pressed a button
that released time charges from under the fuselage.  The idea
behind trailers is that one is released and the pursuing ships fly
into it just as it explodes.  It is mostly a diversionary
tactic, but this time it proved somewhat effective for one of the
Grenarian fighters exploded.

“Take that, you bastard,” Tran called out
triumphantly.

“I can’t make the coordinates lock in for the hyper
drive!” Nimesh said, sounding exasperated for the first time.

“It was working fine,” Tran said, panic coloring his
voice as he released the second and last string of trailers. 
The pursuing craft bobbed around them with ease this time, the
element of surprise being gone.

“It says there’s something in front of us, but I’ll
be damned if I can see anythi-.”

Suddenly the sky was full of laser fire.  The
blasts came from everywhere, all directions, like a swarm of angry
hornets.

“What the hell?” Nimesh asked no one in
particular.  But his question was answered a moment later when
the biggest Grenarian Cruiser he had ever seen materialized in
front of them out of the void.

Tran was looking out the rear view-port when the
laser shower began.  All but one of the pursuing ships were
destroyed in the rain of fire.

“Man, what do you think did tha-.”  His words
stuck in his throat when he turned to behold the huge ship in front
of them.

Nimesh was cutting power and preparing to take
evasive action when the first shot found its mark.  They
watched in horror as the starboard stern wing disintegrated. 
The communications array in the front of the craft was the next to
go, showering fire back over the forward view shield.  The
ship rocked hard and emergency sirens began blaring.  Engine
failure.  The main thruster had sustained a direct hit in the
forward intake filter housing.

The shower of lasers stopped as suddenly as it had
begun.  Nimesh calmly reached up and turned off the
siren.  He could hear the whoosh of coolant as the ship
struggled to extinguish the three fires.  The lights in the
cockpit dimmed as the fire system drained main power.

Tran turned and looked at Nimesh who stared forward
at the great ship.  The comm-link screen in the center of the
console flashed the alert: Main thruster failure… unable to
assess damage… presumed critical.

They both sat there in silence as a mid sized
Grenarian flag ship approached their craft.  It had issued
from the lower third of the cruiser and was on a direct path to
them.

“This is not going to be pretty,” Nimesh said flatly,
perhaps the understatement of the millennium.

 

The flag ship flew close enough for Nimesh and Tran
to see the three guards in the cockpit before the pilot pulled up
and over their battered ship.

Nimesh looked down at the comm-link screen and felt a
stab of sadness.  The screen read, “Main thruster - direct
hit… irreparable with current facilities… advise secondary thruster
steerage to closest port for repair.”

The voice box on the computer had been out for a
month and Nimesh had been meaning to fix it.  Now he was glad
he hadn’t.  The ship was like a friend to him.  A good
friend.  They had been through so much together and now it
looked as though the end was at hand.  If he heard that sweet
voice speaking valiantly to him now, he was afraid he would lose
what remained of his composure.

Nimesh pulled out the retracted keyboard and typed:
Thank you.  Taking under advisement.  Enter sleep stage
until further notice.

“Why did you send her to sleep?”  Tran asked,
confused.

“I don’t want her to feel it,” Nimesh said softly.
 

There was a loud clanging as a docking tube came down
to meet the ship’s upper hatch.  Then all was silent for five
minutes.

 

“Open up Hollow,” came the voice from the other side
of the hatch.  Even through six inches of pressurized steel,
Nimesh recognized the gruff voice of Ceecarter - Weincloth’s
henchman and leader of the Grenarian guard.

“What’s the password?” Nimesh called mockingly back
in reply.  He could picture Ceecarter’s face contorting with
rage.

They sat there for a moment longer and then the knock
came again.

“Imagine if you will,” returned the gruff voice,
“That my voice is a detonator.  When I stop talking, you have
five seconds to live if you don’t open this hatch.”

“I didn’t know you could count as high as five,
Ceecarter,” Nimesh replied.  Both he and Tran cracked up,
their hoots echoing off the inside of the cockpit.  All the
stress that had been building up until this point poured out of
them in the form of wild, cackling laughter.

They both knew that Ceecarter was bluffing.  He
could cut through the hatch whenever he was ready; he simply wanted
them to bow down before him.  That was one satisfaction the
Hollow boys would not give him.

Their laughter died down after a few moments - far
greater than five seconds.  Sparks showered down into the rear
of the cockpit as the guards began cutting through the hatch. 
The ruined hatch fell to the floor ten seconds later and a guard
dropped into the cockpit.

The guard fell as soon as he hit the floor; Tran had
drawn his pistol and fired a short blast into the chest of the
guard.

“Damn it, Hollow!” screamed Ceecarter.  “You’re
just making this worse for yourself!”

Nimesh chuckled again but was able to stop before the
laughter grew and doubled him over again.

“We’ll shoot one more guard and then we’ll come
out!”  Tran called back.

Nimesh looked over at him.  He could see the
fear in Tran’s eye, but he felt proud of his brother for showing
this courage.  He figured Tran was thinking as he was that
they would be extradited to the Galactic Judiciary Board.  The
presence of the Galactic Patrol ships had indicated that the Board
was aware of the Hollow brother’s apprehension.

“You!  Go!”  Ceecarter barked.  He had
apparently taken Tran seriously.

A guard dropped to the cockpit floor, no
weapon.  He was young, barely out of his teens.  Nimesh
reached out a hand and pushed Tran’s blaster down.  The young
Grenarian exhaled sharply. 

The heartless bastard’s got a mother
somewhere, Nimesh thought.

“We’re coming,” Nimesh called.

 

Nimesh climbed out of the docking tube and pulled
Tran behind him.  He turned around and looked into the cold
blue eyes of Ceecarter.  Ceecarter’s nostrils flared with each
inhalation.  His jaw muscles clenched and unclenched.

“Hello, Ceecarter,” Nimesh said amicably.  “I
wouldn’t have believed that you could have gotten any uglier, but
once again you have proven me wrong.”

Ceecarter laughed with no humor.  He stepped
forward until his pug snout was nearly touching the tip of Nimesh’s
nose.

“Always the witty one,” he said.  “But alas your
wit has failed you, Nimesh Hollow.  Prepare your wit to fence
with that of Judge Imperial Weincloth.”

The clang again as the docking tube retracted. 
The interceptor began moving gently back towards the mother ship,
the repulsors virtually silent.

Nimesh turned and looked out a view-port as a laser
blast hit his ship and blew it to a million pieces.  That ship
had been like family to him; it was all that he had left of his
father; it had been his father’s ship.  He turned and looked
at Tran, who was also looking out the view-port, a tear slowly
trailing down his cheek.  Tran was all he had left now, and
they were speeding off to meet the being who hated him more than
any other being in the entire universe: Judge Weincloth.

 

The brothers were led to an anteroom and roughly
pushed down on a couch by one to the guards.  The guard looked
at them both for a moment and then returned to the others that had
clustered just inside the door of the room.  They parted
shortly as Ceecarter pushed his way through them and came over to
Nimesh and Tran.  His footfalls echoed loudly in the small
room.

“Judge Weincloth will see you in a few moments. 
He is presently resolving a dispute in his court.”  Ceecarter
paused for a moment.  “I am sure he is looking forward to
seeing you both.”

“No rush,” Nimesh replied.  “Tell him to take
all the time he needs.”

“We could even come back later if that’s more
convenient,” Tran added, smiling.

Ceecarter simply stared at them, the muscles at his
jaw clenching again.  Then, without another word, he turned
and exited the chamber through which he had entered.  The
guards turned and followed.  The last guard to go was the one
that Nimesh had spared aboard his now destroyed ship.  The
young guard looked first at Nimesh, then to Tran, and then back to
Nimesh.  Then he, too, turned and left the room, the door
closing behind him with a barely audible buzz and then a click as
the lock engaged.

“Man, I’ve got to pee,” Tran said.

They both sat there for a few minutes, silently
turning over the events in their minds.  Then Tran broke the
silence.  They both jumped a little at the sound of his
voice.

“Mesh,” he began, “I’m sorry.  This is all my
fault.”  Nimesh kept looking forward.   “If I had just
been ready to go when you came for me, we would have been out
before the guards arrived.”  He looked at his hands.  “I
was selfish, man.  I’m sorry.”

Nimesh sat there in silence for another half a minute
before answering.

“I don’t blame you, little brother.  You know as
well as I do that this was bound to happen.  As long as we’ve
been in this business and we’ve never been caught… each run
successful run increased our odds of capture.”

Tran seemed to relax a little at that.

“This couch is pretty nice, huh?” Tran said.

Nimesh sat back and crossed his legs without
replying.

“What ya think they’re gonna do, ‘Mesh?”  Tran
asked.  Nimesh figured Tran already knew or at least suspected
an answer, but he was probably just talking to fill the void and
keep his mind off of meeting Weincloth for the first time.

“I’m sure that we’ll be extradited to the Judicial
Board, Though we’ll most likely be put through some ordeal by
Weincloth,” Nimesh said, as lightheartedly as he could.  He
didn’t want to scare Tran any more than he already was.  Nor
did he want to give Tran a false hope that they were going to get
out of this without a scratch.

“Torture?” Tran asked softly.

“Probably,” Nimesh replied.  “You know this has
got to chap Weincloth’s hide.  He finally gets his hands on me
and the Galactic Patrol is there to witness it.  The Galactic
Judiciary Board will want to put us on trial - and we’ll be found
guilty - but not executed.  There have been no executions
since Lucas took over the Seat. But Weincloth will want to exact
some sort of revenge.  It won’t be pleasant,” Nimesh finished
and looked over to Tran who returned his gaze.

“You scared?” Tran asked.

“I ain’t scared of nothin’,” Nimesh replied. 
That was how he had always replied to that question when Tran posed
it.  Even though Tran had at times been able to see the fear
radiating off of Nimesh in waves, he always gave the same
answer.  They both smiled.

 

After an hour or so, presumably Weincloth wanted to
give them time to stew over their possible fate, the door opposite
the one through which they had entered buzzed open.  A guard
walked in and motioned with the barrel of his laser rifle for them
to stand.  They stood.

A push on the shoulder got them moving through the
door and into a foyer at the end of a long hallway.  Ceecarter
stood there waiting with eleven more guards.

Ceecarter took his place at the front of the
column.  Next went Nimesh and Tran, and behind them the twelve
Grenarian guards.  They walked slowly down the hallway, the
guards all in step.  Nimesh and Tran deliberately walked out
of step to syncopate the rhythm of the guards.  Tran nearly
laughed when he saw Ceecarter’s timed step falter, causing him to
have to skip a step to get back into pace.

At the end of the hallway, two hands came from behind
and stopped Nimesh and Tran.  Ceecarter walked through the
archway alone and turned to the right.

“Lord Judge Imperial Weincloth,” he rasped
loudly.  “I respectfully deliver to you two prisoners, their
names being Nimesh Hollow and Tran Hollow.”

There followed a pause.

“Show them in,” came a voice.

The voice was nothing like Tran had imagined. 
He had heard of Weincloth his whole life for obvious reasons, but
he had never heard his voice.  Nimesh had shown him an image
of Weincloth long ago, in case Tran ever ran into him when Nimesh
was not around.  Tran had expected a booming voice. 
Instead it was quite reedy - bordering on nasal.

The guards pushed from behind and Nimesh and Tran
went forth through the archway.  They found themselves in a
large room, the ceiling at least fifty feet high. Large columns
stood at regular intervals down the long room.  And there, at
the end upon a dais, sat Lord Judge Imperial Weincloth.  He
sat behind an immense metal desk which was semi-circular in
shape.  Only Weincloth’s shoulders and head were visible.

As Nimesh and Tran approached, Weincloth stood and
walked around the desk.  Tran now saw that he wore a purple
robe and carried a staff.  Weincloth was slim in body and in
face.  His hair was thick and gray.  There was a hard
glint in his eye as he came down the four steps at the front of the
dais; his eyes never left Nimesh’s face.

“In all my days of dreaming,” Weincloth said, again
surprising Tran with the thinness of his voice, which matched his
frame so well, “ I have dreamt most ardently for this
day.”

Nimesh looked over Weincloth’s shoulder and saw a
Galactic Guard standing there in his emerald green uniform. 
His shoulder insignia designated a captain.  Nimesh could not
help but feel a small level of relief.  So the Galactic board
is aware of our capture, he thought to himself.

“You sorry son of a bitch,” Weincloth hissed as he
came and faced Nimesh.  “All the years I worked so hard - only
to have it all ruined by a worthless sack of feces like you.”

“I believe you were the one trading the arms,
Weincloth.  I can’t help but think you deserve at least some
of the blame yourself,” Nimesh retorted smartly.

Nimesh was instantly knocked to his knees by a kick
to the back of the legs from Ceecarter.

“Keep your mouth shut unless instructed to speak,
vermin,” Ceecarter snapped.  Tran moved to help Nimesh up, but
two guards stepped forth and grabbed him by the arms.

After a moment, Weincloth spoke again.  “Nothing
has ever brought me so much pleasure as to see you kneeling before
me, Hollow.”  Weincloth bent over and leaned in to Nimesh,
speaking now just above a whisper.  “Your life has reached its
end.  Do try to muster a little more dignity than that cow you
called a mother.”

Nimesh looked up into Weincloth’s beady eyes, his own
narrowing to slits and burning with hatred.  Tran’s eyes were
wide with shock.  He knew that Nimesh had always suspected
Weincloth in their mother’s death, though the two of them had never
spoken of it.

“You are to be extradited to stand before the
Galactic Judiciary Board,” Weincloth said, stepping back now so
that all could hear.  “Captain Bard of the Galactic Patrol
will accompany you, along with Ceecarter and a guard contingent,
aboard the Grenarian Interceptor Mowat.  Before the Board you
will both hear your charges and accept your sentence.”

Tran sighed a sigh of relief.  He had hoped for
extradition - the only means of side stepping the death sentence
that Weincloth would surely have handed down.  Tran looked
over to Nimesh, who was now getting to his feet, to see that
Nimesh’s eyes had not left Weincloth’s face.  Tran could see
that Nimesh wanted desperately to say something, but he was holding
back.

“You will depart in the morning.  Until then,
you will be our guests, in separate quarters, to which the guards
will now escort you.” Weincloth stood there for a moment, then
added, “Do you have anything to add, Captain?”

Captain Bard walked down from the dais, looking from
Nimesh to Tran.

“No, Judge Imperial Weincloth, I will leave that to
the Board.”

With that, Weincloth gave a nod to the guards who
pulled Tran and Nimesh around and forced them to march back through
the archway.  Down the hall they took a right turn instead of
going back into the anteroom.  They were in another
hallway.  This one had a low ceiling and was carpeted in a
short gray mat.  Two doors hissed open without any obvious
sign of a guard pressing a switch, and Nimesh and Tran were
unceremoniously shoved into the two rooms, Nimesh on the right,
Tran on the left.

 

 

Several hours later, the door to Nimesh’s room opened
and a guard came in.  Nimesh instantly recognized him as the
young guard from the ship.  He had a tray of food and a
tumbler filled nearly to the rim with some liquid.  Nimesh did
not speak as the guard sat the tray on the small table beside the
bed which he sat.  The guard stood there before him, as if
waiting for Nimesh to speak.  

“Thanks for the food,” Nimesh said hesitantly,
feeling that something should be said.

The guard looked nervously over his shoulder, then he
said, “Thanks for sparing me.”

Nimesh nodded.

“He just grabbed my rifle and pushed me down that
hole… I was defenseless,” the guard continued.  Nimesh felt a
flicker of hope.  Here was a young guard who was probably
seriously questioning his allegiance to the Grenarian guard at this
moment.  He may be an ally.

“Is my brother okay?” Nimesh asked.  He had
tapped on the wall several times, trying to illicit a response from
Tran, but he had gotten no answer.

“He’s fine,” the young guard replied.  “He is to
be left alone tonight.”

Nimesh didn’t like the way the guard said that.

“Does that mean that I am not?” he asked.

“Affirmative,” the young guard replied.  Nimesh
noted the mechanical answer, and the dim flicker of hope faded and
winked out.  “Ceecarter will come for you once Captain Bard
has retired.  You are not to be killed, but you obviously have
some knowledge of Lord Judge Imperial Weincloth’s tactics.”

“Yes,” Nimesh replied.  “Death may actually be
preferable to what he has in store for me.”

The guard looked nervously over his shoulder again,
and then he hurriedly reached into his pocket.

“That’s why I brought you this,” he said, placing a
gray capsule into Nimesh’s hand.  “It will bring an instant,
painless death,” The guard finished quietly.

The young guard then quickly turned and left the
room, the door closing quietly behind him.  Nimesh was left
alone with the small, gray capsule.  He studied it.

Nimesh had told Tran that he wasn’t afraid. 
That had been an out and out lie.  He was afraid.  He was
trying to be brave for Tran, to soothe him and keep him calm. 
Attempt bravery as he may, though, Nimesh knew that he would be
begging before it was over.

If I take this, he thought, there will
be no suffering at the hands of Weincloth.  On one hand, my
death would mean that Weincloth won and he got what he
wanted.  On the other hand, I would be denying him what he
really wanted - to see me wither in pain and  to hear me beg
for mercy.

These two thoughts raced back and forth in Nimesh’s
mind while a third, and more powerful thought steadily came to the
front of his brain.  That thought was that if he took the
pill, he would never get to see Weincloth again.  And that
would be a tragedy.  For if Nimesh and Tran were
extradited to the Galactic Judiciary Board, their sentences would
not be death, which meant that one day they would be free.  If
not at the end of their sentence, then by escape.  Nimesh had
long suspected that Weincloth was behind his mother’s death, but
the offhand way in which the scum had admitted to it offended and
infuriated Nimesh nearly as much as the fact of the crime.

No, he thought, I’ll suffer through this
torture.  It is a small price to pay to one day have the
opportunity to meet Weincloth on more equal ground.

Nimesh reached over and dropped the capsule down the
drain of the sink set back into the wall at the foot of his
bed.

 

Four hours later, they came for him.  There were
several times during that period of time, which seemed to last an
eternity, that Nimesh found himself longing for that small, gray
capsule.

 

 

Tran was really exhausted when he stepped out of his
room into the low ceilinged hallway.  He had slept only
fitfully - fearing at any moment the guards would come to take him
to dome dark chamber of horrors where he would be tortured. 
The only thing that allayed that fear now was the presence of
Captain Bard.

Tran felt the color drain from his face, though, as
Nimesh joined them in the hall.  He was bruised around his
eyes and there was dried blood caked around his nostrils.  He
took a step towards Nimesh, but a guard shot out a hand and
restrained him.

“What happened to this man?”  Captain Bard
demanded of Ceecarter as he approached them from down the
hall.  “You and Weincloth know that torture is not condoned by
the Board.”

“He fell,” Ceecarter snapped.

Captain Bard stared at Ceecarter, who seemed to be
having trouble returning he Captain’s hard gaze.  He looked at
the floor, he looked at the ceiling, he looked at Tran - everywhere
but at the Captain.  The Captain spun around and started off
down the hall without waiting for the others.  Ceecarter
wagged his fist and sixth fingers at the Captain’s back, an age old
obscenity in the Grenar System.  The guards stippled
laughter.

“Let’s go, “ Ceecarter rasped, following the Captain
down the hall.

 

“I trust our guests had a restful night,” Weincloth
sneered when the small group met him at the debarkation
platform.  “Captain Bard, I thank you again for your
assistance in delivering these criminals to the Board.”

The Captain said nothing.  He still stared at
Ceecarter.  Ceecarter still stared at the floor.

“Commander Ceecarter,” Weincloth continued, “I expect
frequent reports on your progress as you proceed to the Galactic
Judiciary Board with your charge.  And do deliver my apologies
to the Board that I could not attend myself,” Weincloth said,
turning to Captain Bard.  “There is simply so much to do here
in the Grenar System.”

“I am sure, Judge Imperial Weincloth,” Captain Bard
replied evenly, “that the Board will be in touch with you
shortly.  Perhaps you can deliver your apologies to them
personally at that time.”

Weincloth cleared his throat and turned back to
Ceecarter.

“Commander, I’ll expect a favorable report from you
within the twelve hour;”

“Yes, Lord Judge Imperial,” Ceecarter answered.

With that, the small party walked through an Ingress
tube and boarded the Grenarian interceptor Mowat. 
The ship was already smoothly debarking as Nimesh and Tran were led
down a corridor and shown to a small room.  They went inside
the room and the door hissed shut behind them.  Through a view
port, Tran could see the Grenarian cruiser as the Mowat
pulled away.  Then he turned around in time to see Nimesh fall
to the floor.

 

“Mesh, what did they do to you, brother?”  Tran
asked, after he had helped Nimesh onto a chair in the center of the
room.

“They rolled out the Welcome Wagon,” Nimesh said,
wincing.

“Yeah,” Tran came back, “It looks like they rolled it
right over you.”

Nimesh managed a smile at that.  He closed his
eyes.  Tran left him just long enough to go over to a sink in
the corner of the room and wet a towel.  He came back and
offered it to Nimesh.

“Thanks, little brother,” Nimesh said, taking the
towel and wiping his blood caked nose.  He sucked breath
through his teeth as he gently blotted his right eye with the cold
towel.  “I thing the worst is probably behind us,” he
continued.  “Weincloth won’t be stupid enough to try anything
with a Galactic Captain on board as escort.”  Tran took the
towel and went to the sink to wash it out and wet it again.

“What’d they do to you, Mesh?”  Tran
asked again.

“Nothing fun,”  Nimesh replied and
chuckled.  “It won’t do any good to tell you about it,
Tran.  It’d just make you mad.  The important thing is
they didn’t kill me.”

Tran placed a hand on Nimesh’s shoulder and sat there
with him for a while in silence.  They both looked out the
view port in the room at the starry panorama beyond.  They saw
a planet, Fanoria, which Tran recognized by the double rings around
its axis, fly by at incredible speed.

“Nimesh, this may not be the time to bring it up,”
Tran said, turning to look at Nimesh, “but this reactor ship is
really moving.  If we put our money in one -”

“It’d pay for itself,” they finished together; Tran
felt good that he had gotten a laugh out of Nimesh.

As their laughter died down, the door to the room
hissed open and Captain Bard and a Grenarian Guard stepped into the
room.

“Wait for me outside,” Bard said to the guard, who
turned and exited the room.

When the door had closed, the Captain walked over and
stood before the two brothers.  Tran stood up and stood half
in front of Nimesh.  Nimesh felt pride well in his chest as
Tran stood there defenseless, bent on protecting his older
brother.

“Come to torture us some more?” Tran asked
defiantly.

“Tran, if you would, please have a seat,” the Captain
said quietly.  Tran looked to Nimesh, who nodded.  Tran
hesitantly took the seat next to Nimesh.

“In all honestly,” the Captain continued, “if I
weren’t here, you would probably be dead now.  My unit was
dispatched to the Grenar System as observers just a half month
ago.  If you had been captured without our knowledge, you
would both probably be strapped to a table in a dark pit on one of
the Fanorian Moons.”

Bard paused while this sank in.

“I am sorry that I let my guard down and this
happened to you, Nimesh,” the Captain resumed.  “The depth of
my sleep the previous evening I find suspicious.  But I assure
you the Weincloth will be contacted once the Board receives any
report of the events immediately following your capture.”

“So,” Tran said, “should we say ‘Thank you’ or
what?”

“You needn’t say anything if you do not wish to,” the
Captain said, maintaining his cool demeanor.  He seemed
sincere in his statements.  The Galactic patrol was long
regarded as an organization to be respected.  The patrolman
and officers were kind and chivalrous.  It was simply the fact
that they were currently on opposite sides of the law at present
that kept the Hollow Brothers from returning the captain’s
kindness, even liking him, in fact.

“Galactic President Lucas has long had his eye on
Weincloth,“ Bard said after a moment.  “That is why we were
there.”  He stood and walked over to the view port.

“Lucas has been amassing a case file against
Weincloth that will one day put him out of power for good - this
assault against you is just another nail in his coffin.”

“A most interesting metaphor,” growled Ceecarter from
the door.  None of them had even heard the door open.

Ceecarter crossed the small room to Captain Bard and
shocked them all, especially the Captain, by punching him squarely
in the nose.  The shock and suddenness of the attach drove
Captain Bard back against the view port.  He nearly fell
altogether, but caught himself in time.

“You dirty animal,” Captain Bard said, a hand going
to his smashed nose; blood trickled through his fingers.  “How
dare you -”

“Shut up!”  Ceecarter screamed, spittle flying
from his thick lips.  “I’ll turn your head around on your neck
so you can watch me kick you in the ass!”  Ceecarter stood
there, the chords on his neck standing out, the muscle at his jaw
clenching.  “Guards, take them!” he barked.  The guards
came forth, six of them, and took Bard and the brothers by the
arms.

If Tran had been able to ask the time honored
question of Nimesh then, “Are you scared?”, Nimesh may well have
answered, “A little.”

 

They were led down a corridor, at the end of which
was an elevator bay.  As the guard nearest the elevator
reached out to press the call button, an elevator opened. 
Nimesh looked at Tran, who just rolled his eyes and shrugged. 
Nimesh smiled in spite of the grim situation.

They all entered the elevator.  Ceecarter got on
last and stood facing the three captives.

“When the Judicial Board hears of this, they -”

“I look around this elevator,” Ceecarter snapped,
cutting the Captain off, “and the one thing I do not see is the
Judicial Board.”

“Commander Ceecarter,” the Captain began again, his
calm facade starting to crack,” I am a captain in the Galactic
Patrol - I am under the command of Galactic President Lucas - and I
must warn you that your actions constitute a serious -”

“Silence,” Ceecarter ordered.

The Captain remained silent for the duration of the
elevator ride.

 

After a short walk following the elevator ride, Tran
found himself standing in a large, empty cargo bay.  The bay
was sixty yards on a side with a ceiling half that height. 
Columns came down from ceiling to floor.  The flat gray walls
glistened with moisture in the dim light.  Tran realized he
was holding his breath, waiting to see what would happen
next.  He let out the breath as the guards stopped them in the
center of the bay.

The guards circled them in a ring with Captain Bard,
Nimesh, Tran, and Ceecarter in the center.  With a nod from
Ceecarter, two of the guards came forth and pulled Nimesh over to
one of the columns, where he was bound by the wrists and
ankles.  One of the guards then wrapped a strange colored rope
around Nimesh’s neck.  A thin, gossamer string led from this
rope to a box on the floor at Ceecarter’s feet.

“Prepare for Lord Judge Imperial,” Ceecarter
yelled.  All the guards snapped to attention.  Tran
looked around, expecting to see Weincloth walk through the loading
doors of the bay.  Instead, a four foot high hologram
materialized above the box at Ceecarter’s feet.  It was
Weincloth, in his purple robe, his staff in his right hand.

“Greetings, Nimesh Hollow,” Weincloth said,
smiling.  “I know you anticipated seeing me again some day,
but I dare say you didn’t expect to see me so soon.”

Nimesh’s eyes fixed on the hologram and stared, the
burning hate that Tran had seen the previous day returned.

“Judge Imperial Weincloth,” Captain Bard spoke up,
taking a step towards the hologram.  The authority had left
his voice.  He was clearly treading a tightrope of fear, and
desperately wanting to reach the other side.  Nimesh and Tran
both thought to themselves that it was a pitiful age when a
Galactic Captain would forget all of his training and bow before
the tyranny of an evil Judge Imperial.

“I wish to speak to you regarding the situation at
hand,” Bard continued petulantly.  “I find it highly -”

This time Bard’s protestations were cut off
permanently; a blast from Ceecarter’s laser pistol tore his chest
open.  He flew back off his feet and slid a full ten yards at
the force of the blast, which was fired point blank.  The
crater where his chest had been steamed in the cool air of the
bay.

“Thank you, Commander Ceecarter,” Weincloth
continued, still smiling.  “Where was I, ah yes, you didn’t
expect to see me so soon.”

Nimesh’s eyes had never once left the hologram of
Weincloth, and though Weincloth was tens of thousands of miles away
by now, safe aboard his cruiser, Tran saw the hologram figure
recoil a bit from that gaze.

Weincloth came right to the point.

“It would be a travesty of justice if you were to be
imprisoned in some posh cell well out of my reach, Nimesh,”
Weincloth hurried on, “So I have decided to waive your extradition
and deliver your sentence myself.  A sentence which has been
fourteen years too long in coming.  Commander,” Weincloth
said, turning to Ceecarter.

Ceecarter stepped toward, cleared his throat, and
said, “For crimes against the Grenarian System and its inhabitants,
and furthermore, for crimes against Lord Judge Imperial Weincloth
himself, you, Nimesh Hollow, are hereby sentenced to death. 
Your sentence is to be carried out immediately.

Ceecarter turned and faced Tran, clearing his throat
again and saying, “For aiding in crimes against the Grenarian
System and its inhabitants and for keeping league with Nimesh
Hollow, you, Tran Hollow, are hereby sentenced to exile.  Your
sentence is to be carried out following the execution of Nimesh
Hollow.”

Ceecarter then took a step backwards.  Tran,
wide eyed in shock and terror, noticed that Ceecarter was having
trouble suppressing a smile.

“Do either of you have anything to say?” 
Weincloth asked in a mockingly sympathetic tone.  He was
waiting - wanting - to hear pleading, Nimesh knew. 
Nimesh was not sure what was meant by exile, but it was not
death.  He cursed himself silently for having failed his
brother.

“Tran,” he said quietly, ”hear me now: Never for an
instant think that this was your fault.”

Tran had begun to cry and he did not try now to
conceal it.  His brother was all he had now.  For eleven
years he had been his best friend.  There was so much to say -
yet Tran could find no voice with which to say it.

“Uh, actually, Nimesh,” Weincloth interjected,
smiling again, “I meant do you have anything to say to me.”

Nimesh looked at Tran for a moment longer, then his
eyes returned to Weincloth.  At that instant the hate
returned.

“I’ll save my words for you, Weincloth, until I see
you in hell.  And then, I promise you, we will discuss this at
great length.”

“Very well!”  Weincloth said, his voice petulant
and pouty, as though a child being denied a sweet.  “Commander
Ceecarter, carry out the sentences.”

With that, Weincloth’s image washed out.

At the same time, the gossamer string that led to the
hologram projector began to sizzle.  Tran know what the
strange rope around Nimesh’s neck was - it was a bang cord. 
The type used by demolition crews to destroy substructures. 
It looked at a glance like a piece of rope or cable - but it was
actually a flexible roll of pure explosive.

The fuse hissed and sputtered, making an agonizingly
slow course to the bang cord around Nimesh’s neck.

Tran looked for the fuse to Nimesh’s face. 
Nimesh was utterly calm.  He mouthed something silently to
Tran.  Tran then found his voice.

“Nooooooo!  Nimeeesh!”  He screamed lunging
toward his big brother who was bound to the column.  He
surprised the guards so completely that he nearly broke free, but
they managed to restrain him.

The fuse found its way to the cord around Nimesh’s
neck.  Tran saw the fuse touch to bang cord, but he could not
bear to watch; he squeezed his eyes shut and turned his head an
instant before the cord exploded, the concussion wave rocking him
and the guards holding him.

“No, no, no!” Tran began shouting.  The guards
redoubled their efforts to restrain him.  He felt his arms
began to pull free.  Then he distantly heard Ceecarter yell
for the guards to hold him.  Tran felt more hands circle his
arms as new guards came to join the others in restraining him.

He opened his eyes and swooned at what he saw. 
Nimesh’s body was till bound to the column, but his head was
gone.  The cord had decapitated him as cleanly as would a
diamond tipped saw blade.  The heat from the blast had
apparently cauterized the wound, for there was very little
blood.

Behind one of the advancing guards, he saw Ceecarter
bending over to pick something up off the floor of the cargo
bay.  Tran closed his eyes tightly again.

He could hear a distant sound, like a twister at full
blast.  After a moment, he realized it was his own voice,
screaming louder than he would have imagined.

One of the guards stepped forward and discharged a
tranquilizer capsule into Tran’s neck.  He immediately went
limp.  His body went to sleep a few seconds before his
brain.

As the guards lowered him to the cold floor of the
bay, Tran thought of the words Nimesh had mouthed to him before the
cord exploded.

“I ain’t scared of nothin’.”

 

There is a specialized craft manufactured in the
Grenarian System by Juno Enterprises.  Its technical name is
Juno Runner, C class, but it is more commonly known as a Jerry.

The Jerry is a highly specialized craft and it really
only affords two applications.

First, and most commonly, it is used as an escape pod
on large cruiser ships.  The cockpit is large enough to
tightly seat three adults.  The main mass of the ship is
comprised of two huge solid fuel burning thrusters attached to the
tear drop shaped fuselage by two thruster pylons.  The
thrusters provide minimal steerage by turning vertically on the
pylons.  The usual application for a Jerry would be stellar to
atmospheric flight; for, once the huge thrusters are depleted, they
are jettisoned and three huge parachutes issue forth from the rear
of the fuselage to slow the ship’s rate of descent to a planet’s
surface, preferably for “splash-down.”

The second application, used perhaps solely by Lord
Judge Imperial Weincloth, is as a means of exile.  It does not
mean exile in the conventional sense of the word, but “death with
one’s thoughts” as Weincloth calls it.

The prisoner is placed in the Jerry with minimal
provisions, pointed towards deep space, and fired.  Once the
food and water are gone, the prisoner gradually dies; usually of
thirst.

It was in a Jerry that Tran Hollow was placed while
he was still under the effects of the tranq cartridge.  He was
loaded unceremoniously just like the week’s worth of provisions
that were loaded along with him.  The Jerry was aimed towards
a black spot in the universe, and with a nod from Ceecarter,
fired.  The massive thrust provided by the two boosters caused
the ship out of sight in barely a blink of the eye.

Ceecarter turned from the viewpoint and went to call
Lord Judge Imperial Weincloth to inform him that the sentences had
been carried out.

He was smiling as he went.

 










Chapter 2

 



 

 

 

 

A knock at the door distracted Tran for an
instant.  He turned his head and looked at the door. 
Then he turned back to the blue skinned beauty who lay beneath
him.  She moaned in response to his touch, then she sighed
softly.

Tran leaned over and kissed her on the forehead, then
each of her cheeks.  Her scent filled his nostrils; he closed
his eyes and whispered softly, “ Oh, my dear, you are an
angel.”

She giggled in delight at this charming pink human
and raked her nails across his back.

The knock again, this time followed by Nimesh’s
voice, “Come on, little brother, it’s time to go.  Tell your
new friend goodbye.”

“Five minutes, Mesh!”  Tran called back, annoyed
at the intrusion.

“That’s four more than you’ll need, but okay.” Nimesh
responded; Tran detected Nimesh’s good nature in the cajoling.

Five minutes turned into six, six into seven - seven
into nine.  Tran knew that if he did not pull away from this
gorgeous creature, Nimesh would have to cut through the metal door
and drag him to their ship.  He reluctantly stood up from the
bed.  Without speaking, the young Grenarian waitress stood up
and began getting into her white jumper that had spent several
hours laying on the floor at the foot of the bed.

She kissed him lightly on the lips, hesitated a
moment to look into his eyes, and then left the room.

Tran walked over to the levorotary alcove and ran
some water into the sink.  He was adjusting the temperature of
the water when he noticed the Nimesh had not entered the sleeper
when his companion had left.  Tran felt uneasy.

He grabbed a towel from the rack and wrapped it
around his waist, moving to the open door.

Tran opened the door to find Nimesh’s severed head
sitting just outside in the hallway.

“You might as well take your time now,” Nimesh’s head
uttered.  “They’ve already got me thanks to you, little
brother.”

Tran woke up screaming.

 

Tran did not know where he was.  The light could
at best be called dim, and his legs were both asleep due to the
uncomfortable angle at which they were bent.

“God, what a dream,” he said, his voice cracking
through his dry throat.  His head was pounding.  Probably
a result of the tranq cartridge that guard shot in my neck, he
thought.

Then it hit him that Nimesh was dead.  The
little drama with the Grenarian waitress had been a dream, but
Nimesh’s execution was not.  Tran felt a sickening
disorienting tightness in his chest as unreality washed over
him.  At once it seemed unreal and yet incredibly, horribly
real.

Tran stood up, oblivious to his cramped legs’
protestation, and bumped his head in the ceiling.

“Where the hell am I?” he yelled to the darkness that
surrounded him.  He could feel panic getting ready to take
control and somehow managed to push it back down.

“Okay,” he said to himself, shaking his head a little
to clear it.  “I know who I am  .Now the task is
to establish where I am.”

He had picked this phrase up from Nimesh; Nimesh
often used it when they were lost in a far corner of some galaxy
with no idea of what heading they should take.  But it hurt
too much to think about Nimesh right now; Tran forced his brother
as far back as he could right now.  He couldn’t think clearly
enough about the situation at hand if he got caught up on his
brother’s death.

Tran slipped forward in the small space where he was
confined.  For the first time he became aware of the panoramic
view shield that surrounded him.  His first thought was that
he was in some small, lonely cell high atop a tower on the
Grenarian cruiser that Weincloth called home; but then he noticed
two huge outboard thrusters at what must be the rear of the craft
he was in.  His gradually clearing mind then recalled
Ceecarter’s voice - one word in particular - “Exile.”

“The bastards put me in a Jerry,” Tran said. 
His words sounded very flat in the confining cockpit.

 

 

Tran did not know how long he had been out.  He
reached up to scratch his chin and felt what had to be at least two
days beard growth.  His hand froze on his face.

“Man,” he whispered,” a Jerry would go tens of
thousands of miles in two days.”  He paused for just a moment,
giving his own words time to sink in, then he went to the flight
console.  Actually, he had to do little more than lean over in
the tiny cockpit to see the controls.

The controls were quite simple: A button marked
“ignition”; a stick which apparently moved only vertically; two
green button, one marked “jettison port thruster,” and the other
marked “jettison starboard thruster”; a large yellow button that
said” deploy parachutes”; and finally, a switch beneath a clear
plastic shield marked “beacon.”  Below the beacon switch there
was a dial to set the desired frequency.  There was also a
very small com screen above the console that flashed the message:
solid fuel exhausted.

Tran noticed that there was a place for a radio unit
below the console, but it had apparently been ripped out; the two
lead wires hung through the slot, the ends frayed.

“Beacons probably disabled, too,” Tran said, rubbing
his stubble covered chin again.

He leaned back and sat down in the forward most of
the three seats.  He was concerned that there were no gauges
to monitor O2 supply and power remaining.

Well, he thought, when the power is
gone, it’ll get dark, and when the oxygen is gone, I’ll get
dead.

Tran closed his eyes and tried not to think for a
moment.  After a short time, he fell back to sleep. 
Mercifully, he did not dream.

 

The several days that followed Tran’s waking from his
second sleep cycle began as pure torture.

He initially busied himself by rummaging through the
ship’s cargo compartments.  He found a modicum of food and a
clean liquid that he discovered to be distilled water.  He
judged that he could stretch the food over seven days; the water a
little longer.  Moot points, he thought bitterly, if the
oxygen gave out.

He spent some time trying to decide if he would
rather die of thirst or suffocate.  He quickly abandoned this
line of thinking as he assumed he would do one or the other all too
soon.

He spent a good bit of his waking hours thinking
about Weincloth and Ceecarter: How he would love to kill them both
slowly and with as much pain as possible.  He devised some
means of torture that actually made him shiver; they were so
cruel.  He knew that a reservoir of darkness had been tapped
in him that he had never known existed.

And, of course, he spent a lot of time thinking about
Nimesh.  The big brother who had been so much more than that
to him.  He had been the closest thing to a father that Tran
had known, his real father having been killed when he was only
five.  Nimesh had also been his best friend, his companion,
his partner - so much, so very much.

Nimesh had patiently taught Tran how to be a
man.  He was only fourteen when he had joined Nimesh full
time.  He had known very little of his brother before that,
Nimesh always being gone on “business” as his mother would
say.  But Nimesh was always home for Tran’s birthday, and with
rare exception, he was home for holidays as well.  Tran always
begged to go along with Nimesh when he left and cried and sulked
when he was told no.

“You’re the man of the house,” Nimesh would say in a
soft but stern voice; “You’ve gotta stay and look after mama while
I’m gone.”

“But I wanna go with you, Mesh!”  Tran would
yell stubbornly, stamping his feet.

“One day you will, Tran,” Nimesh would say, laying a
hand on Tran’s shoulder.  “I promise, one day you will.”

Tran would stand at the edge of the clearing behind
their house as Nimesh fired the rockets and climbed towards the
stars and the two moons that circled Enocea, their home planet,
waving until Nimesh was completely out of sight, indistinguishable
from the millions of stars.

“That’s where you are now, isn’t it, big
brother?”  Tran said sobbing.  He looked through the
starboard viewport at the millions of stars and imagined that one
of them was Nimesh, silently watching over him.”

 

The decision to live seemed at first a tad irrational
to Tran.  He had, after all, only a tiny amount of food and
water left and an indeterminate amount of oxygen left.  Yet
the decision held fast.  Tran did not question how he would
live; he simply decided that he would.

There were no planets around him that could be
detected by the naked eye, only stars and darkness.  He
couldn’t recognize his position based on any constellations, for he
could not pick out any that he recognized.

I know who I am, now where am
I?

He know that they only way he would ever get to pay
Weincloth a visit was to get out of this Jerry.  Getting out
was actually no problem; he simply had to open the hatch. 
Getting somewhere, that was the key.

But where?  There was nowhere to get.

His thoughts alternated between thirst, rescue, and
revenge in a non-ending cycle.

 

Tran had finished the last of the food and water
before his last sleep cycle.  He was now thirsty.  He had
been releasing his urine and feces through a small airlock in the
floor of the craft and thought that there may actually come a time
soon where he wished he had kept it.  His empty stomach turned
at that, and if there had been food in it, he probably would have
puked.

Tran was already feeling sleepy again.  He
figured the oxygen was running critically low and before long, he
would be in a new kind of sleep.  But still, somehow, he
retained his decision to live.  He didn’t question it at all;
he just believed.

He dad figured his odds of surviving were something
like a billion to one.  But that meant he had one chance in a
billion to live. As he drifted off to sleep, he clung to that one
chance like a drowning man clings to a board in a stormy sea.

Tran’s chance of survival was actually one in four
billion, six hundred million and nineteen.  He was at the
outer edge of a galaxy that was largely uninhabited, except for a
small cluster of planets rotating around a star known as
Grenar.  But it was this particular cluster of planets that a
ship was heading out across deep space when it came out of hyper
drive for repairs, passing right beside the Jerry in which Tran now
slept, breathing his last few minutes of oxygen.

 

Tran came awake just as the huge ship was docking
with the Jerry.  The metallic clang of the docking tube
connecting caused him to stir.

His eyes opened a fraction and he looked out the view
port to see the bottom of a large round craft.  The lights
incredibly bright through his slitted lids as he had been in
relative darkness for some time.

He was not sure if the ship was actually out there,
or if his quickly suffocating mind was causing him to
hallucinate.  He chose to believe that it was really out
there, as that made his situation seem ever so much less bleak.

His choice seemed to be more grounded in reality when
a faint tapping came at the hatch.

Tran laboriously got to his feet and turned the wheel
counter-clockwise to disengage the locks.  “Right tighty,
lefty loosey,” Nimesh had taught him when he was younger.  And
oh, it still hurt to think of Nimesh, lack of oxygen or not.

The tapping came again as Nimesh finally got the lock
loose, but he could find no voice to answer, and his arms refused
his brains commands to push the hatch open.

Luckily, whomever was on the other side chose that
moment to pull the hatch again for it came open with a whooshing
sound.

Tran collapsed back in his chair, the sweetest,
coolest air he had ever tasted washing over him in a welcome
wave.

 

Tran regained consciousness to find himself in a
semi-upright position on a soft bed covered with crisp, light blue
sheets.  His first thought was how glorious it was to be able
to stretch his legs out, a luxury he was not afforded during his
confinement on the Jerry.  He took a deep breath, realizing
how he had taken oxygenated air for granted his whole life - never
again.

“This may be a lot to ask,” came a female voice form
his left, “but try to relax.  You’re in a medicinal ward on an
Urmian engineering ship.  You’ve been asleep for fourteen
hours.”

Tran turned his head to behold an attractive woman of
about middle age, dressed in a light blue blouse and slacks. 
She reached up and thumped a tube that led from a bag to Tran’s
arm.

“We took the liberty of giving you a few I.V.s,” she
said, adjusting the drip from the bag to the tube.  “You were
badly dehydrated.”

Tran took another deep breath and savored it as one
might savor a fine wine.

The door to the room opened and a man stepped in,
causing both the woman and Tran to look in his direction.  The
man’s eyes brightened and he smiled when he saw Tran regarding
him.

“Ahh, you’re awake,” the man said, coming up to the
side of the bed opposite the woman.

“I was just going to come and get you, Thurman,” the
woman said.  “He just woke up this instant.  I was
filling him in on where he is.”

“This little lady has barely left your side since you
were brought here,” the man continued, picking up one of Tran’s
arms and checking his pulse.

“We were all concerned,” she said.

Tran noticed that she had very sweet eyes.  They
reminded him of his mother, though this lady was much younger in
appearance.  They were full of warmth.

“Talk about your brushes with luck,” the man
continued, making a note of the he carried under his arm. 
“The odds of us coming out of hyperspace in the middle of nowhere
like that and stumbling upon you, huh… ”  The man said shaking
his head.

“Uh -,” Tran began, but his throat was too dry to
speak.  Thurman handed him a tumbler of water, advising him to
take just a sip for now.

Tran did and found his voice.

“Why did you come out of hyperspace?” 
He asked, looking from Thurman to the woman and back.

“Something about all the elevators going to the top
level and just sticking,“ Thurman answered, smiling.  “The
engineers couldn’t get them to come back down.  They had to
bring the ship out of hyper to run a full diagnostics.”

 

Tran woke up later to the sound of voices.

“There he is,” Thurman said.  He was now around
on the other side of the bed, a dark complected man with him. 
The lady who had first greeted Tran was now at the foot of the bed,
eyeing him intently.

“How are you feeling?”  Thurman asked, again
offering a tumbler and reminding Tran to sip it.

“Okay, I guess,” Tran said.  This time he held
onto the tumbler, resisting the urge to gulp.

“Well, I think you’re out of the woods,” Thurman
said, consulting the pad he had under his arm.  “You were
pretty dehydrated when we got you.  You maybe had another hour
at most,” Thurman finished, shaking his head again.

“Do you mind if we ask your name?”  The darkly
complected man asked.  He was not wearing the light blue that
Thurman and the lady wore.  Instead he wore a gray shirt and
black slacks.

“Aksel,” Tran answered.  “Aksel Priority.”

It was the first thing that popped into his
mind.  He realized a little late that it sounded hardly
credible at all.

“I went to med school with a Pran Priority,” Thurman
said.  “Any relation?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Tran answered forcing a
smile,

“What were you doing out there?”  The darkly
complected man asked.

“I’m sorry,” Thurman interjected before Tran had a
chance to speak.  “Where are my manners?  Aksel, this is
Captain Rome.  And this lovely creature is Nurse Anset.”

Tran nodded at them both before answering.

“I had just leased a new ship,” he began, looking
from one face to the next.  “I was taking it out for its
maiden voyage and something went horribly wrong.”  He paused
to take another sip of water.  “There was a leak in the
reactor, and I barely had time to scramble into the Jerry before it
blew.”

“Good Lord,” Thurman jumped in.  “Was there any
one else on the ship?”  He asked anxiously.

“No,” Tran answered.  “Just myself.”

The story came easy.  Nimesh and Tran had
concocted it in preparation for being discovered in a pod. 
Tran had thought it was silly at the time, but now he was thankful
for Nimesh’s insistence.

“Do you need to contact anyone?”  Thurman
asked.

“Just the leasing agent,”Tran answered, again forcing
a smile.  “But that can wait”

“Where were you bound?” asked Captain Rome.  He
regarded Tran suspiciously.  Tran knew right away that this
was a man he could do well to avoid.  “We noticed that your
radio had been ripped out and your distress beacon disabled.”

“I noticed that too, after I jumped in and fired the
thruster,” Tran said, sounding exasperated.

“And where were you bound?”  Captain Rome
reminded him.

“Oh, Tran said.  “I was just making a 360 to
test the ship, really.  I started at Fanoria and was going
back there.”

The Captain regarded him in silence.  Thurman
looked from the Captain to Tran, having the distinct impression
that he was missing something.  Nurse Anset’s face was void of
emotion.

The silence was indeed growing heavy when Captain
Rome finally spoke.

“Well, I’m afraid we can’t turn back now.”  He
said turning to leave the room.  “This maintenance delay has
already put us behind schedule.  You can catch a transport
back to the Grenar system at our next stop.”

“No problem,” Tran said to Captain Rome’s back as the
Captain left the room.  “No problem at all.”

 

Tran was dozing lightly when Nurse Anset came into
the room a while later.  He opened his eyes and watched her
walk around the bed and come up to change his I.V. bag.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hello,“ she returned.  The previous warmth she
had radiated was gone.  She did not look him in the eye, but
Tran felt certain that the light there would have dimmed, too.

“Is everything okay?”  Tran asked after a
moment, starting to feel a bit concerned.  He had been toying
earlier with the possibility that word of his rescue had made its
way back to Weincloth.

“I don’t know,” Nurse Anset answered evasively. 
“Why don’t you tell me?”  She still did not look at him. 
She took the empty I.V. bag and deposited it in a slot in the wall
over which was inscribed: Bio-waste/Hazardous materials.

Tran did not answer.  He was not able to imagine
what would have caused such a drastic change in this woman’s
personality.  His hand made its way up to his face, where what
could now safely be called a bead had grown.  Nurse Anset
turned and headed for the door.

“Nurse Anset,” he called tentatively after her.

She paused, her hand over the switch that opened the
door.

“Do you have a first name?” he asked.  He wanted
to thank her for the care she had shown him since his arrival.

“Tell you what,” she said, coming back over to the
side of the bed.  “I’ll tell you my  name,” she paused,
looking at him.  Tran noticed that his assumption was correct:
the light he had previously seen in her eyes was gone.  She
continued, “If you tell me yours.”

This time it was Tran who paused.  What was her
reason for asking his name?  He had already given her a name,
albeit a fake on - but she had no way of knowing.  Could it be
that she was testing him to assess any brain damage he received due
to the oxygen depravation?

“Uh, I already did tell you my name,” he answered her
slowly.  “Aksel Priority.”

He felt an ounce of guilt for lying to this obviously
very kind woman.  But how could he tell her the truth? 
Though she seemed kind, it was very possible that she would alert
the captain of the ship to his identity and word would be delivered
to Weincloth of his rescue.  Tran had not even begun to
formulate his plan for exacting revenge as of yet, and compounding
that with having to plan an escape from this ship was more than
likely too big a bite for him to chew right now.

Yet, at the same time, he wanted desperately to tell
her everything.  He needed a friend right now more than
anything.  And in her, he detected a kindness and compassion
that was rarely encountered.

“I mean your real name,” she snapped back, her gaze
level and strong.

“What do you mean?”  He asked wanting to look at
his hands, or the wall, or the ceiling - anywhere but in her
eyes.  He was finding it increasingly difficult to return her
gaze.

“I mean your real name,“ she explained, “not the one
you made up for Thurman and Captain Rome.

Tran did look at his hands now.  He felt very
trapped and alone here.  He wished Nimesh was here to do the
talking for him.

“Look,” she went on, her voice softening some towards
the gentle tows that had greeted Tran upon his first waking her
aboard this ship.  “I was in this room the whole time with
you.  Right from the first moment they brought you here from
the little deathtrap you were riding in.  After you hd been
here a while, you started talking in your sleep,” she finished,
adding, “and a few times you called for someone named Nimesh.”

Tran looked back at her quickly at that.  His
fear was now palpable, tasting copper in his still dry mouth.

“What else did I say?”  Tran asked
nervously.

“Nothing much coherent,” she answered.  “A few
times you said, ‘No, no, no,’ and ‘I’m sorry, Nimesh,’ but most of
the rest was gibberish that I couldn’t really make out.

“And the others?”  Tran inquired, looking
towards the door.

“Heard nothing,” she replied.  “And I’ve told
them nothing of it.

Nurse Anset stood there patiently, giving Tran the
time he needed to decide what to say next.

After a short time, which seemed an eternity, he
said, “My name is Tran Hollow.  My brother, Nimesh, and I were
smugglers.”

He then proceeded to tell her his entire story, with
only periodic pauses to sip water from the tumbler she handed
him.

He told her of the morning Nimesh had come to collect
him, of seeing the Grenarian guards, of their narrow escape, and of
their capture.  He also told her of the meeting with
Weincloth, their debarkation on the Mowat and of the horrific
events in the cargo bay that led to Nimesh’s execution and his
‘exile’ upon the Jerry.

As he neared the end, Tran began to cry.  He
buried his face in his hands, but continued to talk.  At some
point, he noticed a hand on his shoulder, attempting to give some
level of comfort.  He was thankful for that hand.

When he had finished, he wiped his eyes on a tissue
that Nurse Anset had handed him and looked over at her.  All
of the warmth had returned and a gentle, delicate smile now touched
her lips.

“Do the others know I was lying?” he asked, his voice
still occasionally hitching from his crying spell.

“Captain Rome suspects something,” she answered
softly.  “But his schedule is too important for him to be
concerned with some possible Grenarian fugitive.”  She sounded
reassuring, comforting. “Thurman,” she added, “sees nothing but
good in anyone.”

Tran sighed deeply.  He felt somewhat cleansed
at having gotten the story off of his chest.  He did not hurt
my     over the loss of his brother, but telling the tale
had softened the pain around the edges.

 

“I suppose,” he began, “that you’ll have to go and
give Captain Rome a report now, huh?”  He didn’t have tot ry
to sound pitiful; it came naturally in his present state.

“Like hell,” she answered firmly.  “I report to
no one by myself - I’m a civilian,” she said offering him the
tumbler from a pitcher on the bed side table.  “Captain Rome
is a detestable bug who cares more about deadlines than human
lives.  If you want anyone else to hear your story, you’ll
have to tell them.”

Tran studied her eyes at that - and believed her
without question.

“Get some rest now,” she said soothingly.  “I’ll
be back soon to ceck on you.  In a little while you’ll be
ready for me to show you around the ship.”

Tran smiled - a real smile this time, nothing forced
about it.  It was all the thanks she needed.

Nurse Anset turned and headed back for the
door.  As the door opened, she turned and said, “Ananda.”

Tran looked at her, not following.

“That’s my name,” she said, giving him a wink as she
walked through the door.

 

“I come on these walks by myself,” Ananda said after
they had been walking in silence for a few minutes.  “It’s
good to be alone, sometimes.  It’s a good way to get your
thoughts in order - decide a course of action.”

Tran looked into those warm eyes.  He know too
well what solitude felt like, except his had not been exactly
self-imposed.  He had to admit, though, that after he got past
the fear of being aline in the Jerry, once he had decided he would
live, that his mind had been clearer than he could ever quite
remember.  At least until he started running our of
oxygen.

Ananda had brought him some clothes to put on and had
waited for him in the hall.  When he joined her, she had taken
him on a winding tour of the ship, showing him the medical ward,
where his room was, the docking ports, the cafeteria, and the
science wing.  They were now heading out of the science wing
through a dimly lit tunnel that placed them in a magnificent
corridor.  The walls were clear and afforded a view of
space.  The stars were whizzing past, nothing more than white
streaks, really.  Tran surmised that the ship was in hyper
speed.

“I try to get out and walk after my shift every day,”
she continued, looking at Tran as he looked through the
viewport.  “I probably know this ship better than the
engineers.  There are some corridors I do down where I’ve
never passed another person.”

Tran stopped.  Ananda stopped with him. 
She started to ask if something was wrong, but she noticed that he
was looking at his own dim reflection in the viewport.  He
reached a hand up and stoked his beard.

“Can you get me a razor?” he asked her.  “I
hardly recognize myself with this thing on my face.”

“I could, but I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she
answered,” for two reasons.”

He looked at her.

“First,” she said, “it may be a good idea for you
right now to keep that beard.  If you run into anyone who
might recognize you, it may provide you an instant to slip away
before they place the face.”

“And the second reason?” he inquired after a
moment.

“I like your beard,” she said, smiling at hi.

“He smiled back,  and she put an arm around his
shoulder as they continued down the hall.

After they had walked a little ways in silence,
Ananda spoke.  “Our next port will be Runemere,” she said.

Tran showed no signs of recognition.

“It’s a small planet in the Sarealle System,” she
explained.  “It’s probably the closest thing I’ve ever known
to a home.  It’s where I received my medical training.” 
She looked into Tran’s eyes as she spoke.  He still had his
arm around her as they walked.

“There’s someone I know there that you may find
interesting,” she went on.  “His name is Rumeric Bozak.”

Ananda went on to explain that Rumeric Bozak had
started med school at the same time she did, and they were in
several classes together.  Rumeric was very bright - and witty
- but alas, he was not cut out of the same stone where most medical
student are obtained.  While his aptitude was high, he didn’t
adapt well to the structured life that medical school necessitated:
endless classes, endless exams.  He started missing class
infrequently, and after the first year, he dropped out all
together.

“My, he was such a character,” Ananda went on. 
“Whenever I felt like the pressure was getting to be too much,
Rumeric could always make me laugh,” she said, smiling and shaking
her head at some private memory.  “He gave the instructors
fits.”

She was silent then for a few minutes.

“He sounds really interesting,” Tran said.  “But
why do you think I should look him up?”

“The last I heard from him,” she said, turning
serious now, “he had started a new business: The Pan Galactic
Mercenary Agency.”

Tran’s eyebrows raised.  A mercenary.  A
soldier for hire.

“Tran,” she said, stopping him in the center of the
corridor.  “I’m a good judge of character, and I see that your
character is good.  I can also read peoples’ eyes.  I
would have known you were lying to us even if you hadn’t been
talking in your sleep.”

Tran looked at the floor.  He felt ashamed for
not having trusted Ananda.  She was one of the most special
people he had ever met, and he had only known her a short
while.

“The reason I’m telling you this,” she said, taking
his chin in her hand and turning his face back to hers, “is because
I can see in your eyes that you are planning to do something to get
back at Weincloth.”

She was sharp, Tran thought, smiling.

“I’m not going to tell you not to,” she went on,
still very serious, “but I am going to insist that you don’t do it
alone.”

“In all honesty,” Tran said, “I haven’t really given
any thought to what I’m going to do.”  He looked back out the
viewport, stepping away form her now.  “But you’re right - I
am going to do something.”

“Promise me you won’t do it alone,” she insisted,
coming over to stand beside her.  She couldn’t explain why,
but something drew her very close to this young man.  She had
gotten closer to him in the last few days than she had ever gotten
to anyone.  Tran looked into her eyes.

“I promise,” he said.

Ananda looked back into his eyes and knew that he was
being sincere.

She smiled and took his hand, and in slinence, they
walked back the way they had come until they were standing outside
the door to Tran’s room.

“Come in and talk to me a while longer,” he suggested
as she opened the door to his room.

“I’ve got a few things to attend to,” she said. 
“But I promise I’ll be back in just a little while.”

She gently pushed him into his room and closed the
door behind him, Tran went and laid down on his bed and waited for
her to return.

 

It was a few hours later when Ananda returned, and
Tran had actually started to doze; but he came wide awake as soon
as she entered the room.

Ananda was no longer clad in the plain, light blue
smock and slacks that Tran had heretofore seen her wear
exclusively.  Instead, she wore a floor length, light green
robe that was belted at the waist with a tie.  The robe
revealed much more of her figure than the medical uniform, and Tran
found that her figure was quite lovely.

The green robe almost exactly matched her eyes, the
luster of the material even approximating the warmth that shown
there.  Her closely cropped blond locks had all the luster of
the robe.

Ananda crossed the room without a greeting, after
placing a small pack on the floor beside the door, and kissed Tran,
her small tongue darting between his slightly parted lips.

Her mouth was warm and her taste was sweet, like the
wild red berries he had picked as a child in the forests around his
home at Riverglen.  He pulled her on top of him and gently
rolled over until they were on their sides, facing each other.

Tran ran his fingers through her silken blond hair
and trailed his tongue down her neck.  Her robe had opened
slightly to expose her left breast and his mouth quickly found its
way there.

Ananda totally let herself go.  She moaned
Tran’s name softly as he untied her robe and laid it open. 
His mouth explored her warm body and caused small, sweet explosions
behind her closed eyelids.  She was totally lost in the
moment.

Tran leaned back long enough to remove his shirt and
slip out of his slacks.  As he glided into Ananda, his recent
past and his mysterious future completely melted away.

They were both existing solely for this moment,
solely for each other and for the pleasure they both gave and
received.  Time and the universe meant nothing where they took
each other there in that small bed.

Which would explain why neither of them noticed
Captain Rome watching them from a silent com screen in a corner of
the room; the same com screen, in fact, he had watched from as
Aksel Priority revealed his true identity and his reason for being
alone in the Jerry, stranded in deep space.

 

Later, after dozing for a short while, Tran stirred
to find Ananda looking at him, smiling.

“Hey, sleepy,” she said, giggling sweetly.

“Sorry I fell asleep on you,” he said, raising up on
one elbow.  Ananda lay beside him in the small bed, their
naked bodies touching.

“After that, sir, you deserved a rest,” she said,
stoking his beard, her green eyes dreamy.

“What’s in the pack?” he asked, indicating the
forgotten satchel by the door.

“Oh, it’s a few changes of clothes and a little
money.”  She answered, not looking away.

“Ananda, I can’t -” she silenced him with a finger
across his lips.

“You can, and you will,” she said, feigning
sternness. “It’s not much, but it’s more than you’ve got,” she went
on.  “You can’t survive on Runemere or any planet with no
currency.”  Something passed across her eyes, perhaps a shadow
of sadness.

“But I don’t need it on the ship,” Tran said.

Ananda simply looked at him.

“When do we reach Runemere?” he asked, afraid of the
answer.

“Eight hours,” she answered.  This time Tran was
sure that the passing shadow was silence.

They laid there for a while longer, simply holding
each other.  After a while, Ananda got up, put her robe back
on, and slipped out the door.  Tran was sleeping.

He dreamt of making love to her.

 

The ship had already landed on Runemere when Tran
woke; he washed and got dressed.  He looked through the pack
that Ananda had brought him and found that she had brought three
changes of clothes, another pair of boots, a canteen of water, and
a small roll of cash.  He found this last and tucked it down
into one of the boots.

He thought briefly of staying in until the ship
reached the next port.  He didn’t want to say goodbye to
Ananda.  He quickly dismissed the idea, though, when he
recalled Captain Rome’s suspicious stare.

He may not know what’s up, Tran thought,
but he knows something isn’t right.

Tran was trying to think of a way to say goodbye to
Ananda - something simple, yet something that would convey how much
she had come to mean to him in such a short time - when she came
busting into the room.  Her eyes were wide, and she was
covered in a light sheen of perspiration.

“Tran,” she said, out of breath.  “Come on!”

“Are you in that big a hurry to get rid of me?” 
Tran asked, pretending to be hurt.

“Please, Tran.  Now!”  He realized that she
was quite serious and quite alarmed.  He followed her without
another word, snagging the pack from his bed as he went.

Ananda took him by the hand and led him down the hall
at what could be safely called a run.  She took turns
seemingly at random, pulling Tran along.  She spoke before he
could ask her what was the matter.

“I looked out the viewport of my cabin as we landed,”
she said puffing.  They still ran.  “I noticed a group of
fifteen or so Grenarian guards boarding the ship.”

At the mention of the Grenarian guards, Tran sped
up.  He had to will himself to keep from dragging her down the
hall by the hand; but she was the one who knew where they were
headed.

“I wasn’t too concerned,” she continued after they
had turned another corner.  “There is a Grenarian embassy on
Runemere, so I have seen guards on board the ship a few times
here.”

They reached an elevator bay at the end of the
corridor, the far elevator door opening as they arrived.

Once inside, Ananda pressed a button marked
“EDI.”  She still gripped Tran’s hand firmly.

“Just to be on the safe side,” she spoke, after
gulping air,” I checked the com-link in my cabin.  Captain
Rome knows who you are!  He sent word to Weincloth thirty-six
hours ago!  They were waiting here to take you into custody,”
Ananda was nearly in tears now.  “They’re guarding all the
exits, Tran,”she threw her arms around him.

A moment later, the elevator stopped.

“Act calm,” she said, wiping her eyes and taking his
hand.

The elevator door opened, and they stepped out,
passing Ceecarter and three guards as they stepped into the
elevator.

“What do you mean he’s gone?”  Ceecarter was
saying into a handset as he turned around in the elevator.

Tran resisted the urge as long as he could, but he
finally turned and looked over his shoulder.

The elevator door was just closing as Tran’s eyes met
Ceecarter’s.  Ceecarter looked at him blankly for a
second.  Then, just as the door closed, Tran saw recognition
flash across his hateful blue eyes.

“Hey,” Ceecarter yelled, reaching out a hand to stop
the doors.  Luckily, he was too late.  The doors shut,
and Tran heard the elevator whine as it began its rapid
descent.

His knees rubbery, Tran followed Ananda down the
hall, breaking into a run again when she saw that it was now
deserted.

They turned into an archway on the left, ran a few
yards, and Tran nearly ran into Ananda when she stopped
suddenly.

“Here!”  She called, falling to her knees.

Tran was about to yell at her to come on when he saw
what she was doing: he took a step back so she could open a trap
door in the floor.  The edges were so close to the surrounding
floor that it was nearly invisible.

She went into the tunnel first, Tran followed,
pulling the trap door shut behind him.  They went down about
fifteen feet via a ladder, and then they were in a tube with a low
ceiling.  They both had to bend over slightly as they ran.

“They’re at all the exits,” she called to him without
turning around.  “But I don’t even think the engineers know
about this one.”  She stopped at what appeared to be a dead
end.  She then pushed a button on the wall, tapped a few
numbers in a keypad and stepped back.

The wall they faced started to rise slowly, warm,
muggy air drifting in through the opening.

“It’s a service bay,” she said, triumphantly. 
“I found it on one of my jaunts through the ship.”

The door was now completely open, and Tran peered out
to see that it was only about a five foot drop to the ground
outside the ship.  Two engine cowlings jutted out from the
ship here and obscured the door from view outside and above. 
There was about a forty yard open area to a thick grove of trees
across the way, but it was nighttime on Runemere.

Tran turned to Ananda and saw that she was
crying.  He knew that time was critically low, but still he
wanted to hold her.

She kissed him quickly on the lips, caressed his
face, and whispered, “Go.”

“I -,” he began, but she shook her head and gave him
a gentle push.

Tran dropped to the ground and stepped to the end of
the engine cowlings.  He looked first left and right and then
sprinted across the open space to the trees.

He stepped in shadow and turned to look back to find
Ananda, but she was gone, the door closed.

Tran paused for a moment and then turned and silently
disappeared into the Runemerean landscape.

 










Chapter 3

 



 

 

 

 

Kerin Kero, or KK as he was known to his friends, was
exhausted.  He had spent the last twelve hours looking through
endless corridors, ducts, and corners of the massive ship.  He
had already been awake for fourteen hours when he had boarded the
ship with Commander Ceecarter.  That made twenty-six hours
without sleep, his mind slowly calculated.

What sleep he had had recently had been anything but
restful.  He either dreamed of Commander Ceecarter snatching
his rifle and forcing him through a docking tube to face certain
death, or he dreamt of Nimesh Hollow’s execution.

His eyes had a mind of their own when Hollow was
decapitated.  KK wanted to look away so badly, but his
stubborn eyes refused.  They saw the fire reach the bang cord,
the resultant explosion, and Hollow’s head lift four feet off his
body to land on the floor with a sickening, wet thump and roll a
few feet before coming to rest directly in front of him.

The eyes, KK thought, shivering; they
were looking right into mine.  They even blinked
once.

He couldn’t look away, even though he felt his gorge
rising.  Luckily, Ceecarter came along and plucked the head up
off the ground by the hair, grinning from ear to ear.

KK was somewhat relieved when he walked into the
incident room to see that Ceecarter was involved in a conversation
with Weincloth’s hologram.  He dreaded giving Ceecarter
another bad report: Tran Hollow was still unaccounted for.

“You’re certain he couldn’t have gotten off the
ship?”  Weincloth asked, his brow creased.

“I’m positive,” Ceecarter answered.  “We have
guards at every exit.”  Ceecarter sounded reasonably sure of
himself.  He had repeatedly remarked that it was only a matter
of time until Hollow was found.  He had also muttered under
his breath that Weincloth should have just killed them both and
been done with it.

“Well, Commander Ceecarter,” Weincloth said, his eyes
narrowing to slits,” if he can just waltz right passed you, what’s
to make you think he can’t do the same to your guards?”

Ceecarter started to speak and then closed his
mouth.  He was looking at the floor.

“I will have to seriously consider your future as
Commander of the Grenarian Guard, Ceecarter,” Weincloth said
ominously.  Ceecarter shuddered.

“One thing that will improve your status, and the
only thing, I believe,” Weincloth went on, “is to find
Hollow!”

“Yes, Judge,” Ceecarter humbly replied.

Weincloth stood there for a moment as if
thinking.  After a short while, he spoke again.

“You have four more hours to find Hollow,” Weincloth
said.  “If you do not find him, instruct Captain Rome to take
his ship into orbit and await further instructions.”

“Yes, sir,” Ceecarter replied.

“You are certain, certain, that no one got
off the ship?”  Weincloth inquired, punctuating his question
with a tap of his staff.

“Beyond a shadow of a doubt, sir.”

“Very well.  Once the ship is in orbit, destroy
it and all those on board.”

KK jumped a bit.  The order seemed incredibly
harsh.  There were over two thousand people on this craft -
over two thousand innocent people.

“As you wish, Judge,” Ceecarter responded.

“I expect an immediate report upon completion of your
assignment, Commander.”  The way in which Weincloth said
Commander, dripping with sarcasm, caused another shudder to travel
up Ceecarter’s spine.  One was not demoted from
Commander.  The only way that post came available was if the
current Commander was promoted - or dead.

The hologram winked out and Ceecarter instantly
turned and stalked out of the room.  KK followed with the
three other guards in the room.

The five of them went up to the command level of the
ship and down a hallway to the bridge.  Captain Rome turned
and raised his eyebrows as they entered.

“Any luck, Commander?”  Rome asked. 
Ceecarter ignored the question.

“Lord Judge Imperial Weincloth has instructed that
you take your ship into orbit four hours from this minute,
Captain.”

“Did the Judge have anything else to say concerning
me?”  Rome asked.  He was secretly hoping that his
discovery of Hollow would lead to special favors when his ship was
in the Grenar System.  At least he thought his hopes were
secret; Ceecarter saw through him like a view-port.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, he did,” Ceecarter
said.  Rome’s eyebrows raised again in anticipation.  “He
said that you were a blithering idiot.”

Rome looked shocked.  “An id-,” he
sputtered.  “Why, he would never have known of Hollow’s rescue
had I not informed him,” Rome said indignantly.

“And if you had not posted your commands on a public
communications log,” Ceecarter rasped, so forcefully that Rome took
a step back, “Hollow would now be in custody and on his way back to
the Grenar System.”

Ceecarter turned and stomped from the room, the other
guards following, KK among them.  As he left, KK looked at the
floor.  He was afraid to meet the eyes of any of the men and
women on the bridge; he knew they could all be dead in four hours
time.

 

Several hours had passed, and several inquiries,
before Tran encountered anyone who had ever hard of Rumeric Bozak
or the Pan Galactic Mercenary Agency, and once Tran did find
someone, he wasn’t exactly filled with confidence.  The gruff
fellow who had said he knew Bozak was apparently a collection agent
of some type.  It seems Rumeric had gotten somewhat behind on
payments for office furniture.

Tran now followed the street on which Rumeric Bozak’s
office was located, according to the gruff man.  He located an
old run down building at the end of the street called The
Promenade.  The name seemed much more elegant that the
facade.  The windows on the lower levels were boarded up to
the height that a teenager might throw a stone.  Tran pushed
his way through a revolving door that squealed loudly in
protest.  He found himself in a musty smelling lobby. 
Tran supposed that the whole building would smell musty, for that
was the predominant smell he had thus far encountered on
Runemere.  It seemed the portion of the planet that he had
seen thus far was built on a swamp.

Tran saw no receptionist or guard, but he did manage
to locate a directory screen.  He touched the block which read
“Pan Galactic Mercenary Agency,” and the screen flashed the message
that the agency was located on the 38th floor.  Tran walked
around the corner and came to an elevator bay.

Tran was somewhat surprised that no elevator stood
waiting for him or opened when he approached, as was the usual
case.  He reached out to press the call button and noticed a
small card posted above the call button which read, “Elevator out
of service.  Please visit our stairwell.”

It seemed like forever since Tran had had any sleep,
or even anything that might be considered reset.  He
remembered how restless he felt when he was confined to his bed on
the Urmian engineer ship and thought that he didn’t realize how
good he had had it then.  He walked around a few corners
before he found the stairwell.

When Tran pushed through the he door, he nearly
tripped over a body that was curled up on the landing.  Both
he and the body, which he now saw was an old woman, yelped in
surprise.

“Excuse me,” Tran said, stepping by the old woman
onto the step.

“Plan your flight well before you raise your fists,”
the old woman muttered, raising herself into a sitting
position.

“Pardon?”  Tran asked, figuring he was stepping
right into a lunatics parlor.

“You seek a soldier… ” the old woman said, looking at
Tran but at the same time seeming to look through him.  Tran
noticed that both her eyes were covered with cataracts.  “You
have a battle before you.”

Against his better instincts, Tran paused and turned
to fully face the old woman.

“How do you know this?”  He asked her
softly.

“I know much and see much through these clouded
eyes,” she answered evasively.

“Do you see the outcome of my fight?”  Tran
asked her.

“I see a being named Bozak beside you; you are both
firing rifles though I cannot see at whom you fire them,” she said,
her head rocking slowly back and forth.  “Perhaps some cash
will lend strength to my eyes.”  She raised her hand, palm up,
towards Tran.

“But I haven’t any money,” he answered her, patting
his pockets though he knew they were bare.  The money Ananda
had given him had gone to pay for two meals and a map of Runemere’s
twisting streets.

“Then kiss off,” the woman snapped.  Without
another word, she slumped back over and closed her eyes.  Tran
was still standing there in shock when he heard her start
snoring.  He turned and started walking up the steps.

Thirty-eight flights later, Tran stood outside a door
on which was inscribed, “The Pan Galactic Mercenary Agency, Rumeric
Bozak, Director.”  Tran expected to find the door locked, but
it opened when he pressed the enter button.

“Hello,” he called.  He found himself in an
empty reception area, or at least what would probably be a
reception area if there had been furniture present.  The only
sign of habitation was a box under a window in the left had
wall.  The box was full of papers.  Tran noticed an open
door at the other end of the room through which light shone. 
He crossed the room and went through the door.

Tran noticed a figure standing at a window, looking
out over the swamps that covered this foul planet.

“Hello,” Tran said again, still getting no
response.  He hesitantly crossed the room and walked towards
the figure

Tran quietly regarded this individual, feeling as
though he was intruding, but, at the same time, seeing no one else
that could be called upon to help.  He walked slowly into the
room, clearing his throat in case the figure by the window had not
heard him.

“Excuse me,” he said again.  “I’m looking for
Rumeric Bozak.”  Tran noticed as he approached that this being
was not human, though it was very humanoid in appearance.  His
skin was an ashen, pale green color.  His jet black hair
glistened in the artificial light of the office.  He wore it
pulled back in a pony tail.

Tran tentatively reached out a hand and touched the
stranger on the shoulder; the response was immediate - shocking in
its swiftness: as soon as Tran’s hand touched the smooth fabric on
the stranger’s shoulder, he was whirled upon.  The ashen green
being grabbed him by the front of his shirt and threw him up
against the window which had up until then been holding the
figure’s attention.  Simultaneously, a pistol came up and dug
harshly into Tran’s chin.  The exchange took barely two blinks
of the eye.

“May I help you?”  The stranger asked, his tone
rather amicable given his surprising reception of Tran’s visit.

“I - I’m looking for Rumeric Bozak… ” Tran answered,
bewildered.  He was trying to think of what he should do in
his own defense when his captor spoke again.

“What do you want with him?” he snapped.

“His services,” Tran answered.  “I need -”

“Who sent you?” the stranger demanded.

“Ananda.”  Tran answered.  He saw a change
in the stranger’s face and figured he had found who he was looking
for.  “Ananda Anset.”

The change was as sudden as the attack.  Tran
was released, and the pistol found its holster.

“How is she?” the figure asked, smiling.  “I
haven’t seen her since school.”

“She’s fine,” Tran answered, straightening his shirt
front.  “I take it you are Bozak?”

“Very perceptive,” Bozak answered, “and very
correct.  No doubt the high cheekbones gave me away as a
Bozak.”  He indicated his features with his left hand.

“More of a hunch, really,” Tran said, already
thinking that this may not be the person with whom he wished to
take on the Grenarian Guard.  He had thought Ananda’s judge of
character was uncanny - but perhaps Bozak had changed a lot since
she had known him.

“Sorry about the display of force,” Bozak said. 
“You snuck up on me.”

“I said ‘excuse me’ twice, cleared my throat once,
and knocked,” Tran said.

“Very clever,” Bozak replied.  “Very clever
indeed.”

They both stood there for a moment, staring at each
other.  Tran noticed something  else about Bozak that set
him apart from humans: his eyes.  They were overly large,
through not grotesquely so, and set far apart on the face. 
The green irises were very bright, and if they had been found on a
woman would have really gotten Tran’s attention.

Tran was beginning to feel uncomfortable in this
silence and was about to speak, but Bozak beat him to it.

“What type of service do you need, uh… ,“

”Tran.  Tran Hollow.”

“What kind of service do you need Tran Tran
Hollow?”

“Well, I was referred to you because I have a very
dangerous task at hand, but I’m not sure -”

“Not sure of your task?”  Bozak interrupted.

“No.  I’m sure of that,” Tran answered.

“Why don’t we have a seat and discuss this
matter?  Would you care for something to drink?”

“I think I had better just get going,” Tran said,
edging his way to the door.”

“Just sit down and discuss this with me,” Bozak
insisted.

Tran looked at him and then looked around the
office.

“There are no chairs,” Tran said.  In fact,
there was no furniture at all.  The front room with the box in
it was cluttered by comparison.

“Well, stand then,” Bozak said, lowering himself to
the carpet.  “I have gotten over my aversion to sitting on the
floor in the past couple of months.  Also my aversion to
sleeping on the floor,” Bozak continued, leaning back
against the wall.  “Oh, and my aversion to throwing tantrums
of self pity on the floor.”  He sat there and regarded
Tran.

Tran thought to himself that he really didn’t have
much to lose.  He had no one to whom he could turn.  All
his family was gone, and he didn’t make many lasting friend in his
line of work.  He sighed and sat on the floor facing
Bozak.

“Before you say anything,” Bozak said, holding a palm
out to Tran,” I want to assure you that I can be trusted.  I
operate outside the law and have no political ties or
motivations.  I am strictly a soldier of fortune, though
fortune has been somewhat lacking of late.”

“Why is that?”  Tran asked.

“Runemere is not what it used to be,” Bozak
answered.  “There was a time when it was a much different
world.  The premier medical university in four galaxies, a
crucial port, a health spa that attracts numerous wealthy
vacationers - many with axes to grind and the need to hire someone
like myself.  But since the Guard posted an embassy as they
call it, it’s been downhill at a steady pace.  They’ve got
their noses in virtually everything and they love to regulate
commerce - which is their word for control.  Folks don’t like
that.  They went and found new worlds to spend their money
on.  I’m still here.”  Bozak shrugged and waited for Tran
to speak.

“Are all the inhabitants as eccentric as yourself and
the old woman in your staircase?”  Tran asked.  He had
seen other worlds in decline, and often their inhabitants mental
capabilities followed the fiscal spiral downward.

“That’s my mom,” Rumeric said.  “She’s always
been a little loopy.  But enough about me - how’s things with
you?”  Bozak tilted his head, smiling, and batted his large
eyelids.

Tran thought for a moment.  He read those over
large green eyes as well as he could and found himself trusting
this individual.  Plus, he came highly recommended. 
Ananda had read Tran like an open book, and he doubted she would
have steered him wrong.

“Okay,” Tran said.  “But first, I think I
would like to take you up on your offer for something to
drink.”

“Oops,” Bozak said, covering his mouth.  “I
asked out of habit.  There’s nothing here but me and
thee.”

Tran chuckled in spite of himself.  What a
strange character this Bozak was.  Perhaps that quality would
prove valuable in the future.  Tran’s gut told him to go
forth, and he did.

 

“That’d make the opening to a great book, “ Bozak
said after Tran’s forty-five minute synopsis of the events which
had led him here.  “I’d buy it if I had any money.”

“Well, the thing is the ending,” Tran
said.

“And you want me to be your pen pal?”  Bozak
asked.

“If you think you can handle it,” Tran answered
seriously.

“Oh, I can handle quite a bit,” Bozak responded, “at
least everything that’s come my way so far.”

“How many jobs have you done?”  Tran
asked.  He found he was a little uneasy at how quickly he was
coming to trust Rumeric Bozak, but his gut still told him to go
on.

“Just gobs, is all,” Bozak remarked, making a
“get-outta-here’ gesture with his hand.  The humor was lost on
Tran.  Bozak went on.

“All seriousness aside, Tran,” he said, his face
stern, “the first thing we’ve got to do is formulate a plan. 
And, I’ve already done that.”

“You have?”  Tran asked.  He had been
racking his brain and coming up with zilch.  He could see the
end result: Weincloth begging for Mercy and receiving none. 
It was all the little things that led up to that that were
elusive.

“Yeah,” Bozak went on,” you give me half my fee, we
get in your ship, we go kick some ass, you give me the rest of my
fee, and we say bye-bye.”

Tran regarded him blankly.

“I’ll admit, “ Bozak said, feigning defensiveness,
“the fine points need more attention., but you have to agree it’s a
good plan.”

Tran was shaking his head.

“There are two fatal flaws with your plan,” Tran
said.

“Oh?”  Bozak ‘s eyebrows raided.  “And they
are?”

“I don’t have a ship, and I don’t have any
money.”

“Ouch,” Bozak said.  “That is a shot in the
foot.”  Bozak tapped his fingers on his chin and thought.

“Ding,” he said loudly, causing Tran to jump. 
“I got it!”

Tran waited.

“We get A ship, go kick ass, you give me all my fee,
and we say bye-bye.”

“I’ll grant that you are a quick thinker,” Tran said,
finding himself drawn into Bozak’s light mood and sense of humor,
“but where do you propose we find a ship?”

 

“I have substantial holdings, but they are secured
somewhere far away.  My brother and I were saving for
retirement, and we were almost there.”  Tran cleared his
throat.  He was surprised at how quickly the pain of losing
Nimesh could slip back in and make its presence known, as if to
say, “I’m still here, Tran.  I didn’t go away, and I never
will.”

“You’ll get your money,” Tran said flatly.

Bozak was instantly on his feet and offering Tran a
hand up.  Tran was again surprised at his quickness - one
didn’t even see it coming.  Bozak’s carefree demeanor cleverly
cloaked his lightning reflexes.

“We’ll get a ship,” Bozak said.  “The moon owes
me a favor.”

 

Tran follow Bozak, wondering what was meant by, “The
moon owes me a favor,”  assuming he would find out in due
course.  Tran thought it was most likely a further example of
Bozak’s obvious eccentricity.  He had in this short time
picked up the fact the Bozak was a very flamboyant
individual.  He gesticulated in large movements with his well
manicured hands; his expression and manner of speaking were very
theatrical, and his clothing very neat and well fitting.  His
shirt and shoes matched in color.  They were both a deep
blue.  He wore black, shining plastic pants that fit as if
tailored.

They stopped briefly when they came upon Bozak’s
mother.  Tran noticed she had very similar features to Bozak,
though wrinkled and worn.

“Mama,” Bozak said, resting a hand on the old woman’s
shoulder.  “I’m going out for a while - not sure how long -
but I’ll be back.”

“Where are you going?!” She snapped, instantly on
full alert.

“It’s a secret , Mama,” Bozak said.  “I could
tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

“Well, don’t tell me then, I guess,” his mother said,
her chin falling down on her chest.  Bozak rolled his eyes at
Tran as if to say that he was quite familiar with this scene.

“That one doesn’t have any money, Rumeric,” the old
woman said, indicating Tran with the jab of a long, knarled
finger.

Bozak stood and opened the door, ushering Tran
out.  Tran walked out the door and waited for Bozak in the
lobby.

“Okay then,” Bozak said, easing out the door,
“Bye-bye.  Don’t forget to go down and eat at the
embassy.”

“I won’t,”  Bozak’s mother said, hidden from
Tran now in the landing.  “Bring me back something.”

“‘Kay.”

The door shut.  Bozak stood there and regarded
it for a moment and then turned and led Tran out onto the
street.

An hour or so later, Tran found that they were back
in the port where he had escaped the Grenarian Guard. 
Ananda’s ship was now gone.  He wished that she had come with
him, but dismissed the thought.  He had learned from Nimesh’s
death that wishing won’t get you what you want, so there was not
much point in wasting energy in that manner.  It invariably
led to helpless self-pity.

Bozak made a turn and passed through a revolving door
of a short, well kept building.  Tran followed, noticing the
sign on the side of the building: Moon Propulsion Ltd.

They took an elevator to the third floor.  Bozak
remarked that it was good timing that they arrived just as the
elevator did.  Tran did not take the time to explain his
gift.

“Just follow my lead,” Bozak said as they rode up in
the elevator.  Tran nodded; that had been his plan anyway.

The elevator opened onto a reception area. 
Bozak casually strolled over to the large semi-circular reception
desk and propped his elbows on the shiny chrome surface.

“Hi, hon,” he said to the female at the desk. 
Tran saw that she was quite lovely. - blue skin and a shock of jet
black hair.  She called to mind the young Grenarian he had
been with the morning he and Nimesh had been captured.

“May I help you?”  She asked, coldly.

“No, you may not,” Bozak said, not cooled at all by
her abrupt manner.  “But John Moon may.  In fact,” Bozak
said, leaning closer to her over the desk, “I’m sure he will.”

She regarded him for a moment.

“Mr. Moon is not in,” she said,
defiantly.  “And if he were, I’m sure he would not
see you without an appointment.”  She waited for Bozak to go
on, sure the she had won this round.

“Hmm,” Bozak said.  He stood up to his full
height and placed his hands on his hip.  The receptionist
waited for him to attempt to lob the ball back to her side of the
court.  She watched him levelly - confidently.

Bozak, however, picked the ball up and threw it.

“John Moon!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. 
Both Tran and the receptionist jumped in surprise.  The look
of confidence quickly left her pretty face and was replaced by a
look of utter confusion.

“John Moon!”  Bozak yelled again.  And
again.  He did not walk around or move at all.  He stood
there, hands still on his hips, smile still on his face, and yelled
the name over and over.

A door to the right and behind the receptionist
opened and a short, fat man came out, his face a knot of
concern.

“What the hell is go-,” he stopped in mid-sentence
when his eyes fell on Bozak.

“Mr. Moon,” the receptionist said, standing, “I don’t
know who this crazy man is!  I told him you weren’t in, and he
just started screaming like a fruit cake.

“Hi, John,” Bozak said, turning his head to face the
fat man.  Bozak still held his previous stance.

Tran turned and noticed that other heads were peering
out of doorways now to see what all the commotion was about. 
He turned back and saw that Moon was making the same
observation.

“Shall I call security?” the receptionist asked after
a moment of thick silence.

“Yes, John, shall she?”  Bozak intoned.

John Moon stood there for a half a minute.  Tran
noticed that sweat had beaded up on Moon’s upper lip.  He
wiped it with a shaky hand.

“No, that won’t be necessary, Janyce.”  He
turned and walked through the door.  Bozak followed after
motioning Tran to come on.

As Tran walked towards the door, he looked at the
receptionist and thought of the great disparity of personality
between her and the Grenarian he had been with the morning he and
Nimesh had been captured.

“You could be a litter nicer,” Tran said to her as he
passed.  Janyce simply sneered at him and sat back down in her
chair.

At the end of a short hallway, John Moon motioned
them both through a door and closed it behind himself as he
entered.  They were now in an office.  The desk was
buried beneath a mound of papers.  The whole room was a
mess.  The smell of stale tobacco and sour sweat hung in the
air.

Bozak went around the desk and sat in a high backed
leather chair.  He pushed the papers back to make a place for
him to prop his elbows.  Tran and Moon sat in the small chairs
opposite the desk.

“So, how are, John, old fellow?”  Bozak
asked.  The friendly nature that Rumeric offered made Moon
squirm.

“What do you want?” he asked in a gruff
whisper.  Tran noticed that Moon was wringing his meaty hands
in nervousness - or fear.  He wondered what power Bozak had
over this man.

Bozak smiled.  He looked to Tran not unlike a
cat playing with a small, tired mouse.  Tran looked at
moon.  Sweat stains spread out from the armpits of the fat
man’s shirt.

Correction, Tran thought, a small
tired rat.

Bozak’s smile disappeared.  He leaned forward
over the desk.

“I want a ship, provisions, and 5,000 intergalactic
dollars.”

Tran looked from Bozak to Moon.  That was a hell
of a want, he thought to himself.

“You, uh -,” Moon was dumbfounded.  “That -
that’s ridiculous, Rumeric.”  He looked at Tran as if for
help.  Tran shrugged.

“I -I don’t have a ship right now, anyway,” he said,
leaning forward.  A small note of pleading had entered his
voice.  He was steadily becoming more repulsive to Tran. 
Tran felt the uncommon urge to backhand Moon across the chin. 
Tran looked back across the desk at Bozak.  Bozak’s shoulders
slumped.

“You don’t?” he asked Moon.

“Uh, no,” Moon said, leaning forward.  “The last
one was sold a month ago.  We’re waiting on a shipment.”

“I’ll bet that damned Grenarian Guard commerce
committee has something to do with it,” Bozak said, shaking his
head.

“You bet!”  Moon said, visibly relaxing. 
“They keep me so tied up with paperwork I can’t - well, look around
you,” Moon said, indicating the piles of paper.  Tran noticed
that some of the paper was yellowed with age, but he said nothing
of it.  He figured laziness and sloppiness were the reasons
for these piles - not the red tape.

“Well, it was worth a shot,” Bozak said, getting up
and walking around the desk.

Moon was more relaxed now.  He reached out and
patted Tran on the shoulder.

“Tell you what,” Moon said, moving around and taking
his own chair, “as soon as we get word, I’ll call you up.”

“Can’t,” Bozak said, shaking his head.  “My
com-link system got repossessed.”

“Aw,” Moon said, “that’s too bad.”  He seemed
very friendly then.  Tran saw that he would probably say
anything to get them out the door right now.  “I’ll get word
to you, then, Rumeric.”

“Okay,” Bozak said, heading for the door.  Tran
stood up and followed.  He wanted to shout at Bozak that this
fat tub would say anything to get rid of them right now.  He
couldn’t believe Bozak didn’t see through him like a clear view
port.  Bozak had said to follow his lead, though, so Tran
did.

“Oh,” Bozak said, turning back as his hand touched
the door latch,” before I go… ”

Tran saw Moon catch his breath, not quite out of the
trap just yet.

“Can I use your com screen real quick?”

Moon relaxed again.  He pushed to com screen on
his desk around so it faced Bozak.

“Sure!” he said, all smiles now.  He opened a
drawer and took out a pack of smokes.  He placed one between
his rubbery lips and lit it with a lighter he fished out from under
one of the paper piles.  He offered the pack to Tran who shook
his head.

Bozak sat down in the chair Tran had been sitting in
and typed a destination code into the com link.  The machine
beeped and indicated it was trying the location.  Moon leaned
back in his chair and put his feet up.

After a moment, a voice came on the com link in
answer.  “Moon residence.”

John Moon looked up, his brow knotting in
confusion.

“Yes,” Bozak said,” may I speak to the lady Moon,
please?”

“Who is calling?”

“Rumeric Bozak.”

Moon moved extremely fast for a man of his
size.  He was on his feet and lunging over the desk in a
blink, the lit smoke falling on the desk.  He snatched the
cord from the back of the display, issuing a pitiful yelp almost as
an afterthought.

“John,” Bozak said, smiling again, “that was
rude.”

“What are you trying to do, win my -”

Bozak was on his feet then in a fraction of the time
Moon had been.  He grabbed Moon by the front of his shirt,
eliciting another yelp, and dragged him the rest of the way across
the desk, papers scattering onto the floor as he went.

“I want a ship - the best one you’ve got - and the
provisions and the money.”  Bozak pushed Moon backwards so
that his fat hunches pressed up against the desk.

Tran saw smoke rising from a pile of papers on the
floor and remembered the forgotten cigar Moon had dropped in his
dash to disable the com link

“Tend to that fire and then show us our ship,” Bozak
said.

 

Moon had first shown them to an old C-Class sprint
that stood alone in a musty smelling hangar.  Bozak had
reminded Moon that there were many hours left in this day during
which to pay a visit to the good Lady Moon.  After that, Moon
had complied fully.

“Man,” Tran said, breaking his long silence.

They stood before a very rare, very
expensive Tolkien Raider.  Tran ran an appreciative
hand down the port side fuselage, delighting at the
smoothness.  He fancied he could feel the ship straining to
get off the ground.  He also saw the pale red repulsor strip
that encircled the ship.  All his years of wanting a reactor
ship and now here he stood before one.  His smile faded a bit
when he thought of the events that led him here.  He had a
moment to reflect that one should be careful what one wishes for -
the wish may be granted, but who knows what the cost may be. 
Then Bozak spoke.

“Moon, we’ll be doing pre-flight now -,” he called as
the gang plank extended from the belly of the sleek ship.  “I
want the provisions loaded and the money in thirty minutes.”

John Moon opened his mouth, and then snapped it
shut.  He finally seemed to grasp the futility of balking, at
Bozak’s requests.  He hurried away across the hangar, his fat
body waddling.

“And, John!”  Bozak called from the gang
plank.  Moon froze but did not turn around.  “If you do
anything stupid, which I wouldn’t put past you for a second, I will
kill you.”

Moon waddled off in a rush.

 

Tran noticed that Bozak had taken the pilot’s seat
and was hurriedly flipping switched - though he somehow managed to
appear casual in his actions.  Tran started to protest
that  he thought he should take the pilot’s seat, but Bozak
spoke before he could.

“Tran, Dear,” Bozak said, not turning around. 
“Run down the navigational command checklist if you would.  It
responds to voice command.”  Bozak sounded a little excited by
this.  “This honey is state of the art!”

Tran sat on a pull-out bench, still covered in the
manufacturer’s plastic, and called to the ship, “on board, begin
navi-checklist.”

“Test initiated on previous command, sir,” the ship
responded.  It was a warm male voice, soft and dreamy in its
tones.

“And a smart-ass,” Bozak cackled.  Tran
smiled.

“Tran,” Bozak said softly.  Tran turned and
looked at him, his eyebrows raised.

“I’ve seen you a few times start to look happy and
then smother it.”

“I -”

“I know,” Bozak said.  “You don’t have to say
anything.  All I want to tell you is we’ve got a hard road
ahead.  If you feel an inclination to smile - take it! 
Nimesh surely wouldn’t begrudge you that.  Okay?”

“Okay,” Tran said.  He turned back to his
task.

“Well, you’re welcome,” Bozak said, acting hurt.

Tran let himself laugh.

 

John Moon’s sense of fear and surprise was slowly
giving way to anger.  How dare that bastard come here and
order him around like that!  He had last seen Bozak eight
months ago.

John Moon had been married for thirty-four
years.  He was a well-respected entrepreneur on
Runemere.  He had been on this planet when it was just a
bog.  He saw it blossom into a thriving planet, and then
watched it slowly deteriorate into a ghost town - back to the bog
from which it came.  He had gained his capital to begin his
business as a space-craft salesman by marrying his wife.  Now
the money that came with her was all that was sustaining their
lifestyle, which made it that much more important to keep his dark
secret: John Moon liked boys.

He had a habit of going out to certain clubs on
Runemere at week’s end and having a few drinks.  The clubs he
went to were dark, discreet, and virtually void of females. 
It was in one of these clubs where he had met Rumeric Bozak.

Bozak was instantly engaging.  High cheekbones,
beautiful, flowing hair, and those large, green eyes.  Moon
was smitten.  That first night he had already had four drinks
and was feeling a little fuzzy when Bozak sat next to him at the
bar.  John Moon had bought him dinner several drinks. 
After an enjoyable evening, they had found their way to Moon’s land
cruiser and its lushly appointed sleeping compartments.  Three
they had done anything but sleep.

John had said he hoped to see Rumeric again at the
club.  Rumeric had winked  and disappeared, not to be
seen again until John had heard some imbecile yelling in his office
reception area.  He had been ready to chew someone’s head off
for the noise, but the will drained from him as soon as he saw who
it was.

Now, though, he was mad.

He thought about calling the Grenarian Guard, but
stopped as he was re-connecting the com link: there would be too
much explaining.  Instead, he took a pistol from the top
drawer of his desk and slipped it into the waist band of his
slacks.  He pulled the tail of his shirt out to hide the
grip.

Moon thumbed the talk button on his intercom and
barked at Janyce to have the Tolkien Raider in bay four stocked
yesterday.

“Is every-”

He switched the intercom off before she could
finish.

“Damn him!” he said aloud.

Bozak had threatened to call his wife and tell her
about his liaisons - or at least the one with Bozak himself - and
Moon had turned to jelly, quaking and yelping before the trumped up
cretin.

“We’ll see who quakes now, dearie,” he said.

He took a briefcase from a wall safe after making
sure the door was locked.  There was about 8,000 intergalactic
dollars in the case.  He snapped it shut and stormed from the
room.

 

Tran had taken the co-pilot’s seat next to
Bozak.  The Bridge was up a few steps from the ingress/egress
hatch and insulated in a bubble dome.  They both heard the
click as the cargo bay doors closed and the robot coder could be
seen crossing the hangar on its treads.  The large view shield
offered a view of the forward hull.  Tran noticed John Moon
approaching the ship and pointed him out to Bozak.

Bozak got up and exited the ship.  He met Moon
halfway across the floor of the hangar.

 

“John,” Bozak called.  “I see that bulge in your
pants, and I know you well enough to know it’s not a part of
you.”  Moon stopped.  Bozak kept walking.

“If you so much as flinch, I will blow your fat head
off.”

Moon’s bravado evaporated.  He looked at the
floor as Bozak came up to face him.  He offered the case
without looking up and Bozak took it.  Then, Moon was further
humiliated when Bozak turned and walked back to the ship,
unconcerned.

Defeated, Moon turned and slowly plodded back to his
office.

 

Minutes later they were airborne.  Tran had
taken the pilot’s seat while Bozak went out to meet Moon. 
Tran wanted to ask Bozak what he had on Moon to be able to make
such demands, but he sensed that this would be unwise. 
Perhaps I don’t want to know, he thought.

Instead, Tran concentrated on maneuvering the ship up
into the Runemerian skies.  It felt already broken in even
though it still had that new-ship-smell that all pilots love. 
The reactor fueled to outboard repulsors and provided stable life
that was virtually noiseless.

The Tolkien Raider was built for a specific purpose
which its mane implied: a raider ship.  It was made to get in
and get out in the shortest time possible.  It also featured a
hemispheric reactor which meant that one hemisphere of the reactor
controlled port repulsors and the other powered starboard, not
unlike the way the human brain worked.  The raider was also
armed to the teeth.  Tran felt so much power beneath his
guiding touch on the flight stick and wished Nimesh were here to
give the craft a whirl.

“Uh-oh,” Bozak said in an uncharacteristically abrupt
manner.  “Bad news, Tran.”

Tran looked over at the com screen Bozak had been
typing on for several minutes and saw his own face staring back at
him.

“What’s up?”  Tran asked, hitting the auto pilot
switch and swiveling his chair to face Bozak.

“I was going through the public access bulletin, and
I found and APB on you.”  Bozak hit a few keys and a couple of
paragraphs of text superimposed over Tran’s picture.

“Says here that you are wanted by the Grenarian
Guard,” Bozak scanned the print.  “Fugitive… armed and
dangerous… responsible for the destruction of an Urmian engineering
ship on which you had stowed away.

Bozak looked at Tran.  He wondered briefly if
Tran had told him the entire story but saw the look of confusion on
Tran’s face.

That level of sincerity can’t be faked, he
thought

“What?  Destruction?”  Tran was
dumbfounded.  “When?”

Bozak scanned the text for more information. 
Tran noticed that he moved his lips when he read.  Bozak
jabbed a finger at a line of text.

“Eleven minutes from now… ”  Bozak turned and
his expression could be a mirror for Tran’s own; this made no
sense.

“The article is written as if this has already
happened, but the time given hasn’t arrived yet,” Bozak said,
shaking his head.

“Wait,” Tran said, gripping Bozak by the arm. 
“When we were flying out, we didn’t hear any chatter on the radio
about a ship being destroyed.  Something like that doesn’t
just escape attention.”

“They got ahead of themselves,” Bozak said
hurriedly.  “They’re gonna blow up that ship and
blame it on you, but some dumb-ass posted the bio too soon. 
And!”

“And What?”

“And, you’re hurting my arm.”

Tran released Bozak’s arm and just as quickly grabbed
it again.

“Rumeric!  Ananda’s on that ship!”

“Oh hell,” Bozak said, “that right!  If we can
reach the ship on com link, we can warn ‘em.”  Bozak was
already doing a search code to find the ships call sign.

“Can you get me a vector on the location?”  Tran
asked disengaging the auto pilot and increasing power.  Even
in this situation, he found his mind appreciating the rapid smooth
responses of the ship.

“Check!”  Bozak replied nearly shouting. 
“Oh four eleven reading two two zero.”

Tran punched the coordinates into the on-board
vectoring console.

“Vector accessed,” came the ship’s voice.  “See
screen for visual.”

Tran saw the blinking dot that represented Ananda’s
ship and saw the dot that represented his own.  It would be
close.  He turned his attention back to the view shield and
powered up.  Ananda’s ship was nine minutes away at sub-hyper
speed.

“C’mon,” he whispered, “c’mon.”  He know if they
failed to get there on time Ananda would die.

Bozak looked at the vector screen and noticed
something Tran had not: a third ship moving in on Ananda’s. 
He started to point it out but let Tran concentrate on flying
instead.

 

“Captain Rome,” Ceecarter hissed, “what portion of
your directive do you not understand?”

There was a moment’s pause before Captain Rome’s
response came back, awash in uncertainty.

“I - I understand that we were to hold present
location and await further instructions, but I -,”

“Then do just that, Captain,” Ceecarter cut him off,
stressing the word Captain in a way that made it seem a
hollow position at best.  He punched the button that allowed
ship-to-ship contact, in effect slapping a piece of tape across
Captain Rome’s mouth.

In the grand scheme of things, Ceecarter had no
authority over Captain Rome, political or otherwise.  Rome was
merely hoping to score some brownie points with Judge Weincloth,
which might have positive financial returns for his engineering
enterprise.

“The little bastard’s pissing his pants over this,”
Ceecarter chuckled to himself.  KK, standing in the corner
placed a finger to his ear as information came from the
Mowat’s weapons bridge.  He stepped forward and
clicked his heels.

“Commander Ceecarter,” he said in a too-dry
throat.  “Weapons reports you may give the order to fire when
rea-”

“Fine,” Ceecarter said quickly.  KK turned and
spoke into his cuff-mike as he returned to his corner. 
Ceecarter reached up and hit the talk button on the radio.

“Rome!” he yelled.

“Yes, Commander?”  Rome’s response was
immediate.  He had obviously been hovering over his com link,
anxiously awaiting his orders.

“Are you ready for your orders?”  Ceecarter
asked.  He was toying with the Captain.  KK, standing in
the corner, turned his head in disgust.  His eyes focused on
the doomed ship, now visible through the view port on the side of
the room.

“Yes, yes, Commander,” Rome replied.

KK heard the hum of the main weapons generator. 
Actually he more felt it than heard it: a vibration he detected
through the thick soles of his boots.

“Kiss your ass good-bye,” Ceecarter sneered.

There was a moment’s pause.

“I beg your par-” but that was all he had a chance to
say.  The ship vaporized under the tenable fire power of the
Mowat’s reactor.  A huge, silent fireball glowed in
the vacuum of space and then was gone.  It was replaced with
only a small amount of debris that was now spreading out like a
mini-universe after the cataclysmic Big-Bang.

KK slitted his eyes against the brightness of the
blast.  He felt the floor under him rock slightly as the
concussion was came up against the Mowat.

All those lives, KK thought and
shuddered.  They didn’t even know what hit them.

“Soldier!”  Ceecarter yelled at KK.  KK
realized then that Ceecarter had already called him once, but he
had barely heard it, caught up as he was in the death and
destruction just outside the view-port.

“Sir?” he answered weakly and cleared his throat.

“Call to communications and have them prepare the
hologram generator.  I will now contact Judge Weincloth and
advise him that his orders have been carried out.

KK raised his cuff-mike to his mouth and gave the
command.

 

“Damn!”  Tran said.  “We’re too
late.”  He banged his hand on the console.

Bozak was speechless.  He felt a knot in his
stomach.  He saw the debris where the ship should be and knew
what Tran said was true.  A look at the vector screen further
confirmed this: the blip which had represented Ananda’s ship was
gone.

Bozak looked over at Tran.  He had formulated
the belief that there was more between Tran and Ananda than had
been told him in Tran’s synopsis.  Ananda certainly was a kind
and lovely person, he recalled.  He placed a reassuring hand
on Tran’s shoulder.

Tran was in a rage.  Two people, very dear to
him, had now died at the hands of Ceecarter and Weincloth.  He
toggled the weapons switch and locked his course on the
Mowat.  Bozak saw this and reacted.

“Tran, No!” he yelled pulling back on the stick in
front of him.  “We can’t go up against a cruiser of that size
- we’ll be vaporized.”

Tran fought for control of the stick.

“Not like this, Tran!  This isn’t the way!”

Tran put up another moment of fight and then released
the stick, swiveling around in his chair and lowering his
head.  Bozak took control and brought the ship in a sharp arc
and headed in the opposite direction.

“We failed,” Tran said.  Bozak heard the grief
in his voice.

“We just found out, Tran.  There was nothing we
could do.  We did everything possible to get to her in
time.”  Bozak knew that his words would bring little comfort,
but Tran knew that he spoke the truth.

“There’s nobody left for me now,” Tran said, turning
back around to face the console.  Bozak still held control of
the ship.  The firepower of the Mowat had awed him a
bit.  It began to sink in that they were up against a
formidable enemy.  They might be wise to seek help with this
matter.  He had an idea… another debt to call in.  But
could this debtor  be trusted?

“But I guess there is some good in that,” Tran said
quietly.  Bozak turned his head sharply and studied Tran.

“It means I have nothing to lose.”

Tran took the controls back while Bozak punched some
coordinates into the course vector attainer.  He got a heading
for the Vox System, planet seven.  He told Tran to fly on that
heading.  Tran engaged the hyper drive and placed the ship on
auto.  The ships voice came over the speaker.

“Vox System, planet seven current heading. 
Estimated time of arrival eight hours, eleven minutes on present
course.”  Rumeric briefly considered re-vectoring the ship for
a much quicker arrival, but he dismissed the idea when he glanced
at Tran and saw the weariness evident on his face.

“Let’s go below and get some rest,” Bozak suggested
after instructing the ship to notify them when they were an hour
out from the Vox System.

Tran thought rest was the last thing he could do
right now, his mind spinning as it was, but he was asleep as soon
as his head hit the pillow of his bunk.

Rumeric sat in a chair outside the sleeping cubby,
tapping his chin with his index finer.  He was working on the
finer points of “the plan” now, and his mind kept returning to a
single name: Muggul.

 

Below, on the planet Runemere, in the offices of Moon
Propulsion Ltd., Janyce Kero was going through the public bulletin
boards on her com-link.  The two crazies that had come through
a short while ago still burned in her mind - especially the rude,
bearded one:  You could be a little nicer. 
Janyce snorted.  She wasn’t used to being talked to in such a
manner.

She was looking at a picture of a fugitive - a Tran
Hollow according to the bio.  He was wanted by the Grenarian
Guard.  She reflected for a moment that she still felt
homesick for the Grenar System, even though she had left there four
years ago.  She had simply grown tired of living in her
younger brother’s shadow.  She heard her mother’s voice, “KK
has been promoted to first private, Janyce.  Aren’t you
proud!”  Or, “KK has been appointed to the Lord Judge
Imperial’s guard.  My baby is making this family a place in
society!”  The litany was constant and nerve grating. 
Finally, it had gotten to be too much and Janyce had left the
Grenar system for Runemere.  She had heard how a beautiful
girl like herself could meet some sugar Daddy at one of the spas
and settle down to a life of rich opulence.  But, alas, she
had come into port as the ship was setting sail.  With no home
and no money, or desire to go back to her mother, she had taken
this job with Moon.

She snapped to attention and out of the past. 
She thought, I know him.

It took her a moment to place the face.  Add
a beard, she thought, and a smart-ass comment such
as, “You could be a little nicer,” and…

“Oh my,” she whispered.

Her eyes scanned the bio and saw that hew was armed
and dangerous.  He had destroyed an engineering ship and sent
thousands to their deaths.  Janyce shuddered.

In a blink, she was punching in the code to reach the
Grenarian Embassy.

 










Chapter 4

 



 

 

 

 

Before the mass availability of the hyper-drive
system, the Vox System was virtually unknown.  A small system
on the outward spiral of the Diamond Dust Galaxy, it is many light
years distant from the closet inhabited star system.  Even
after the advent of the hyper-drive, the system was still shrouded
in a veil of mysticism and rumor.

Only two of the planets in the entire system were
inhabited, Six and Seven as they were unromantically referred to by
outsiders.  The Vox System had two chief exports: works of
religious art from the many zealous sects that dotted the planet’s
surface and ruthless soldiers.

The Voxians, or “Sevens” as they were most often
referred to, were large of build by most standards.  They were
muscular and broad shouldered - and not very attractive. 
Their faces and hands were mottled, gray slabs of flesh.  One
of the things that made them such good soldiers was the
intimidation they instilled based on their appearance alone. 
Followed up by great strength and an utter lack of heart, they were
truly formidable adversaries.

For centuries after contact was made with the Vox
System, the Voxians had served as mercenaries for various
worlds.  Their commitment to their host was not rivaled. 
There had been many occasions where two opposing armies would each
hire Voxians.  The Voxians fought their own kind with the same
zealous killer instinct which they inflicted on other
life-forms.  A tale in and of itself is the war between
Grandomere and Haufstad, in  which a young Voxian warrior
executed the Prince of Haufstad and the Prince’s hired Voxian guard
- the Captain of which had been the young warrior’s father; the
young warrior’s name was Muggul.

Muggul, now far along in his years - no one could say
how long exactly, probably Muggul included - sat in his chamber
alone.  He stared at his com-link, the only apparent piece of
technology in his chamber, and waited.  He knew there would be
another job soon; there were so many to be had by one as adept as
he.  His reputation was known far and wide as a ruthless
bounty hunter who never failed to produce quick results.

He had arrived home only the day before, after
conducting a piece of business for a high ranking official on the
Intergalactic Judiciary Board.  The wife of this high ranking
official had been suspected of having relations with other high
ranking officials on the Board, but nothing had been
confirmed.  Muggul had been contacted on the com-link before
which he now sat and was asked to look into the matter.  If
suspicions were confirmed, Muggul was asked to do what was
necessary to see that the liaisons stopped… permanently.  The
woman’s head now sat in a Bell Jar on a corner of Muggul’s desk,
the shocked, clouded eyes regarding him, the mouth open in an
almost alluring gasp.  The official with whom she had been
entwined when Muggul had found her was not killed, though he would
most likely be without sleep for some time.  She had been atop
her lover, both their bodies naked and glistening in the act of
love.  Her lover closed his eyes and whispered her name only
to open them and discover that her head was gone.  Muggul had
taken his trophy and left, leaving the headless torso still sitting
astride him, seemingly too caught up in the act of sex to realize
it was dead.

“Was I too soon?” Muggul asked the head in the jar,
chortling laughter as he did.  To any one listening, the
laughter would have sounded like growls.  Muggul raised a
glass of warm mead to his mouth, little more than a gash across his
face, really, and sipped.  His black eyes re-focused on the
com-link as the green light came on, indicating someone was calling
in.  He pressed the receive key with the nail of one of one of
the three thick fingers on his left hand and waited for the
incoming message.

“Muggul, old friend, I have a job for you.” 
There was a pause as the caller waited for a response.  When
none was offered, the caller went on.

 

Tran awoke after an indeterminable time and
stretched.  The sleeping quarters aboard the raider, while
small, were the most comfortable he had been in since he was last
at home.  He laid there for a moment before rolling out of the
bunk and putting his feet into his boots.

Rumeric was not on the other bunk as Tran had
expected him to be.  He entertained a moment’s mistrust and
then decided not to pursue it.  Nimesh had often said that a
mercenary could not be trusted because they only sought power and
money for themselves, regardless of their masters bidding. 
The master, Nimesh warned, shifted with the money.  But
Rumeric was so easy to trust.  He also came highly
recommended.  Tran rubbed his beard as he stood, remembering
Ananda telling him that she liked it.  He wished that he had
been able to persuade her to come with him, but he had not been
able to do so.

And now she, too, was dead.

Tran quickly walked out of the sleeping chamber and
up the short flight of steps to the deck before his mind could
continue on about Ananda.  His first thought when he saw her
ship explode had been selfish, but inevitable: My
fault.

He heard Rumeric’s voice coming from just ahead and
discovered that he was talking into a com-link at the rear bulkhead
of the cock-pit.  Rumeric gave him a little wave as he walked
up and handed him a glass full of some beige liquid.

“Damn it!”  Rumeric huffed as he hit the
disconnect key on the com-link.  He sighed in apparent
exasperation and folded his arms.  His lower lip came out in a
pout and Tran found the image funny enough to laugh.

“Who were you trying to reach?” he asked.

“The Great and Powerful Muggul,” Rumeric shot back,
his sarcasm virtually dripping on the floor in a puddle.

“Did he shoot you down?” Tran asked, sipping the
beverage.  He found it was thick and creamy.  He gulped
half of it down at a single draught.

“Hell, I haven’t even talked to him. 
I’ve been at this com-link for an hour and I keep running into dead
ends.”  Rumeric sat forward and started typing on the
keyboard.  His fingers flowed like a master musician at his
instrument.

“Did you forget his code or something?”  Tran
asked after finishing his drink.  “What is this stuff?”

“It’s PEE,” Rumeric answered.  Tran’s face
knotted in confusion and disgust as he held the glass at arm’s
length.  It was then Rumeric’s turn to laugh.

“No, not pee like pee-pee,” Rumeric explained. 
“PEE, like an acronym for Pure Energy Elixir.”

“Oh,” Tran said, relieved.  “It’s good.”

“Yes, it is,” Rumeric agreed.  “And good for
you.  It’s basically protein in a frothy beige sauce. 
That glass will keep you fueled up for twelve hours or so. 
It’s one of the few things manufactured on Runemere anymore.” 
Rumeric turned back to the com-link and started typing again.

“Once, when I was little,” he went on, “I found a
carton of PEE in our ‘fridge and drank the whole thing, not knowing
what it was, but liking the taste.”

“What happened?”  Tran asked, leaning around to
study the lines of code on the com-link screen.

“I ran something like forty-five miles and then went
into convulsions.”

“I’ll be sure to moderate my intake,” Tran
said.  He thought it could be his imagination, but he felt a
slight electric tingle in his extremities.

“There we go!”  Rumeric exclaimed.  “In
answer to your question: No, I didn’t forget the code, Mr.
Smarty.  I simply forgot the path.”

Tran knew that some com-link destinations were like a
labyrinthine web that had to be traveled before one got to the
golden door.  It was a security measure, as well as a simple
fact brought about by the sheer volume of users.  He looked at
the lower right hand corner of the screen and saw that Rumeric had
been through one hundred and forty-seven destinations already.

“Here we be,” Rumeric said as the com-link chirped
that it was attempting a connection.  “Let’s hope he’s
home.”

The com-link dinged, indicating the call was
accepted.  The black screen dissolved into the ugliest face
Tran had ever seen.  He took an involuntary step back from the
screen.

“Why, hello, Muggul,” Rumeric piped.  “I
honestly didn’t expect to find you at home.”

There was no response from the horrible visage on the
screen.

“I… uh, need your help with a matter,” Rumeric
continued.

“Where are you?” Muggul asked.  Tran noticed
that the slit of a mouth had barely moved when he spoke.

“Coming up on your system.  Should be there in,
oh, one hour or so,” Rumeric replied after glancing at his
watch.

 

“Meet me at the Tinder Box,” Muggul said after a
brief pause.  “It is located in county Volick and is well
known by the inhabitants.”

“Okay,” Rumeric said, happily.  “And hey, thanks
-”

The image bleeped out.

It occurred then to Tran what it was that had seemed
wrong with the picture he was seeing on the com-link, aside from
the ugly Muggul himself: the pretty blonde at the edge of the
screen didn’t have a body.  Just before the image winked out,
the head turned and seemed to look at Tran.  It was floating
in some type of clear liquid.

“Well,” Rumeric intoned, causing Tran to jump. 
“Muggul is a creature of few words, that’s for sure.”  He sat
back in his chair and crossed his arms, his brow furrowed.

“What?” Tran asked.  He did not like this one
bit.  He had an uneasy feeling about Muggul, floating head
aside.

“He didn’t ask what I wanted,” Rumeric said, not
looking up.  “Usually, I would expect to go back and forth
with him for a while before he hints that he might be interested in
what I need his help with.”  Rumeric tapped his lips with his
index finger.  “Maybe business is slow; lord knows I know what
that’s like.”  Rumeric started typing on the keyboard
again.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Rumeric,” Tran
said.

“I can’t see why there’s anything to be worried
about,” Rumeric said.  “We’re probably just both a bit
hyper-sensitive in the ol’ gut.”

“Understandably, don’t you think?”

“Well, yeah,” Rumeric admitted.

Tran looked at the screen and saw what Rumeric was up
to.  He had tapped into the Vox System’s Public Domain and was
hunting the bulletin boards for anything about Tran.  There
were only two items posted;  neither pertained to Tran. 
One was obviously some type of religious information.  Rumeric
selected the other and text appeared on the screen.  They both
scanned the information.  It was a current listing of battles
occurring throughout several planetary systems.  It looked
like some type of want-ads for mercenaries.

“Well, there’s nothing here,” Rumeric said. 
“Unless he was tapping around in the Runemerian database, I can’t
imagine how he’s heard of you.”

Tran’s feeling of uneasiness did not diminish.

“We’ll be on guard, though, Tran.  For
real.”

Rumeric stood and crossed the flight deck to the
captain’s chair.  Tran followed. So did the feeling of
uneasiness.

 

The figure lay there, apparently in a light sleep
brought on by the dose of narcotics recently administered. 
The breathing was shallow, the eyes moving behind the closed lids
as if tracking a quickly moving insect.

“How long before there is any effect?” 
Ceecarter growled.  He stood looking down at the figure which
lay on a gurney in one of the Mowat’s Medical Exam
rooms.

“Probably about forty-five minutes,” a young medic
responded, looking at his watch.

“Damn it,” Ceecarter snarled.  “That’s the
fastest stuff you’ve got?!”

The young medic was unperturbed by Ceecarter’s gruff
manner.  He leaned casually back against a cabinet that ran
along the rear wall of the room.

“You asked for the best,” he answered calmly, “not
the fastest.”

Ceecarter, obviously in a rage over the fact that
this snot-nosed medic didn’t quake in fear under his gaze, turned
and barked at KK, who stood quietly by the door.

“Prepare the holo to contact Judge Weincloth. 
At least this time won’t be totally wasted.”

KK clicked his heels and left the room.  He
couldn’t help but admire the young medic for his courage - or
stupidity.  Whatever the case, there were few people who stood
up to Ceecarter without quaking.  Three others who had done
so, the Hollow brothers and Captain Bard, were now apparently all
dead.

Apparently.

The ship where Tran Hollow had been hiding had been
destroyed, just as Judge Weincloth had ordered.  KK had stood
beside Ceecarter and watched as the ship had vaporized into a cloud
of flame.  Yet Ceecarter seemed uneasy.  He was upset by
the fact that he couldn’t profess with absolute certainty that Tran
Hollow had been aboard the ship when it blew up.  All of the
exits had been guarded while the ship was on the ground, but, as
Judge Weincloth himself had pointed out, Hollow had already walked
passed Ceecarter himself once.  The big “what if” that floated
about Ceecarter now like an aura was: what if Hollow had somehow
gotten off the ship?  A very big “what if,” indeed.

That was Ceecarter’s reasoning behind taking the
Anset woman into custody aboard the Mowat shortly before
her ship was destroyed.  He wanted to administer a truth serum
and “take his time,” as he had put it, to question her
properly.  Ceecarter’s methods could be quite
persuasive.  KK shuddered at the memories of interrogations
passed as he walked down the hall.  The screams still woke him
up some nights.

KK had just finished typing the code that interfaced
the Mowat’s holo projector with Judge Weincloth’s when Ceecarter
entered the room and stepped up on the platform.  He set his
face and puffed out his chest, presumably in pride over a job well
done.  KK, however, saw through this. He saw the nervousness
in Ceecarter’s face and posture and felt an inward gladness. 
He had been feeling that more and more here lately where Ceecarter
was concerned.  It had started some time ago and intensified
when Nimesh Hollow’s head rolled across the floor to his
feet.  At first, he had felt guilty over these feelings. 
After all, he had been trained his whole adult life for a position
in the Grenarian Guard.  And here he was, among the elite
forces of the Commander’s private corps, questioning the methods
his commander used.  Moreover, he questioned the Grenarian
Guard’s influence in general.  It seemed less like the elite
force of justice he had grown up admiring and more like a bunch of
murderous bullies running around carrying out the wishes of a
megalomaniac.

As if summoned by the treasonous dialogue running
through KK’s mind, Judge Weincloth’s image materialized a few feet
in front of Ceecarter.  Ceecarter puffed his chest out even
more and began to speak.

“Lord Judge Imper-”

“I trust,” Weincloth said, speaking above Ceecarter
to cut him off, “that the ship has been destroyed,
Commander?”  Ceecarter faltered for a moment.

“Uh, yes, Judge.  Just as you-”

“Uh-huh.  And I trust you have taken the Anset
woman into custody and are bringing her back to the Grenar system
for a proper interrogation?”

Ceecarter seemed to reel as if slapped when Weincloth
said “proper.”  There was sarcasm there and it found its
mark.  Weincloth was knocking Ceecarter off balance.  KK
coughed softly in order to hide a smile behind his fist.

“Judge, I-”

“Shut up, Ceecarter,” Weincloth said bluntly. 
“I have no intention of listening to you intone what a wonderful
job you have done.  Do not forget that I am displeased by the
fact that Tran Hollow is not in custody.”  Weincloth held a
hand up when Ceecarter opened his mouth.  “I know you say he
couldn’t have escaped, but that simply does not suffice,
Commander.  Can you tell me beyond doubt that Tran Hollow was
on the ship when it was destroyed?”

Ceecarter opened his mouth again and then closed
it.  His chin came down a bit towards his chest, which, KK
noticed, was not quite so puffed out now.

“Mm-hmm,” Weincloth offered.

KK noticed that Weincloth was smiling and wondered
what he was thinking.  He could read Ceecarter like a book
now.  Weincloth, though, was an entirely different
matter.  That man could probably hide things from
himself.

“I have hired Muggul,” Weincloth said very softly,
still smiling.  Ceecarter’s head jerked up.

“Muggul?”

“Yes, Muggul,” Weincloth replied.

Ceecarter’s hands knotted into fists.  He
thought for an instant of blurting out his dissatisfaction at
having his authority usurped by a bounty hunter. 
Muggul had been called upon before, prior to Ceecarter’s assumption
of command of the Grenarian Guard.

Ceecarter had been a cadet then, recently appointed
to the commander’s corps, much like the young guard who now stood
over by the doorway coughing into his hand.  Ceecarter had
watched Muggul come in and take over, barking orders through that
hideous slit of a mouth as though he was the Judge Imperial. 
Shammond, the Commander at that time, had balked once too often at
Muggul’s orders, and received the back of Muggul’s hand for
it.  Muggul had received no reprimand for striking one of the
highest ranking officials in the Grenar System; he was paid to get
results, not to follow protocol.

“Of course, I will expect your to cooperate fully
with Muggul should he contact you,” Weincloth said.  Ceecarter
stood there.  His hands had begun to tremble slightly.

“Of course,” he answered through clenched teeth.

Weincloth’s holo was gone then with no further
comments.  The smile hung there in Ceecarter’s vision, mocking
him, daring him to say something in protest.  Ceecarter lied
to himself and said he would bide his time… but the thought petered
out after that.  He wouldn’t even try to pull that
lie off on himself.  He feared Muggul.  That brought on
some of the indignation.  He feared Weincloth more and would
not dream of opposing him.  To further add to the humiliation,
Ceecarter felt a stirring deep inside that he seldom felt.  He
supposed most people would call that “feelings.”  His were
hurt.

Ceecarter turned and brushed past KK without
speaking.  KK reluctantly followed.  Ceecarter was not
going to be very pleasant to be around for a while.  KK 
remembered when he was younger, his sister, Janyce, would often
pick on him fiercely, bringing him to tears, after their mother had
punished her for some transgression.  Once KK had asked Janyce
why she did that to him.

“Shit rolls down hill,” she had replied.

 

“Vox system, ETA twelve minutes,” the ship said.

Tran and Rumeric were both busy at controls. 
The ship had offered - twice - to perform these functions, but they
had declined the offers.  They were both somewhat nervous and
it was good to work off some of the nervous energy by performing
mundane in-flight tasks.

“Cleared for port seven - B,” a rough voice said over
the speaker.  Though the signal was loud and clear, the voice
sounded static-filled.

“Roger that,” Tran said to the speaker.  To
Rumeric he said, “Are all the Voxians along the same genetic
blueprint as this Muggul?”

“Roger that,” Rumeric answered.  He tapped out
the command on his console to show a map of the landing area. 
“They were virtually shut off from the rest of the universe until
just recently, comically speaking.  Their gene pool needs some
chlorine.”

Tran studied the map for a blink and adjusted his
flight heading slightly.  Rumeric noticed this and admired
Tran’s obvious ability as a pilot.  He kept it to himself,
though.  He figured that if he said anything to Tran about it,
Tran’s response would be something to the effect that his ability
was not good enough to save his brother.

Tran increased hull integrity to prepare for
atmospheric flight based on a grid that flashed on his interface
screen.  This was necessary to keep the ship from burning up
on entry into the planet’s atmosphere.

“Rumeric, you never told me how you came to know
Muggul.”  Tran kept his eyes on the controls.

“Ewww, Tran!” Rumeric exclaimed after studying him
for a moment.  “Moon was no prize, but Muggul? 
Did you see him?”

Tran still kept his eyes on the controls.

“Give the doll a little credit, will ya?”

Tran chuckled.

“I was on Runemere at the time, returning from some
shopping.  There was time when I had money.  I came upon
this man beating the hell out of some ugly creature.  The ugly
creature was Muggul.  I shouted at the man to stop, but he
didn’t.  I dropped my bags, shudder, and ran over and tackled
the guy.  Muggul stood up and stomped the guy’s face.  He
killed him instantly.”

“Damn,” Tran added, finally looking up.

“Roger that,” Rumeric nodded.  “I found out the
guy was fighting for his life.”

“So what did Muggul do?”

“Well,” Rumeric said.  “He wiped his boot on the
guy’s shirt and then grabbed me by the neck.  He asked me who
the hell I was.”  Rumeric was tapping code as he spoke. 
Tran waited a moment.

“And?”

“And I told him.  He seemed thoroughly confused
that I had helped him.  If the situation wasn’t so damn
grizzly I would have laughed at his expression.”

“I can’t imagine anything funny about that face,”
Tran said.

“Yeah, I know,” Rumeric agreed.  “It was just
like there was a war going on with his facial features.  He
looked like he wanted to say thanks but was confused because he had
never expressed that feeling before that moment.”

“So what happened?”  Tran had tuned to face
Rumeric now, caught up in the story.

“That’s it, really.  He handed me a card with
his name and com-link access path on it and slipped off down an
alley.”  Rumeric could feel Tran’s stare on him and figured
that he had provided Tran with additional reason to worry through
conveying his story.  The story had said little more than
Rumeric had watched a stranger kill another and was now placing
their fate in that stranger’s hands.

“When he handed me that card,” Rumeric went on, “He
was saying, ‘I owe you one.’  I’ve called him a couple of
times for little stuff - advice, really.  He’s not what you
would call approachable, but I did it to feel him out. He’s
safe.”

“Provided he’s on your side,” Tran added.

“Well, yeah.”

Tran turned back to his controls and followed the
coordinates on the map.

“ETA four minutes, gentlemen.  Recommend cut
power by half,” The ship said.

 

The planet surface of seven was a dark and gloomy
place.  The skies were overcast, which was the norm, and the
clouds were pregnant with rain, grumbling in apparent
discontent.  The average daytime temperature was ninety
degrees, but it felt well above that with the palpable
humidity.  Most of the inhabitants had close cropped
hair.  Anything else hopelessly frizzed.  The raiment of
choice were layered woolen garments, worn in order to keep the skin
as dry and cool as possible.

Tran noticed as they walked out of the hangar area
that there was an omni-present musty smell.  One of the hangar
bay attendants had given them directions to the Tinder Box, for a
fee, and they wound their way down a raised boardwalk. 
Torches placed intermittently along the way dispelled a tiny
portion of the gloom, but the meager light they gave failed to
reach the surface of the water below.  Frequent splashings
could be heard, made by what must be rather large creatures of some
sort.

“I’d hate to be out here at night,” Rumeric said.

“Huh?”  Tran jumped a little at the sound of
Rumeric’s voice.

“It’s noon,” Rumeric said.

Two miles later they found the boardwalk to be
widening and realized that they had come upon a small group of
buildings.  Only two of them were marked.  Luckily, one
was the Tinder Box.  They pushed through the squeaky double
doors and entered.

They both stood there just inside the doors for a
moment and studied the place while their eyes grew accustomed to
the gloom.  It was a smoky, dimly lit tavern.  A bit of
music played over concealed speakers - a rhythmic pulse of drums
accompanied by flutes which Tran found not unpleasant.  For
the most part, the place was deserted.  A few patrons sat at
booths along the walls, a few more sat at the bar.  A human
behind the bar was talking to a rapt few who sat on the edges of
their respective stools.  He was bearded, Tran noticed, and
wore glasses with thick lenses.  Corrective lenses were rarely
seen in this day and age with surgery being so simple and
affordable, but Tran figured it had to do with the Vox system’s
primitive culture.  Periodically the man behind the bar would
pause to take a pull off the cigar he held in his right hand and
blow a plume of blue smoke towards the ceiling where lazily turning
fans chased it into eddies and corners.

Tran followed Rumeric over to the bar.  As they
came close, they could hear what the man behind it was saying.

“-never meant to be understood by wrinkled little
Voxian hags.  It was written by priests as a symbol
to be understood by other priests.  Nothing you find
in there is literal; that’s where the fundamentalists go
wrong.”  The man laid his cigar on the bar, the burning tip
hanging off to keep from further scarring the battle worn top, and
walked over to them.

“What can I get you gentlemen?  And I use the
term loosely.”  A light patter of laughter escaped the patrons
at the bar.

“We are looking for Muggul,” Rumeric replied,
smiling.  “And perhaps a couple of steins of ale.”

“The ale I can get you,” the man said, turning and
pulling two tankards off a shelf.  “Muggul, on the other hand,
is a different story.”  He drew the two tankards full and set
them on the bar, explaining as he did that it was made from hops
grown by blind Voxian nuns.  Tran took a sip from his tankard
and nodded appreciatively.

“Muggul sits in the booth around back by the window
when he’s here.  At present he is not.”

“We’ll wait,” Rumeric said.  He laid a couple of
bills on the counter and took his tankard.  Tran followed.

“So, anyway,” the bartender said after they had
walked off, his voice fading as they turned the corner and walked
down the row of booths to the end.  Tran looked through the
window by the last booth and was met only by his own dim reflection
in the darkness beyond the dusty panes.

“I’m sure he’ll be here in a minute,” Rumeric said,
sliding into the booth.  “He was probably watching us the
whole time we walked here.”

As if on cue, Muggul walked around the corner of the
bar and approached them.  Tran has found his countenance
repulsive on com-link, but it was worse in person.  Coupled
with the thick muscular body, it comprised a truly formidable
creature.  Muggul sat at the booth without speaking a word of
greeting.  He took off a pair of heavy gloves and laid them
neatly on the table.

“Muggul, always a pleasure,” Rumeric said.

“What do you want, Bozak?”  Muggul asked. 
He looked back and forth between Rumeric and Tran.  Tran had
to repress a shudder when those eyes swept his face.

“We want to take out a judge and a chunk of his
security force,” Rumeric said, turning serious now.  “We’ll
pay you two thousand now and twenty-three when all is said and
done.”

Tran opened his mouth to speak, but Muggul raised a
hand to stop him.

“I’m not interested in the background, Hollow,” he
said.  “I’m not a historian, nor do I have any desire to
be.  Is your ship suitable for an undertaking of this
nature?”

“Perfectly,” Rumeric said, taking a sip of his
ale.  It was quite delicious, but Rumeric reminded himself
that he should keep his wits about him.

“And we go with you,” Tran said.

“That is fine,” Muggul said, “as long as you realize
that I give the orders.”

“Agreed,” Rumeric said and looked at Tran.

“Agreed,” Tran nodded after a short pause.  He
hadn’t envisioned going along on this tour of vengeance as an
underling.  He had seen himself holding the blade to
Weincloth’s throat and hearing him plead for mercy.  But, he
supposed, it was probably better to follow an experienced assassin
than a romantic vision.  The end result would be the same.

Muggul stood and Tran and Rumeric followed suit.

“We can begin with the details tonight after you have
rested.”

As they followed Muggul back down the aisle to the
door, Tran started to protest that he was ready to give the
particulars now.  After all, he had had hours of sleep and a
large serving of PEE just a short while ago. He was anxious to get
along with things.

After reflecting, though, he noticed that he did feel
a little weary and would probably be no worse for a short
rest.  He chocked it up to the muted light outside, or near
absence thereof, and the tumultuous events that had led him
here.  He said nothing.

Rumeric, who walked behind Tran was also feeling a
bit tired.  He was rather glad that he had not ordered another
ale.  Something, though, weighed on his mind, something that
wasn’t quite right.  He couldn’t put his finger on it,
though.  The meeting with Muggul had gone smoothly. 
There was a light of hope at the end of the tunnel into which he
had followed Tran Hollow.  But something…

Perhaps he would feel better after a brief
rest.  He figured it was his nerves.

As they left the bar, Rumeric noticed the bartender
watching Muggul closely.  When Muggul turned his head towards
the man, the bartender nodded.  Rumeric raised a hand in
farewell and then followed Muggul and Tran out into the dark Voxian
afternoon.  The bartender did not return the wave.

 

Ananda shook her head and tried to get her vision to
focus.  It was slow to do so.  She found that if she
turned her head, the room followed reluctantly.  She was not
afraid that she had been poisoned.  They would not have
brought her aboard this ship simply to kill her.

No, this, she reasoned, this had to be something to
loosen her lips.  At least she now knew that they had not
captured Tran.  They thought that they had perhaps killed him
when they destroyed her ship, but they couldn’t be one hundred
percent sure.  Otherwise, why jack her up on truth
serum?  She intended to let them think that they had succeeded
in killing the man whom she had grown to love in such a short
time.

The pain of loss - for her shipmates, Tran, and on
some level herself - snuck through the thick gauze of the serum and
caressed her heart.  She felt tears and let them come. 
Better they think I am a weak girl, she reasoned.

Someone came in the room and, after a moment’s
concentration, she was able to focus her vision.  It was the
young guard who had been here earlier, she saw.  Even in her
present state she could not miss the fear in his eyes.

“Bastards killed my friends,” she said slowly, her
speech slurring like her vision.  “You look too young to be a
killer.”

The guard walked over to her and said something to
her which she did not catch.

“Huh?”

“I said I’m not a killer,” he hissed.

Ananda noticed a new sensation creeping up on her:
pleasantness.  It was hard for her to reconcile in her drug
clouded mind.  Then she realized it was just that.  The
drugs.

“Whud they do, pull you away from mama breast and put
a gun in yer hand?”  She asked drunkenly.

The guard did not answer.  Instead, he stepped
forward and lightly dabbed her tears with his sleeve.  Just
after he had stepped back, the door banged open and Ceecarter
bounded in.  He strode briskly, with purpose.  To Ananda,
however, he appeared to be in slow motion.  As he crossed the
floor she thought of all the lives this beast had brought to a
premature end.  All the friends she had lost; all the friends
she could now never make; Tran’s brother… and those were the ones
she knew of.  Ceecarter stopped an inch from her face.

“Where is Hollow?” he yelled at her, the cords
standing out in his neck, spittle flying from his lips.

“Between yer ears,” she answered slowly.  She
felt her head go suddenly to the right and snap back. 
Ceecarter had slapped her hard enough to sting his own hand. 
She heard someone laughing and realized a moment later that it was
herself.

“Was he aboard your ship?” Ceecarter demanded.

With barely a moment’s thought, Ananda spat in
Ceecarter’s face.  She watched her saliva trail down his cheek
and drip on the lapel of his uniform jacket.

He slapped her again.  This time she tasted the
bright copper of blood and her tongue found a loose molar. 
Ananda was dimly aware that the young guard had taken a step
forward.  She read indecision on his face.

“No,” she said, looking at the young guard.  For
some reason she could see him pulling out a laser pistol and
killing the evil Commander.

Ceecarter’s eyes flew wide.

“He wasn’t on the ship?!” he screamed, grabbing
Ananda by the front of her jumpsuit and shaking her
violently.  “He wasn’t on the ship?!”

Ananda realized slowly that her comment to the guard
had been misconstrued by Ceecarter as an answer to his
question.  He seemed oblivious to the spit which now darkened
his lapel.  The world swam as he shook her and Ananda saw that
the room was growing dim.

“Yesssss… ” She said and then passed out.

“Yes he was or yes he wasn’t?”  Ceecarter
raged.  When he saw that Ananda had lost consciousness, he
took a step back.  He willed himself to calm down.  It
would do no good to bring Weincloth a corpse.  In that event,
Ceecarter would probably end up as one himself.

“Muggul,” he hissed.  “Soldier, call in the
medic to clean her up, then have him report to me in chambers.”

“Aye, Commander.”  KK clicked his heels and
pressed the door mechanism to allow Ceecarter to leave.  As KK
turned to follow, he heard the Anset woman mutter something. 
He quickly stepped closer to hear.

“Tran… ,” she whispered.

 

Rumeric awoke with a massive headache, hardly
achievable by one stout ale.

“Ugh,” he said, rolling off the couch to which Muggul
had shown him.  He squinted his eyes for a moment and then
slowly opened them; a little better.

He stood and looked at the small, round window set
deeply into the wall.  Outside was black as night, which could
mean that it was twelve noon or twelve midnight.  He rubbed
his forehead with his right hand and brought his left hand up to
check his watch; he stopped rubbing his head, having forgotten
about his headache.  He had been asleep for sixteen
hours.  He heard Muggul’s voice in his head, something from
their meeting at the bar.

I’m not interested in the background,
Hollow.

That was it.  That was the “something” which was
not quite right.  The “something” he had not been able to put
his finger on.

“I didn’t tell him Tran’s name,” Rumeric said
aloud.  Something about the way his voice echoed told him that
he was the only one there.

He burst through a mossy wooden door into a
hallway.  His racing heart reminded him of his headache. 
Another memory came to him then:  The bartender’s slow nod
once he had made eye contact with Muggul.

“Drugged,” he said.  “Damn it!”

He rushed down the hallway of Muggul’s home, stopping
to do a quick scan of each of the four rooms he passed, and came to
the front entryway.  There was a not stuck to the door. 
Rumeric’s heart sank as he raced forward and snatched it off. 
It read:

 

Once, not so long ago, you helped me survive a
situation.  Now we are even, for I have allowed you to survive
a situation.  Help yourself now by not being fool enough to
follow me - the slate is clean now and I will not hesitate to kill
you.

 

Muggul had not bothered to sign the note - a
signature was not necessary.  Rumeric crumpled the yellow
piece of paper in his hand and dropped it to the floor as he
hurried out into the darkness to find Tran… and Muggul.

 

Ananda Anset awoke to find a blurry figure bent over
her, wiping her face with a cool cloth.  The cloth was coarse,
but the coolness felt divine against her hot flesh.  The
lights over head sent stabbing pins into her brain which ached in
her head with a fury she had never before felt.

“The serum made you sick, and you vomited several
times,” the figure over her said.  She recognized the voice as
that of the young guard she had been speaking with before her
ordeal with Ceecarter.  Tears came to her eyes and she felt
herself begin to sob, quietly at first, then with less
control.  She couldn’t remember anything of the questioning or
what had transpired - torture?  She felt a hand on her
shoulder as her body shook with ragged sobs.

“That’s a normal reaction,” the guard said. 
“The crying, I mean.”  He seemed to want to say more, but he
simply sat there and regarded her.

KK was thinking that this was the most beautiful
creature he had ever seen.  At times during her questioning he
had wanted to go to her aid, but he knew that would  do
neither of them any good - and he was sure he would have died for
his trouble.

“What did I tell him?” she asked pitifully, though
she did appear to be gaining some composure.  The crying was a
normal side effect when a subject was coming down off the serums -
male or female.  At least it was a normal side effect for
those subjects that lived long enough to come down.

“Nothing that they -we - didn’t already
know,” KK said, correcting himself but seeing that she had noticed
his slip.  He had placed himself outside those that had caused
her harm.  He also noticed that she had asked what she had
told them, also leaving KK out of the circle of evil.

“Something about Bozak, and how Hollow was snuck off
the ship before it was… ” At that point he trailed off.  He
stood and walked across the room to a basin, where he ran water
over the cloth.

Ananda sat up.  She saw that she was in a small
chamber with nothing in the way of furnishings save a sink, toilet,
and the cot on which she lay.  “Cell” was probably a more
accurate term for the place she found herself.  She saw that
the guard was taking quite some time to wash the cloth out. 
She sensed something in him.  An unrest, for want of a better
word.  It was as though he saw all that was happening around
him but did not approve.

“What’s your name?” she asked, squinting in the
light.  After her brief crying jag, it seemed her headache had
dissipated to merely severe.

“KK,” he answered without turning around.

“I think the cloth is clean by now,” Ananda
said.  He paused for a moment, as if he had been unconscious
of the fact that he was wetting the rag and wringing it out,
wetting and wringing.  He might have gone on forever had she
not said something.  He turned the water off and brought the
rag over to her.  This time he handed it to her.  She
took it and held it at her side.

“KK,” she said.  “What can you tell me about
Tran and Rumeric?”

At this, he became visibly nervous.  He looked
back over his shoulder at the  door.  When he turned back
to her, she saw something in his eyes - the look of a trapped
animal; she could not decide, however, if the nervousness was
concerning Tran or concerning KK himself.

“They called Muggul,” he said, almost in a
whisper.

Ananda regarded him blankly, waiting for more. 
His tone indicated that this should be all the explanation she
needed.

“What’s that?” she asked.

Again he turned and checked the door.

“Not ‘what’s that,’” he answered.  “Who’s
that.  Muggul is the most highly regarded bounty hunter in the
Grenar System.  Anytime he’s called upon, he delivers.”

“What does that mean for Tran?” she asked.  She
leaned forward and placed a hand on KK’s arm.  This time,
instead of looking at the door before answering, he looked at her
hand.  He drew a breath and looked into her eyes, his jaw
set.

“That means that the best thing that can happen to
him is he is captured and brought before Weincloth,” KK replied
quietly.

 

Weincloth’s image materialized after a moment. 
Ceecarter noticed a slight smile on the Judge’s lips.  It did
not relax him in the least.

“Lord Judge Imperial,” Ceecarter said with much more
ceremony than usual.  He bowed low and waited for Weincloth to
acknowledge him before rising.

At least he’s not too stupid to realize his ass
is in a sling, KK thought from his point of observation at the
end of the incident room.  There was a certain unexpressed joy
in KK’s heart at seeing Ceecarter humbled in this way. 
Especially after the pain he had inflicted on Ananda.

“Rise, won’t you,” Weincloth snapped
impatiently.  “Why have you summoned me?”

Ceecarter did not like Weincloth’s tone at all; it
was worrisome.  He knew he was walking on thin ice at the
moment and he hoped the information he had extracted from the woman
would be enough to get him back on solid ground.

“The interrogation is complete, my Lord,” Ceecarter
said.  He puffed his chest up, waiting for Weincloth to
inquire as to the outcome.  When no inquiry came, Ceecarter
deflated a bit and went on.

“It is presumed from my findings that Hollow has
enlisted the help of one Rumeric Bozak, a mercenary operating off
of Runemere.”  Ceecarter placed his hands behind his back and
began to pace.  The hologram platform was so narrow, though,
that he could only manage one step in each direction before having
to turn and take a step in the other direction, lest he step off
the platform.  The effect was quite comical.  It appeared
as though Ceecarter was doing some type of shuffling dance.

“Runemere is, as you are aware, my Lord, where Hollow
somehow managed to elude the Grenarian Guard and escape.  It
appears that the Anset woman allowed him to escape through an
egress hatch before a perimeter could be properly established
around the ship by the -”

“I find it interesting, Commander,” Weincloth
interrupted, “how you manage to take credit for a successful
interrogation while simultaneously shifting the blame for Hollow’s
escape onto subordinates.”

“My Lord, I -”

“Hollow is in custody,” Weincloth said flatly. 
“Muggul is bringing him here at present and should arrive within
two hours.”  This left Ceecarter speechless.  He pondered
to himself how Muggul could have possibly gotten to Hollow so
quickly.  Wonder painted a mask on Ceecarter’s face that made
him look as if he had been stricken dumb.

“Close your mouth, Ceecarter,” Weincloth
hissed.  Ceecarter did so, with an audible snap.

“Return to Grenar at once,” Weincloth ordered.

“Yes, my Lord, at -,” but Weincloth was gone.

Ceecarter was at once filled with an icy dread. 
Grusbar, the Commander that had preceded him, did not retire from
his post, nor did he die of old age.  He had made one too many
mistakes.  Ceecarter himself had driven a dagger behind the
Commander’s ear - it was a long tradition in the Grenar System’s
hierarchy: the commander to be only officially took the title when
he killed his predecessor.  The predecessor, of course, was
bound, so there was little fight to speak of.  The ceremony
was held for its value as a ritual.

Ceecarter slowly tuned and faced the six guards lined
up along the rear of the room.  Might it be one of them that
drove the cold steel into his skull?  He studied them each for
half a moment before moving on to the next face.  He stopped
when his eyes fell upon the guard closest to the door - Kero, whom
the other guards referred to as KK.  There was something
behind those eyes.  Kero quickly looked away.

“Bring the Anset woman to the interrogation room,”
Ceecarter ordered KK.  KK clicked his heels and turned to
go.  As he stepped through the hatch into the hallway, he
heard Ceecarter snap an order to another guard - an order which
caused KK to shudder and falter in his stride; the command was
explicit and final: “Sterilize her cell,” Ceecarter had said.

Her cell would only be sterilized if she were not to
be returned to it.

 

Rumeric ran down the board walk that led back to the
small cluster of buildings where he and Tran had met Muggul the
night before.  He located the Tinder Box with ease.  It
was the only establishment that appeared to be open.  He
pushed through the door and crossed the floor to the bar, drawing
his pistol and leveling it at the bartender.  It was the same
man who had drugged him.

The man was deeply engrossed in a book that lay
before him.  Two shot glasses at the upper corners held the
pages down so he could read and smoke the cigar that he held in his
hand.  He finally heard Rumeric’s approaching steps and looked
up from his book, his eyebrows rising.  Rumeric saw that after
a second or so the man recognized him and the eyebrows shot up
further.

“Aaaaaa,” the bartender allowed, backing up against
the shelves behind the bar so quickly that several bottles fell to
the floor and shattered.  The noxious scent of alcohol was
suddenly stronger than the smell of stale smoke and sweat.  By
way of greeting, Rumeric shot the man in the ear, singing the lobe
completely off.  The heat of the laser, though merely dialed
to half of its potential power, was sufficient to cauterize the
wound.  It probably hurt enough, though, Rumeric reasoned, for
this chap to realize that he meant business.

The bartender’s hand shot to his ear, knocking his
glasses off.

“You shot me!” he howled, a look of disbelief on his
face.  Rumeric noticed the quiver of the man’s chin that one
would expect to see on a five year-old just before the crying
started.

Rumeric’s hand shot out, seized the barkeep’s ragged
shirt, and hauled him halfway across the bar.  Rumeric shoved
the barrel of his pistol up the right nostril of this surprised
purveyor of spirits.

“I need a ship,” Rumeric hissed.

The bartender’s eyes were so wide that they looked as
though they might fall out of his head.  Tears now coursed
down his grimy cheeks, leaving trails down to the black beard.

“I - I don’t have a ship,” he yelped.

Rumeric shoved the pistol further up the bartender’s
snout.  There was a crunching sound and blood began to
flow.  Another wail.

“Okay!  Okay!”  he screamed in
response.

Rumeric pulled him the rest of the way across the bar
and let him fall on his chest among the scatter of crushed cigar
butts and wadded bits of detritus.

“Take me there,” Rumeric ordered.  The bloody
man started to protest, but he thought better of it when the pistol
was trained directly between his wide eyes.  He scrambled up
and out the door, Rumeric following close behind.

Normally, Rumeric preferred to do things with a
little more finesse, but desperate times called for desperate
actions.  Plus, he still showed style - even if the style he
showed was usually reserved for books and movies.

“Merciful gods, Mahone.  What happ-,” an old man
began as the bartender nearly knocked him down busting through the
door.  Then, the old man saw the pistol.  Suddenly, he
did not seem very interested in the fate that had befallen
Mahone.  The old man turned and ran.

Rumeric jogged down the path that led to the hangers,
Mahone holding his damaged ear with his right hand and pinching his
nose to staunch the flow of blood with the other.  Rumeric
noticed that through it all, Mahone had somehow managed to hold on
to the cigar, though it now burned forgotten in light of recent
events.  The entire exchange had taken about a minute.

What’s another minute when Muggul already has
countless hours head start?  Rumeric wondered.

“Don’t do anything stupid, Mahone,” he warned as they
entered the first set of hangar bays they came to.  Just as
expected, Rumeric noticed that the Tolkien Raider which he had
stolen from John Moon was gone.  No doubt Muggul had watched
them arrive, knowing his little patsy bartender would keep them
busy until he had a chance to check them out.  The raider was
one of the fastest ships ever made commercially.  Muggul was
not stupid.

Why?  Rumeric asked himself. 
Why didn’t I see?  He gritted his teeth in
fury.  Not so much at Muggul or the piece of scum scurrying
before him - they were just doing what they existed to do. 
Rumeric’s fury was directed at himself.  He was furious with
himself for being so naive… so stupid.

Mahone stopped at an old Cravet Emperor and turned to
face Rumeric.  He still held his ear and nose.

“What did I say!?” Rumeric yelled, pushing Mahone to
the hard concrete floor.

“You said you needed a ship!” Mahone yelled back,
though through a sob instead of the rage that Rumeric
evinced.  Rumeric simply stared down at him.  He didn’t
know for sure, but he suspected Mahone would have a better ship -
one he used for smuggling.  Some of the bottles behind the bar
had born labels that showed their places of origin to be other star
systems.  Interstellar transportation of liquor was forbidden
by Galactic Law.  No one would attempt to run contraband in an
old, beat up Cravet Emperor.  They wouldn’t stand a
chance.

Mahone stood and pressed a box on the side wall of
the bay.  The floor under the ship slid back, the ship sliding
with it.  A staircase was exposed, leading down.

“Go,” Rumeric commanded.  Mahone went.

 

Tran waited a moment for his sleep clouded mind to
remember where he was.  When that didn’t happen, he waited
another moment.

He knew that he was supposed to be in a room at
Muggul’s place, but this looked very much unlike Muggul’s
place.  For one thing, it was too clean.  For another, it
was the inside of the Tolkien Raider.

“What the hell?” he asked, sitting up.  He would
have performed the universal sign of confusion - scratching his
head  - but his hands were bound behind him.  He also
noticed that a strap ran across his thighs, securing him to the
couch at the rear of the flight cabin.  His feet were bound as
well.

Looking forward across the flight deck, Tran saw that
Muggul sat in the pilot’s chair.

“Where’s Rumeric,” Tran demanded.  Muggul showed
no sign of hearing him.  Tran demanded again in a much louder
voice and decided that Muggul was merely ignoring him.  Tran
began to scoot backwards on the couch.  He had gotten the
restraining strap down to his knees when he saw Muggul stand up and
come over to him.

“Where’s -,”

“Rumeric,” Muggul finished in a high, mocking
falsetto as a child with a bad disposition might do.  “Where’s
Rumeric, Where’s Rumeric,” he went on.  It reminded Tran of
when he and Nimesh were little, and Nimesh, as all older brothers
are required to do, would pester him by repeating his cries back in
a mocking voice very much like the one that Muggul used.  It
was so odd, though, coming from Muggul.  Odd and so… so…
unprofessional.  That was the only word Tran’s mind
could settle on.

“Shut up,” Muggul growled in his regular voice and
shot a tranquilizer capsule into Tran’s neck.  He turned and
went back to the controls.

Tran fell backwards, his head hanging off the couch
as a result of his efforts to escape the restraining strap.

“Better be careful, Muggul,” Tran was saying. 
He wasn’t sure, though, if he had said it or merely thought it -
the tranq was potent.  “I’ll call you my friend if you aren’t
careful.  And that’s as good as a death warrant.”

Tran drifted off quickly.

 

Down the staircase Rumeric followed Mahone, watching
carefully for any display of aggression from Mahone.  Mahone,
though, seemed utterly defeated, as if he would do anything
required of him to make this crazy green bastard at his heels happy
so that he would just go away.

At the foot of the stairs was a large open
space.  Standing in the center of a thirty yard square of
subterranean hangar was an Escort II - an outstanding ship. 
It was a ship ideal for outrunning blockades and interstellar
patrols.  Rumeric knew, for he had once owned one himself.

The Escort had been Rumeric’s favorite craft - before
the Runemerian Bank had decided to reposes it.  He knew it
like the back of his hand.  The familiar lines brought back
memories of more prosperous times;  the sharp nose falling
back to swept delta wings - incredibly efficient for atmospheric
flight:  The abrupt, contrasting rise of the cockpit above the
nose;  the incredibly powerful reactor core;  all of
these features combined would still not give Rumeric a hope in hell
of catching up with Muggul in the Raider.

“Okay, here it is,” Mahone moaned.  He stepped
back as if to say, “Okay, I’ve done my part.  Now let me
go.”

“Yes,” Rumeric said.  “Here it is.”  He
once again pointed the pistol at Mahone, finger resting lightly on
the trigger.  “Get in and power her up.”

At this order, Mahone began to weep openly. 
Rumeric could smell the cowardice and fear coming off of him - a
tart smell which reminded him of the smell of a baby with a wet
diaper.

“Please,” Mahone beseeched.  “Please, just let
me go.”  Rumeric stood there impassively.  Finally,
Mahone lowered his head and started up the stairs to the hatch on
the side of the craft.  Rumeric followed.

The craft had a musty smell inside, like spice and
mildew combined, but in an engineered way.  It was probably to
throw off sensor-bots that various police agencies used to sniff
out contraband.  The old trick actually worked on some of the
older models.

Mahone sat in the forward chair of the cabin and
began the power up sequence.  Rumeric was satisfied at this
point.

“Okay, dirt bag.  Get out,” Rumeric said. 
Mahone did not take long to jump and turn for the door.  He
tripped over the console between the two rear flight chairs in his
haste and went sprawling.  His breathing was fast and ragged,
as though he expected to feel the hot kiss of the pistol
again.  Rumeric, though, merely stood by and watched the
coward’s humorous slap stick display.  He knew the right ear
would be a constant reminder - a mark, as it were - to remind
Mahone of the consequences of his actions.  He figured it
might even be as much as a month before the puke did another
underhanded thing.

Mahone was up and stumbling down the steps. 
Rumeric tripped the switch next to the hatch which retracted the
steps and sent Mahone falling the last ten feet to the hard floor
of the hangar.  A petty thing to do, but satisfying.

He quickly crossed the deck to the pilot’s chair and
strapped himself in.  After hitting the switch marked “bay,”
he initiated the firing sequence.  The door had barely opened
enough to allow clearance when Rumeric throttled up and shot
through.  Mahone, now across the hangar, was again thrown flat
in the backwash from the ship.  This time, though, he did not
get up.  He pulled his knees up to his chest and curled into a
fetal position, holding his ruined ear and weeping.  he
realized he was still holding the soggy cigar butt and threw it
aside.

For a moment, a thought flashed to him: 
I’ll get you.  But Mahone knew that it was a
lie.  A lie intended to soothe his deflated ego.  He
decided to lay there a few minutes and cry;  he deserved
it.  Then he would have to get back to the Tinder Box before
the local scum cleaned the place out.  With his smuggling ship
gone,  it would be anyone’s guess as to when he could
restock.

Rumeric Bozak shot through the fog cover that cloaked
this fetid world.  He felt utterly hopeless.  There was
no way he could overtake Muggul.  Not unless a miracle
occurred.

 

John Moon looked at the timepiece on his wrist and
chuckled to himself.  It felt good to laugh after the week he
had been having.

Everything had been going fine until Bozak showed
up.  He was making more money at present than he ever
had.  His contacts would locate a ship, send it to him, and he
would “clean” it - re-register  the ship after deleting the
previous registration and ownership records.  It was in that
manner that the ship was made to appear a new ship.  Business
had been booming of late.  Then, crash!  It all came
screeching to a halt.  All because of little
John.

He had always been afraid of something like
this.  His penchant for young males had always been a dark
secret that he feared would one day bring him down.  But that
somehow made it even more exciting.

He chuckled again.

After Bozak had stolen the ship, he had figured his
secretary would have to be disposed of.  She was bright enough
to put two and two together, and underhanded enough to blackmail
him.

Another chuckle followed another glance at his
watch.  Anybody who happened to observe John Moon in that
state would have thought he had gone quite mad.  He was
hunched over his desk, his head cradled in his right hand, sweat
glistening on his brow and upper lip.  His eyes were wide and
blood shot from lack of sleep - and the incessant chuckling didn’t
exactly create an air of sanity.

The situation with his secretary had been decided for
him.  A short while after Bozak and the mystery man had flown
off in his prized possession, a dispatch of Grenarian Guards had
come in and taken her away, along with the com-link from her desk
and the one from John’s office.  He had simply sat there,
mute, and watched them do it.  None of them spoke or even
looked in his direction, for that matter.  It was as though he
had ceased to exist.

He glanced at his watch again.

“Okay, my little friend,” he whispered huskily. 
“It should be about now.”

Then the miracle that Rumeric Bozak had needed
occurred.

 

The red glow from the nose of the ship is what
brought Muggul out of his light trance.  He had been in this
trance for half an hour or so.  it was his equivalent to
sleep:  a temporary shut down of the major functions of his
body wherein he relived past crusades and victories.

He was instantly alert.  His eyes flew to the
auto-flight console.  The indicator light was off; somehow the
auto-flight had been disengaged.  He didn’t think it likely
that he had bumped a control.  He looked around at his
captive:  still in the same position he had been in after the
tranquilizer had taken its effect.

Muggul’s hands flew out to the link console and
blurred over the keys, inquiring from the ship what was going
on.  He noticed from the corner of his eye that forward
relative motion was steadily decreasing.  The ship was coming
to a halt.  Even a bump of the controls resulting in the
shut-down of the auto-flight would not cause the forward repulsor
to fire, Muggul knew.

Enter access code… .was the ship’s response to his
inquiry.

What there was of a brow on Muggul’s wide face
furrowed.  His normally ugly countenance took on a newly
hideous quality.  The corners of the slash across his face
that served as a mouth turned downwards into a frown.

Access code?  Muggul’s stubby fingers were
surprisingly nimble as they danced across the keys.  He asked
the ship what type of access code it required.  He then
flipped a switch to the left of the console so that the ship would
answer him aloud.

“The access code,” the ship intoned in a smooth, male
voice, “refers to the code string required to continue power supply
to the fore and aft repulsors.”

“What is the code?” Muggul growled aloud,
anticipating the answer he received.

“Help is not available for that inquiry,” the
computer replied in what sounded to be an apologetic tone.

Muggul was across the flight deck now, shaking
Tran.  Tran’s head lolled limply on his neck.  The tranq
would not wear off for two hours or so and Muggul had not brought
any antidote with him.

Muggul went back to the link and sat down.  He
created a file and began rapidly typing lines of code.  His
intention was to create a simple program that would try all
combinations of characters until the access code was hit upon.

“No programs may be created which concern the ship’s
access code,” the ship’s voice explained.  “continuation of
current coding will result in a lock of the link system.”

Muggul stopped typing immediately.  He snorted
and wished the ship had a throat he could get his hands
around.  Carbon based life forms could always be persuaded to
release information.  Computers, however, were not so easily
intimidated.  Muggul looked back over his shoulder at
Tran.  Tran was a carbon based life form.  If he knew the
access code, he would share it.  Of this, Muggul was
certain.

 

Ceecarter struggled valiantly to retain his composure
as he walked briskly down the hallway to the prison bay aboard the
Mowat.  His personal detachment of guards followed
closely behind him.  Kero, the one whom he had almost detected
something unwholesome in earlier just after his conference with
Weincloth, was there, too.  Ceecarter now felt that he had
little to worry about as far as this being his successor - Kero’s
eyes were as wide as all of the others, the gaze thereon shifting
nervously from Ceecarter to the hallway ahead.

He had intended on using the Anset woman to take his
mind off of things until they reached the Grenar System - then he
was going to exterminate her.  But as he was in his cabin
preparing himself - taking off his tunic and putting on his robe -
Kero had burst into the room without knocking, eyes wide, face a
pale blue.

“She’s gone,” the guard had cried pitifully.

Ceecarter did not need to ask whom “she” was. 
he dropped the robe to the floor and grabbed his tunic, slipping it
over his head as he hurried through the door and up the
hallway.

As they arrived at the scene, it was just as the
guard had informed him.  Another guard lay half in, half out
of Anset’s cell, his chest a burnt red flower of flesh and muscle
caused by a blast from a pistol, presumably his own, for it was
gone.

KK, who was standing behind Ceecarter, suddenly found
himself airborne and slammed up against the wall of the hallway, a
handful of his shirt in Ceecarter’s giant fist.

“This goes no further,” Ceecarter said flatly, though
KK could clearly see the rage just behind those eyes.  “I want
this wing sealed off immediately and I want her found.  I do
not want this information getting to communications,
understood?”

“Y - yessir,” KK answered with a nod.

Ceecarter released him and, turning, kicked the dead
guard in the ribs hard enough to send its body sliding across the
hall.

“You are so lucky to be dead,” Ceecarter
informed the corpse.  “If she is not found immediately,”
Ceecarter said, turning back to the remaining guards, “you will all
envy him.  This I promise you.”

The guards hurried off in all directions without
waiting for further orders.  Ceecarter simply stood there, his
clenched fists shaking in a rage.

The orders had been so simple:  return to the
Grenar system at once.  And somehow, they had been thrown
asunder.  Ceecarter wondered in self pity what he had done to
deserve this chain of events.  His mind did not view all of
the pain and suffering he had inflicted on other creatures and
worlds as wrong;  it was simply his job.  He drove his
left hand into the wall in sudden fury, denting the metal and
sending instant bolts of pain up his arm to his shoulder.

“Why me!?” he asked the dead guard.  “Why
me!?”

His only chance now was to find her, kill her, and be
sure Weincloth never heard of this incident.  That would
probably mean killing a few of his guards, too; especially the one
with the thoughtful stare.  But he was of more use to
Ceecarter alive for now.  At least until the woman was
found.

“P-wing and medical bays temporarily secured,” came a
voice over the address system.  “All personnel in quarters
until further notice.  Communication is prohibited.  This
is a lock down and not a drill.”

Ceecarter pivoted on his heels and headed back down
the hallway.  He noticed his left hand was starting to swell
and it took him a moment to remember why.

 

  The beacon recognizer beeped once, twice, then
locked on.  Rumeric stared at it dumbly.  He had thought
his chances of getting a faint reading on the Tolkien Raider were
somewhere between slim and none, yet here he sat, listening to a
steady, strong lock chiming on the Escort’s tracking
equipment. 

“Huh,” he said, uncharacteristically speechless.

As the Escort II left the star system and hit open
space, Rumeric had activated the beacon to search for the Raider’s
unique reactor frequency.  Being the only known private craft
with twin hemispheric reactors, the signal was not difficult to
distinguish from others.  Tolkien was a small manufacturer in
the Shire System.  They did not produce many ships, but the
ones they did produce were impeccably made and sold for an
exorbitant price.  Rumeric figured his chances of hitting a
Tolkien Raider frequency and it turning out to be one other that
the one Muggul had pirated were so small as to be virtually
non-existent.

Still, it was very unlikely, he thought, that he
would get a reading after eight hours of head start into open
space.  That, however, was his only real chance of locating
Muggul before he reached the Grenar System.  That was the only
place Muggul could be heading.  Weincloth must have gotten to
him first, Rumeric had decided.  It was not likely - rather,
it was not possible - that the Galactic Patrol would recruit the
services of Muggul to bring in a fugitive.

Rumeric typed in a request to triangulate the
position of the Raider and waited for the response.

“Nexus Four,” the ship responded.  Rumeric
jumped, not realizing that the ship’s audio was on.

“How long to intercept?” he asked.

“Present heading rendezvous six hours, thirty-eight
minutes.”

Rumeric was confused.  How could that be? 
Not to say that he wasn’t happy with the results of his
inquiry.  The Raider cold easily outrun the Escort, but he
hoped that surprise would be on his side.  Muggul had to
figure that no one in their right mind would follow him.

“And I’m not in my right mind,” Rumeric
said.

 

How did she do it? Ceecarter wondered. 
A woman, just off of a very potent serum, overpowers a
Grenarian Guard - a special guard to the Commander, at
that.

“How did you do it?” He asked the stars he looked
upon through a wide window in his private chamber.  He propped
a foot on an old garment trunk that sat beneath the window and
waited for an answer.  No answer came.  The stars just
shone back, silent.

He didn’t really expect an answer, though. 
Neither did he expect that Ananda Anset was less than a foot away
from him.

Ananda held her breath when she felt the thump on the
lid of the trunk in which she hid, sure she had been
discovered.  Her heart was pounding furiously.  She had
nearly cried out at what she thought was her discovery, just as she
had nearly cried out when Ceecarter had posed his question
aloud.

He hears your
heart hammering, she thought.  Or he
smells your fear.

Yet the total darkness in the trunk remained. 
She allowed herself to start breathing again - shallowly, through
her mouth.

She had just settled the lid down on the trunk when
she heard the footfalls returning.  KK’s plan had been risky,
and it was a miracle that it had worked at all with all the
contingencies and ‘ifs’ that it depended upon.

She had been laying on her cot, her head still woozy
from whatever they had pumped her full of when she heard KK’s voice
in the hall.

“Open the cell,” he said.  Ananda thought his
voice was very sweet.  He hardly belonged among these rugged
barbarians.

“Yes, sir,” came the response as the door whooshed
open.  Ananda sat up, curious and mildly nervous about what
news KK would be bringing her.  As he came into the room,
though, he unholstered his weapon, turned, and shot his comrade in
the chest.

Ananda was too stunned to cry out.

KK then bent and took the fallen guard’s weapon and
handed it to her.

“C’mon,” he urged, stepping over the guard that lay
on the floor.  There was no way the guard could have survived
the point blank blast from KK’s pistol.  Ananda, still utterly
stunned by the present turn of events, sat there in shocked
silence.

“Please,” he said anxiously.  “There is no
time.”

She managed to find her legs and, after falling back
once, she was able to rise from the cot and cross the tiny cell to
him.  He took her arm above elbow, gently yet firmly.

“Just listen,” he said as he led her down the hall at
a trot.  “Ceecarter sent me to get you.  He is probably
going to kill you… no, he is definitely planning on it.  When
we reach his quarters, stand on the far side of his door. 
After I lead him out, go into his chamber and hide.  That will
probably be the last place he’ll look.  I’ll get you out as
soon as I can.”

They turned a corner and ran down an adjacent hallway
after a brief pause for KK to check for anyone that may be coming
up the hall towards them.

“If he sees you,” he went on, “do not hesitate to
kill him.  We are both dead if we are caught in this
deception.”

KK stopped and pushed her up against the wall beside
a door that looked just like all the others.  Without waiting
for a word or sign from her, he burst into the room.

“She’s gone,” he moaned.

After a moment Ceecarter had come out of the room and
turned to go up the hall the way KK and Ananda had just come. 
KK came right out behind him.  He did not turn to her. 
They had both been less than a foot away from Ananda.  She
could have reached out and touched them.  Ceecarter’s
peripheral vision mercifully had been blocked by the tunic he was
slipping over his head.

What had he been planning to do to me? she
wondered.  A shudder ran its way up her back.

She ran into the chamber, gun raised in case she
stumbled upon someone else.  She was alone.

The bed stood on a pedestal that was mounted directly
to the floor.  There was a desk, but the opening for the legs
faced into the room.  There was a lavatory, but the shower
located there was simply a faucet sticking out of the brushed steel
wall without a curtain or door to hide it.  There was nowhere
to hide. 

Then she noticed the trunk against the wall beneath a
huge window.  She opened it, and, finding it little more than
a quarter full, climbed in and eased the lid closed above
her.  It was the only - and therefore best - hiding place in
the room.

And that was where she found herself now: in a trunk
beneath the boot of her pursuer.

Ceecarter turned away from the window.  He
noticed his robe laying on the floor and walked over to it. 
He picked the robe up with his injured left hand.  He winced
and let it fall to the floor.  The pain was enough to set
spots dancing before his eyes.  He reached down with his other
hand and picked the robe up by the collar and went back to the
trunk to put it away.

Ananda turned onto her side as much as possible and
raised the blunt barrel of the pistol, pointing it at the lid of
the trunk.  If Ceecarter opened the lid, she was going to
shoot him.

Yes, she thought.  I’ll shoot him
right in the face.  Then I’ll worry about what to -

Her thought was cut off when Ceecarter opened the lid
of the trunk.

 

Rumeric tried to figure out what could be happening
aboard the Tolkien Raider.  According to the ship’s computer,
the Raider was sitting perfectly still in deep space, almost as
though it was waiting for him.  The signal grew stronger on
the locator;  so strong, in fact, that Rumeric had to instruct
the ship to decrease the volume on the indicator chime.

 

 










Chapter 5

 



 

 

 

 

“I heard you breathing,” came the gruff voice. 
“How long did you think you could fool me?”  Light sharp for a
moment as he raised the lid, Tran regarded Muggul silently for a
moment through his right eye. 

He had tried to keep his breathing constant as he
woke in order to allow himself some time to think things
through.  Muggul, however, was vigilant.  He didn’t
expect Tran Hollow to wake from the tranquilizer so soon, but there
was little else for Muggul to do aboard the craft until he had the
access code but wait for him to wake.

He noticed the change in breathing.  It was very
subtle, but he had been listening to Hollow breathe for two hours
straight and, while the feigned sleep might have fooled many
others, it did not fool Muggul.

“Morning,” Tran said amiably.  Muggul was not
amused.  Tran could not imagine how horrid that countenance
would look with whatever passed for a smile painted on it.

“You are not in a position to try my patience,
Hollow,” Muggul warned, stepping up next to the cot and staring
down at Tran.

“Would you consider it trying your patience if I
asked you to rub my neck?” Tran asked.  He sat up
laboriously.  “It’s a little stiff from the way I was
sleeping.”

Tran was surprised when Muggul did indeed lean
forward and place his rough hands on his sore neck;  Muggul
did not rub, though.  He squeezed.  Tran’s air was
instantly cut off.

“What is the access code?”  Muggul asked.

Tran’s brain raced for an answer.  White spots
were beginning to dance before his eyes and his lungs were feeling
hot.  What access code, he tried to ask, but he could make no
sound.

Muggul released his grip enough for Tran to draw a
ragged breath and pose his inquiry.

  Immediately the pressure returned, two knobby
thumbs pressing directly into his windpipe.  Muggul did not
bother asking the question again.  He waited for Hollow’s eyes
to roll back until only the very bottoms of the irises showed, then
he loosened his grip again.

Tran drew ragged breaths through his injured
throat.  It hurt and felt glorious at the same time. 
Just as his senses were returning, the pressure again.

The process was repeated three more times.  Tran
nearly in a faint, a slight decrease in pressure, ragged breaths,
more choking.

Finally Muggul stepped back, hands by his side.

“I swear,” Tran said, wincing more at the ruined
sound of his voice than at the pain caused by speaking.  “I
don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Muggul believed him.  Hollow knew that one way
or another he was going back to the Grenar system, so why would he
put himself through any more torture when he could expect to get
plenty at the hands of Weincloth?

Muggul turned and went back to the control
panel.  He picked up a headset and held it to his ear, it
being too rounded fit his squareish head securely.

“Sorry for the inconvenience,”  the ship spoke
up.  “But radio circuitry does not function until the access
code is entered.”  Muggul calmly returned the headset to its
clip on the control panel and sat back in the pilot’s chair.

Tran found himself in a coughing fit which nearly
made him swoon again, it was so painful.  He fought off the
faint, though, and spoke to Muggul.

“For real, Muggul,” he rasped.  “What access
code are you talking about?”

He didn’t think Muggul was going to answer, for he
simply sat there with his back to him for a full minute. 
Finally, though, he answered without turning around.

“Whoever designed this craft, or reconfigured it, as
the case may be,” he explained in his gravelly voice, “built in a
security feature that after a specified amount of operation time,
or distance traveled, will shut the ship down and ask for an access
code before continuing.”

Tran nodded his head.  John Moon was probably
laughing his fat head off right now.  Tran knew the
acquisition of the Tolkien Raider had gone too smoothly.

After several minutes of silence, broken only by two
more of Tran’s’ coughing spells, Muggul stood and walked down the
stairs that led aft.  When he returned ten minutes or so
later, he held an emergency beacon that must have been among the
provisions the droid had loaded onto the ship back at John Moon’s
place.  It was the hand-held type, with a very short
range.  Tran watched Muggul crank the squelch to maximum
output and place the beacon on the dash.  At that level, the
battery would last no more than an hour.

Tran looked at a locator screen over Muggul’s
head.  Their listing showed as Nexus Four.

That’s space talk for ‘the middle of
nowhere,’ he thought with amusement.  The thought had
been delivered to him in Nimesh’s voice.

 

“What the-?” Rumeric asked the tone that chimed from
the ship’s speakers.  It was an emergency beacon. 
Furthermore, it was coming from the Tolkien Raider.

“Something’s up,” he said aloud.  He reduced
speed by half to allow himself time to think.

Firstly, the Tolkien Raider had been sitting still
for six hours.  Now, on top of that, it had sounded an
emergency beacon.  Rumeric noticed that the beacon was on a
separate frequency, so it was not a shipboard beacon.  It must
be a hand held.  What was Muggul up to?  Was he aware
that Rumeric was following him?  Had Mahone somehow notified
him via com-link?  Had Tran overpowered him and was he now
sending a distress signal?

If this last were true, Tran must be injured
badly or he would simply fly the ship to a more secure
location, he thought.

Rumeric set a few dials on the articulation device
which ran his radio.  He didn’t want Muggul recognizing his
voice when he called.

 

“Tolkien Raider, your signal is received,” came a
sweet female voice over the small speaker on the emergency
beacon.  Muggul and Tran looked around at the sound of the
voice.

“Identify,” Muggul rasped into the mic attached to
the device.

After a moment:  “This is Trincolli Four, Escort
II.  Are you in distress?”

“Affirmative,”  Muggul answered.  “We have
reactor failure and need passage to the nearest star system.” 
Muggul did not want to say that his ship would not operate because
he did not know the access code.  That would definitely alert
whomever it was answering his beacon that something underhanded had
led to the acquisition of this ship.  Nor did he have any
intention of accepting passage to the nearest star system.  He
would either trade ships with the crew of the Escort, or he would
kill them.

“Allow five minutes for docking,”  came the
feminine voice.

Tran had no desire to die out here in deep space with
Muggul;  however, what difference did it make whether he died
here or in the Grenar system after a bout of torture and
Weincloth’s hand?  As these thoughts ran through his head, he
finished wiggling backwards out of the restraint that held him
across his legs.  He pivoted on the couch and placed his feet
on the floor, never once taking his eyes off the back of Muggul’s
ugly head.  Muggul was intent on the beacon at the moment.

Tran stood, thankful for the reflection-less view
shields in the Tolkien Raider.  Otherwise, Muggul would have
seen his ghostly image rise off the couch, turn and take tiny steps
towards the stairs that led down to the cargo area of the ship.

 

Rumeric toggled the extension control on the docking
tube and watched as it extended to the emergency egress hatch on
the Tolkien Raider.

“Okay,” he said to himself, checking the charge on
his laser pistol.  “Muggul will come in first.”  His
reasoning was that if Tran came first, he would have time to warn
the crew to get out of there, possibly leaving Muggul behind if
done quickly enough.  Muggul would have thought of that.

Rumeric turned off the main cabin lights and settled
to the deck on the wall farthest from the hatch.  As soon as
Muggul came through, Rumeric would blow him away.

 

Muggul turned in time to see the top of Tran’s head
disappear down the stairs.  He emitted a grunt, the situation
not really calling for much more than that.  After all, where
was Hollow going to hide?  He crossed the deck and casually
started down the stairs.  He heard the metallic scrape and
then the click as the docking tube made contact.  Then the
door at the foot of the stairs slid closed.

 

The door slid open.  Rumeric raised his laser
pistol and pointed at the hatch.  Light flooded into the cabin
from the docking tube and pooled at his feet.  He took deep
breaths to calm himself and waited for Muggul to burst through the
tube.

Then he waited some more.

 

Muggul tried the door panel at the foot of the stair
but found that it had been locked from the other side.  If he
yelled at Hollow, the crew of the docking craft would no doubt hear
and possibly take that as a sign that this was perhaps not the time
to play hero.  Muggul tapped lightly on the door.

“Who is it?” came the voice from the other
side.  Muggul clenched his fists.  Hollow was such a
smart ass, and it infuriated him no end.  He wasn’t used to
that.  People were supposed to fear him, not mock
him.

“My mom said not to let anyone in when she’s not
here,” Hollow called through the door.  Muggul turned and went
back up the stairs.  He would blast through the door,
then.

 

Rumeric Bozak, never one to be accused of being
overly patient, cautiously peered down the ten foot length of the
docking tube.  The hatch on the side of the Tolkien Raider was
still closed.  His heart thudding so fiercely he feared it
would come right through his chest, he gingerly stepped into the
tube, keeping low, the pistol raised in front of him.

What’s going on in there, he wondered.

He slowly crossed the tube, stopping just short of
the Tolkien Raider, feeling horribly exposed.

There was an outside hatch dog on the Raider, but it
would take two hands to get it started.  Rumeric didn’t want
to try it with one hand first, alert Muggul to his presence, and
then have to put the pistol down to try again with both hands.

“Wait right there,” Muggul said harshly - from
behind him. Rumeric emitted a tiny yelp of surprise,
whirling to fire on Muggul.  He didn’t bother to consider the
fact that there was no way Muggul could have gotten around him and
on board the Escort except for the docking tube.

“We are containing the leak and will be ready to
board your craft in a few moments.”

Rumeric let out a shaky breath.  Muggul’s voice
was coming over the speakers in the cabin of the escort.  He
waited to hear more, but that was apparently all Muggul had to
say.

 

Tran heard Muggul’s steps coming back down to the
door just as he got his feet free.

He’ll have a blaster now, Tran thought,
racing around the semi-circular hallway that surrounded the two
sleeping quarters and cargo bays in the belly of the Tolkien
Raider.

To confirm this, Tran heard the door fly back off its
track and clatter to the floor.  Muggul stepped through, and ,
as Tran had hoped, turned the opposite way and checked the first
cabin cautiously;  then he proceeded on to the cargo bay.

Tran, abandoning stealth at this point, left his
cover and ran for the doorway that led up the stairs to the flight
deck, his footfalls clanging loudly on the metal floor.  From
the corner of his eye, he saw Muggul’s head pop out of the cargo
bay, a comic look of surprise on his ugly mug.

“Okay, bye,” Tran called as he hit the stairs, the
wall to his left just inside the doorway exploding as it took a hit
from Muggul’s blaster.  A wail of rage followed which nearly
made Tran’s bladder let go.

I’d rather he shoot at me than yell at me,
Tran thought as he took the stairs two at a time.

 

Rumeric heard a blaster and that made up his
mind.  he placed his pistol on the floor between his feet and
began twisting the recessed hatch dog on the Tolkien Raider. 
At first, he was afraid it wouldn’t budge.  Then, with a
squeal of protest, it turned a quarter of a revolution.  He
finished un-dogging the hatch and was reaching down for his pistol
when the hatch flew open, knocking him back into the tube, the
pistol lying useless by the hatch.

A body tumbled out onto him;  Rumeric screamed
and struck out with both fists, feeling a meaty smack as his left
hand found its mark.  His assailant pulled back from him and
started to scramble back towards the Tolkien Raider, pushing
Rumeric back to the floor of the tube.  Rumeric thrashed
again, this time his other hand squelching into Muggul’s lips and
flattening them against his teeth.  Rumeric felt triumphant
when he felt the warmth of blood on his hand.

Won’t take me without a fight, he
thought.

“Damn it, Rumeric,” Tran yelled at him hoarsely,
blood spraying from his split lower lip.  “Quit hittin’
me!”

Rumeric’s hand froze in mid flight, his eyes wide in
surprise.

“Tran?”

But Tran was scrambling down the tube and pushing the
hatch closed.  Just as the seal nearly seated, a hand shot
through.

“Help me,” Tran called to Rumeric urgently. 
After a half second, Rumeric was there beside him, throwing his
weight against the hatch.  Muggul emitted another howl of rage
and trebled his efforts to force the hatch open.  He actually
succeeded in pushing it open enough to work his other hand
through.

Rumeric changed tactics.  He spun around onto
his backside and, using the heel of his boot, began savagely
kicking the fingers of Muggul’s hand.  Somehow, Muggul held
on.  Rumeric saw one of the fingers assume a crazy angle and
figured it was broken.  Yet Muggul still held on and pushed
with tremendous force. 

Rumeric remembered the pistol and located it between
Tran’s feet.  He reached for it.  Tran stepped on his
hand, unaware that it was there.  Rumeric started to protest
but figured he had that one coming for the licks he had
administered to Tran.  He got his hands around the butt of the
pistol and aimed at Muggul’s fingers.

His first shot actually went through the widening
crack around the hatch.  The second went wide and ricocheted
off the polished hull of the Raider, punching a hole though the
thin metal of the docking tube.  A rasping buzzer went off at
a tremendous decibel as the oxygen pump whirled up to the frantic
pitch required to compensate for the breech in the tube.

“I can’t hold him!” Tran yelled, barely audible in
the echoing din of the cramped docking tube.  “Hit him!”

One of Muggul’s hands shot out of the hatch and
clamped onto Tran’s wrist, causing Tran to scream and curse. 
Rumeric leveled his pistol and fired a short burst.  The burst
hit in the center Muggul’s hand, eliciting a blood curdling cry of
pain and rage that actually seemed to drown out the buzzer and
oxygen pump for a moment.  The hands drew back inside and the
hatch sealed.  Tran hurriedly dogged it as Rumeric ran,
stooped over, through the tube back into the cabin of the Escort
II.

“Come on, Tran,” he yelled as he jumped into the
ship.

As Tran took his hands off the hatch dog, he felt it
begin to spin the other way.  He turned and ran down the tube,
diving the last five feet into the cabin beside Rumeric. 
Rumeric slammed the hatch on the Escort and hit the digital lock,
the wheel on the dog spinning automatically as the door locked
tight.  Through the thick window he watched as Muggul pushed
the Tolkien Raider’s hatch open and stormed down the tube, eyes
wide, teeth bared.

Muggul crossed the length of the tube in an instant,
dropping his blaster and wrenching at the manual hatch dog outside
the Escort.

“There’s no way he can turn-” Tran was cut off by a
loud, metallic snap as Muggul broke the electric gear that turned
the hatch dog;  to their horror, it began to spin.

“Retract  the tube,” Tran yelled as he gripped
the wheel and tried to at least slow its motion.  Muggul’s
face was inches away through the thick glass.  His lips were
pulled back in a grimace of rage and hate.  “Hurry,” 
Tran added, unnecessarily.

A whir of gears was immediately followed by a
grinding sound as the tube pulled away from the hull of the Tolkien
Raider.

“Can’t - hold - him,”  Tran said through
clenched teeth.  His wrists were a white agony as he strained
with little effect to prevent the wheel from spinning. 
Rumeric joined him and held fast.

The tube retracted into the O-ring which surrounded
the door, closing off flush with the hull of the Escort. 
Still Tran looked into those hateful black eyes.

Muggul gave two more tremendous tugs on the wheel,
nearly pulling both Tran’s and Rumeric’s arms out at the
shoulders.  His eyes were now beginning to puff out in the
vacuum of space, bulging grotesquely. Tran watched as Muggul’s
mouth opened wide in a silent scream before he finally let go of
the hatch dog and drifted back into space.

In one last moment of defiance, Muggul rolled back
and kicked the glass in the hatch door.  He succeeded in
cracking the outer layer directly in front of Tran’s face. 
Tran fell back at the instant Rumeric fired the engines and left
Muggul behind.

 

“Sir,”  KK barked as he came into Ceecarter’s
quarters and clicked his heels.  “The search is underway.”
 

Ceecarter, opening the lid on a trunk, turned to face
him.

“I know the search is underway, soldier,” he
growled.  “Tell me when the search is complete!”

“Yes, Commander,”  KK replied, trying to sweep
the room without appearing to survey it.

Ceecarter dropped his robe absently into the trunk
directly onto the barrel of the pistol that was trained on
him.  Ananda was frozen in fear, looking directly up at the
back of Ceecarter’s head.  If he turned so much as an inch
towards her, he would be looking down into her face.

“Was there something else?”  he asked KK. 
Though Ananda could not see him, she had recognized his voice when
he came in the room.

“Uh, no… Commander,” KK replied.  He was staring
directly at Ceecarter but watching for movement with his peripheral
vision.  There was nowhere in here for Ananda to hide, but he
did not see her anywhere.

“Then - go - find -her!” Ceecarter screamed. 
With another click of his heels, KK turned and marched quickly out
of the room.

“Idiot,” Ceecarter mumbled after him.  He turned
and looked out the window again.  Ananda’s finger applied more
pressure to the trigger of her pistol, ready to sear a hole through
Ceecarter’s face if it became necessary.  He was directly over
her now.  She could see right up his nose;  his nostrils
flared with each snort of breath as he obviously fought for
composure.

Ananda watched as Ceecarter extended a finger on his
right hand and began rooting in a nostril.

“You will be so sorry when I get my hands on
you,” he whispered melodramatically, as though he loved the sound
of his own voice.

I hope you wash them first, Ananda
thought.  Then she felt something horrible:  a giggle
building up in her chest, threatening to bust out.  She could
imagine the startled look on his face as he looked down into the
trunk at his knees, a finger up his nose, and looked into the eyes
of the very being he sought.

She dared not move.  She felt her shoulders
shake a bit with the effort of keeping the laughter bottled
up.  Tears were now coursing down her cheeks, blurring her
vision.  She bit down on her lower lip in an effort to quell
the rising case of giggles she was now experiencing.  She had
become hyper-aware of her senses.  She could feel the coarse
fabric beneath her and the smooth silk robe that covered her. 
She could smell the raw wood of the interior of the trunk. 
She could feel Ceecarter’s hot breath as it washed over her
face.  She attempted to concentrate on these sensations to
occupy her mind.  She was still wound like a spring, her
finger applying slightly less pressure to the trigger than was
required to discharge the pistol.

Ceecarter, with a growl, whirled away from  the
window and marched across the room.  She could hear him step
into the lavatory, and she heard the water as he urinated. 
She allowed herself to breathe.

Ceecarter heard a thump in his chamber.  He
turned and walked out of the lavatory, studying the room
carefully.  No one was there, but he suddenly had the feeling
that he was not alone.  He noticed that the lid on the trunk
had fallen shut.  That was odd.  The hinges had springs
to prevent such an occurrence.  He walked over to the trunk
and bent to open it.

“Sir,” a voice called from behind him.  He spun
around, ready to disembowel the young guard if he did not have the
news Ceecarter anxiously awaited.

“We have her cornered,” the guard said.  It was
not the guard of whom Ceecarter had begun to be suspicious, but
another nameless recruit.

“She has killed another guard and is presently hiding
in a ventilation duct which leads to the storage facility.”

The storage facility:  it was a hub for the
entire ship.  If she made it there, she could go
anywhere.  It could take forever to find her, given the
vastness of the Mowat.

Ceecarter hurried from the room, the mysteriously
closing trunk forgotten for the moment.

“Dispatch a unit to the storage facility to enter the
duct from that end.  We’ll go in from this side and trap her
in the middle,” Ceecarter rattled of as he led the guard down the
corridor.  He did not see KK step from a room directly across
the hall from his chambers and go in.

 

“That is the last time I go drinking with you, Rume,”
Tran said, wincing as he checked the cut across his left brow.

Rumeric was busy checking the console for the nearest
inhabited location.  They needed supplies, a meal, and could
both do with a shower and change of clothes.

“If you are insinuating something you need to come on
out with it, honey,” Rumeric said, smiling.

“Or what?” Tran asked.  “You’ll whip my tail
again?”

“You had that coming,” Rumeric said.  “Going off
and leaving me like that.  How rude!”  They both
laughed, shaking off some of the stress from the day, feeling
gradually in control of the situation again.

“What’s an access code?” Tran asked after a
moment.

“Oh, is that what froze you up?” Rumeric asked,
turning and throwing his hands up.

“Yeah.  What is it?”

“It’s an old security trick.  What you do is
program a glitch in the brain of the ship.  After a certain
amount of time, the ship prompts you for the code.  You don’t
know, you don’t go.  Think of it as apparatus
interruptus.”  As he was talking, Rumeric scanned the
data base in the Escort II’s brain.  He located no program
that appeared to be an apparatus interruptus.  Then
again, it could be well hidden.  They would just have to wait
and see.

“Let me guess,” Tran said.  “Somebody steals a
ship and gets a fair distance away.  The ship prompts them for
a code, but they don’t know it.  They get stuck in
space.  The ship’s rightful owner shows up and, bam bam, shoot
‘em up, the ship is recovered.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a pretty good grasp of how
things work, buddy,” Rumeric nodded.

“Maybe you knocked some sense into me.”

“Pack your bags, everybody!” Rumeric called out to
the back of the ship, rolling his eyes.  “We’re going on a
guilt trip.”  He looked over at Tran.  “You going to
throw that in my face every five minutes?”

“At least until the swelling goes down,” Tran
answered.

They rode in silence for a few minutes.  Tran
looked over Rumeric’s shoulder to see what he was searching for on
the com-link.  Rumeric, as if hearing Tran’s curiosity voiced
aloud, answered.

“I’m looking for a place to set this puppy down long
enough to grab some provisions.  I’ve found one place that
looks promising.  It’s called Enocea.  Doesn’t seem to be
a major hub; but, hey, beggars can’t be choosers.”

Sensing something from Tran, Rumeric turned to face
him.  Tran’s eyes were fixed glazedly on a point through the
forward view shield, a queer expression on his face.

“What?”

“That’s my home,” Tran said.  He stood and
walked across the flight deck to a table at the back of the cabin
which at some point had been folded out into a cot.  He lay
down and gently placed an arm over his eyes.

Rumeric, without speaking, turned and set the
coordinates for Enocea into the computer.

 

“Ananda,” a whisper drifted to her through the thick
walls and lid of the trunk.  She waited, unsure of whose voice
she was hearing.  Muffled steps around the chamber and then
approaching her.  She raised the pistol again, tense.

The lid opened and she thrust the pistol upward,
pointing it at the chin of her savior.

“Whoa,” KK said, falling back a bit.

“Sorry,” she said, stepping out of the trunk. 
She stretched her aching legs and back, starting to feel the
needles and pins which had been there all along but were not felt
under the stressful circumstances.  The circulation began to
return to her extremities.

“Where to now?”  she asked, not wanting to waste
what little time they probably had.

“Uh, I don’t really know,” KK answered, looking at
the floor.  Ananda was not really surprised.  She figured
it had taken nearly everything he had to turn on all those years of
training and conditioning.  He had undoubtedly been brain
washed from a very young age - and he overcame that for her, a
stranger.

“Well, we probably have to think of something pretty
quick,” she said mildly, in as non-threatening a manner as she
could under the circumstances.  “Are there any escape pods on
this ship?”

“Yeah, plenty,” KK answered quickly.  “They’re
down below the cargo bays.”  She saw a flicker in his
eyes.  His wheels were turning again.

“Can we get to one and get off this ship, KK?” she
asked, laying a hand on his shoulder.  Without giving her a
verbal answer, he took her hand and led her quickly down the
hallway, unholstering his pistol as they ran.

“I shot another guard and left one of the vent shafts
open.  That will keep their attention focused there for a
little while.”

They turned a corner and ran down another hallway for
a short time, then anther right and another hallway that looked
exactly like the previous two.  There were no markings or
titles anywhere on the walls or doors, she noticed.  Without
KK she would simply wander the halls until she stumbled upon a
guard, or was stumbled upon herself.

 

Ceecarter was stooped over low, hurrying down the
duct with a blaster held out before him, teeth clenched, brow
set.  He would shoot her in the back as soon as he saw
her.

Low, though, he thought.  I don’t
want her dead right away.

The duct was a straight shot to the cargo hold of the
ship where the main air converter was located.  There were no
side ducts to follow.  This main duct led further down 
into the P-wing before it branched out into all the tributaries and
off-shoots that cooled and heated the wing.

Ceecarter heard something up ahead.  He held up
a hand for silence and listened intently.  There were
footsteps - in a hurry, by the rapid succession in which they came
- but he couldn’t tell if they were coming or going.  He bent
his head and listened more closely, straining to discern the actual
footfalls from the myriad of echoes in the cramped metal space.

He was looking through a vent screen into the hallway
below.  He could tell now that the footfalls were getting
closer, but not from ahead - from behind.  Just as he started
to turn, he saw the two figures run beneath the vent, hand in
hand.  The one in front was a guard, he recognized the uniform
even from this angle.  The one following, though, had a mane
of curly blond hair on its head.  It all made sense to him
then.  The guard - Kero.  He had appeared to have been up
to something, but Ceecarter had been unable to discern just what
that may be.  He raised a foot and slammed it down through the
vent.

 

The loud rattle from behind them caused Ananda and KK
to stop and turn, pistols raised.  It appeared that one of the
vents had fallen out of its place.  They were turning to run
when they noticed boots descending through the opening.

“Run!” KK yelled, pulling her along behind him. 
Ananda did just that.  She looked back over her shoulder,
though, to see that it was Ceecarter himself who was coming through
the hole in the ceiling, as if he had been a spider waiting for an
insect to happen by before she sprang from her trap and had it for
a meal.

The hot flash of a laser singed the air as Ananda
turned the corner behind KK.  She heard someone else drop from
the vent then, and Ceecarter was barking orders, though she could
not understand them over the pounding of the blood in her ears.

Up ahead, the way was blocked by a metal door. 
A wide eyed guard stood sentinel, obviously confused to see a
comrade rushing at him with a pistol raised.

“KK, what… ” asked the guard as the two of them
rushed upon him.

“Trolice, open the door,” KK ordered when they had
nearly reached him.  Ananda could hear the heavy steps behind
them.  Ceecarter must be nearly at the corner around which
they had just turned.

“I can’t,” Trolice answered.  “Ceecarter said
that-”

KK cut him off with a blow to the head with the butt
of his pistol.  There was no time now for diplomacy - or for
friendship.  He opened a panel next to the door and tapped in
the code to open it.  The door whooshed open and he pulled
Ananda through with him.  She turned in time to see Ceecarter
come around the corner.  All at once she was back on her ship,
far down in the machinery, leading Tran through a corridor and
looking back over her shoulder into Ceecarter’s hateful, beady
eyes.  In his rage, he had killed all of her friends and
colleagues.  She thought bitterly that he probably wouldn’t
destroy this, his own ship, in his rage.

Yelling her bitter fury, she raised her pistol and
fired.  The shot was wide, she being inexperienced with fire
arms, but was sufficiently close to make Ceecarter fall on his
belly in the hallway; the three guards behind him tripped over his
prone form and fell atop him.

“Get off me, you idiots!  They’re getting-”

“Away,” KK finished for him as the door closed. 
“Come on.”

 

Ceecarter stomped his feet.  The door was closed
and locked.  One of the guards was trying to wake the one
laying at his feet.  He was coming around slowly.  Too
slowly.

Only three guards knew the code to this main door. It
changed daily, and Ceecarter, who felt he already had enough to
worry about, didn’t bother learning it.  He also hadn’t
bothered to memorize his personal override code as one of the three
guards were always with him.  The Imperial Tower where
Weincloth made his residence and Weincloth’s personal ship were
equipped with finger print sensors that allowed opening and closing
of doors.  The Mowat, being from a different
manufacturer, was not so equipped, though there had been talk of
retro-fitting it with this technology.  Ceecarter found
himself bitterly wishing this had already been done.

At present, one of the three guards that knew the
code was laying dead by an open air duct.  Another was
groggily coming to at his feet, and the last was helping his
prisoner escape.  He bent and shook the
semi-conscious guard.

“What’s the code?!  What’s the code?!”

 

The fact that communication outside P-wing had been
prohibited helped Ananda and KK tremendously.  The few people
that they passed in the hall barely gave them a second
glance.  At a bay of elevators, KK opted for the stairs, not
wanting to be trapped in a metal box should the locked door not
prove as formidable an obstacle as he had hoped.

Down three floors on a spiral staircase they
stopped.  KK held up a hand to indicated they should be silent
and quietly opened the door.  He looked left and right in the
large cargo warehouse and then told Ananda to come on.

 

Ceecarter, finally passing through the door, looked
back over his left shoulder as he ran.

“Call down to the Emergency Craft Bay and instruct
the attendant to lock down all emergency craft.”  The
guard stopped at a discreet panel in the wall, opened it, and spoke
into a microphone located therein.

They must be headed for the pods, Ceecarter
thought.  That’s the only place to go down
here.  His grip tightened on the butt of his pistol, and
his pace doubled, allowing him to outdistance the guards who were
already struggling to keep up with him.  He knew he was
running for his life.  What the guards around him didn’t
realize was that they were running for their lives,
too.

 

“I don’t care if Weincloth himself ordered it! 
There simply is no way of doing it,” came a voice from just up
ahead.  KK and Ananda moved slowly now, with caution. 
They had come this far and didn’t want to run into the business end
of a blaster.  “That would be like blocking a fire door, or
something,” the voice went on.  “It’s not even written into
the software.”

“Well, write it in,” came another voice, tinny over a
speaker.  “Ceecarter will be there very shortly and you can
explain to him why you didn’t follow his orders.” Then came the
click as the connection was broken.

KK chanced a peek around the door frame that led into
the docking bay for several escape pods.  Emergency Craft Bay
One, as it was known aboard the Mowat.  There was an
attendant at the guard station to the left, but his back was turned
to them as he busily tapped keys on his computer.

KK motioned for Ananda to follow him, and she
did.  They walked up behind the attendant.  She expected
KK to brain him, but he surprised her by speaking.

“Did you get them locked down as ordered?” he asked
the attendant.  Though KK had not heard Ceecarter’s
instructions to lock down the escape pods, he had surmised that
those orders were given based on what he had heard of the
attendant’s conversation.  The attendant whirled in
surprise.  His uniform was slightly different in color and it
was less ornately decorated, so Ananda figured KK outranked
him.  It made sense, what with KK being personally assigned to
Ceecarter.  The attendant’s eyes flickered over her face for a
moment, but he turned quickly back to KK.  If he had been
briefed on her, he had forgotten it in his current panic at the
though of being charged with insubordination.

“No!” he wailed.  He composed himself slightly,
then added, “No, sir.  That’s what I was just telling another
Mayer.  There’s no way to do a lock-down on emergency
craft.”  He wrung his hands nervously, his eyes flickering to
the entrance every few seconds, waiting for his death to come
through.

“Why does he want them locked down, anyway?” the
attendant asked pitifully.

“That is not for us to know,” KK snapped, causing the
attendant to flinch as if he had been slapped.

“Come on,” he said soothingly to the wide eyed
attendant.  “It’ll have to be done manually in each
craft.  Take the drive chip out of the com-sole.”  The
attendant’s eyes brightened at this.  They brightened further
when KK added, “You start on that side, I’ll start here.   We
should be able to meet in the middle by the time Ceecarter gets
here.”

“Wow,” the attendant said.  “Thanks, sir!” 
He hurried off to the far side of the bay, going down a tunnel that
led to an escape pod.

Ananda saw that the room was circular, with six such
tunnels branching off like the spokes of a wheel.  She felt KK
tug her and she followed him down the closest tunnel to their
left.

They stooped and ran fifteen feet or so.  After
stepping through a hatch, Ananda saw that they were in a tiny
craft.  It was a two seater.

“I’ll hold them off as long as I can.  It flies
easily,” KK said.  She noticed he was still standing outside
the hatch, his feet in the tunnel.  “Set to coordinates for
whatever is close and get there fast.  Then disappear.” 
He turned and looked back up the tunnel.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Ananda said, shaking her
head.  “Aren’t you coming with me?”

KK stood there, a blank look on his face.

“Uh, no.  I hadn’t planned on it,” he answered
slowly.  She could see by his look and hear from his tone of
voice that he really hadn’t considered it at all.

“KK, they’ll kill you.”

To that he made no reply.  She supposed a reply
was unnecessary.  She felt a very unique gratitude swell in
her breast for this young man - really little more than a boy, at
least as far as age was concerned.  For her he had gone
against all his training and indoctrination, and he was prepared to
make the ultimate sacrifice.  In such a short time he had gone
from her captor to her salvation.

He had come so far.  She thought hard for the
little push she needed to get him to come with her.  She
folded her arms and stood defiantly, feet slightly apart.

“Then I’m not going, either,” she said flatly. 
His jaw dropped so suddenly that she had to work to hold her
laughter in.  Behind them, through the tunnel she heard the
sound of guards rushing into the bay.

“Where are they?” someone yelled.  She and KK
knew by the voice that that someone was Ceecarter.  He had
arrived.

“What’s it going to be, KK?” she asked, her voice
calm though her heart was pounding in her chest.  She stepped
over to him, just inside the hatch.  “Do we fly or fight?”

 

The bay was deserted when Ceecarter stormed through
the entrance.  He wondered where the attendant was.

“Guards, check the tunnels.”  The four guards
hurried off, Trolice, the one with the concussion from a knock on
the head from KK’s pistol, reeling a bit.  They started on the
left.

Just then, the attendant came out of the second
tunnel on the right.  He looked at Ceecarter and then hurried
into the next tunnel.  He was so intent on his task that he
was halfway down before he turned and hurried back out.

“Commander, nearly all the craft have been disabled,”
he said, looking for the guard and woman who were helping him.

“Where are they?” Ceecarter yelled as he approached
him.  All at once the attendant knew his mistake.  He had
been locking down the craft to prevent their escape, and, in his
panic, had unwittingly let them slip right by him - after talking
to them for a moment, of course.

He raised an arm and pointed at the first tunnel on
the left.  The light above the door was not on, so the pod
there was still moored.  Perhaps he would be lucky enough to
escape this mistake with his life.

The guard by the tunnel had stopped at the sound of
the attendant’s voice.  Ceecarter’s head snapped around and
the look there was enough to get him going again.  He turned
and hurried into the opening.

 

“Let’s go,” Ananda said.  They could both now
hear the sound of foot steps running into this very tunnel. 
KK stood there, immobile.  Ananda realized the last push she
was going to need was actually a pull.  She reached
out and grabbed a handful of KK’s jacket and jerked him
aboard.  KK went sprawling.  Behind him, she saw a guard
raising his pistol and taking aim on her.

“Stop!” the guard yelled.

She slammed the hatch and dogged it.  Then she
fell across the low backed seats to the controls.  There was a
large red button marked ‘Emergency Firing System;’  she hit
it.

 

Ceecarter and the other guards, along with the
attendant, were just coming to the mouth of the tunnel when they
heard the guard inside yell “Stop.”

“We have them,” Ceecarter said, triumphantly. 
He pushed two guards ahead of him with his forearm, careful to
avoid his injured hand, into the tunnel.  He was just bending
to enter himself when a blast of heat and flame knocked him to the
floor and sent him skidding twenty feet across the floor of the
bay.  Flames licked out of the tunnel, throwing three charred
figures over Ceecarter’s head.  He smelled cooked flesh and,
after a moment, realized that it was his own face, seared by the
fire and heat.  He fell back to the floor and passed out, his
own words ringing in his ears, mocking him:  “We have
them.”

 

KK got slowly to his feet, massaging his left temple,
which had took quite a lump when Ananda had jerked him off his feet
into the escape pod.  Her strength dazed him nearly as much as
the blow he had taken.  He never would have imagined it from
such a delicate create as Ananda.

She was busy at the controls, throwing full throttle
to the powerful engines.  Her back was tense, waiting for the
laser cannon fire that she thought would surely come at any
moment.

Ananda was both dismayed and delighted to discover
that this tiny craft had a hyper-drive.  After a few
coordinate checks, she keyed the numerical code of the closest
planet into the destination system.  There was no name beside
the code in the database, but Ananda did not feel as though she
should be picky at present.  She engaged the hyper-drive.

KK sat in the seat beside her as the drive whined
into action, causing the stars through the view screen to seem to
dance before they merged into that beautiful yet unnerving
whiteness of non-space.  He looked over at Ananda and then
back out the view screen.

“Thanks,” he said, barely loud enough for her to hear
him.

“Hey,” Ananda responded as she turned to face
him.  “I should be the one thanking you.”  With
that, she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

It suddenly occurred to KK that he had done something
great.  For so many years he had been witness to atrocities -
some too unspeakable for him to recall.  Now, he had taken a
small step towards righting all those wrongs.  Though he had
never actually committed any acts of evil himself, he felt just as
guilty for standing by and allowing them to happen.

“No,” he said, turning to look into Ananda’s
eyes.  “Thank you.”  He swiveled his chair
around to face her and in his excitement boldly took her right
hand, grasping it gently between both of his.

“Suddenly,” he went on, “I know what I’m going to
do.  So long I’ve stood by and watched innocent people
perish.  For the rest of my days I’ll do everything in my
power to prevent that from happening.”  Ananda smiled sweetly
as a tear slipped from KK’s eye and rolled down his cheek. 
“If you hadn’t come along, who knows how long I would have wandered
around in that fog.  I know what you went through was
terrible.  I was there… .” he trailed off, but quickly jumped
back in.  “But now you’re free, and so am I!” 
He bent forward and kissed the back of her hand.

“Well, may your days be long and your troubles few,”
Ananda said, intoning the old saying.  “But remember, you are
already a hero.”

“They took my mind from me, Ananda,” he
whispered.  “But they never took my heart.”  At this, he
wept openly.  Ananda turned and placed her arms around
him.  He cried all that much harder at her touch.  She
wondered how long it had been since anyone had held him and stroked
his hair.  At what age had he been taken from his mother’s
arms?

She was not surprised after a moment to find that
she, too, was weeping.  They stayed like that for a while,
their tiny craft leading the towards some nameless planet; the most
feared army in the world no doubt pursuing them at this very
moment;  the man whom she had grown to love was hurtling
towards death at the grip of some hideous bounty hunter;  but
still, for a moment, they must rejoice.  For a short while,
however fleeting, they were free.

 










Chapter 6

 



 

 

 

 

“Tran,” Rumeric said.  “We’re coming into the
atmosphere now.”

Tran stood from where he had been reclining on the
couch and walked over to the controls, taking the seat next to
Rumeric.

“I’ll take it from here, Rume.”

Rumeric released the yoke and sat back.  It
seemed that Tran’s spirits had picked up some since the initial
despondency when Rumeric had told him they were headed for
Enocea.  Rumeric had allowed him some time for silent
contemplation, to battle demons or try the taste of bitter sweet
memories.  He had never lost anyone close to him, his father
having left when he was a year or so old.  His mother was his
only blood relative, and though quite crazy, she was still
around.  Rumeric imagined that going home for the first time
must be very difficult for Tran.  He figured it brought
everything back to the surface, though he didn’t offer any of the
bland clichés that so many people utter just to fill the
silence.  He knew he wouldn’t have wanted
that. 

“I’m going to level off at two thousand feet,” Tran
said.  He worked the controls as though he had made a career
out of flying this particular craft.  “There’s not much
traffic on Enocea, but the sky buses that fly commuters into
Terminus City have a strict flight path level.”

Rumeric looked through the overhead view shield and
saw one of the skybuses flying about a thousand feet over
them.  It looked large enough to easily accommodate two
hundred people.

Looking down, Rumeric saw the surface of the
planet.  His first thought was that he was looking at a very
life-like illustration from a child’s story book.  Large
groves of trees in many splendid hues, broken up by numerous
streams and rivers.  Large, verdant fields speckled the
landscape all the way to the horizon where a long range of
mountains began, purple in the distance.

“Tran,” Rumeric said quietly.  “Let’s you and me
get married and settle down here.  We could raise a couple of
kids, go for long walks in the woods… ..” He trailed off. 
Whenever Rumeric Bozak had an intense emotion, in this case the
sense of being awestruck by the beauty of this world, he would
somehow mask it with his humor - or sometimes lack thereof. 
He looked over at Tran.

“Man, it’s beautiful.”

“Yeah,” Tran replied without turning away from the
view.  “She’s pretty, all right.”  He made some
adjustments to his altitude and then went on.  

“We’re going to stop at a place called Slippery Rock
- a place from my childhood.  I’ve got to pick something
up.”

“Can we get something to eat there?”  Rumeric
asked, his statement being punctuated by a growl from his
stomach.

“Not unless you’re a nuts and berries kind of guy,”
Tran answered.

“Well, I’m not crazy about berries,
hon.”

A moment later Tran got his joke and laughed..

“Okay, I get it,” Tran explained.  “Anyway,
after I get what I’ve got to get, we’ll head over to Terminus City
and get food and a room for the night.”

“What are you expecting to do for money, stun them
with your good taste?” Rumeric asked, more than a little
serious.  Between them, they didn’t have two coins to rub
together.

“Just shut up and enjoy the ride,”  Tran
advised.

Rumeric turned his attention back to the
landscape.  He enjoyed the ride.

 

Ceecarter arrived at the Mowat’s flight deck
after a laborious trip through the ship.  Two doctors were
with him now whom he had passed along the way.  They were
busily fussing over his burned face and broken hand, applying
ointments and bandages while he tried to walk as briskly as
possible.

Though Ceecarter was badly burned - his brows,
eyelashes and the hair on the front half of his head had been
completely singed off - he had not gotten the worst of the
blast.  The two guards who had been in the tunnel were dead,
burned to a crisp black pair of figures.  His face burned
mightily and his eyes stung as if someone had blown powdered glass
into them.  He half heartedly swatted at the doctors with his
good hand when they reached the flight deck control center.

“Get a fix on the pod that just left the ship,” he
ordered, though not at his usual volume.  It hurt his face to
move his mouth in too animated a fashion, so what ended up coming
out was a monotone speaking voice, lips barely moving. 

“I also want a report on the nearest planets. 
Once they are pinpointed, send a detachment to each.  They
will receive orders en route.”

The crew immediately began their task, trying hard
not to stare, though Ceecarter paid them no heed.  As they
were all working industriously, wondering what had happened to
their leader, Ceecarter sat down heavily into one of the captain’s
chairs.

“Commander, we must get a cast on your hand,” one of
the doctors insisted.  “If it sets as it is, it will never be
the same.”

Ceecarter raised his left hand before his crimson
eyes and regarded it.  It was puffed up to twice its normal
size, the skin at the knuckles and across the palm tight and
shiny.  He had only been dimly aware of the pain and
discomfort while he was busy with the Anset woman and the
treasonous guard;  but now, the pain made its presence
known.  Ceecarter, no stranger to pain and all its glory,
gritted his teeth and nodded to the doctor.  At once the
doctor turned and hurried from the flight deck.

“I, too, must beg your leave for a moment, Commander…
if there is nothing pressing you require,” the other doctor
said.  “I need more bandages.”  Another nod sent him
hurrying from the room.

“Commander,” came a voice from his left. 
Ceecarter turned his head that way, the blistered skin on the front
of his neck screaming in protest.  His eyes fell on the chief
navigation officer.  

“Enocea is the closest planet.  The next planet
is far out of range for the capacity of the pods.  It is my
educated judgment that the pod would head there.”

Enocea.  That sounded familiar to
Ceecarter.  With his mind swimming in lightheadedness, induced
by the pain he now felt - and to no small degree the humiliation -
Ceecarter could not quite put his finger on why it sounded
familiar.

“What is the economic base of Enocea?” he asked the
officer.  Fingers danced on keys and a second officer pointed
to a screen.  After consulting the information the chief
officer answered.

“It is lightly industrial, Commander.  Few
cities of any size;  mostly farm land around the equatorial
belt.”  The officer read some more before going on. 
“Little exporting is done as the yield from the farms largely
supplies the planet itself.  Only specialized products are
exported.  These items consist mostly of fruits and-”

“Enough,” Ceecarter said, raising his broken
hand.  The officer’s eyes went wide at he sight of it.

“Commander,” he said guardedly, coming around the
banks of monitors.  “Is everything all right?”  Ceecarter
laughed a bit at that, despite the fact that it hurt to do so.

“No,” Ceecarter replied.  “Everything is not all
right.”  he again regarded his hand, blinking at it as though
it held the answer to why everything had gone so horribly
wrong.  Ceecarter was not stupid.  He knew that as well
as everyone else.  He was one of the most decorated soldiers
in the Grenarian Guard and had been selected as Commander at an
unprecedented young age.  He was merely having a run of bad
luck.

A lot of  learned individuals walk away from the
table when hand after hand of bad cards come their way. 
Ceecarter was not one of those individuals.  He knew that just
as good fortune can go bad, bad fortune can just as easily - and
quickly - turn good.  he had been going nowhere in the
Grenarian Guard at one time.  Then, out of the clear blue sky,
Commander Grusbar, his predecessor, had selected him to head the
task force to locate Nimesh Hollow.  Things had slowly begun
to change for him then.  Twenty-two months had passed with
nothing.  Then, a break came.

The Plantun, a small ship to which Ceecarter
had been appointed captain, had intercepted a suspected smuggling
ship and boarded it.  There were two small crates on board,
marked to be delivered to House Hollow on-

“Enocea,”  Ceecarter said aloud and smiled.

He and a crew had flown to Enocea after opening the
packages and finding nothing more than a quilt and a bottle of
expensive wine.  A note had said, “Love you mom.”  There
was no signature, but Ceecarter knew whom it was from.

When they arrived on Enocea, a dismal little postcard
planet full off earth kissers and tree huggers, it hadn’t taken too
many broken bones to get information as to where the Hollow
hideaway was located.  Ceecarter closed his eyes and
remembered the scene.

 

A brisk knock on the door brought Wylean Hollow
out of the kitchen.  She wiped her hands on the hem of her
apron and opened the door.  She stepped back when she saw that
her visitors wore the black uniforms of the Grenarian Guard -
rarely seen on Enocea but known just the same.

“Mrs. Hollow,”  Said the foremost
guard.  he had the most silver on his collar, so Wylean
figured he was in charge.

“Yes?” she asked cautiously.

“It’s about your son, ma’am,” Ceecarter said,
enjoying the way her eyes widened.  This was her all right; he
knew for certain at that instant.  To satisfy his cruel
streak, though, which had long been suppressed for lack of an
outlet, he let her stew.

“Oh, dear,”  she said after a couple of
starts and a moment to compose herself.  “Is he… .?”  She
didn’t want to say the word that she feared so.  She had
always suspected that what Nimesh was involved in had not been on
the up and up.  When she tried to discuss it with him, though,
he would plant a kiss on her cheek and assure her that all was
well, cutting her off before she could get a good head of steam
behind her inquiry.

Ceecarter knew that Nimesh wasn’t here.  Not
only was that intuition, but her tone and reaction to strengthened
the notion.

The guard surprised her by stepping across the
threshold and shoving her backwards, causing her to lose her
footing and fall to the floor with a thump.

“No, no yet ma’am,”  the guard hissed at
her.  “But he will be soon, I assure you.”

After an hour of persuasion, Ceecarter had
finally decided that the pitiful wench knew nothing about her son’s
whereabouts or activities.  Nimesh had probably avoided
telling her anything of his business ventures in order to protect
her.  Ironically, Ceecarter had reflected with a wry smile, he
had merely prolonged her suffering, causing Ceecarter to work her
more thoroughly to ascertain whether or not she was being truthful
about her ignorance.

She had looked thankful when he drove his dagger
beneath her breast bone.

 

Ceecarter’s hand went to the handle of that very
dagger, his eyes opening.  he pulled it from the scabbard and
regarded it.  he had killed Wylean Hollow with it and later
had used the very same blade to extinguish the life of
Grusbar.  The blade gleamed in the light from the various
control panels and overhead tubes.  Fortune had changed once
for him on Enocea.  Ceecarter felt certain that it would soon
change again, ending this ill string of unlucky events.  He
had come full circle.  He now stood before the planet of his
birth as a leader, ready to trod there once again and be
reborn.

No, he thought, everything is not
okay.  But it will be.

 

“What is your business on Enocea?” a pleasant voice
inquired over the radio.  Ananda turned to KK.

“Enocea,” she said. “That’s - this - is where Tran
was born.”  She couldn’t help but feel that this meant
something, though she couldn’t yet figure out what that might
be.

“Refuel and shelter for one or two nights,” Ananda
answered the inquiry.  KK sat in his seat, looking placidly
out the view screen at the countryside.  A city stood not too
far in the distance, rising above green trees and bordered on the
far side by a sparkling blue lake.  The buildings gleamed like
white, bleached bones sticking up out of the ground.  KK,
after a life on the dark, dry surface of Grenar, the omnipresent
smell of sulfur volcanoes augmented with life on space craft of
various makes and models, was speechless at the beauty of this
pristine planet.

“Place of origin and destination, please, ma’am,”
returned the voice.  It didn’t sound as though the individual
to whom she was speaking was suspicious of her, rather just going
through routine information.

“Origin, Runemere,” she explained.  Then, with a
laugh, “Destination, unknown at present.”

After a moment:  “All right, then, wayward
traveler.  You are cleared for  landing on pad
four-four-nine.  Ground temperature is seventy-two
degrees.  Wind is from the west at two miles per hour. 
Enjoy your stay on Enocea!”

“Thank you,” Ananda said, switching off the
radio.

Their approach took them out over the large body of
water.  Below, Ananda observed numerous small watercraft,
mostly antique sail boats, of which she had seen only
pictures.  There were several docks and medium sized buildings
on the city side of the lake.  She saw tiny figures mingling
there in what appeared to be an open air market.  They passed
over several streets in the city, which were set up into
perpendicular lines.  There were many buildings, but she was
still struck by the amount of green that was here in the city
itself.  Large patches of grass, trees, fields:  the
greenness contrasted sharply yet beautifully with the uniform
whiteness of the buildings.  She saw the spaceport, spread out
over numerous flat acres of land.  She reduced forward
speed.

KK reached up to the over head control panel and
activated an air exchange switch that allowed fresh air into the
cabin;  their altitude was low enough now that pressurization
was not required.  The air that came in the vents, though cool
- they were still at fifteen hundred feet - was sweet and
refreshing.

“There’s four-four-nine,” KK said, pointing. 
Ananda banked gently to port and came in slowly, activating the
pectoral engines to begin descent.  She could see a figure,
dressed in white, on the landing pad, waving her in with two
fluorescent green light pads.  She flashed the exterior
landing lights to acknowledge having seen him.  They were on
the ground a moment later.

KK let down the ramp and walked out of the small
craft, helping himself to a generous lungfull of the warm, fresh
air.  Upon seeing his uniform the pad attendant’s welcoming
smile faded quickly.

“May I inquire what brings the Grenarian Guard to
Enocea?”  the attendant asked in a neutral tone.

KK looked down at himself at that as though surprised
to find that he still wore the black uniform that was so
universally despised.  He took his jacket off slowly, as if
stripping away many years of darkness, so well represented by the
blackness of the jacket.  The fasteners jangled flatly like
old, rusted manacles.  He let it fall to the pad.

“Former Grenarian Guard,” he informed the
attendant.  “You have nothing to fear from me, friend.”

Just then Ananda came down the ramp, her blond curls
waving in the warm, gentle breeze.  She sensed the tension
between the two and hung back for a moment.  She observed that
KK’s jacket was off and laying on the cement beside him.

“Ma’am,” the attendant said, nodding after he had
noticed her.  She nodded back.

“There is lodging in Piertown,” the attendant said,
pointing to the west.  “It’s a twenty minute walk from here,
or we could get you a transport.”

“No, thank you,” KK said.  “I would enjoy the
walk and fresh air.”  Ananda came forward and took his
arm.  They both noticed two more attendants come up through a
trap door at the edge of the pad.  One held a hose coupling,
the other was studying the ship.

“We’ll have your ship refueled within the hour,
sir.  But please, feel free to stay as long as you wish. 
Also, please, at some point in the next twenty-four hours, stop by
admissions in order to register your ship.”

Nodding, KK said, “And will you please dispose of
that, sir.”  He indicated the crumpled jacket.

“With pleasure,” the attendant answered.

Tran and Ananda turned and walked towards
PierTown.  The air was clean and fine as they walked on in
silence, breathing deeply.  A fuel skiff passed them,
presumably heading for their craft.

 

“This is the place,” Tran said as he walked away from
the ship.  Rumeric walked with him, relishing the feel of
terra firma.  His large, green eyes swept the land, drinking
in the rich colors.

They had landed at the edge of an immense wood. 
Tran explained that they were on the outskirts of his boyhood home
of Riverglenn.  Rumeric had noticed that there were a handful
of dwellings and supposed that must be the town itself.  Tran
had expressed no interest in going there.  Instead, he had
informed Rumeric that they were going to a place called Slippery
Rock.

They walked through a small grove of tall trees,
leaves crunching underfoot.  The soil had a dark, mossy smell
that was very pleasant.  On the other side of the grove they
came upon a large stream.  Tran turned and walked along the
bank.  Rumeric followed.

“What would ever make you  want to leave this
place?” Rumeric asked.

Tran turned to him and held a hand up, palm towards
him.

“Listen,” Tran advised.  Rumeric did.  He
heard nothing save the rolling of the river and the slap of the
water against the banks.  Rumeric shrugged.

“I don’t hear anything.”

“That’s what made me want to leave,” Tran said,
turning and walking again.  “I’m not saying that I don’t
appreciate the tranquillity,” he explained, “but to truly
appreciate it, you have to have adventure.  Otherwise, you
take it for granted and just live your life hearing ‘nothing.’”

Rumeric had no way of knowing, but he correctly
guessed that he was hearing an explanation Tran had once heard from
his older brother.

“Now,” Tran went on, “I hear the silence and
appreciate it, whereas before, I simply heard the ‘nothing.’”

Around a bend they came upon a large, flat expanse of
rock that sloped gently downstream.  The river pooled in front
of it and the overflow washed down over the rocks and pooled again
on the other side before winding away down a corridor of
trees.  The trees on the other side of the river reflected in
the surface of the mirror-like pool on the top side of the
falls.  Tran turned to him again.

“I want my life to have enough living in it where I
can hear the silence.”  With that, he turned and began walking
across the rocks, taking small steps and holding his arms out at
his sides as though he were walking a beam.

Rumeric followed, and his second step on the rock
quickly brought to him how this place had acquired its name. 
His legs shot out from under him, and he fell on his butt with a
thump and a splash.  Before he even really knew he had fallen,
he was sliding over the rocks in the cold water, trying to stay
upright, but every so often falling back or to either side.

“Whoa, whoa, whoaaaaaa,” Rumeric yelled as he slid
across the twenty or so yards of smooth, algae covered stone. 
He fell off a slight lip and landed with a splash in the pool on
the other side.

He came up sputtering, wiping the water off of his
face.  He turned back to look for Tran, planning on giving him
a good stream of curses for not warning him of just how
slippery Slippery Rock was.  He was alarmed to find Tran
nearly on top of him, sliding on his chest, arms spread out beside
him as he slid down the rock like a bird gliding through the
air.  Rumeric just had time to register the huge smile on
Tran’s face before he shot over the lip and hit him, knocking him
back under the water.

This time, they both came up sputtering, though Tran
was laughing hysterically.

“Hollow, you idiot!” Rumeric yelled.  This got
Tran laughing even harder.  He splashed water into Rumeric’s
face.

“Do not do that again!” Rumeric warned. He
was standing on the bottom, the water coming to his chest. 
Tran’s laughter subsided and then stopped.  he looked at
Rumeric seriously for a moment… .then splashed him again.

“You thought the beating you took in the docking tube
was bad?”  Rumeric hollered.  He dove through the air and
grabbed Tran around the shoulders.  He pulled him underwater,
causing Tran to swallow a mouthful of water due to the fact that he
was cackling again.

Two kids over on the bank shook their heads and
looked at each other as if to say: “Grownups are so
immature.”  They got up and walked further down the bank to
get some piece and quiet.

When Tran and Rumeric came back up, they were both
laughing, Tran doing so between coughs, having gotten a lungfull of
water.

“Man, what a rush!” Tran said.  Rumeric thought
this was amazingly funny.  He bent over, his face nearly
touching the water.

They had been through hell and back.  Tran had
been kidnapped by one of the most feared bounty hunters of all time
and ending up beating Muggul at his own game, getting away, though
battered and torn.  And this… .this… frolicking like
a couple of boys in a pool of water… this was a rush, according to
Tran.

“One more time!” Tran called, wading to the
bank.  Rumeric protested mildly.

“Come on,”  Tran commiserated, splashing him
again.  “You’re already wet.”

 

“Poe?” the young attendant called from the hatchway
of the small craft on pad four-four-nine.  Poe, tall and lean
in his crisp white coveralls turned away from the fuel couplings on
the skiff and looked at him, squinting his eyes in the
sunlight.

“This is an escape pod,” the attendant said. 
Poe rubbed his chin and came over.  The craft was small, but
lacked the stark simplicity of your run of the mill pod-type
craft.

“Cheek,”  he called out.  Cheek came around
the nose of the craft a moment later, rubbing his hands on a
towel.

“Sir?”

“Those two that came out of this craft,” Poe said,
cocking a thumb back over his shoulder in the direction that KK and
Ananda had gone.  “Anything about them that struck you as
odd?”

Instead of answering, Cheek disappeared around the
front of  the craft.  Poe was drawing breath to call to
him when he returned, carrying a black jacket.

“This,” he said, holding the jacket up by the
shoulders.  Cheek told Poe of his exchange with the young
Grenarian male, how he had dropped the jacket to the ground and
asked that it be gotten rid of.

“Curious,” Poe said.  He turned and walked up
the ramp, wincing at the pain in his right leg.  Inside the
cramped cabin, controls were minimal.  He could tell this was
a Grenarian craft by the utter lack of soul with which it was
designed.  After a moment he nodded to himself.

“Get her below,” he said.  If either of the two
young attendants had asked him why, which they would never do, he
wouldn’t have been able to say.  It was just a feeling he
had.

Cheek, who had come halfway up the ramp, turned and
hurried back down.  He had been with Poe for nine months and
knew that when Poe said do something, you did it quick.  He
threw the jacket aside and went down the hatch at the edge of the
pad.  From there, he operated controls that sank the entire
pad below the surface of the field to an immense hangar below.

 

“Ready?” Tran asked Rumeric.  They were sitting
on the grassy bank on the far side of the river, drying and soaking
up the sun.  Tran had seemed lost in thought, so Rumeric had
remained quiet.  He figured Tran didn’t realize that as he
flew into the pool the second time he had shouted: “Nimesh! 
Watch!”

“Yeah, I’m ready.”  Rumeric said, standing.

Tran led him through trees on the other side. 
They walked on in silence for a few minutes, the sound of the river
dwindling behind them.  Tran stopped before a tree that
appeared to be exactly the same as all the others in the
forest.

“Here we go,” he said.  He placed his hands on
his hips.

“Where we go?” Rumeric asked.

In answer, Tran reached down and picked up a large,
gray, river rounded stone.  There seemed to be an endless
supply of these in the woods.  Beneath this particular stone,
though, Rumeric observed, there was a hollowed out circle of
soil.  Tran reached his hand in and pulled on something. 
When he did, a yard square patch of ground to the left of the tree
popped up like a door.  When Tran walked over to it and pulled
it up, Rumeric realized it was a door.

“Well, come on,” Tran said as he lowered his legs
through the ground.

Inside, Rumeric discovered that they were in a
square, cellar-like space.  Metal struts framed and supported
the walls, and a metal grid supported the ground above.  Roots
stuck out all over the dirt walls.

“What is this?” Rumeric asked, looking around.

“Well,” Tran said, sloshing over to a stack of crates
along one wall; there were two or three inches of water on the
floor.  “When I was little, this was my clubhouse. 
Nimesh built it and brought me out here one day.  He said I
could come out here and play if I wanted to, but I could never -
ever tell anybody else about it.”  Tran picked up one of the
crates and moved it to another pile.

“Unless,” he continued, “Someone came to the door
dressed like a soldier.  He said that if that happened, I
should take mom, go out the back door, and come here and wait for
him.”

Rumeric sloshed over to the crates and helped Tran
pull back the lid.  Inside was a metal box.  Tran took it
out and laid it on top of another crate.  Rumeric’s eyes flew
wide when Tran opened the metal container.

“Oh, my,”  Rumeric said.  “You are
rich.”

Inside the metal box were neat stacks of CSC’s -
paper notes that were equal to liquid gold.  They were the
most valuable pieces of paper in the universe, as far as Rumeric
knew.

CSC’s were paper money honored by the Crandel
Securities Commission.  They were rock solid in value. 
No one would refuse one in exchange for goods or services as they
sometimes would different currencies from some of the countless
worlds out there.

“Anything we ever made from smuggling,” Tran said,
“Nimesh always converted to CSC’s.”  He took a stack out and
handed it to Rumeric.  Rumeric looked at it for a moment in
awe and then went to hand it back.

“That’s yours,” Tran said, pushing the money back to
Rumeric.

It took Rumeric a moment to remember that Tran had
hired him as a mercenary.  In the short time they had been
together, Rumeric had all but forgotten that their relationship had
started as a business arrangement.  He had come to think of
Tran’s quest as his own quest.  Also, he had grown to think of
Tran not as one who had hired him, but as an old friend.  He
hadn’t been doing this for the money since he had found the note at
Muggul’s place.

“I… I,” 

“It’s yours,”  Tran insisted.  “If you
don’t want to go further with me,” he said, “That will get you home
plus leave you some money for furniture.”  Rumeric knew Tran
was being noble, but he couldn’t help that his feelings were hurt a
little.

“That’s a hell of a thing to say,” Rumeric
spat.  “I had come to think of us a team.  Bozak and
Hollow against the Universe.”  Tran paused for a moment. 
Then his face lit up.

“I was hoping you would say that,” Tran said,
sighing.  “I was thinking the same thing.  Except I saw
it more as ‘Hollow and Bozak against the universe.’”

Rumeric felt the hurt wash from him.

“I just couldn’t ask you to go on with me,
Rume.  I’ve already lost a brother and someone I think I fell
in love with.  I couldn’t stand it if I lost my one friend,
too.”

Rumeric shook his hands as a woman does when drying
wet fingernails; his face bunched up.

“You’re going to make me cry,” he warned.  Tran
laughed.

“The only way you’re gonna get rid of me is if you
shoot me yourself, Tran.”

“Thanks,” he replied, laying a hand on Rumeric’s
shoulder.

“No thang,” Rumeric sniffed.

 

KK came out of the clothier and turned slowly at
Ananda’s direction so that she could check out his new outfit.

“Nice,” she said, nodding her head.  “You clean
up good.”

“Thanks,” KK said shyly.  He was wearing boots,
slacks, a shirt and a flight jacket.  He felt nearly naked,
though.  It had been so long since he had worn civilian
clothes that he half expected Ceecarter to step around a corner and
slap him.

  Though if Ceecarter came around the corner
now, he thought with a shudder, I’d be in trouble for more
than being out of uniform.  I’d be executed for
treason.

Before fear could freeze him in his tracks, he pulled
her along to get them both moving.

Ananda was wearing a long gown of teal blue that
matched her eyes perfectly, along with matching sash and black
boots.  KK thought she looked exceedingly beautiful.

“Let’s get something to eat,” he suggested.  He
said it calmly, though he was ravenously hungry.  It was hard
for him to imagine having an appetite now.  He still couldn’t
believe that he had actually deserted the Grenarian Guard, not to
mention the fact that he had helped a prisoner escape.  He had
also killed his own.  It make him dizzy to think about it, so
he focused his attention on his grumbling stomach.

They walked down a row of shops.  They were now
in PierTown and had been for a couple of hours.  The town had
an exotic air to it, though KK presumed the exotic part was that
all the people seemed to be happy.  Even two fat shopkeepers
he passed who were arguing with each other seemed only to be barely
masking a sense of contentment and security.  He imagined they
were having this same argument even before he had been born.

“Sandi, you old fool!  You wash your sidewalk
and all the dirt ends up on my stoop!”

“So wash it off, you old tub of guts!”

The street was full of people, some hurrying, some
idling, many laughing.  Even those who were obviously in a
rush smiled or nodded a hello at KK and Ananda.  KK also
noticed that Ananda got quite a few appreciative glances from the
men, though she appeared to be oblivious of this.

The next restaurant they passed, Ananda dragged KK
through the door.

“Whew,” she said.  “Talk about sensory
overload.”

“Two?” a man asked them.

“Uh, yes,” KK said after he figured out that the man
was inquiring how many were in their party.  KK was not well
versed in social life.

Ananda asked for a booth in the corner away from the
door, and the host complied.  They sat down and studied their
menus.

KK consulted the price list and did some figuring in
his head.  He still had a little specie left with him, enough
at least for a meal here and some supplies to take with them.

“We shouldn’t stay more than a night,” he advised her
over the top of the menus.

“I know,” she said, looking up.  “Truth be told,
we probably shouldn’t even stay here that long.  But we both
need rest.  My body still aches from whatever it was that he
did to me.  There were times I felt woozy from it when we
walked around.”  She laid her menu down and reached across the
table, taking one of KK’s hands in her own.

“KK,” she said softly.  “I can never thank you
enough for what you’ve done for me.”  She squeezed his hand
gently.  “But I’m going to have the audacity to ask for
more.”

KK laid his menu down.

“I need you to help me rescue Tran.  If you say
no,” she hurried on, “I’ll understand.  I can’t expect you to
risk your life for me again, but I love him.  I was so stupid
not to have gone with him on Runemere.”  She looked at the
ceiling, blinking back tears.

“But after all this, I know that now.  My
training ran deep, too.  I had such a sense of honor and duty
that I didn’t - couldn’t - leave it behind.”

“You didn’t have someone to yank you through the
door,” KK laughed.

A waiter came and brought them tea.  He said he
would be back in a moment.  After he left, Ananda went on.

“I guess you’re right,” she nodded.  “I don’t
think I realized how much we have in common until just now. 
We gave our lives up for duty, and we never questioned that.”

“Yes,” KK said before she could go on.  “I’ll go
with you to rescue Tran.  If it wasn’t for him, I would still
be at Ceecarter’s side.  You pulled me through the doorway,
and I’ll always thank you for that,” he said.  “But if it
weren’t for Tran, you never would have been there in the first
place.”

Ananda nodded.  “Good,” she said.

They both picked up their menus, KK savoring the
tea.  It was very sweet.  Across the room along one wall
there was a stage set up.  A heavy-set man was walking around
and setting up musical equipment.  A sign beside the stage
read, “Live Music Tonight.”

The waiter returned and filled up a sheet in his pad
with all the food they ordered.

 

The very bastard himself, Poe thought as he
regarded the scum through squinted eyes.  He scanned that
black eyes that stared back into his own and saw no glimmer of
recognition.  Somehow, this served only to further anger
him.

“I asked if you have been witness to the arrival of a
Grenarian Guard and a blond female!”  Ceecarter growled,
taking a step towards the old man.  The old man did not back
down.  He even had the audacity to look unperturbbed.

He’s the one, all right, thought Poe.

Years ago, very close to the spot where they now
stood, this Guard had been asking questions.  At that time,
Poe really didn’t have any information to give him, but the Guard
didn’t accept that as the truth.  He had flicked his cigar
butt into a pool of fuel in which Poe had been standing.  The
resulting fire had severely burned Poe’s leg, causing him to be out
of work for over a year and to wince every time he walked up or
down stairs or a ramp - something he had to do countless times a
day in his line of work.

Yes, he thought, it’s him.  The
head’s shaved down to that ugly blue pate, and the eyebrows are
gone.  But it’s him.

“No,” Poe answered flatly.

Movement on the periphery caused Ceecarter to turn
and face one of the younger attendants who stood on the pad. 
The young attendant had moved closer to a fuel skiff that sat on
the concrete and he now leaned against it.  Ceecarter walked
over to him, roughly brushing past Poe.

“How about you,” Ceecarter said as he
approached.  “You seen anyone that fits that description?”

The attendant’s eyes flicked to Poe and then back to
Ceecarter.  No answer was voiced, but no verbal answer was
required.  That quick glance had told Ceecarter everything he
needed to know.

He reached out and grasped the attendant by the
shoulder, throwing him to the ground at Poe’s feet.  A look of
bewilderment and fear crossed the face of the fallen youth as he
slowly got to his feet.

“You listen to me, you blue bastard,” Poe said
evenly, stepping towards Ceecarter.  “You have no authority
here.  And even if you did, you talk to me, not to my
men.”  But Ceecarter did not seem to hear him.  His
attention was still on the fuel skiff.  Poe followed his stare
and understood why.

Walking over to the skiff, Ceecarter picked up the
black jacket that lay on the pump controls.  He turned slowly
to Poe and the terrified young man, who was cowering behind his
master like a scorned dog.  Ceecarter walked slowly over to
them.  By now, other attendants had begun to gather on a few
of the adjacent pads, though none of them came too close.

“Where did they go?” Ceecarter asked, stopping only
an inch away from Poe.  They were nose to nose.  “Think
about your answer,” Ceecarter warned.  “I’m only going to ask
you once.”

Poe thought about his answer and a great many other
things in the next few seconds.  He thought about how good the
sun felt on the back of his neck and how sweet the breeze
was.  He thought about his years on Enocea, most of them good,
all of them hard.  He thought about his wife who had died two
years before from the disease that eats up your insides - he
couldn’t even bring himself to think of the name of that hateful
malady - and how much he missed her every day.  He thought
about the mandatory retirement the spaceport was forcing on him in
three months.  He thought about sitting on his chair on the
back porch, reading and being lonely.

He thought it was a good day to die.

Ceecarter was too shocked to speak for a full minute
when the old man spat in his face.  He sputtered incoherently
as the warm fluid ran down his cheeks and dripped onto the front of
his shirt.

Poe looked over at the group of spaceport workers who
had gathered and smiled at them.  Their shocked faces were as
comical as that of Ceecarter who stood before him, sputtering and
cursing, wiping the spit off his face with the back of a
sleeve.

Poe was still smiling when Ceecarter’s knife plunged
into his belly.

 

“The Mowat is still incommunicado, Lord,”
the guard said.  He stood very erect before Weincloth, eyes
staring straight ahead, lips pursed so tight they appeared
white.  He was clearly uncomfortable at having to give this
news.  Weincloth drummed the fingers of his left hand on his
chair and let the guard stew.

“And of Muggul?” Weincloth asked in his reedy voice,
his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.

“Communications is still trying to reach him,
Lord.”

Weincloth stood and went through a door behind his
chair that led to his small personal office.  He turned
through another door on the left and entered the lavatory.  He
left the guard standing before his chair, gaining some pleasure, as
he always did, from the small rush of power he felt from making
people wait on him.

None of that rush was reflected in the mirror over
the sink, though.  His pale, gaunt face stared back
blankly.  It looked not at all like the face of the most
powerful man in the universe, as Weincloth liked to think of
himself.  Instead, it looked like some skinny old fool dressed
up like a soldier.

The Mowat was incommunicado.  Weincloth figured
he knew the reason behind that mystery:  Ceecarter had screwed
up.  Weincloth could not figure out how, though.  All he
had instructed Ceecarter to do was to return to the Grenar
system.  Certainly, he had not deserted.  It was not in
Ceecarter’s character to go rogue.  Weincloth figured
Ceecarter was dreading the old knife behind the ear ceremony, as
well he should, given his performance of late.  But Weincloth
had no plans to remove Ceecarter from command at present.

Muggul, on the other hand, was an entirely different
issue.  Probably nothing there to be concerned about. 
Simply Muggul’s eccentricities gave him some reason to be
non-responsive to repeated transmissions from Grenarian
Communications.  Weincloth had inquired earlier if the Comm
Center had gotten a fix on Muggul’s position when he called
in.  The reporting guard had told him miserably that they had
not.  Weincloth had simply nodded, figuring that
Communications saw no reason in doing so.

“I thought I heard you come in here,” came a voice
from he hallway.  Weincloth jumped a little, jerking his head
around.  She stood there, big eyes fixed on him, dark hair
falling down her shoulders and partially concealing her naked
breasts.

“Well, you heard correctly, my dear,” he said,
turning to her.  A skeletal hand reached out slowly and
brushed her silky hair back over her shoulder.

“I was starting to get lonely in here,” she said
coyly, pulling back from him a bit.

“Matters of state, my dear,” he explained.  “I
assure you nothing would keep me from you lest it be of great
importance.”

She seemed to brighten at this, the pout on her lips
changing to a small smile.  Weincloth stroked her cheek and
leaned close to her, breathing in the clean scent of her
hair.  She stiffened slightly but relaxed so quickly that
Weincloth had no idea that he repulsed her.

KK might have risen quickly, she thought,
but I am now at the top.  And, a short
while ago, I was on top of the top.  Her
smile broadened at this thought, and Weincloth, assuming the smile
an indication of her pleasure due his proximity, drew her close to
him.

“Why were you ever sequestered out there on that rock
Runemere, my lovely?”  he asked, looking down into her
face.

Janyce, just managing to keep her nose from wrinkling
at the sourness of his breath, responded in a throaty whisper, “So
I could help you catch your little fugitive.”

She took him by the hand and led him down the short
hallway to the office.  There, on the couch, Weincloth forgot
about Muggul, and Ceecarter, and the Mowat, and Tran
Hollow for a short while.

 

Tran sat the craft down lightly on the landing
pad.  He turned to Rumeric.

“Perfect,” Rumeric commended.  “You got the hang
of this baby real quick.”  Tran was flipping various switches,
part of the post-op check.  He shut down the cooling unit,
placed the generator on stand-by, and switched off the exterior
illumination.

“That’s weird about the spaceport diverting us here,”
Tran said, shaking his head.  They had landed in Piertown,
which was okay because it was their ultimate destination,
anyway.  Their current berth was a pad usually reserved for
delivery craft, but at this hour of the day there were not likely
to be any deliveries.  Dusk was just a short while away.

“No incoming or outgoing craft,”  Rumeric said,
repeating the response they had received upon requesting landing
clearance at the spaceport.  No explanation had been given for
the denial of clearance.

“Weird, but clear.”  Rumeric amended. 
“What do you suppose is going on?”

“Must be a drill or something,” Tran answered as he
stood.  “Nothing ever happens at the Enocea Space Port.” 
They both headed for the hatch.  The flight from Riverglenn
had taken all of ten minutes, even with the time wasted at the
space port.

“I have got to shave this beard off,” Tran hissed,
scratching at his neck with both hands.

“Well, let it wait until after we have food,
fuzzy.  I am famished.”

“You are so dramatic,” Tran laughed.

They walked down the ramp and into a large crowd of
people.  The sun had gone down and some stars were visible in
the darkening sky.  Tran led Rumeric through the crowd, making
obvious the fact that he had been here many times by the way he cut
through the throng without leaving a wake.  They were going to
a bar Tran had suggested that served great drinks and great
food.  Tran had admitted that it was the very bar in which he
had purchased his first drink after coming of legal age.

“Hey tall, green and handsome,” a young lady said
from over to their left.  Rumeric found her with his large
eyes.  He expected to see a prostitute, as they often accosted
him with that greeting on Runemere, but it was just a flirtatiously
friendly young lady having a good time with a few of her
friends.

“Hey, short, pink and pretty,” he called back,
winking.

They arrived at the club to which Tran had intended
and entered.  The place was just starting to fill up with the
day workers of this bustling town.  They had to wait five
minutes to be seated.

 

The place was starting to fill up.  Ananda
looked around at the people sitting down to tables and booths and
the waiters that hurried around taking orders and bringing food and
drinks.

“Just my mom and my sister,” KK answered.  “My
mom was always rather suffocating, and my sister and I were never
close.  She moved out when I was ten.”

“How does everybody feel about a little music
tonight?” a voice came from the stage, accompanied by a squeal of
feedback.  The crowd gave a half hearted reply, some not even
breaking the stride in their conversations.

“All right!” The heavy-set man on the stage said
enthusiastically.  “We are ‘No Beauty’, and we’ll be up here
to play for you in about ten minutes or so.”  Someone down
front near the stage yelled approval, but, other than a light
smattering of applause, the crowd seemed oblivious to the
forthcoming entertainment.

“Yeah,” Tran said.  “The owner lets local acts
come in here at the end of each week.  They play for free, but
theoretically they get a little exposure.”

“Exposure for what?”  Rumeric asked as a hostess
came up and motioned for them to follow.  “I can’t imagine
there being a huge entertainment industry on Enocea.”

“There’s not,” Tran agreed.  “But you’ve got to
follow your muse.”  They sat down at a table close to the
bar.

“Well, I think I’m going to follow my muse over to
the buffet,” Rumeric said, leaving the table without bothering to
wait for the waiter to come and take their order.

A few loud pops from the stage made Tran snap his
head around in that direction.  It was simply the drummer
making a few experimental strokes on the drums.  He did it
with a rather lot of pop and flourish.  Tran heard the same
yell from down front next to the stage.  It was a fat man of
about thirty, wearing a T-shirt that had ‘No Beauty’ printed across
the back.

 

“We’re going to have to get out of here before they
start,” Ananda said, taking her hands away from her ears once the
drummer had stood up and gone behind the stage again.  “The
last thing we need is a bunch of loud music right now.  I can
think of about a million things that would be better for my
nerves.”

“Okay,” KK said as he finished his tumbler of
tea.  “I’ll run to the rest-room and then pay the
check.”  He stood and straightened his jacket, not yet
accustomed to the loose fit.  “I’ll be back in a moment.”

“Okay,” Ananda said.

KK turned and walked around a rail that separated the
eating area from a ramp that led down to the bar.  He saw a
sign that read ‘rest-rooms’ and headed that way.  While he was
looking up, he bumped hard into a rather tall, ashen green figure
with long, black hair.

“Excuse me,” KK mumbled.

“No thang,” the green one said, stepping aside to let
KK pass.

A discordant boom made KK jump.  He saw that the
band had now come out on the stage.  They had apparently
gotten their affairs in order and were starting their show. 
Three obese figures gently rocked their heads and tapped their
booted feet as they got their first song underway.  It was
best to leave, KK reasoned.  He wouldn’t have been able to
talk to Ananda over the din, anyway.

 

The waiter shouted down to Tran, “Be right back with
your drinks!”  Tran simply nodded.  The band was loud -
and terrible.

At least it will drown out the sound of
Rumeric hungrily consuming his meal, he thought, making a
mental note to share that witticism with Rumeric between songs in
response to an expected criticism of the music.  That was when
the Grenarian Guard walked past him.  He had seen him bump
into Rumeric but hadn’t immediately recognized him.  The face
looked very familiar, but so did a few others here;  it was a
familiar place, after all.  Furthermore, the guard was dressed
down in civilian clothes, probably so that he wouldn’t draw
attention to himself, Tran reasoned.

The guard walked by without noticing Tran, his
attention fixed on the band.  Tran leaned forward and watched
him go into the rest-room.

How do they know to look here?  Tran’s
mind raced furiously.  It could be the guard was here on some
other business, or something as routine as checking to see if Tran
had returned home after escaping Muggul.  Please, he
thought, give me a little more credit than something
that predictable.  Then, in spite of himself, Tran
chuckled.  After all, predictable or not, here he was.

Rumeric came back with a plate piled high with
fruits, his head bobbing in time with the odd time signature of the
overly loud music.

“The guard is here!” Tran yelled, leaning over to
Rumeric.

Rumeric nodded and pointed back over his
shoulder. 

“Yeah,” he yelled.  “There’s all kinds of
vegetables, too.”

Tran shook his head, exasperated.

“No,” he yelled, right into Rumeric’s ear this
time.  “The Grenarian Guard is here.”  Rumeric quit
bobbing his head to the music.  A bite of food he had been
lifting to his mouth stopped and hung in mid-air.

“Here?” he asked, pointing down for
clarification.

“Yes,” Tran answered him.  “He just went in the
rest-room.  He was there when Nimesh was executed.” 
Rumeric looked over toward the rest-room.

“What are they doing here?”

“Let’s go find out,” Tran replied, standing. 
They had left their weapons on the Escort, not expecting to need
them here.  From the utensils on the table, Tran selected a
long, serrated knife.  He gripped it tightly in his palm and
motioned for Rumeric to follow.  From the table, Rumeric
selected a wedge of melon and crammed it into his mouth.  He
nodded curtly and followed.

At the door to the rest-room, Tran leaned over again.
 

“Stay here and watch the door.”

“Okay,” Rumeric said, taking Tran’s arm.  “Do
this neat,” he cautioned.  Tran nodded that he understood and
slipped through the door.  The stealth was not really
necessary with all the noise of the music.

“Come sit with me in my hole,” the band sang. 
“Come sit with me in my hole.”

Okay, Rumeric thought.  I’ll come
sit with you in your hole if you promise not to play any music
there.



KK shook and zipped, turning away from the
urinal.  An arm shot out and pinned him against the
wall.  The plumbing on the wall dug painfully into his
back.  He was the flash of a metal blade and felt the coldness
against his neck, steeling himself for the wash of warmth that
would have been his own blood.  The real surprise, though, was
that it was Tran Hollow who held the blade.

The music was too much for Ananda.  Wincing, she
stood and decided to go wait for KK by the rest-room.  As she
rounded the rail, she glanced over at the entrance.  Two
Grenarian guards walked in and disappeared into the gloom of the
bar.

“Thank you, No Beauty, for being so bad,” she said
aloud.  She decided to go knock on the door of the men’s
room.  She and KK would have to go out the back.  If it
hadn’t been for the band’s atonal loudness, she may have still been
at the table when the two guards came upon her.  She made a
mental note to buy the band’s first release - not to play, of
course, but to show her and Tran’s children one day.

She stopped in her tracks, despite the fact that the
two guards were probably now casually checking all the tables for
her and KK.  Where had that thought come from?  It just
went to confirm her feelings for Tran.  She hurried down the
ramp, not so intent with escaping for her own life now, but,
moreover, so that she might rescue Tran.

She found the rest-room.  She looked over her
shoulder and saw that the guards were now walking past the table
where she and KK had just been sitting.  They would be this
way in a moment.

She turned, deciding nothing as polite as a knock
would do under the circumstances.  She would have to barge in
the men’s room and drag KK out with his pants around his ankles if
that was what it took.  She bumped into someone who stood at
the rest-room door, blocking the way.

“Excuse me,” she said, just above a yell.  The
band was finally between songs and the raspy voiced singer was
reminding everyone to tip their bartenders and waitresses.

“Sorry,” the figure said.  “Resort’s closed for
just a moment.”  The light was very dim here in the small
vestibule.  Ananda turned again.  She saw the guards
approaching, one saying something to the other.  Without
forecasted warning, she shot past the individual that barred the
door, ducking nimbly under the arm he had propped against the door
jamb.

“Hey!” he called, grabbing for her.  She felt
fingers brush against her back, but she was inside and rounding a
tiled wall.

“KK!” she yelled, charging to the corner. 
Someone had KK pinned to the wall.  KK’s eyes were
bulging.  The figure turned, wide eyed in surprise at this
interruption.  Apparently the one outside, who was now inside
and just behind her, she heard, was guarding the door while this
one - his partner - did his dirty work.  Ananda would have
never expected this in this placid city, but she supposed the
element of crime lurked even in places of beauty.

She was stricken dumb when the punk who held KK
turned all the way around.

“Tran?”

“Ananda?”

“Ananda?”  came a voice from
behind.  She turned, feeling a little faint.

“Rumeric?”

“Ananda!”  Rumeric’s face lit up.

“Ananda,” a croak.  She turned back.  Tran
still had KK pinned to the wall, his face turning a deeper shade of
blue than was normal.

“KK!  Tran!”  she ran to them, pointing to
KK.

“Ananda,” Tran whispered.  He absently released
KK and threw his arms around her.  They hugged in
wonder.  KK fell to the floor.  Rumeric ran over to him
and helped him up.

“KK?”  Rumeric asked, not sure if he got the
name right.

“Rumeric?”  KK asked.

“Tran,” Ananda said.

“Ananda,” he answered.

“No, Tran,” she said, pulling back. 
“The guards are coming in here.  No time.  KK is with
me.”

 

“No, they’re not in here,” the guard said.  he
gave one more cursory glance around the packed bar.  “Let’s
move on down the street.”

“Just a second, Terl,” the other guard replied. 
“I’ve got to take a leak.”  He rolled his head around on his
shoulders as if to release the tension that had worked its way up
into his muscles while searching the establishment.

“I’ll wait here,” Terl replied.  He walked over
and leaned on the bar.  Other patrons noticed the uniform he
wore and a hush befell their conversations.  Terl smiled to
himself.  He loved the intimidation factor that cloaked him
when he wore his uniform.

 

“One of them’s coming in here now,” Rumeric
said.  He looked around the rest-room for a way out or a
possible weapon.  “We could choke him with a roll of toilet
tissue,” he said.  No one laughed.  Tran gripped the
knife in his palm, looking around the tiled enclosure for a place
to hide and make a move against the guard.

 

The guard pushed the door open and walked into the
rest-room.  He rounded a corner and headed for one of the four
stalls along the wall.  He was a member of one of the most
feared organizations in the universe, the Grenarian Guard;  he
had killed and captured countless enemies of the Grenar
system;  he had interrogated criminals and had them blubbering
inside of ten minutes;  but he couldn’t pee with someone
standing next to him.

All four stalls were occupied, though.  He
looked over at the two urinals, but he didn’t use one of
them.  He knew he would get a good stream going and then
someone would come up beside him, or one of the four in the stalls
would come out.  He would, of course, lose his flow and be
unable to get it started again for a while.  He leaned against
the tiled wall and waited.

Several minutes passed, and he still found himself
standing there and waiting.  He glanced at the timepiece on
his wrist and cleared his throat loudly in a way to let those in
the stalls know that someone was waiting.

The bathroom door banged open and a voice called in,
echoing off the tile.  The band had started another song, and
the cacophony was louder for a moment while the door was open.

“Jan,” Terl called.  “Did you fall in?”

“No,” Jan called back, snorting.  “I haven’t had
that chance as of yet.”

“Well, come on!  We’ve got three more buildings
to check this block before rendezvous.”  The door closed, the
music again muffled.

 

KK looked through the crack between the door stall
and wall and saw Jan Create, a guard from Ceecarter’s
detachment.  He jumped at the sound of the voice from the
door.  That was Terl Curt.  The two of them had already
been with Ceecarter when KK was assigned, and they both terrorized
him for months during what they called his initiation period.

Jan Create sighed heavily.  He glanced down at
the bottom of each stall.  KK was expecting him to order one
of them out of a stall in the name of the Grenarian Guard - that
was Jan’s way.  Instead, he slowly turned and walked over to
one of the urinals.

Jan walked up to the porcelain object of his
dissatisfaction and unzipped.  He glanced back over his
shoulder at the stalls and then concentrated on going.  At
first he thought he wouldn’t be able to;  but when he trained
all his powers of concentration on the task at hand, he got a few
tentative drops, then a steady stream.  He shivered a bit with
relief as the pressure in his bladder subsided.

When KK heard the flow start, he quietly leaned
forward and disengaged the lock on the stall door.  He wished
he could signal one of the others, but they were behind walls, and
KK feared any attempt to signal them would be noticed by Jan.

He poised himself to spring.  In one motion , he
pulled the door open and crossed the six feet or so tiled floor to
Jan’s back.  Jan had just started to turn when KK grabbed the
back of his head and smashed it into the tile above the
urinal.  The tile cracked.  Jan fell limp to the
floor.  KK looked around to see all three of the other’s heads
pop up over the doors of their stalls.

“Nice work,” Rumeric said, barley above a
whisper.  He came out of his stall and went over to stand
beside the fallen guard.

“Well,” he said, rubbing his chin, though still in a
whisper.  “There’s one Grenarian stereotype laid to rest.”

KK looked down at Jan Create’s prostrate form and saw
that his penis was poking out.  A pale pink blush crept over
his face as he looked away.

Tran and Ananda had both come out of their stalls and
joined KK and Rumeric.

“What now?” Ananda asked in a whisper.  She had
checked herself.  Her training ran so deep that she had nearly
bent to check the guard’s vital signs.

“Now,” Tran said, “we get the hell out of
here.”  Tran did bend over to the guard, though not to take
his vital signs.  Instead, he took the pistol that was
holstered at the guard’s hip.  He stood and tucked it into his
waistband.  He then threw the knife he had been gripping so
tightly under the stalls where it clattered to rest behind one of
the toilets.

“No one move,” came a voice from behind them. 
They all recognized it as the voice of the guard who had called
from outside.  Eight hands slowly raised in the air, the only
sound the muffled thump of the band out in the bar.

 

 

 










Chapter 7

 



 

 

 

 

“It’s okay, Weiney,” Janyce said, laying her head on
his chest.  “We’ll try again later.”

Weincloth lay there, eyes fixed on the ceiling. 
Disrobed, he appeared to be little more than a vulnerable old
man.  He felt his cheeks glow and cursed himself for this
obvious show of weakness, this humiliating lack of virility.

“This has never - never happened to me before,” he
told her.

“I know,” she said soothingly.  Too soothingly,
he thought.  He looked into her eyes for a moment to see if he
detected anything to indicate she was humoring him.  If she
was, she hid it well.  Her eyes were deep and kind, full of
sincerity.  Had he thought otherwise, it is quite probable he
would have strangled her, a substitute of virility which would
still provide that welcome release at the climax.

It’s all the stress I’m under here lately,
he told himself.  Tran Hollow, Ceecarter, Lucas’ sniffing
around and inquiring about their precious captain Bard.

Weincloth stood and gathered his clothes.  He
went over to a view port and began dressing, waving away a valet
who came rushing in to help him dress.  More and more here
lately the valet made him feel old, as though he couldn’t even
dress himself.  More often than not of late, he waved the
servant away.

He looked over to the bed where she lay.  The
valet was straightening the pillows for her.

“Yes,” she said.  “Rest.  Judge Weincloth
is insatiable.”  The valet looked up at Weincloth and then
quickly left the room.

Weincloth crossed the floor and sat on the bed next
to her.  He ran a hand down her chest and let it rest on her
stomach.  Her pale blue skin was as smooth as the silk sheets
on which she lay.  He felt her shiver and took it to be
pleasure.

“You stay here,” he told her.  She nodded,
smiling.  “If you need anything, the valet will get it for
you.”

“Okay,” she said.

Weincloth stood and left the room.

After a moment, Janyce stood and walked lightly over
to the view port.  The stars were out, Grenar’s normal
sulfurous smog having receded.  She looked down below her at
the red tundra and saw the city lights sparkling towards the
horizon.  Transports flew here and there, though their number
was fewer at this hour.  Janyce laughed.

“I look down on you all,” she said quietly to
herself.  “All  I have to give him is that which all
males want.”  She hugged herself and giggled.  “And the
poor old bastard can’t even make use of it.”

She began to dance slowly, still hugging herself,
still naked.  No music played, just a humming that came from
her.  She didn’t remember where she had heard the tune, but it
was a lullaby that her mother had sung to KK when he was still an
infant.  Janyce had been six at the time, but, even at that
tender age, she had grown sick of her mother telling her how great
KK would one day be.  Even at that age she had thought,
What about me, mama?

Elos, the valet, watched her through a crack in the
door that led to his own chamber.  He watched, and he
heard.

 

Terl saw Ananda’s eyes flicker over his shoulder and
he followed her glance.  One of the ragged behemoths from the
stage had entered the rest room.

Ananda, KK and Rumeric stood facing Terl.  Tran
was still pressed against the wall as Terl had instructed
them.  The musician stood there, frozen;  Terl turned his
gun on him.

“Get out,” Terl said evenly.

The musician, however, stood there, eyes wide and
mouth open slightly.  He had long, ratty hair and a beard
whose point rested on his bulbous belly.  Slowly, he looked
down and discovered a growing stain at his crotch.

“Uh,” he said, looking back up at the pistol pointing
directly at his face.

“Too easy,” Tran said aloud.  He whirled as he
drew the pistol he had taken off the fallen guard and tucked into
his waist band.  Terl just had time enough to turn and see
Tran fire.  He crumpled to the ground and lay still.  The
musician’s eyes grew wider.  He swayed for a moment and then
fell atop Terl’s lifeless body.

“Smooth, chief,” Rumeric said appreciatively. 
He and Ananda went to the musician and turned him over.

“He just fainted,” Ananda said after performing a
quick once-over on the innocent bystander.  The musician’s
eyelids began to flutter.

“I… I peed on myself,” he mumbled.  He looked
dumbly around at the others.  Rumeric wrinkled his nose.

“I think you pooped, too, buddy.”

“We need to get out of here,” Tran advised.  As
he went to check the door, it opened and three people entered the
rest room.  Ananda stood and followed Tran.  KK and
Rumeric were right behind.

“Where?” Rumeric asked as they stepped around the
small crowd of gawking patrons.

“Ananda,” Tran said, turning to her.  “Did you
have your own ship?”

“No,” she answered.  She looked at KK.

“It was an escape pod.  It’s at the spaceport
now,” he explained to Tran.  Tran stared at him for a
moment.  Rumeric noticed the muscle on the side of Tran’s face
bunching into a knot and then relaxing as Tran clenched his
jaw.

“Okay,” Tran nodded.  “We’ll take the Escort
II.  It’s the ship Rumeric and I came in.  Let’s get out
of here.”

“Anybody got to pee before we go?” Rumeric asked.

Tran took Ananda’s hand and led her back into the
bar.  The other two members of No Beauty were still on the
stage.  The large singer was announcing over the mic that they
would get fired back up as soon as they found Ham, the other member
of the band.

“Tran,” Rumeric called.  Tran turned,
halting.  “Do I have a second to find out where these guys are
playing next?”  Tran simply shook his head.

“Why?”  Ananda asked.  She didn’t pick up
on Rumeric’s sarcasm.

“So I can not be there,” he answered.

Tran led them out through the crowded bar and into
the mild Enocean night.

 

“Mayer Terl’s squad has not yet checked in,
Commander,” the guard reported to Ceecarter.  At first,
Ceecarter appeared not to have heard him.  He and a group of
twelve guards were standing in a loading bay in PierTown.

“Call him,” Ceecarter instructed.  “If you do
not get an answer, activate his homing chip and find him.”

“Yes, Commander,” the guard answered.  He
quickly bent over his hand-link and carried out his orders.

The light in this area was dim.  Ceecarter
walked heavily over to a large sliding door on one of the
buildings, working the fingers in his broken hand.  They
responded sluggishly and flared with great pain, but the pain kept
him focused and feeling alive.  The fingers on his good hand
lightly caressed the handle of his dagger.

His nostrils flared.  He could smell the
fugitives.  They smelled like fear.

“Good merciful gods,” Ceecarter screamed.  He
stomped over to the guard closest him and slapped his face. 
The guard’s head snapped to one side and then back, eyes front.

“The homing chip, you idiot!”  The guard stared
back uncomprehendingly into Ceecarter’s face.  “Activate the
homing chip in the bastard’s neck!”  Understanding dawned on
the guards face.  He pulled his hand-link out of its pouch on
his belt and barked a command into it.

The hair on the back of Ceecarter’s neck
bristled.  He had completely forgotten about the homing chip
in each one of his guard’s necks.  They were implanted to
provide triangulation information to the command center and to
locate lost guards;  but, they had never been used.  The
guards’ training was sufficient that there had never been one who
went rogue.  Ceecarter understood that lower commanders used
them to keep tabs on their troops, but his guard contingent was the
elite.

“Mayer Kero located, Commander,” the comm-guard
announced.  “Bearing established… he’s heading right for
us.”

 

“Judge Weincloth, I hope you understand that we are
not accusing you of any malfeasance.  We are simply trying to
establish what has happened here.”

“I told you,” Weincloth hissed, staring
daggers into the envoy who sat opposite him at the table. 
“Commander Ceecarter, Captain Bard and he Hollow brothers were
dispatched from the Grenar System and instructed to report to the
council for-”

“Yes, yes,” the envoy nodded.  “You have indeed
told us that, sir.”  Weincloth felt his neck growing
hot.  He didn’t care for this little bastard’s tone at
all.  He especially didn’t care for the offhand way the little
bastard returned his gaze.

“President Lucas himself has expressed concern over
the events that”

“Enough!”  Weincloth shouted.  The envoy
stopped, but he did not flinch.  “You may inform President
Lucas that he has my account.”  Weincloth stood.  “If he
has any questions for me, he may present them
himself.  I haven’t the time to talk to a piss-ant envoy when
I have a star system to govern.”

“Sir,” the envoy replied calmly.  He sounded as
though he were attempting to reason with a five year old child who
has just been denied a treat.  “I understand-”

“Good!” Weincloth cut him off.  “Guards, show
this man to his quarters.”

A small breech of the patrician facade, Weincloth
noticed.  He hid his smile behind a stern countenance.

“You can’t be-” the envoy again attempted to
speak.  This time he was cut off by a judicious blow to the
kidneys by one of the two guards who had approached him.

“Remain in your quarters until I prepare a statement
for Lucas,” Weincloth instructed after a moment, seeming to be
unaware that the envoy now lay on the floor at the foot of the
table.  “Then your stay with us will be over.”

The envoy offered no further words as he was escorted
from the room, doubled over and grimacing.

Weincloth smiled.  he pivoted and strode to this
chair at the end of the table, pressing a comm-link button on the
arm rest.

“Assemble the cabinet at once,” he said, then
switched the comm-link off.

“Old man,” he said aloud in the conference room,
empty save for himself, the smile still painted across his
lips.  “The nape of my neck feels a wind of change
stirring.”

He turned and exited the conference room, walking
down the corridor that led to his suite.  As he walked, he
began to unbutton his jacket.

“Too long you have been sedentary, growing old and
growing slow.  How long have you wasted?  How many years
have you been under the thumb of those Federal bastards?”

His jacket was off now.  He let if fall to the
floor behind him.  He reached down and pulled out the tail of
his shirt.

“Too many years,” he answered himself.  His pace
quickened.  The door to his suite hissed open after an optic
sensor scanned his thumb print.  He entered the suite and
stood just inside the door.

“There are still worlds to conquer,” he said. 
He noticed Janyce standing by the window.  She turned when she
heard his voice.

“Oh,” she said, startled.  She was naked, her
body illuminated in the light from the three moons that stood full
in the view port.

“My dear,” he said as he crossed the room to
her.  Her eyes reflected the wild look that must surely be in
his.  “I have made an illuminating discovery.”

“Really?” she asked.  She sounded nervous. 
That made him feel that much more excited.

“What is that?” she asked.

He now stood before her.  She noticed that he
looked different somehow.  Still old, yes, but maybe not
as old.  And his eyes, she noticed, scanning
them.  They appeared more alive.  They looked like the
eyes of someone who knows a secret - a devilish secret - and is all
but busting to share it with someone.

“If a man is flaccid in his affairs of state,” he
said, placing his hands on her shoulders.  “Then he is often
flaccid in his affairs of the bed.”  His hands ran down her
arms and took her hands.

“Okay,” she said slowly, either not following or
doing a good job of pretending that she didn’t.

“In one fell swoop,” he went on, leading her away
from the window and towards the bed.  “I have decided to throw
away the yoke I have worn for so long.”

Janyce had hoped this wasn’t leading to sex, feigning
ignorance.  Now, though, she really didn’t understand
what the old fool was talking about.  The question of sex,
though, was answered when he spun her and threw her across the
bed.  She was so startled by the move that she yelped in
surprise.  He smiled at this.

“I mean,” he said, powerfully, unbuckling his belt as
he spoke, “That  I shall again conquer.  I shall again
breathe.  A wind of change blows youth through these old
bones.”

She squirmed when he mounted her, hoping this would
be over soon.  She fixed her eyes on the ceiling and thought
to herself that this was a relatively small price to pay for her
position.  This would probably do him for six months or so,
anyway, she reasoned.

Soon though, she was surprised to feel a heat within
her, building slowly in the pit of her belly and gradually
radiating outwards through her body.  She heard a soft moan of
pleasure and then realized that it had come from her own
lips.  She arched her back slightly and spread herself further
for him.  She reached up and moved her hands across his back,
feeling the muscles there working beneath her fingers.  The
muscles seemed to grow harder as she traced them.  She ran her
fingernails down his back to his buttocks and squeezed the knotty
lobes as they pushed her close to the edge of a magnificent
abyss.

“Oh, yes,” she said in a whisper.

“Yes,” this time in a speaking voice.  Again and
again she said that word, until it became a litany, a mantra to the
affirmative.  She threw her head back, screaming
affirmation.  She thought surely the sensation must peak at
any moment, but still the pleasure increased until it was bordering
on pain.  Then, with a suddenness like light coming on in a
dark room, she climaxed.  He, too, chose that glorious moment
for his ultimate pleasure;  he thrusted once, twice, then a
third time, freezing deep within her, their bodies locked like a
rigid, steel sculpture of erotic art.  She bit down on his
shoulder, barely noticing the coppery taste of his blood.

After an indeterminate time, they gradually
relaxed.  Her head was spinning, her heart pumping furiously
in her chest, and a smile was spreading across her lips.

“Oh my lord,”  she moaned, stretching
her cramping legs.  Weincloth stood and looked Down at her,
not even out of breath.  Janyce heard herself giggle.

When she looked up at him, though, her giggle stopped
abruptly.  Not because of the blood that trickled down his
should, bright orange against his powder blue skin;  nor was
it because of the stern look on his face - for beneath it she could
see the pleasure that he had felt with her;  her giggle
stopped because the man who stood before her now only remotely
resembled the man who had lain down with her a short while ago.

His hair, for one, was no longer a washed out gray
color.  It now appeared the color of brushed steel - not a
sign of age, but a sign of power.  His eyes, already having
seemed somehow more alive, now fairly radiated in his skull. 
He even appeared taller to her, his back having stretched to its
full height.

“Don’t be frightened,” he said, pulling her ankles
and forcing her to the side of the bed.

Not yet, she thought.  Let me rest
a while before you have me again.

“You have witnessed a re-birth,” he said, leaning
over her.  “You have helped engender it.”

She reached out and gently rubbed the blood from his
shoulder - anything to avoid the power of his stare.  it
seemed to pierce through her eyes and fry her brain.

“The universe will be mine,” he said.  “And you
shall be at my side.”  He bent forward and kissed her
deeply.  She shuddered, but not from revulsion now.  She
felt her fire rekindle at the heat of his kiss.  She reached
out and pulled him, urging him down on top of her.

“No,” he said sweetly but firmly.  “I have
matters of state at the moment.”  He stood and turned.

“Elos!” he yelled.  “My robe!”

Elos was there in a moment, carrying the purple robe
of the Lord Judge Imperial;  long had it hung unworn. 
Elos looked startled.

“My… my lord?” he asked uncertainly.

“Yes, boy,” Weincloth boomed.  “Quit acting as
though you have seen a ghost and dress me.”  Weincloth held
his arms out to accept his robe.  He turned to Janyce and was
amused to see that she had fallen asleep, her legs still hanging
off the edge of the bed.

 

They ran through the street in a loose single
file.  Tran in front, followed by Ananda, then KK and Rumeric
in the rear.  People they brushed by seemed to pay them little
heed, probably thinking they were heading off on some fun, liquor
induced adventure.

At the first opportunity, Tran cut down an
alley.  He was amazed at how well he remembered the streets of
PierTown.  It had been ten years since he had run these
streets with his friends, playing games that actually had the same
theme as this one that he now found himself embroiled in; 
only then, the punishment for capture had been no more severe than
a chiding from his friends.  Now, the stakes had been raised
considerably.

Tran looked to make sure the others were still behind
him and was alarmed to see KK grip his neck and fall down on one
knee, nearly causing Rumeric to trip over him.  Tran’s first
thought was that KK had been shot.  he quickly scanned the
alley and the windows above for a blue face or a muzzle.  He
drew his pistol, tensing for battle.

“KK,” Ananda said, rushing to him.  “What is
it?”

“Don’t know,” he answered through clenched
teeth.  He stood to his feet, shaky.  “At first I thought
Rumeric had stabbed me in the neck.”

Ananda looked at Rumeric, not because she was afraid
that he had stabbed KK, but because she wondered if he had seen
anything.  Rumeric simply shrugged.

“Let me see,” she said.  She pulled his hand
away and looked:  nothing.  She gently rubbed his neck,
not sure what she was checking for.

“It feels like you’ve got an inflamed lymph node,”
she said, frowning.  “But that’s nothing that would bring you
down like that.”

“That’s been there for a year,” he explained. 
“I went to sick bay about it, and the medics said it was
nothing.”

“Well, we need to go,” Tran said, urging them
onward.

“Yeah,” Ananda replied.  “KK, are you all
right?”

“Yeah,” he shrugged.  “I don’t know
wha-ow!”  His hand clamped to his neck again.

“You don’t wha-ow what?” Rumeric asked.

“Rumeric,” Ananda warned.  Again she felt his
neck, that hard lump.  It was in the same place a lymph node
would be.  It seemed to her that the medics would have
biopsied it to find out if it was malignant.  Usually, after
someone invested the time and effort to break a soldiers will, they
didn’t want them dropping dead of something they could treat.

“What does the pain feel like?” Ananda asked.

“Like,” KK began wincing.  “Like a little
stab.  I don’t know.”  He grimaced, not only because of
the pain, but also in his frustration at being unable to articulate
it.

Ananda shook her head, frustrated.

“Can you still run?” Tran asked.

KK nodded.  The pain had vanished as quickly as
it had appeared each time.

“Tran’s right,” Ananda said.  “Let’s get
somewhere a little safer where I can check you out.”

“Okay,” KK said.  He agreed one hundred
percent.  A little stab was a lot better than a mortal
stab.  He grimaced again as the pain returned but started at a
trot down the alley.  It dimly occurred to KK that he
remembered the lump in his neck being bigger at one time. 
When he had mentioned it to the doctors in sick bay, he had been
instructed to go to the special medical ward, a medical society
which conducted itself in top secret.  He had been scared to
do so, but had gone because it was an order.  Strangely, he
had no recollection of that visit once he crossed the threshold of
the ward.  Then, after his visit, he really hadn’t thought
about the lump in his neck any more.

“Wait!” Rumeric said.

“What?” Ananda and Tran said together.  KK
stopped a couple of yards away.  Rumeric hurried over to
him.

“The pains are coming in regular intervals,” Rumeric
said.  He took a band off from around his left arm and held it
up to KK’s neck.  When he took his hand away, the belt
remained, sticking to KK’s neck like a leech.

“Yep,” Rumeric said.

“What?” Ananda and Tran asked together again.

“That arm band is magnetic,” Rumeric explained. 
“Whatever that is in his neck, it’s not a lymph node.”

“It’s metallic,” Tran finished.

“Mmm hmm,” Rumeric nodded.

“What is it?” Tran asked, turning on KK.  His
expression had not changed, but there was a new light in his
eyes.  Even in the darkness of the alley, the suspicion that
burned there was obvious to them all.

“It looks as though you already have an idea of what
it is, Tran,” KK replied.

“He’s leading them to us!” Rumeric said, Tran’s
thought dawning on him.  He took a step away from KK, squaring
his shoulders next to Tran.

“It’s a homing beacon,” KK said.  He looked at
the ground.  Shock crossed Ananda’s face.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Ananda said.  She stepped
between the three of them, her arms outstretched.  “What do
you mean he’s leading them to us?”

“They follow the signal and corner us,” Rumeric
charged.

“That makes no sense,” Ananda said.  “No one
knew you two were here!  Why would KK risk his life to help me
escape just to activate a beacon in his neck so we could be
recaptured?”

Tran and Rumeric exchanged a look.

“Well… ” Tran started.

“That is a good question,” Rumeric
added.

“KK,” she said, turning to face him.  “Why
didn’t you say anything?”

“Because I didn’t know,” he said miserably. 
Ananda was surprised to see tears coming to the corner of his
eyes.

“When one joins the guard, there’s a barrage of
medical.  Some of it is surgery - to correct myopia, hearing
loss, and all that stuff - they want the perfect guard.” He
shrugged, then winced as another bolt of pain shot through his
neck.

“Who knows what else they could have done,” Ananda
said.

“I’ll go this way,” KK said, indicating the opposite
direction up the alley down which they had just come.  He
turned and started off.  Tran, though, reached out and grabbed
him by the back of the jacket before he could take more than a step
or two.

“Tran!” Ananda shouted, fearing that Tran meant to
kill him.

“No,” Tran said.  They all waited for what he
had to say.

“You helped Ananda escape,” Tran said.  “What
she said makes sense.  It was fortune that we met here, not
deception.  We stand together from this point on.”

“But-”  KK protested.

“No buts,”  Tran replied.

“Ananda,” Rumeric interrupted.  “Do you think
you could cut it out?”

“Probably,” she said, “But not here.”  She
looked up and down the alley as KK grinned again.  They could
be closing in on them even now.  “Who knows what it’s tied
to.  Without the proper utensils, I might end up killing
him.”

“And that’s a bad thing,” Rumeric added.

“Let’s try to get to your ship,” Ananda said. 
“How far is it from here?”  They all looked at Tran for an
answer.  He stared down the alley.  Rumeric jumped and
looked, expecting to see the Grenarian Guard approaching;  all
he saw, though, were people passing at the mouth of the alley
twenty yards away.

“Tran?” Ananda asked again.

“No,” he said.

“No, what?” Rumeric asked.

“We don’t run,” Tran said.

“Okay, then,” Rumeric added energetically. 
“Let’s all walk briskly to the ship.”

“No,” Tran said again.  The brief trance he had
been under broke, or at least lifted.  “We run to the ship -
and let’s say we make it - then they simply track the ship.” 
Rumeric nodded.  Ananda and KK waited anxiously for Tran to
make his point.

“We stand!” Tran said powerfully. 
“They’re going to come to us.”

“And weren’t we going to go to them eventually,
anyway?” Rumeric asked.

“Exactly,” Tran answered.  “Let them come.”

As one, they all turned and looked back at the mouth
of the alley.

 

“The signal has stopped, Commander,” The guard said,
consulting the two inch square screen on his hand-link.

“Stopped transmitting or stopped moving?” Ceecarter
snapped.

“Oh… moving, Commander,” The guard answered
quickly.  His mind was still befuddled.  He assumed that
Ceecarter had been referring to the homing chip sewn into Mayer
Terl’s jacket collar - standard issue in The Guard.  But he
had seen KK’s jacket at the spaceport.  A hand found its way
to the lump on the side of his neck.  He had been meaning to
have it checked out for two months, but he was afraid that if it
was something serious, he may lose his place in the guard. 
Now, he didn’t really think the lump in his neck was organic.

“Fall in!”  Ceecarter yelled.  “We’ll go to
them.  Mayer Hollan, will you lead us?”

Hollan looked up from the hand-link, his mouth
hanging open.  Ceecarter had never referred to any of his
guards by their formal title of Mayer, let alone their proper
name.  Hollan’s chest swelled with pride, the lump in his neck
forgotten.

“Aye, Commander,” he barked, snapping a salute. 
Hollan spun and started off, Ceecarter and the other guards
following him.

 

“Gentlemen,” Weincloth began as he entered the
room.  His cabinet had assembled.  They were all there
waiting for him, looking nervous.  The nervousness, though,
appeared to give way to something like wonder as Weincloth strode
into the room.  All of the fifteen faces around the table were
fixed on him, looking as though they were not sure it was actually
their Lord Judge Imperial.

The change must be tremendous, Weincloth
thought.

“I have asked you here today to discuss the future of
the Grenar system and all its subordinates.”  The nervousness
returned to a lot of the faces, but the wonder held its place,
too.  More than a few of the men were marveling at the fact
that Lord Judge Imperial Weincloth had asked them
here.  That show of diplomacy was unprecedented.  At
least it was unprecedented to all but Moshak.

“Karl Moshak,” Weincloth said, turning to the old
man.  Again, wonder befell the room.  Weincloth had used
the respectful title ‘Karl.’

“How long have you been my minister of war?” 
Heads turned to Moshak, who sat at the opposite end of the long
table.  He did not appear nervous.

“Since you had call to appoint a minister of war,
Lord Judge Imperial.”  Weincloth nodded and smiled at this
answer.

“And, Karl Moshak, in that period of time how many
instances have I called upon your services?”  Moshak returned
Weincloth’s stare for a moment before answering.

“In all honesty, Lord, not enough to justify my
consumption of oxygen in this room.”  The others looked
shocked.  Heads quickly turned back to Weincloth for his
reaction.

“Well, gentlemen of the cabinet, get ready to earn
your supper.”  Weincloth walked around the back of the table,
slowly circling.  The faces of his cabinet members followed
him.

“I am returning the Galactic envoy to President
Lucas.  Along with him I will be sending a communiqué
regarding Grenarian secession.”  Shock covered most of the
faces at this.

“Too long,” Weincloth went on, “We have allowed
ourselves to be subjugated by a distant power who has no regard for
our sovereignty.  They allow us to police the systems
in our own vector but constantly insist on review of our policies
because some little rat is squeaking.”  Weincloth pounded a
fist in his hand.  “Well, no more!  Our independence will
be recognized by the League of Systems or it will be considered an
act of war.”

“You’re mad!”  Moshak yelled, standing up fast
enough to knock his chair over.  The other cabinet members
looked from Moshak to Weincloth.  Weincloth leveled a stare at
Moshak.

“And frankly, my Lord,” Moshak continued, “It’s high
time you showed it!”

The cabinet was shocked further by Weincloth’s
response to that statement:  he embraced Moshak, clapping him
hard on the back.  Moshak, who was several inches taller than
Weincloth, somehow seemed smaller next to the Judge, enfolded in
the flowing purple robe.

The cabinet met for over four hours, the more silent
members of the body gradually warming and taking part in the
discussion.  For so long they had been little more than “yes”
men to Weincloth;  now, though, after some inexplicable change
in the man, he was seeking their input and opinions, but he still
radiated the fact that he was their leader - their lord.

 

After the discussion had reached a stopping point,
Weincloth stood and indicated that the envoy to the Galactic
council should be brought forth.  a moment later, he was led
into the room and stood at the rear of the chamber.

“You are now to return to the Galactic council,”
Weincloth said, sitting comfortably in his large chair at the head
of the table.  The envoy noticed that his voice had taken on a
new quality.  The reedy, nasal sound was gone.  The voice
was still high in pitch, but its timbre was one of a leader, not a
bitter old man.

“Deliver to President Lucas this message:  The
Grenar system has elected to secede from the Galactic
Federation.  Henceforth, the Grenar system is to be recognized
as a sovereign system with free reign over itself and its
subordinate star systems.  President Lucas may contact the
Grenarian council to discuss a summit wherein the terms of
secession will be set forth.  this message will be displayed
on the Universal Network by this day’s end,”  Weincloth at
this point stood and walked deliberately over to the envoy. 
“But this message I will entrust only to you,”  Weincloth
paused, either for effect or to let the words sink in.

“Any failure on the part of the Galactic federation
or the council to recognized Grenarian independence will be
interpreted as an act of war.”  The envoy’s eyes grew
wide.

“What are you saying?” he asked Weincloth
incredulously.  “There has been no open war in the known
universe for four centuries!”

“Yes,” Weincloth said.  He crossed his arms and
looked very serious, his eyebrows coming together in a frown. 
“Four centuries.  War is long overdue, don’t you think?”

 

Tran peered cautiously over the low wall behind which
he and Ananda crouched.  He looked further down the alley and
saw a wink of Rumeric’s face from where he crouched diagonally
across from them.  KK was directly across the alley in a small
brick outbuilding.  He was the bait.

They had moved further down the alley, where it
widened a bit and some concealment was possible.  the flat
brick reflected no light, but it amplified sound a good bit.

Tran looked over to Ananda.  Her eyes were wide
but she seemed very much in control.  He wanted so badly to
take her into his arms and hold her.  The shock of seeing her
was wearing off and being replaced by huge waves of thankfulness
and fortune.  but that would have to wait.  He gave her a
reassuring smile, then turned and took another quick peek up the
alley.

Three Grenarian guards were standing five feet or so
in front of him.  Luckily, they were facing the other way, or
they would have certainly seen his head pop up over the low
wall.  He ducked back down quickly, pressing up against the
wall and holding his breath.

Rumeric, further down the alley, was able to look
between two bricks where the mortar had fallen out.  Through
this spy hole he saw that a few of the guards had already
surrounded the little out-building.  He counted ten more
coming up the alley, well concealed in the darkness between the
lamp posts.  To any eyes but those of Rumeric Bozak, the ten
would have been undetectable.  His large green eyes were more
than a mere conversation piece.

  He knew he could drop the closest three
without a problem, but the last couple in the party were still far
enough away that they could retreat.  He silently cursed
himself for not thinking to search one of the guards in the rest
room for a hand link.

Tran risked another peek.  He saw the profile of
one of the guards, looking back down the alley and indicating to
someone there that the outbuilding was the place they were
seeking.  Four more guards came into view.  Tran ducked
back down and waited.  Both he and Ananda nearly jumped out of
their skin when one of the guards came up in front of them, his
backside nearly resting on the low wall.  Tran, in a very
Rumeric like moment of comic relief, got Ananda’s attention and
then reached up as if to goose the guard.  Her eyes widened
and she grabbed his hand.  In spite of the tension, he
smiled.

“Mayer Kero, you are surrounded,” came a deep rasping
voice.  Tran immediately recognized it as Ceecarter’s. 
“You have five counts to come out of hiding and surrender to the
Grenarian Guard.”

Tran’s heart began to race, adrenaline coursing
through his veins so suddenly and fiercely that his kidneys ached
each time his heart beat, sending the molten energy through his
bloodstream.  He looked up at the closest guard, afraid his
pounding heart would betray his place of hiding.

“Ananda Anset,”  Ceecarter said.  Out of
the corner of his eye, Tran saw Ananda stiffen.  He gently
took his hand away from her - her grip had started to hurt - and
wrapped his hand around the pistol’s grip.  Rumeric, Tran
knew, was watching and waiting, holding the only other pistol they
had, which Rumeric had grabbed off the dead guard before exiting
the rest room - for that unlucky guard what would now and forever
be the eternal rest-room.

“You, too, will come forth with your hands at your
sides,” the unseen Ceecarter went on.  “Make no mistake, your
survival is not crucial.”

Tran waited.

“One,” Ceecarter began.

Wait, Tran thought.  Wait until the
last possible second, when Ceecarter gets to four.  Then, all
the attention will be locked on that building.

“Two.”

But Tran felt he had to take a quick peek.  He
couldn’t come up blind.  He popped his head over the wall,
using the guard in front of him as cover.  Ceecarter was in
front of him, but shielded by two other guards.  They would
have to be the first to go.  As Tran ducked back down to
prepare his fighting position, the barrel of his pistol clinked
against the brick ledge of the wall behind which he and Ananda
crouched.  The sound was no louder than the blink of an eye,
but the effect was immediate.

The guard in front of him whirled around, leveling
his weapon - a rifle - even as he did so.  Tran fell backwards
away from the swinging barrel, realizing too late that he could
never bring his weapon up fast enough to get a shot off before this
guard fried him.

The light that Tran expected came, but not from the
barrel of the rifle.  It came, instead, from the side of the
guards head.  The side of his cranium was vaporized by a blast
from the right… Rumeric!  The guard pitched forward over the
wall, his rifle dropping into Tran’s lap.

Tran heard the whine of more weapons.  Rumeric
had undoubtedly drawn fire.  A few judicious shots, and the
sandy bricks behind which he hid would be disintegrated.  Tran
went up on his knees, his eyes trying to look everywhere at
once.

He saw Ceecarter.  He was surrounded by four
guards, instinctively wrapping themselves around their leader like
an organic blast shield.  One of the guards saw Tran and
turned to fire.  He didn’t get halfway around before Tran sank
a bolt into his chest, the pistol bucking lightly in his hand as it
discharged.  The guard flew backwards into Ceecarter, knocking
him to the ground.  Tran fired three more shots before a
barrage of return fire forced him down behind the wall.  The
shots he fired merely sank into the already dead guard that lay
atop Ceecarter.

Tran felt the small wall vibrate and powdered brick
rained down on him and Ananda from above.  He squinted his
eyes tightly to avoid a vision impediment at this crucial
moment.  He felt and heard the rifle be picked up.  He
slitted his eyes and saw Ananda point the barrel over the top of
the wall without sitting up or taking aim.  She pulled the
trigger several times, firing blindly, and Tran heard at least one
guard cry out.  The firing stopped.  Guards could be
heard in the alley either scrambling for cover or retreating. 
Tran popped up again and felt a bolt from one of the weapons singe
his left shoulder, causing the fabric of his shirt to split and
melt into his skin.  He fired on the guard.  he didn’t
hit his target, but he did hit the small generator on the guard’s
rifle.  The rifle exploded.  Tran himself had to drop
when the tiny pieces of metal screamed by.  He heard Ananda
cry out and turned in time to see her grip her face.  He
leaned over to her.  She shook her head, pointing toward the
alley.  Tran saw blood escape between her fingers; 
unfortunately, her wound would have to wait.

With renewed rage at seeing the blood of this angel
drawn, Tran stood to his full height, screaming as he did so, the
pistol bucking in his hand and going warm due to the steady stream
of shots it emitted.

But there was no one there.

Tran counted seven guards on the ground immediately
in front of him.  One of them was writhing around, sucking
breath through his teeth and attempting to hold his stomach in his
body.  Undoubtedly, this was the one who’s rifle had
exploded.  Over by Rumeric, Tran counted four more fallen
guards - all laying still.  Rumeric stood there, apparently
unhurt, though his sheltering wall had been whittled away to a few
pock marked bricks.  Rumeric shrugged.  Ceecarter was not
among the fallen.

Rumeric saw Tran bend back over and say something to
Ananda.  He stepped over the ruined wall and hurried to
them.

“Is she hit?” he asked Tran nervously.

“Yes,” Tran said without looking up.  “Let me
see, Ananda.”

She stood slowly.  She allowed Tran to pull her
hand away, revealing a large gash that stretched from the corner of
her mouth to just below her ear.

“It’s not bad,” she said, though she was obviously in
a great deal of pain.  The would was deep, but not
mortal.  If it wasn’t tended to soon, though, it would
scar.

“Not bad?!”  Rumeric yelled when he walked
around Tran to get a better look.  “Girl, I can see your
tongue through there!”  Ananda smiled in spite of her
wound.

“Don’t make me laugh, Rumeric!”  she warned.

“Tran,” Rumeric said.  “Catch me.  I think
I’m going to faint!”  He staggered around and leaned his hand
against the wall

“Ow,” he said, jerking his hand back and shaking
it.  “That’s hot.”  The wall was still heated from all
the shots it had absorbed.

Tran stepped out into the alley and looked both up
and down it.  Ceecarter and the remaining guards were nowhere
to be seen.  He knew they had to get after Ceecarter before he
could regroup and return with a larger force.  That, however,
would probably mean breaking them up, and Tran was not comfortable
with that.

Ananda had stepped into the alley and was going
through one of the guard’s packs.

“Maybe some of them have medic kits or hand links,”
she explained.  “Can someone check on KK?”

“Yeah,” Rumeric said.  In all honesty, he had
forgotten about KK for a moment.  He was staring at
Tran.  The look in Tran’s eyes worried him more than the cut
on Ananda’s cheek.

“Okay?”  Rumeric asked as he passed Tran. 
He stopped for a moment to make eye contact.

“Yeah,” Tran said quietly.  He was still looking
down the alley.  There was nowhere there to hide. 
Ceecarter had slipped around the corner and out of sight.

“Okay,” Rumeric returned.  He walked over toward
the little building and marveled at the fact that it had not been
hit at all in the cross-fire.  He stepped over the one guard
who was still moving, pausing for a moment to see if it looked as
though he still had a chance.  It did not.  A large hole
had been blown in the guard’s stomach.  Rubbery organs
squeezed out between the writhing man’s hands.  Without
malice, without anger, Rumeric shot the dying guard in the
chest.  He finally lay still.

 

Ceecarter sat very still, breathing through his
mouth.  In the dim light, he could see little.  He could
make out the shape of Mayer Hollan who sat four feet way, holding
the fugitive Mayer Kero from behind, a hand over his mouth and a
pistol pointed at his temple.

He was virtually vibrating with the desire to
question Kero.  How long had this treason been brewing? 
Apparently, the escape had been planned long enough for Tran Hollow
to be aware so that he could rendezvous with them here. 
Either that, or there were more holes in the Grenarian Guard than
Ceecarter cared to think about.

Mayer Hollan had keyed an emergency signal on his
hand link.  The code would only be distributed to certain hand
links, so the message would no appear on any of the several that
were on the corpses of the slain guards that now lay in the alley,
no doubt being searched by Hollow and the other two.

Ceecarter trained his pistol on the door of the
outbuilding, wreathed in a thin band of light coming in from
outside.  He heard the click of approaching boots and hoped
that it was Tran Hollow.

 

“KK,” Rumeric called, approaching the building. 
“The show’s over, you can come on out!”

He paused briefly, trying to find the safety on the
pistol he carried.  He didn’t want it going off and shooting
someone he didn’t want to shoot - himself, for instance. 
There was a switch on the side.  He clicked it, hearing three
positions.  He moved it to the far position and placed his
hand on the door of the small building, shoving the pistol down the
front of his pants as he pushed the door open.

Rumeric’s large, green eyes were more than a
conversation piece.  They were also exceptionally useful in
low light - such as the near darkness in the out building.  He
saw the guard holding KK.  KK’s eyes were wide.  Rumeric
started to swing his head, his mouth opening to shout a warning to
Tran and Ananda.  At the same time, he yanked the pistol back
out of his waist band.

“TR—!”  was all he managed before a gun barked
and Rumeric hit the ground, darkness descending quickly over him -
a darkness in which his large, green eyes were useless.

 










Chapter 8

 



 

 

 

 

KK saw Rumeric fall in a heap outside the door of the
small building.  He knew the time for action was now. 
There was no future for him in that instant, just the singular goal
of helping his friends.

In one blinding move, engendered by his adrenaline,
training, fear and utter rage at being held at gun-point and
watching his new friend die, KK grabbed Hollan’s hand that covered
his mouth.  Hollan, thinking that KK meant to pull the hand
away, increased his pressure.  Unwittingly, he made KK’s
objective that much easier to realize.  KK pushed the hand
into his mouth and, with every ounce of his energy, bit down.
  Blood instantly filled his mouth as though he had bitten
into an overripe fruit, the scream from Hollan as sweet as any
sugar.  KK worked his teeth in a side to side fashion, hearing
and feeling the bones break and grind.

Ceecarter took a moment to realize what was
happening, the light in the building being very dim.  Added to
that, the stabs of light from his pistol now stained his retinas a
savage purple;  it was hard to discern what made Mayer Hollan
scream.  Then he saw that half of Hollan’s hand was in the
treasonous deserter’s mouth, blood spilling over his chin.  He
turned his pistol on KK and pulled the trigger;  the gun
bucked in his hand.

 

Outside, Tran and Ananda heard the pistol fire and a
second later heard a high pitched scream from the small
building.  They looked at each other, eyes wide, wondering
what could have happened.  They looked back at the building
and started towards it.  Tran stopped, though, when he felt
Ananda tug at his coat sleeve.

He turned to face her, but she was looking the other
way.  He noticed that his sleeve had a hole in it where he had
felt her tug.  The edges were smoking.

“Tran!” Ananda yelled, falling back into him and
sending them both to the ground.  Then he saw:  at least
forty guards were advancing down the alley towards them in a loose
bunch, pistols and rifles drawn.  The tug Tran had felt had
been a bolt from one of those weapons, missing his flesh by bare
centimeters.

“Fire!” one of the guards yelled, and the air around
Tran and Ananda was suddenly full of laser bolts.

Ananda’s fall as she stepped back and tripped over
the leg of a dead guard had saved them both.  They quickly
turned over and began to return the fire, using the dead guard as a
shield.

The first of the advancing guard went down like
weeds;  they were packed so closely together in their rush
down the alley that they could be hit even if Tran or Ananda did
not take time to aim their weapons.  After a brief moment,
though, the guards changed tactics and split into two lines, one on
either side of the alley.  They crouched and some lay prone,
continuing the merciless onslaught.

 

KK saw Ceecarter’s move even before he made it. 
He grabbed Hollan’s arm and jerked his head around like a dog
slings a rat.  The shot from Ceecarter’s pistol hit Hollan
square in the back, cutting the scream off abruptly.  KK
released his grip on Hollan’s hand and pushed him back into
Ceecarter.  Ceecarter, without thinking, threw his left hand
up to block the body.  Hollan’s full weight came back on
Ceecarter’s broken hand, sending white bolts of agony up his arm to
stab his brain and darken his vision around the edges.

KK heard a huge barrage of weapons fire outside in
the alley.  He stepped over Rumeric’s lifeless body, turned,
and bent down.  He placed his arms in Rumeric’s armpits and
puled him up as much as he could.  Rumeric was considerably
larger than KK, but KK had enough adrenaline coursing through his
veins to fuel an army.

Expecting Ceecarter to round the corner at any
moment, pistol blazing, KK backpedaled furiously, dragging Rumeric
along with him.

A quick glance back over his shoulder found Tran and
Ananda enveloped in a cloud of laser fire, the bolts swarming past
like angry red bees.  Tran looked over and saw KK dragging
Rumeric.

“What happened?” Tran called over the whine of the
onslaught.  KK gently lay Rumeric down and then came to the
edge of the outcrop that housed the shed.

“Ceecarter shot him.  We’ve got to get out of
here!”

“Cee -,” Tran’s words trailed off.  For a
moment, he seemed oblivious to the attack they were under. 
Then it made sense to him.  The reason Ceecarter had gotten
away so quickly.  He hadn’t run down the alley, after
all.  He had gone in the small building where KK crouched as
bait.

Tran stood up, into the line of fire, and charged the
building.  Somehow, miraculously, the enemy fire missed
him.  It would be the equivalent to running through a heavy
storm and not getting touched by a single drop of rain.

KK gaped at Tran’s seemingly foolish act of bravery,
but then realized that it was more likely some sort of tunnel
vision - Tran was going after Ceecarter.  When Tran arrived
beside KK unscathed, KK was suddenly very glad to be on his side -
for it appeared that the gods were on his side, as well.

Tran apparently had not abandoned all senses, though,
for he turned and looked back to where Ananda lay, still cowering
behind the fallen guard’s body.

“Ananda!” he yelled.  She had her face buried in
her arms at this point.  The corpse of the guard in front of
her took hit after hit.  The back of her dress rose in the
heat of the overhead tumult of laser bolts an several shots tore
through the gossamer fabric, melting it.  She turned her head
slightly.

KK, in the meantime, had gone back to Rumeric and
pulled the pistol out of his waistband.  He checked the safety
and noticed that the weapon was set to stun.  Even if Rumeric
had been able to pull the weapon in time, it would not have killed
Ceecarter - but it probably would have saved his life.

“When I count three,” Tran yelled, “Roll over
here!”

Ananda nodded, though she clearly did not relish the
idea.  Her trust, though, made Tran feel proud and strong.

“One.”  He moved to the corner.

“Two.”  KK moved to a position below him,
figuring out what Tran meant to do.

“Three!’

Tran and KK leaned out from behind the outcrop and
began firing wildly down the alley.  The guards there faltered
for a moment then directed their fire at KK and Tran.  Ananda
rolled the twelve feet quickly, unhit.  Without pausing, she
jumped up and checked on Rumeric.

“He’s alive!” she said.  Tran and KK came to
her.

The fire in the alley had subsided.  The guards
were most likely coming cautiously up to the four of them
now.  They would be here at any moment.

Tran looked at the shed.  He looked back down at
Rumeric.  He looked over at the large building to their
right.

“C’mon,” he said, pulling Rumeric up to a standing
position.  KK leaned around the corner and fired several more
shots.  He noticed in horror that the guards were a mere ten
feet away.  The closest one fell.  KK recognized him as
Sort Cross.  He had been one of the few friends KK had made in
the academy, though they had fallen out of touch since KK’s
appointment to the Command Guard.  He turned back to find that
Tran had slung Rumeric over his shoulders and was heading for the
large building beside the shed.

 

Ceecarter’s vision slowly cleared.  The pain
which had flared when Hollan’s weight fell on his hand had been so
tremendous that he had lost consciousness.  He tucked the
pistol he held under his left arm and dug furiously in the leg
pocket of his fatigues.  After a brief search his hand settled
on the painkiller packet one of the doctors had given him back on
the Mowat.  He placed the packet in his mount and bit
down, piercing the thin skin of the packet with his teeth and
swallowing the bitter fluid that filled his mouth.  In a
blink, the pain had subsided significantly.

He pushed Hollan’s body to the floor and stepped over
him, a growl of rage starting in his chest and gaining volume.

“He’s alive!” he heard the Anset bitch say. 
Ceecarter wasn’t sure which “he” she was referring to, but he
intended to render that statement false in short order,
regardless.

 

Rumeric was already starting to stir when Tran got
him settled over his shoulders.  He had tucked his pistol into
his waistband.  He didn’t like to do that, but there was
nowhere else to stow it and no other way to manage Rumeric save
with both hands free.

There was no handle on the large door they now
approached on the outside of the building.  Tran noticed that
there was a keypad to the left with only four buttons, but it would
still take a great deal of time to try all the combinations - time
they simply did not have.

“What now?”  KK asked as they stopped beside the
door.  He looked nervously back at the shed, waiting for
Ceecarter to come out at any second.  In answer, the door
opened.  It was a large cargo elevator.

In spite of the situation, Tran heard himself
laughing.  His dubious gift had finally proven useful. 
He had done nothing to open the elevator door save wonder how he
was going to do so, and it had opened.

The three of them rushed in.  Ananda turned and
found the control panel.  she immediately hit the button
marked “Door Close.”  That’s when Ceecarter stepped around the
corner and let loose with his pistol, an incoherent scream tearing
itself free of his lips.

 

“He was alive!”  Ceecarter
screamed.  At least those are the words that his brain sent to
his mouth.  In his rage and drunkenness from the pain killer,
though, what came out was something along the lines of, “Eee uh
allie!’

But they were not there.

Ceecarter blinked drunkenly and looked around. 
Where did they go?  They were there a second ago.  He
himself had heard them.

He turned then and saw them.  They were in an
elevator, the door closing.  As Ceecarter made eye contact
with Tran Hollow, he was suddenly back on Runemere aboard the
Urmian engineering ship, only there he had been the one in the
elevator.  He screamed again, though this time his brain did
not bother with words.  It was a sound of pure rage. 
Primordial.  He raised his weapon.

Tran found himself staring into the dead eye that was
the barrel of Ceecarter’s pistol.

“Close, close, close, close,” Ananda repeated, an
improvised mantra to urge the doors which seemed to be moving with
dreamlike sluggishness.

“Well,”  Tran said, sighing.  “I’m
dead.”

Then a strange thing happened.  Ceecarter
pitched forward and landed face down on the cobblestones.  The
pistol flew out of his hand and clattered against the elevator door
as it finally slid shut.  Tran had just enough time as the
door closed to see the look of surprise and horror on the guards
face who had just shot his commander in the back.

Apparently, the guards, who had been advancing up the
alley, had crouched around the corner waiting for the right moment
to spring an attack.  The unlucky one who had turned the
corner and fired hadn’t expected Ceecarter to be between him and
his quarry, or even to be there at all, for that matter.

“Did I just see what I think I saw?” Ananda asked
Tran.

“Yeah,” Tran replied, shaking his head.  “I need
to get that guys name and drop him a thank-you card.  A fruit
basket or something.”

“Though I doubt he’ll be around long enough to ever
receive it,” Ananda added.

“Hey,”  Tran said, turning to KK.  “What’s
the punishment for shooting your commander in the back?”

“Well,”  KK responded, rubbing his chin. 
“I don’t think I ever really recall seeing it written down in the
protocol manual, but I’m guessing at least five or ten
demerits.”

They all laughed.  Ananda reached out and
punched the “G” button.

Anywhere but here is a good place to be, she
thought.

“What are we laughing about?” Rumeric asked, still
giggling.

“The fact that some idiot -” Ananda broke off. 
“Rumeric!”

“What!”  He still hung limply over Tran’s
shoulders.  With KK’s help, Tran bent over and let Rumeric
stand.  He was rather unsteady, added to the fact that the
elevator was descending.  He leaned against the wall.

“Whew,”  Rumeric sighed.  “I was afraid I
had died and hell was a bony shoulder in you crotch.”

“What happened, buddy?” Tran asked.  Rumeric
looked all right, though a little disheveled.

“Oh, nothing the doll can’t handle, hon,” Rumeric
replied weakly.  “I just caught the most righteous nut I’ve
ever had.”

They all three turned to look at KK who was bent over
laughing.  After a few false starts, he managed to speak.

“He stunned himself,” he said, remembering that the
gun he had taken out of Rumeric’s waistband had been set on
stun.  “You must have pulled the trigger or something when you
jerked it out of your pants.”

“Well,” Rumeric said.  “I’ve never felt anything
like that before when I’ve jerked it out of my pants.”

They all laughed again, though Tran saw that Ananda
was blushing.  He threw his arms around her, careful to mind
the cut on her face.

“I’m gonna market that thing as a combat weapon - to
combat those lonely nights,” Rumeric said, taking the pistol from
KK and looking at it.  “Was it good for you?” he asked
tenderly.

“Rumeric,” Ananda said, shaking her head.  “You
haven’t changed a bit since school.”

“Well, why mess with perfection?” he asked.

“That’s big talk for someone that just shot himself
in the groin,”  KK said.

 

“What the hell could this madman be thinking?”
Stanton Bosh asked the figure who stood looking out the window.

“We’ve known this day would come, Stanton,” the
figure replied.

“Then why didn’t we do something to stop it before
now, Lucas?”

President Lucas slowly turned from the window and
fixed Stanton with his level gaze.  His mouth was turned up
slightly at the corners, effecting a slight smile on his wide,
brown face.

“Just as no good deed is rewarded before it is done,”
President Lucas explained, “no ill deed is punished before it is
committed.”  Stanton made a sound of exasperation and flopped
heavily down into a chair.

“A neurotic dissolves the Galactic Council and you
are perfectly calm!”

Lucas chuckled at Stanton’s current state.  He
had always been excitable, but he was without a doubt the best
friend President Lucas had ever made.

In his twenty-eight years presiding over the council,
Lucas had had two wives, both since dead of natural - albeit
untimely - causes.  Since then, he had entertained several
ladies, becoming intimate with a few.  But never had he known
an intimacy like that he had with Stanton Bosh.  They were not
intimate in the physical sense, though there were rumors now and
again, but in the intellectual sense.  Even with his wives,
both of whom he had loved very much, there had been times when
Lucas felt loneliness touch him.  With Stanton, though, the
loneliness disappeared.  Lucas’ mother had once told him that
loneliness was not caused by being alone, but by not having anyone
to share things with.  With Stanton, Lucas could share -
though Stanton’s’ hot-headedness sometimes prevented him from
seeing a point Lucas was trying to make.

“He hasn’t dissolved the council,” Lucas said. 
“He has merely said he was seceding.”

“Well,” Stanton went on, throwing his hands up. 
“What’s the difference?  Anarchy is the same child no matter
whom the father.”

Lucas chuckled again.

“Sometimes I have to squint to see the point in your
metaphor, Stanton.”

“What’s to be done?”

“Convene the council,” Lucas replied calmly. 
“There we shall decide if we wish to prevent Weincloth’s secession
or allow him to cut his system off and wither on the vine.”

Stanton got up in a huff and went over to the bar on
the far wall of the room.  He placed ice cubes in two glasses
and fixed drinks.

“He’s spoiling for a war,” Stanton said in a warning
tone as he added a splash of citrus to Lucas’ drink.  “That
was obvious from his communiqué.”

Lucas nodded, accepting his drink and setting it on
the table next to his chair without tasting it.  The com-link
on the table beeped.  Lucas pressed the receive button.

“Sorry to disturb you, sir,” came the voice of Chad,
Lucas’ personal secretary.

“No worry, Chad.  What is it?”

“I was just scanning the network, sir, and I noticed
that there are reports of hostilities on several planets.  I
have them as an attachment if you would like to see them.”

“Yes, Chad.  Thank you.”

“You see,” Stanton said, standing and coming over
beside Lucas where he could see the screen of the com-link. 
“Already he’s started.  We’ve had the communiqué two
hours, and already he’s started.”

Lucas opened his mouth to speak, but he closed it
quickly.  Chad had attached seven reports, all concerning
reports of violence of some size currently occurring.  The
phrase “Grenarian Guard” appeared in all of the head lines.

“Hopet, Roalease, Enocea, Truvosh,” Stanton read
off.  “Those are all in systems bordering the Grenar system,
Lucas.”  

Lucas reached out and touched a fingertip to “Enocea”
on the screen.  The file expanded and an article appeared.

 

Enocea - Piertown Proper \ Commercial Dist.

1411  Julien 7

Weaponsfire is reported in and around Piertown. 
Large contingent of Grenarian Guard arrived shortly at Enocea
Spaceport.  No details as yet.  Recommend delay travel to
Piertown until further notice.

 

“Enocea is a sitting duck,” Stanton said.  “They
don’t even have a militia.”

“Perhaps you are right,”  Lucas replied. 
Stanton was shocked to silence.  He was accustomed to being
told to calm down, cool yourself, etc.  Things might be worse
than he had feared if Lucas was agreeing with the gravity of the
situation.

“I’m issuing an executive order to dispatch two
divisions of Galactic Patrol to Enocea.  They are to act in a
defensive manner only.  I do not want to start a war here,
Stanton.”

“Yes, sir,” Stanton replied in a level tone.  He
quietly left the room.  Lucas picked up his drink and sipped
it.

“Too much citrus,” he said quietly.

“Then fix it yourself next time,” Stanton called back
from down the hallway.

 

“Seal the building,”  Ceecarter rasped. 
The guard that had shot him lay dead at his feet, though not by
Ceecarter’s hand.  When the guard had realized what he had
done, he had turned his gun on himself.

“Are there any more guards at the spaceport?” 
Ceecarter inquired of the com-link operator next to him.

“Two units, Commander,” the guard replied. 
“Hoyt’s and Cloud’s.”

Ceecarter knotted his brow in concentration for a
moment.

“Bring Hoyt’s here,” he said.  The guard bent to
his com-link at once, speaking rapidly into the microphone.

Of the forty guards that had advanced down the alley,
a full unit at one time, thirty-one were left alive.  Eight
had been killed by Hollow and the renegade guard.  One guard
was dead by his own hand.

Lucky that hand wavered, Ceecarter
thought.  He winced at the pain in his shoulder.  The
blow had merely glanced him, though it hit him with sufficient
force to allow Hollow to slip away yet again.

“This is getting ridiculous,”  Ceecarter said
aloud.

“The guards are in position around the building,
Commander,”  the com-link attendant advised.  “There are
only three entrances including this one.”

“Triangulation indicates that the fugitives are
moving to a subterranean position sir,” another guard intoned.

“An understanding of elevators would have provided
that information, too,” Ceecarter snapped sarcastically. 
“Let’s move.”

 

“Yum,” Ananda said.

They were standing in a large warehouse that was
brimming with crates of fruit.  They were alone at present,
presumably due to the late hour.

“This is a distribution house,” Tran said., walking
over to a crate and pulling out a cornot, a long, slender, yellow
fruit.  “The plantations ship fruit here and it’s sold for
export.”

KK had slipped away.  He came to a table where a
crate had been opened.  There on the table, among several
pieces of fruit , he found a sharp knife.  He picked it
up.

“Ananda,”  he called.  “Can you come here,
please?”

“Yeah,” she called back.  “Where are you?”

“Here,” he called.  Before she reached him,
before anyone could stop him, KK raised the blade and sliced the
skin on his neck.  The blood flow was instant, though not
overwhelming.

“KK!” Ananda said sharply when she found him, just
lowering the knife to the table.  “What did you do?”  The
others came running when they heard her.

“If Rumeric can shoot himself,” KK said, wincing, “I
can cut myself.”

Ananda grabbed a cloth off the table and applied
pressure to the wound.

“Get it out,” KK said, clenching his teeth. 
Beads of sweat had popped up on his forehead.

“I don’t have the proper-”

“Just get it,” KK said.  “Please,” he added
after realizing how harsh he had snapped at her.

“You could die,” Ananda said.

“Yeah,” he replied.  “but if you don’t get it,
we all will.”  Ananda looked at Tran.  He nodded
solemnly.  Given the choice, Ananda would not have cut KK with
the dirty knife in this less than optimal environment.  Tran
admired KK for his guts.

Ananda removed the towel and with the first two
fingers of her left hand, spread the cut on KK’s neck.  His
cut had gone down into the subcutaneous fat, but had not hit the
muscle underneath.  The device rested there on the
muscle.  Ananda grabbed it, but her fingers slipped off,
greasy with blood.

“You bleed orange,” Rumeric said.

“And -?” KK grimaced.

“Neat,” Rumeric replied.

Ananda wiped her fingers on the front of her ruined
gown and had another try.  She grasped the small metal clip
and gave an experimental tug.  It didn’t seem to be anchored
to anything.  Whoever had implanted the device had done a
great job with the closing.  There was no scar tissue at
all.

Wish I could have that person look at my
face, she thought, though she knew it was too late for a laser
to close the wound without scarring her.  Now, each minute
that passed would increase her scar.  She might as well resort
to the barbarism of sewing it shut.

“Do you feel any sensation when I tug on it?” 
she asked.

“Do you two want to be alone?” Rumeric asked.

“Rume,” Tran warned.

“I - I don’t think so,” KK answered Ananda.

Ananda pulled.  The chip came away in her
hand.  She placed the cloth back to KK’s neck to staunch the
flow of blood.

“Hold this here… tightly,” she instructed.

Tran stepped forward and took the chip from
her.  He turned it over in his hand.  It had no markings
and appeared to be nothing more sinister than a small, black piece
of metal.  He looked around and saw a chute labeled
“Compost.”  Quickly, Tran went to the chute and threw the chip
down it.  He heard it ping off the walls as it slid
down.  The sickly sweet smell of rotting fruit wafted up the
shaft to him on a rush of warm air.  Tran turned his face
away.

“Okay?”  Ananda asked.  She was studying KK
closely for any signs that the chip might have been tied into him
in such a way that its removal had dire consequences on his
physiology.

“Yeah,” KK answered.  “Okay.”

“You orange-blooded little trooper,” Rumeric said,
lightly punching KK on the cheek.

“All right,” Tran said, returning to the
circle.  “Let’s go.”

 

“Enocea most certainly is not one of your
possessions, Judge Weincloth!” That was Marne Cool, though her
surname did not match her temperament.  Lucas tapped his gavel
lightly, recalling order, though order was getting more and more
difficult to recall as the meeting progressed.

Weincloth had no idea what they were talking
about.  To his knowledge, he had no troops on Enocea, let
alone did he have it under siege.  But, not wanting to appear
less than totally in charge, he simply let them rant, trying to
discern from their ravings what it was exactly that he was supposed
to be doing on Enocea.

“Weincloth, surely even you can see the folly of the
gesture;  no amount of braggadocio will offset the fact that
Grenar is not terribly self sufficient.”

Well said, Morganna, Lucas thought. 
Morganna Quinn sat back in her chair and waited for Weincloth’s
response.  All eyes around the huge U-shaped table rested on
his luminous holographic form at the center of the room.

“Until contact,” Stanton Bosh jumped in, “Grenar was
a desolate string of rocks.”

“And now you propose to break contact?”
interjected Marne.

Weincloth’s laughter silenced them all.  

“Please do not suppose that I will be victim to your
sanctimonious concern for Grenarian well-being.”  Weincloth
studied them each in turn.  “Grenar has long been this “string
of rocks,’ as  so eloquently labeled, despite
contact.”

“Judge Weincloth.”  All eyes turned to President
Lucas.  It was his custom to refrain from speaking until the
end of a council gathering, after he had had opportunity to hear
all sides of a discussion.  When he did speak, it was from a
position of cool diplomacy, usually with little need for
debate.

“I do not believe that anyone on this council is so
much concerned over the fact that you wish to secede from the
Federation - that would be of ultimately little consequence in
regards to universal order.  I believe the concern, though
perhaps veiled in subtle masks of diplomacy, is that you will
not break contact.  That is to say, your temperament
and track record lead one to believe that you would continue
manipulation of inferior systems.”

“Without Galactic Council intervention to check your
progress,” Stanton added.

“Actions against systems in my domain are of no
concern to the Galactic Council,” Weincloth snapped.

“You have no domain,” came a quip from one of the
other council members.

“And what’s to keep you from spreading this imaginary
web of yours to enfold other systems, Weincloth?”  Marne Cool
asked.  Before Weincloth could respond, President Lucas
spoke.

“At the base of this debate, we find one simple
glaring truth that can’t be overlooked:  our responsibility is
to the inhabitants of the lesser systems and to the assurance of
their freedom… of their liberty and commerce.”

“Is that your cowardly way of cloaking a declaration
of war, Lucas?”  Weincloth accused coolly.

Lucas, unruffled, allowed the resulting murmurs to
die down before he responded.

“The true show of bravery, Judge Weincloth, is
evidenced by those willing to brave the hardships of peace without
resulting to war.”

“Then sit there and be brave, you fool,” 
Weincloth spat.  “Your actions will merit no change of my
designs.”

“Cut to the chase, Weincloth,”  Stanton
said.  “You want something here or you wouldn’t be
talking to us.  Is it that you want some increase in
revenue?  Some slacking of trade restrictions for past
regressions?  Or do you want to be stroked like a pubescent
cry-baby who feels that mummy and daddy don’t pay him enough
attention?”

Stanton expected a rebuke from Lucas on that, not
exactly the model of decorum.  Lucas, though, like the others,
merely waited for Weincloth’s reply.  Apparently questions to
that effect had been entertained by them all.  Weincloth,
though, went a deep blue that they all recognized as anger from
past dealings with him.

“What I want,” he growled, “what I demand,
is the immediate recognition of the sovereignty of the Grenar
System and all her subordinates.”  He leveled a steady gaze at
Lucas.  “Cross me,” he taunted, “and we shall see in whose
breast bravery resides.”

 

“Commander Ceecarter,” a soldier called as they
entered the building.  It was apparently a produce
distribution warehouse.  “There is an urgent request from Lord
Judge Imperial Weincloth that you contact him with utmost
haste.”

Ceecarter huffed.  He had most likely put
Weincloth off as long as he dared.

“Drop the box,” he ordered.  A guard came
forward with a portable holo-projector and laid it on the ground at
Ceecarter’s feet.  After the metal petals unfolded, Ceecarter
stepped aboard.

“Commander, much has been afoot since our last
communication,” Weincloth said.  Apparently he had been
waiting on his own projector for Ceecarter to contact him.

“Yes, Lord,” Ceecarter replied, half a
question.  He had been expecting a stiff reprimand, but
instead he heard excitement in Weincloth’s voice.  Also,
though it could be a trick of the optics, Weincloth looked
different somehow - younger, perhaps.

“Your home system of Grenar is at war with the
Galactic Federation.  As we speak the wheels are turning,
commander.”

Ceecarter was agog.

“What happened to you, Ceecarter?  You look
terrible,” Weincloth asked.

“Uh… long story, sir,” Ceecarter replied dumbly.

“Well, where are you?  You are obviously not on
the Mowat, en route as ordered.”  Ceecarter braced
himself, thinking the reprimand was coming now.  He noticed,
however, that Weincloth sounded more curious than angry. 
There was almost a playful tone in his voice, like a child who was
up to something.

“We have cornered Tran Hollow, sir,” he said. 
He did not realize until after he said it that he had just dropped
a bomb on Weincloth.

“Hollow?”  Weincloth said, rubbing his
chin.  “Where is Muggul?”

“I have not had an opportunity to inquire as of yet,
sir.  We are currently on Enocea.  The operation should
be completed very shortly.”  Ceecarter omitted the fact that
one of his inner circle had defected, taking Ananda Anset with
him.

So, Weincloth thought, I do have troops
on Enocea after all.  To Ceecarter he said:

“Well, commander, you have my leave to resolve the
situation there - quickly, if you please.  Then, to Grenar at
once.  Understood?”

“Yes.  Yes, sir!” Ceecarter replied.

“Oh, and do bring me a trophy,
commander,”  Weincloth advised.  Ceecarter had no trouble
imagining what trophy Weincloth was referring to.  The Hollow
brothers would be reunited, after a fashion.

 

Ananda came around from behind a box of crates,
straightening the tatters of her gown.  Rumeric, who had been
humming loudly, stopped when he saw her.

“There,” he said.  “My melody masked the demure
tinkling of your flow, milady.”

“Rumeric,” Ananda sighed in return.  “You have
zero tact, you know that?”

“Yes,” he beamed.  “I feel it makes life
so much easier not having to think of a way to say
something.  I am fond of the fact that I have no tact. 
But I do have style!”

“No argument there,” KK agreed.

“Well, you can use that style of yours to get us out
of here,” Ananda said.

“Got to figure that they’ve got the place surrounded
by now,” Tran offered, looking around and seeing nothing more than
huge stacks of crates.

“Ceecarter being down, hopefully for good, might buy
us some time, though,” KK said.

“Well,” Tran replied.  “Let’s not count on that
to save us.”

They walked across the low expanse of the
subterranean chamber, their footfalls echoing off the stone walls
and floor.  the crates of fruit were piled so high that it was
impossible to see over them or to see the walls.  A couple of
times the four weary travelers had to back track when they went
down a row with no outlet.

“And into the labyrinth the fugitives fled,” Rumeric
whispered.

“Rumeric,” Ananda said.  “I’m surprised you
remember anything from school.”

“So that’s where that’s from,” Rumeric said,
serious.  “Seemed apropos.”

“Into the labyrinth the fugitives fled,” Ananda
repeated, then finished the verse:  “By walls of misfortune to
a black fate led.”

“I move for a subject change,” Tran said.

“Second,” KK added.

They had come up to another dead end.  Tran, who
was leading them, turned.

“Well,  this is going nowhere fa-”  Tran
was silenced by the elevator opening.  By the sound of it,
they were less than ten feet away.  They had been walking for
at least twenty minutes;  now it was obvious that the crates
had led them in a large circle.

 

“The signal is very strong now, Commander,” the guard
holding the tracking device said.  “It is coming from just up
ahead.”

Ceecarter followed with the eleven other guards that
were with him on the elevator.

“Shoot to kill,”  Ceecarter growled, his
footsteps booming in the chamber.

 

Tran looked at the others, who returned his wide
stare.  Not only was Ceecarter still alive, but he was still
very fresh on the trail.  Tran heard the footsteps
approaching.  He silently took the blaster from out of his
waist band, careful to mind the safety switch lest he follow in
Rumeric’s path.  The footsteps got closer.  Tran moved
through the others until he stood between them and the oncoming
guards.

The footsteps were right on top of them before Tran
realized that they were going down the next row of boxes. 
Tran couldn’t tell the exact number because of the echo, but it
sounded like a lot of guards.

After a short distance, Ceecarter turned a corner and
saw that the way was blocked by a towering stack of crates.

Did they block the way? he wondered, but
reasoned after an experimental push on the crates that there was no
way the four of them could have hefted this pile in so short a
time.  Ceecarter brushed past the guards as he walked back
down the row.

“We’re going to split up,” he advised them. 
“One down each row.  If you see anyone not wearing a Guard
uniform, kill them without hesitation.”

“Yes, sir,” they all said together.

“Let’s move,” Hoyt called to the men.

Tran and the others listened as the guards went back
the way they had come.  The row was a twisting path;  if
a guard started down it, it would take a minute or two to reach
them.  Tran shoved on the pile of crates that blocked their
way.  It would not budge.  They had no where to go.

The rag around KK’s neck had soaked through. 
Ananda tore off a piece of her dress at the hem and used it to
fashion a make-shift bandage, tying it around KK’s neck.

 

Ceecarter froze and held a hand up for the guards to
halt.  The slight ripping sound had been barely detectable,
but he had heard it.  Of that he was certain.  It sounded
as though it came from right beside him.  He squinted to see
between two crates of fruit, but they were stacked two deep where
he was.  He craned his burned and shaved head back on his
thick neck and looked up.  The boxes rose about fifteen feet
off the floor at this point.  Motioning quickly - lest the
fugitives grow wary - he motioned to the guards to march on as
planned.  He grabbed Hoyt and one other, though, and held them
fast.  Without speaking, he made a motion with his right hand
of going up and over the wall.  Hoyt and the other guard
nodded recognition and set to the task.  Ceecarter
waited.  Though the pain killers he had swallowed had numbed
his pain, he still could not trust his ruined hand to support his
weight for climbing.

Unknown to Ceecarter or to Tran, who stood exactly
opposite the Commander, separated only by the row of stacked
crates, Rumeric was making the exact same gesture.  they had
all realized that they were hopelessly trapped in this maze. 
Tran rolled his eyes at Rumeric’s plan, but only because he was mad
at himself for not having thought of it.

Tran and Rumeric started up with KK and Ananda
preparing to ascend after them.  The going was not extremely
difficult, for the crates were nailed together with horizontal
slats which provided finger and toe holds, not unlike a ladder,
though the toeholds could not be called ample by any generous
stretch of the imagination.  

Rumeric took shallow breaths through his mouth. 
The pungent odor of the fruit was cloying from this distance.
 

Tran looked down.  KK and Ananda were already
half-way up the wall of crates.  He looked up and saw that he
was nearly at the top.  Reaching up with one hand, he caught a
grip on the top-most crate.  With his other hand, he pulled
himself up and got an arm over the top.  Looking over to check
Rumeric’s progress, Tran was surprised by a movement out of the
corner of his eye.  He jerked his head back around and was
looking face to face with a wide-eyed Grenarian Guard.

“Whuh-,” the guard said.

Tran, reacting quickly and leaving all the eloquent
speech to the guard he faced, reached behind himself with his left
hand and drew his laser pistol.  the guard saw his intention
and quickly dropped his head down out of sight.

“Encounter!” the guard yelled.  Tran kicked up
with his legs - nearly catching KK on the chin - and crawled across
the top of the crates.  Both the guard’s hands still clutched
the crate, so, unless this was some new breed of three armed guard,
Tran reasoned, he wasn’t covered.  Tran leaned over the
guard’s side of the wall and pumped a bolt into his upturned face
at point blank range.  Tran quickly saw another guard pulling
his pistol, hanging from the crates a few feet down.  Tran
shot that guard as well, the three quick bursts of energy sending
the guard to the cement floor to land among the scrap wood, fruit
peels and… .Ceecarter!  Their eyes met and
locked.  Tran noticed that Ceecarter didn’t hold a blaster in
his hand.  He held something thin and silver which caught a
glint from the overhead lights.

“This is the blade I killed her with, Hollow,” 
Ceecarter said.  Tran knew to whom Ceecarter referred. 
His blood turned cold as he swung his pistol around. 
Something flicked in the air, silver, flying end over end, but Tran
had no time to be distracted;  he pulled the trigger once,
twice, three, four times, each shot scoring a direct hit.  The
first caught Ceecarter in the gut, pitching him back into the
crates behind him and doubling him over.  The second hit him
in the crown of his burned head, exploding the cranium.  The
third and fourth shots punched into Ceecarter’s back as his already
lifeless body hit the floor.  Tran, in his blind rage, would
have pulled the trigger again and again, but the flying silver
object demanded his attention.  Ceecarter’s dagger entered
Tran’s body between his neck and shoulder, burying itself to the
hilt in Tran’s flesh.  Tran flinched back and would have
fallen off the crates to the floor below had Rumeric not been there
to grab him.

“Merciful gods!” Rumeric yelled when he saw the
handle sticking up out of Tran’s body.  “Tran’s hit! 
Tran’s hit!”  he yelled.  Tran pawed weakly at the
handle, his eyes rolling back in his head until just the whites
showed.  KK and Ananda were scrambling up over the crates now,
climbing over the top.  KK quickly took Tran’s pistol and
cautiously peered over the side.

He recognized Ceecarter laying on the ground. 
The head was mostly gone, but he recognized the back, having spent
so much time marching behind it.  He had an urge to shoot
Ceecarter again, just to be sure, but it was obvious that his
one-time commander was dead.  Besides, it was Tran’s
kill.  Ceecarter’s evil spirit was already dispatched… and
Tran Hollow would have the glory when he one day met the
Woodsman.

Rushing footsteps drew their attention to the side of
the crates they had just scaled.  A few guards were rushing
down the corridor where they had been standing moments ago. 
KK leaned over and began firing.  It was like shooting rats in
a box.  The guards began ducking for cover, but finding none,
tried to retreat.  They ended up tripping over one another and
winding up in a heap on the floor.  KK pumped round after
round into that heap until it was still.

“I killed him,” Tran said weakly.  Rumeric
looked over the side and then back at Tran.

“You sure did, buddy,” he said.  “You blew the
blue bastard’s head clean off.”  Rumeric looked up at
KK.  “No offense.”

“None taken,”  KK said.

“Can you move, Tran?” Ananda asked.  “I don’t
know how long the blade is, but it doesn’t appear to have hit
anything vital.”

Tran, with Ananda and Rumeric’s help, sat up
slowly.  He saw the air around him wanting to go gray, but he
knew he must move and resist the darkness.

“It sure feels like it hit something vital,” he said,
wincing.

“Well,” Rumeric said, “the shoulder’s pretty
vital.”

“What I meant was -,” Ananda began, but saw that
Rumeric was trying to lighten Tran’s mood.

“I can walk,” Tran said.  He winced sharply as
he stood.  The crates swayed slightly under them, not having
been stacked with the intention of supporting four people atop
them.

“I see the elevator,”  KK said.  “I say we
move over there before we climb down.  Less chance of getting
turned around that way.”

“But how are we going to get Tran down once we get
there?” Ananda asked.

“We can always call our friend Mr. Gravity to help,”
Rumeric suggested.

They made their way toward the elevator, careful to
step on the rims of the crates once Rumeric displayed for them all
that a foot would go directly through the lid, getting a boot full
of yellow goo for its trouble.

Getting Tran down did prove to be rather difficult
indeed, and Mr. Gravity did end up playing a role.  Rumeric
climbed down first.

“Lookout!”  KK had yelled, dropping a pair of
guards who came out from between two rows of crates farther down
the main aisle.

KK had then moved down to the middle of the stack,
where he used his free hand to help Ananda support Tran’s weight,
with some help from Tran himself.  When Ananda let go, though,
the weight proved to be too much for KK and Tran alone, and Tran
fell to the floor.  Though Rumeric, with little thought of his
own safety, hurried under him and took most of the brunt of the
fall, Tran still pitched forward and banged the handle of the knife
on the floor.

 

“Tran… Tran?” Rumeric said, patting Tran’s face.

“What?”  Tran asked softly.

“Whew,” KK sighed.  “You passed out when you
fell.”

Tran looked around at the three faces above him and
felt tears well in his eyes.  He was so tired, he just wanted
to take a little nap.  Depending on how long he had been out,
though it didn’t feel like it had been long, they had only left the
restaurant an hour ago.  In that time, Tran felt like he had
expended a lifetime worth of energy.  Ceecarter was dead,
though.  That portion of his mission was complete, though
Ceecarter had driven two daggers in him.  The silver one which
now protruded from his shoulder, and the icy one he had driven into
Tran’s heart with his last words.  The blade which now pierced
his flesh had been used to kill his own mother.  Tran tensed
his shoulder around the cold steel, clutching it tightly with his
muscles as a woman might hold her lover within her.  He
concentrated for some sense of his dear mother, some life residue
she may have left in the metal as it pierced her.  Some
essence of her being that dwelt within the blade…

“Tran,”  Rumeric said, “you’re fading again,
Hon!”

“No, no,” Tran assured him.  “I’m okay. 
Just thinking.”

“Well, let’s get somewhere else to think.”

They got Tran to the elevator and went back up to the
level at which they had entered this building.  Both KK and
Rumeric tensed, pistols at the ready, but the alley was deserted
except for the dead guards who still lay there.

As is often the case in Piertown as the night
descends, the warmth of the day, having stored itself in the
cobbles and walls of the city, drew moisture from off the lake and
brought a gentle, cleansing rain.  The cool drops fell on them
now, and they helped to clear Tran’s head a little so that he was
able to lead them back to the docks and to the Escort II that stood
waiting for them.

 

“Isn’t the Galactic Federation kind of powerful to go
up against alone?” Janyce asked Weincloth.  He sat across from
her at a table for two that the valet had set up at his
order.  Upon the table was a feast the likes of which Janyce
had never seen, let alone partaken of.

There were fresh fruits and sauces, two flavors of
wine and three different kinds of bread.  The most fascinating
aspect of the meal, though, were the cheeses.  She had never
had cheese before, and here there were three different hues and
fragrances before her.  She sampled them all, careless of the
effect they would have on her body.  A short while later she
was still more impressed when the valet came and placed a thick
slice of meat on her plate.  She had never had meat, either,
though it was rumored to be served in the Judge’s circle.  It
was considered barbaric, taboo - even a sin - by many to eat the
flesh of another creature, but to her it had always seemed
exciting, almost erotic.

She tentatively sampled the meat, tasting a sliced
piece that had been cut off for her to show how it was done. 
The taste was metallic and foreign, almost like she would imagine
urine to taste.  The texture was wild and tough;  she
rolled her eyes and moaned in primal passion.

“The Galactic Federation is large, dear, yes. 
It is, after all, comprised of all the civilized systems in the
chartered universe,” Weincloth offered in answer.  He smiled
wryly as he watched her savor the taste of meat.  That was one
thing about the dish:  it either delighted or it
repulsed.  Often Weincloth had ordered it served raw at his
dinner gatherings so that he could watch the reactions of his
associates and guests as they decided if they should eat it or
perhaps offend their host by pushing it away.  Most of them
ate it.

“Let me show you something,” he said, taking her by
the arm.  He stood and led her to the window, but not before
Janyce could grab the cut of meat with her free hand and bring it
with her.  She held the steak and tore another bit from it
with her teeth, the juices spilling down her naked breasts. 
Weincloth felt himself stir at the primitive image she invoked.

“Do you see that planet, my dear?” he asked sweetly,
pointing through the window at the starry  sky.

“Mmm Hmm,” she nodded, chewing.  “Shammond,” she
said around a mouthful of flesh.

“Yes,” he nodded, admiring her naked form. 
“Shammond.  Our graphite mine.”  He took the steak from
her, eliciting a small mewling.  He held up a hand to silence
her, then held the meat to her mouth, nodding.  She took a
bite, tugging her head to one side to tear it like a dog taking a
morsel from its master.  Weincloth felt another
stirring.  He was getting quite hard.

“We once had a graphite mine on Shasian -,” 

“But it blew up,” she finished for him.

“Yes,” he nodded, stroking her hair with his free
hand.  “Very good!  The only inhabitable continent on the
planet blew up… that was our graphite engineering factory,”
Weincloth explained.  Janyce kept her eyes on him, pulling and
tugging at the cutlet in his hand.  He went on:  “We were
experimenting with graphite as a fuel resource, but our engineers
quickly found out that once it reached a certain heat, it became
quite the explosive, superior even to a nuclear reaction.”

Janyce took another bite.  He had apparently
lost her at this point, or she was lost in the carnal pleasure of
seared flesh, for she seemed to pay him little attention now.

“We have now perfected this new art form on Shammond,
and kept it quite the little secret,” he went on, feeding her as a
trainer feeds a wide animal and growing to appreciate the fantasy
more and more.  “We are now ready, though, to share our secret
with the Universe.”

Weincloth looked up to find that the valet had come
into the room.  He stood there, expressionless. 
Weincloth was unconcerned.  Elos had been with him for years,
and Weincloth knew that he could be trusted.

“Bring our lovely guest another steak, won’t you?” he
asked, looking back at Janyce, who was now sucking the juices from
the tips of his fingers.

“Rare,” he added in husky voice.  He moved her
over to the bed and pushed her back onto it.  She giggled like
a young girl as his hands explored her body.  Weincloth
noticed Elos come back into the chamber, averting his eyes as he
set the plate on the table.

“No,” Weincloth snapped.  “Bring it
here!” Elos dutifully obeyed.  Weincloth took it and
then motioned with a jerk of his head that he and Janyce wished to
be alone.

She chewed and moaned as her body received carnal
gratification of two natures.

 

 

 

 

 

 










Chapter 9

 



 

 

“In theory, yes,” Marne Cool answered Stanton
Bosh.  “Graphite does have a potential as a destructive
substance, more so than any nuclear reaction.”

“Why ‘in theory,’ Marne?” President Lucas asked.

“Because current technology does not provide a means
of tapping graphite as a destructive resource.”  She took a
sip of water.  “There is no accelerant known to science that
can generate the heat required to begin a reaction with the
graphite.”

“Then how is it that it can be burned?”  Stanton
asked.  He sat forward, brow knitted.

“As you know, Stanton,” Marne began, “our F class
Galactic Patrol cruisers are made largely of refined
graphite.  When a direct hit is scored upon one of them, the
graphite appears to burn;  the reality, though, is that the
graphite has merely been displaced.”

“It still exists,” Lucas added.  “There is no
chemical reaction as when one burns paper or wood.”

“Correct,” she said, nodding.  “The hole in the
craft may flower, or a chunk of the hull may appear to have been
vaporized, but the graphite remains unchanged at the molecular
level.”

“What is your point, Marne?” Stanton asked.  His
mind was advanced in philosophy, but not in engineering.  He
was getting a little testy, as he was his wont when a point eluded
him.

“My point, Stanton,” she replied coolly,” is that in
order to achieve the destructive reaction Weincloth is claiming to
be capable of, one must essentially obliterate the graphite
molecule;  it must be converted to anti-matter.”

“But isn’t that what happens in a hyper-drive
converter?” Stanton asked, massaging his temples.

“Not exactly,” she answered.  “The hyper-drive
is a suspension of cohesion, not a molecular destruction.  It
takes matter apart and reassembles it somewhere else - it doesn’t
obliterate the matter.”

“Oh,” Stanton said, still not getting it.

“Marne,” Lucas interjected.  “Suppose for a
moment that Weincloth was capable of this… feat.  What would
be the consequences?”

Marne took another sip of her water.  Lucas knew
that she was a brilliant engineer and council-person, and she
functioned best when allowed to do so at her own pace.  He had
called only her and Stanton to his private chambers to discuss this
new twist in the matters at hand.  He wanted her engineering
knowledge and Stanton’s political prowess at hand.  The rest
of the Galactic Federation was oblivious to this discussion. 
Lucas had received the information from an insider in the Grenar
hierarchy, so not even Weincloth knew that Lucas possessed this
knowledge.  His intention was to find out if the information
was plausible, and, if it was, to convene the council and make a
decision as to the best course of action.  He wanted to know,
though, what he was up against before he led the council to a
decisive course of action.

“This tumbler of water that I hold,” she said,
holding the tumbler before the other two, “under ideal
circumstances, could easily destroy a large city were it filled
with graphite and properly ignited.”  Lucas and Stanton stared
back at her in shock.

“Graphite is a thermal reaction,” she went on. 
“It vaporizes outwards from the point of origin, incinerating
anything and everything in its path.”

“Like fire would?” Lucas asked.

“No,” she said, shaking her head.  “Incinerate
is an insufficient term.  Graphite, in theory, would
obliterate, vaporize… wipe out - everything.  Land,
structures, water, life-forms - even air.  The only
thing that would contain the thermal wave would be the vacuum of
space.”

“Because there is nothing there to burn,” Lucas
said.

“In theory,” Marne added.

 

Ananda withdrew the UV rod from Tran’s wound and
applied a sterile bandage.  There was little more she could do
given the meager supplies offered her by the Escort II’s medical
kit.  The rod was a full two inches shorter than the blade of
the knife that had been buried up to the hilt in Tran’s
shoulder.

“It appears that it pierced only muscle,” she told
Rumeric, who hovered above her anxiously.  “There is no
bleeding to any significant degree and Tran’s breathing is
regular.”

Tran had passed again into a restless
unconsciousness.  He winced occasionally and worked his jaw
muscles, but he was obviously out cold, both from pain and
exhaustion.  Rumeric gently wiped tiny beads of sweat from
Tran’s brow.

“What’s the prognosis?” he asked seriously. 
Ananda, who was more accustomed to Rumeric’s lighter side, looked
back at him.

“He’ll be sore, but, barring infection, he’ll heal
completely,” she said.

“We should tend to your face, Ananda,” Rumeric
said.  He turned her towards him and studied her cut.  It
was crusty now with coagulated blood, but it still looked
serious.  Rumeric knew that there was not much that could be
done with the equipment they had to prevent the wound from scarring
Ananda’s face.  Rumeric rummaged in the medical kit and pulled
out a laser knife and a pair of adhesive clips.

“I’d better go pee first,” Ananda said.  She
stood and headed aft in the small cabin, ducking into the lavatory
and closing the iris door.

“Rumeric,” KK said from the controls.  “Should
we hold in non-space or come out of hyper-drive somewhere?”

In the technology of that day and age, archaic most
would agree by today’s standards, non-space referred to the space
between one’s point of origin and one’s destination when one was
traveling via hyper-drive.  It was possible to go into
hyper-drive mode without listing a destination.  When this was
done, the ship and all its occupants - or, in some cases, entire
convoys or fleets of ships - would exist in this limbo called
non-space until a destination was programmed into the
computer.  The most interesting aspect of non-space was that
in it, time has relatively no meaning.  It is eternity. 
Countless ships and their crews and passengers had vanished in
non-space due to the failure of destination devices.  In face,
Sonie Shotmad, the inventor of the hyper-drive, was rumored to be
floating around in non-space, whacking himself in the forehead for
lack of development on his new invention.

One point of travel through non-space that was not
understood then, and remains unknown to this day, is why at times
the journey through non-space translated to one second of real
time, but at other times, the journey may take three days. 
Scientists have long postulated that folding space on itself
results in certain anomalies.  By this time, though, the
science of hyper-drive had been perfected to the point where travel
time could be predicted.  For instance, travel from Enocea,
which was located in Nexus Six, to the Grenar System, located in
Provious Eleven, required a real time journey of two and a half
days.  When traveling between those two points, the travel
time was consistent.

It was because of the unknown elements of non-space,
though, that many individuals, even some pilots, were very edgy
about hyper-drive travel, even though it was the only practical
manner of inter-stellar travel.   The light speed generator,
or “C” motor, was already viewed as ancient.  A journey from
Enocea to the Grenar System with the “C” motor would have required
thirteen years.

“Relax,” Rumeric advised KK.  “The destination
port on this ship is fine.  I ran the checks on it myself,” he
lied.

Besides, he thought, once you’re stuck,
you’re stuck.  If the system fails now it’s already too
late to do much about it.

“Okay,” KK sighed.  He was clearly uneasy. 
He turned his flight chair around and smiled at Ananda when she
came out of the lavatory.

“What?” she asked.  KK shook his head, still
smiling.

“Okay,” she said with a nervous smile of her
own.  She sat down on the cot at Tran’s feet.  He seemed
to be resting peacefully now.

“You know,” Rumeric said, sitting down in front of
her and pulling his chair up close.  “This is going to hurt
like hell.”  He raised the laser and turned it on.  It
hummed faintly.

“Never give the patient false hope,” she said,
reciting a line from her medical creed.

“Even if you have no dope,” Rumeric improvised,
making light of the fact that there was no anesthetic or pain
killer in the medical kit.

Rumeric sliced into Ananda’s cheek, cutting as little
away as possible, but still having to go quite deep to remove the
puffy, pink flesh that ringed Ananda’s wound.  The bleeding
stopped instantly, the wound cauterized by the laser.  Ten
minutes or so after beginning, the cutting was done.  Rumeric
stretched the adhesive strips and pulled the edges of the wound
together.  They both knew it would scar, but thanks to
Rumeric’s deft hands, the scar would be a hairline.

“Okay,” Rumeric said.  “Now the pelvic
exam.”

“Rumeric!” she said, slapping at his arm.  He
pulled away, feigning indignation.

“Ma’am,” he said.  “Are you questioning my
medical opinion?  I’ll have you know I attended med school on
Runemere.”

“Yeah, for eight months,” she said.  She took
the hand mirror from the medical kit and studied her wound.

“Not bad,” she said.  She probed the cut gently,
wincing each time she touched it.

“Doesn’t seem to be any - ouch - nerve damage,” she
said.  “Thanks, Rumeric.”

“No thang, honey,” he retorted.  “I guess we’re
all fixed up.  They all sat there in silence and watched Tran
sleep.

 

“Gentlemen,” Weincloth said to his cabinet, having
convened them a short while before.  Given the present
circumstances, none of them had wondered very far from the board
room.

“I have decided,” he continued, “to make use of the
Graphite Factor.”  He smiled inwardly as the eyes around the
table went wide.  “The strike will be limited to one target,
and the strike will only occur upon transgression by the Galactic
Federation against our sovereignty.”

“What target?” Coral asked.  His eyes darted
nervously around the room.

“The Galactic Federation Hall itself,” Weincloth
answered matter-of-factly.  “Our policy will be made clear to
President Lucas during our next conversation.”

“Lord,” Coral spoke up again.  “Do you think
perhaps that that policy may be a trifle over-zealous as a first
action?” Again his eyes darted about the room.  He was looking
at the others for support.  No one was willing to make eye
contact with him, so Weincloth surmised that no support was given
Coral’s notion.  Weincloth left his place at the head of the
table and walked over behind Coral’s chair, laying his hands on the
seated cabinet member’s shoulders.

“Coral,” he said softly.  “Ever the voice of
reason.  This may, I’ll grant you, seem a bit rash for a first
move.”  Here he squeezed Coral’s shoulders gently.  “But
the circumstances warrant this type of action.  We are aware
that life is short - let us not waste time stomping our foot like a
petulant child.”

“But, Lord -,”

“No,” Weincloth cut him off, another squeeze of the
shoulders - a little more firmly this time.  “No ‘buts.’ 
Let me ask you this, Coral:  If you were going to hit someone,
would you come around at them with a huge roundhouse swing?” 
He turned Coral’s chair around so that they faced each other.

“Or,” Weincloth continued, “do you give them a quick
slap?”  In a blink, Weincloth’s hand shot out from the sleeve
of his purple robe and smacked Coral’s cheek.  Coral did not
even have time to flinch before Weincloth’s hand struck him, though
he did not strike him hard.  Everyone around the table, with
the exception of Coral, laughed.

“Well?” Weincloth asked.

“Inarguably,” Coral replied, “the quick slap.”

“The voice of reason,” Weincloth chuckled.  The
others around the table, Coral included, this time, chuckled with
him.

“They will call us mad,” Weincloth said, resuming his
position at the head of the table.  “But, gentlemen, madmen
are often heeded more quickly than a host of diplomats, eh?” 
A chorus of ayes and affirmations came from around the table.

“Lord Weincloth,” spoke Moshak.  “I did not
realize that the graphite factory was at a stage of readiness that
would allow it to be an option.”

Weincloth pressed a glowing button on his control
panel.  The lights in the room dimmed and holo-projector in
the center of the table lit up.  A grid appeared above the
table.  It was a schematic of the Graphite Detonator.

“Gentlemen,” Weincloth said, sitting back in his
high-backed chair.  “Not only is the system operational, it
has far exceeded my expectations.  The graphite
detonators  will be loaded into a Modin Four missile and
launched at our target.”

“The Modin Four has a hyper-drive,” Coral said
softly.  “They won’t have a chance against it.” 

“You are correct, Coral,” Weincloth agreed. 
“There are, of course, an infinite number of entry points into the
system.  There is no possibility that the Galactic Patrol can
anticipate the missile’s point of entry, even if they knew it was
coming - which they will not.”  Weincloth hit the amber button
again and the holo went dark.  The lights in the room
brightened at the same time.

“Elos,” he said.  “Bring drinks.”  Elos
stood from his customary chair behind Weincloth and left the room
to fetch a tray of drinks for the cabinet.

“About all the poor fools will be able to do in
response to our aggression is die,” Weincloth said, chuckling
again.

 

“Where are we?” Tran asked, sitting up slowly. 
He worked his left arm in a gentle circle, trying to gauge how bad
the damage was.

“Non-space,” KK answered.

“Yeah, Tran,” Rumeric said.  “We’re
everywhere, man!”  He spoke in the voice of one who
made it a habit to smoke the cannabi leaf.  “Or… are we
nowhere?”

“I’m in no mood for a philosophical discussion,” Tran
said, though he was smiling.  He felt part of a great weight
lifted off of him.  His mind’s eye saw Ceecarter laying in a
pool of his own gore, most of his head gone.  There was still
the matter of Weincloth, though.  His journey was not yet
complete.

He caught the ragged image of a dream he had been
having while he slept.  In the dream, he had seen Nimesh and
his mother.  He closed his eyes tightly and tried to reclaim
the wisps of images and conversation that were even now dissipating
like smoke carried away by a breeze.

“Tran, are you all right?” Ananda asked.  Tran
held up a hand to silence her.  The shoulder wound spoke up,
reminding him to move his arm more slowly.  The dagger -

The dagger, he thought, and some of the
dream came back to him.

 

He stood before his mother and Nimesh.  They
were both seated on a bench at the edge of a field.  He held
the long, silver dagger out to them on his upturned palm.

“Tran,” his mother said.  “I am so proud of
you.”  Tears coursed down Tran’s cheeks freely.  It had
been so long since he had seen her.  He had never had a chance
to say good-bye.

“You did good, little brother,” Nimesh
said.  He gave Tran a wink.  “What’s that crap all over
your face?”  Tran reached up and felt his beard.  It was
now an inch long and full.

“Nimesh!” their mother admonished.

“Mom,” Tran began, nearly choking on the
word.  “I never had a chance to… to say -,”

“Hush, Tran,” she said, soothing.  “There
are no good-byes.”  She smiled warmly and Tran felt himself
begin to cry harder.  He sank to his knees before her and lay
his head in her lap.  She gently stroked the back of his head,
smoothing down his hair as she had when he was a little boy. 
Tran felt Nimesh’s hand, gentle but strong, touch his right
shoulder.

“Good-bye is forever,” she said softly. 
“But, look.  Here we are, talking to each other.”  Tran
looked up and studied each of them.  Nimesh nodded.

“Mom was waiting for me when I got here,” Nimesh
said.  “We’ve done a lot of catching up.”  Nimesh put his
arm around their mother.

“Nimesh and I are going into the forest now,
Tran,” she said.  “When I tried to go before, the woodsman
said that the circle was not closed.  He’s calling us now,
though.”  Tran looked around, straining to hear the woodsman’s
call that children talked about late at night to scare each
other.

“I - I don’t hear anything,” Tran said.

“Because it is not your time to hear it, my son,”
she explained.  “His voice is very sweet, and one day you
shall hear it.  When you do, do not be afraid.”

“I want to come with you,” Tran said to both of
them.

“No,” his mother said gently.  “Your place
is back there,” she pointed over his shoulder.  “There are
some there who love you very much and need you.  You still
have life to live and things to do.”

“I have to get Weincloth,” Tran said,
nodding.

Tran’s mother said nothing.  She stood,
motioning for both her sons to stand.  She leaned forward and
lightly kissed Tran on the cheek.  Nimesh then stepped forward
and embraced his brother.

“Kick his ass,” Nimesh said.  He stepped
back and looked Tran in the eye.

“I’ll see you again, then?” Tran asked.

“Yeah,” Nimesh said.  “But take your time
about it, little brother.” Then he turned and, hand in hand with
Wyolean Hollow, walked to the edge of the forest.

“Bye,” Tran called.  “See ya!”  He felt
foolish for such a whimsical salutation in so hallowed a place, but
he did as his mama said.

When they arrived at the edge of the forest, a
man stepped out from around the huge trunks of towering
trees.  Tran saw the man’s lips move but could not hear the
words.  He saw his mother hand over the dagger.  The
Woodsman stepped aside and Wyolean and Nimesh stepped out of the
field and into the forest.  The woodsman turned and gave Tran
a nonchalant little wave, then turned and followed Tran’s family
into the wood.  As he turned, Tran saw a figure standing
within whom he thought he recognized, but couldn’t place with
certainty.  He turned and headed back through the field,
trying to place the face.  It looked like the man in the
images that sat atop his mother’s dresser.

 

“Dad,” he said aloud.

“Huh?” Ananda and Rumeric said together.

“I don’t remember my dad,” Tran said, opening his
eyes.

“Tran,” Ananda said, cautiously.  “Are
you okay?”

“Yeah,” he answered, shaking his head.  “In
fact, I’m feeling pretty damn good.”

“Well, all right,” Rumeric said.

“What’s the plan, Tran?” KK asked.

“Hey,” Rumeric said.  “Who would have thunk we
had a poet in our midst?”

“I’m going after Weincloth,” Tran said.

“Then so am I,” Rumeric added.

“And me,” KK and Ananda said together.

Tran stood up from the cot and walked over to the
control chair beside KK.  He sat down heavily, his head
swimming a bit.

“The question is, ‘how do we get in there?’” 
Tran wondered.

Ananda felt her heart swell with her love for
Tran.  He had been through so much, and he had come so
far.  She knew that she, or any of them, for that matter,
would walk through fire for him if they had to.  She looked
over to where she had placed the silver dagger.  That injury
alone would have incapacitated so many.  Seven inches of cold
steel driven through the…

Ananda blinked.  The dagger was gone.  She
moved some empty gauze packets and rummaged through the medical kit
- no dagger to be found.

“I have an idea,” KK said.  They all looked to
him expectantly.  He stood.

“In the name of the Grenar system and Lord Judge
Imperial Weincloth, I hereby place you all under arrest to stand
before the Grenarian Senate on charges of murder and wrongs done
the Grenar System.”

Rumeric and Tran exchanged a look.  Ananda
blinked again.

 

“All rise for President Lucas,” the General said to
the auditorium where three hundred and fifty Galactic Federation
pilots had been gathered.  The pilots stood an applauded,
though they could all sense a tension in the air.  It had been
several years since Lucas had addressed them personally.

Lucas smiled warmly at them, urging them to
sit.  Upon seeing him, the applause had swelled and, despite
his urgings, it was a full five minutes before all the pilots were
seated and quiet.

This was Flight Wing One, the highest echelon of
fighter pilots in the League of Systems.  The last statistic
that Lucas had heard was that only one out of nine thousand pilots
ever made it to Flight Wing One. The training and testing were
rigorous.  Flight Wing One was responsible for escorting the
Galactic Federation council members when they ventured away from
the Federation City.  As far as pilots go, it was generally
believed and accepted that there were none better in the
universe.

“General,” Lucas said.  “Please seal the
doors.”  The general nodded.  He stood and gave a hand
signal to guards who stood just inside the eight sets of doors that
led into the auditorium.  The guards turned and pulled the
doors closed, locking them as they did so.

“The room is sealed, Mr. President,” the general
said, bowing low and then resuming his seat at the foot of the
dais.  Lucas scanned the audience with his wide, placid brown
eyes.  Spread out to either side of the podium at which he
stood, sat the inner circle: the eighteen head delegates on the
Judiciary Review Board.  At the foot of the dais sat the other
fifty members of the Federation Senate, sitting in the first row of
the auditorium.  Lucas took time to make brief eye contact
with each of them.

“We have reached a critical juncture in the Galactic
Federation’s existence,” Lucas began.  He paused for a full
minute to let his opening statement sink in.  “The Grenar
System has seceded from the Federation.”  A murmur went up
among the audience.  Stanton Bosh, seated at Lucas’ right,
stood and pounded his fist on the table to restore order. 
When all was quiet again, he sat.

“We have received word from an inside source that
Judge Weincloth, dictator of the Grenar System, plans to launch an
attack against the Galactic Federation, right here in Federation
City.”  Another murmur.  Lucas silenced this one himself
by speaking.

“The attack, we have been informed, will result from
transgressions against the Grenar System by the Galactic
Federation.  Now, we do not yet know what those transgressions
are, as Weincloth has not yet delivered the ultimatum which will
surely come soon.”  Lucas paused here, acknowledging a pilot
in the third row who had raised his helmet.

“Gert Vanrich, Mr. President, Flight Wing One, Second
Lieutenant.”  He saluted President Lucas with a bow. 
“Sir, it occurs to me that the Grenarian Guard, though well armed
and trained, offers no real threat to the Galactic Patrol.”

“Noted, Lieutenant,” Lucas returned.  Varnish
sat.  “However,” Lucas continued, “the Grenarian Guard’s
strength has been augmented by the addition of strike missiles with
graphite warheads.”  The murmur was instantaneous this
time.  Lucas sympathized;  the news had shocked him just
as much, though he had hidden it well.  He still felt the
chill in his bones.

“At begin of day tomorrow,” he commenced, after a
couple of minutes allowed for commotion.  “Just fourteen hours
from now, we will launch a full scale attack on the Grenar
System.”  A cheer immediately went up in the auditorium.

Lucas, as he watched the pilots cheer, recalled the
words of General Freyhouth from ten years or so ago, when Flight
Wing One was still in its infancy.

“We train these men and women for war,” he had
said.  “And then force them to subsist on a diet of
peace.  They’ll starve.”

“Galactic Patrol forces have already engaged
Grenarian armies in six different systems,” Lucas went on, “though
nothing more serious than skirmishes.  We strongly suspect
that Weincloth will use these skirmishes as the impetus to launch
his missiles.”  Lucas took a sip of water, then a deep
breath.

“Until this mission is completed,” he said, “you will
all be sequestered.  You can understand the sealing of the
doors.  If this information got out, anarchy on our beloved
planet would result.”  He glanced at Stanton.  “Weincloth
has outfitted his missiles with hyper-drive converters, so the
attack will most likely come moments after it is announced. 
We simply do not have time to evacuate the planet.  Therefore,
no one will be leaving - myself included.”  This time, a hush
befell the room.

“Understand, ladies and gentlemen, the weight of your
task.  All our lives hang in the balance.  Each of you
will walk through the doors behind me, where you will be divided
into your appropriate squadrons and briefed.  You will each be
allowed to record a holo for your family and friends, then get what
rest you can.”

Lucas saw recognition flash across faces when he
advised that holos would be recorded.  That, if nothing else,
attested to the gravity of the situation.  The only reason a
holo would be recorded, is in case the pilot did not come
back.  That was a simple fact of war, granted, but even though
this was the elite of the elite, none of them were old enough to
have seen a real war.  There were the occasional skirmishes
with smugglers or marauders, but nothing on the scale that
President Lucas had implied.

“You hold in your hands not only your own lives, but
the lives of each citizen of this planet - and, by proxy, all
planets.  With the Galactic Federation out of the way,
Weincloth could conceivably reign unchecked.  It may be
cowardly to say, but I would rather face death that Weincloth’s
rule.”

“We won’t fail you, President Lucas!” came a voice
from the center of the audience, followed by a raucous chorus of
support.

“Thank-you,” President Lucas said.  “I never
entertained the notion that I would order forces into a war of this
scale.  But, now that I do, I urge you on in the spirit of
freedom and survival.  Fight the good fight!”  Lucas
bowed to them and left the podium, going down the steps at the back
of the dais to stand at the double doors there.

The general stood and ordered the pilots of Flight
Wing One to exit the auditorium row by row.  As they filed
through the double doors at the rear of the auditorium, President
Lucas shook each one their hands and bid them each good luck. 
The sense of pride and duty was palpable among the pilots.

 

“Yes,” Weincloth said softly.  “I have heard,
soldier.”  He rubbed his chin with his hand and looked out the
window.  “I received word from the Mowat a short
while ago.”

“Commander Ceecarter died fighting, my lord,” the
soldier said.  “He was a fighter to the end.”

“Yes,” Weincloth said.  “Yes, I’m sure he
was.”

“I also wish to inform you sir that I have captured
the fugitives Tran Hollow and Rumeric Bozak, as well as the escaped
prisoner, Ananda Anset.”  Weincloth whirled, eyes wide.

“You did?”  he asked.  His voice was full
of surprise and excitement, like a young man whose father has just
informed that he now has a space-ship of his own.  “Where are
you, soldier?”

“En route, my Lord,” KK answered.  He cleared
his throat.  He appeared very nervous, and that was not an
act.  Not only had he gone rogue and deserted the Grenarian
Guard, but Weincloth still had a presence, even when it was just
his holo-projection.  Plus, Weincloth looked as if he had
regressed fifteen years in age.  KK couldn’t help but wonder
what he had been doing.

“Why did the Mowat captain make no mention
of this, soldier?”  Weincloth demanded, though he sounded less
suspicious than excited.

“I am not aboard the Mowat, Lord,” KK
answered.  “I am aboard a private craft - the craft that
Hollow and Bozak used to fly to Enocea, where they planned to
rendezvous with Anset.”

“Why have you not reported in?” Weincloth
asked.  He began to sound a little suspicious to KK at this
point.

“Sir,” KK replied.  “With Commander Ceecarter…
dead, sir, I decided that command aboard the Mowat may be
unstable.  Aside from that, sir, Anset has already shown that
she could escape from the Mowat, even under the vigilance
of Commander Ceecarter himself.  I stumbled upon them, in all
honesty, my Lord, and surprised them.  I have them in the
cargo hold of this Escort craft, II series, from which they will
not be able to extricate themselves.”

“I see, I see,” Weincloth cut him off with an
impatient wave of his hand.  “What is your ETA, soldier?”

“Normal flight time to Grenar from Enocea is sixteen
hours, my Lord.  I plan to re-vector to Nexus Six.  That
will cut my time to one hour and fifteen minutes.”

“Very good,” Weincloth said.  “I will inform the
watch perimeters of your arrival.  A boarding party will meet
you at my personal platform.”

“Yes, my Lord,” KK said.  Weincloth’s image
winked out.  KK slumped and fell onto the cot.  Ananda
made sure that the holo-projector was off.  It was possible
that Weincloth could still hear them if the channel was left
open.  To be on the safe side, she unplugged the projector
from its interface on the board altogether.

“Just to be sure,” she explained, smiling
sheepishly.

“You were perfect, KK,” Rumeric commended, clapping
KK on the back.  “I couldn’t have done much better
myself, and I have spun some yarns in my time.”

“He’s right,” Tran agreed.  “You did
perfectly.”  Tran punched the coordinates into the destination
terminal.  The practice of re-vectoring, or “tacking” - flying
to one destination via two or three others - was fairly common,
though impractical for large ships or convoys due to the energy
expended in exiting and re-entering hyper-drive.

“What’s the matter with this destination terminal?”
Tran asked.

“Why?” Rumeric asked , rushing over, the worry in his
voice obvious.

“Oh, gods,” KK said, shaking his head.  He had
been so afraid that something was going to happen to cause them to
get stuck in non-space.

“Sheesh,” Tran said.  “I was just
kidding.”  He hit the engage button and the LED’s displayed a
forty-two minute ETA to Nexus Six.

“That is so not funny, Tran!” Rumeric hissed
at him.

“I almost peed on myself,” KK said, though he was
laughing.  Ananda barely seemed to notice what was going
on.  She was peering under the cot, in the folds of the
covers, rooting around for something.

“What did you lose, Ananda?” Rumeric asked.

“The dagger,” she answered without turning
around.  “It’s gone.  Vanished.”

“Well it can’t have just -,”

“Yes, it can,” Tran interrupted Rumeric.  They
all turned and looked at him.  He looked a little pale, but
all in all, he seemed all right.

“What do you mean?” Ananda asked.  “Yes it can,
what?”  She walked over to Tran and placed a hand on his
shoulder.

“Yes it can have just vanished,” he answered.

“How?”

“I don’t know how,” he replied.  Ananda and
Rumeric exchanged a glance.  Rumeric shrugged.

“I’ll tell you about it one day,” he said.

 

“No,” Marne Cool replied to the pilot’s
question.  “Lasers will not detonate the graphite
device.  They may be used to disable the Missle, but do not
fear detonation.  The heat generated by a laser would be
insufficient to ignite graphite.  They may be used to disable
the missile, but do not fear detonation.  The heat generated
by a laser would not begin to approach the required temperature to
begin a thermal reaction.”

“Besides,” Stanton added, “if I understand correctly,
the thermal wave will not transmit through vacuum.”  He looked
to Marne and raised his eyebrows.  He was regurgitating what
she had told him earlier and the audience was eating it up. 
She nearly smiled in spite of herself.  Normally, she didn’t
care for Stanton at all.

“That is the current consensus,” she replied, turning
to address the class.  “But, since it is pure theory, we do
not promote that as a reason not to treat these devices with
anything other than total respect.”

Another pilot raised her hand.  Marne
acknowledged her and she stood.

“Why can we not simply disable the weapons once
launched?” she asked.  Marne tried not to show her impatience,
counting to ten as the pilot sat back down.  Not only had
Lucas alluded to this in his briefing, but the answer was obvious
to anyone with a modicum of common sense.  Despite all this,
she had answered that same question in both previous groups and
would more likely than not answer it in the classes to come.

“The missile will travel via hyper-drive,” she
explained slowly.  “this means that it could come out at us
from any one a an infinite number of points just outside our
planet’s atmosphere.  It is inconceivable that we could
adequately cover our planet to prevent the missile from slipping
through.”

“We only get one chance here, people,” Stanton chimed
in.  Marne was actually finding herself glad that Stanton was
here with her.  His normally inane statements served to drive
home to the pilots just how grave the situation was.

“Your objective is not necessarily to destroy the
devices, remember that,” Marne reminded them.  “That is to be
done only if the missile or missiles are in flight.  You will
be concentrating your attack on Shammond, the location, according
to intelligence, of the graphite mine an engineering plant.  A
small contingency will divert for a direct assault on Grenar. 
Weincloth is to be taken alive, if possible.”

“That is not imperative,” Stanton added.  “Do
not jeopardize yourself or your mission in order to spare
him.  His life does not weigh heavily when one considers the
lives of every citizen of this planet.”  A slight murmur of
consent ran through the group.

“This is war,” Stanton went on, coming around to
stand in front of the podium.  “Don’t be confused;  this
conflict will result with a winner and a loser.  There is no
middle ground.  Weincloth has stepped over a line that no one
entertained would ever be drawn.”  Stanton let this sink in
for a moment.

“Are there any more questions?” Marne asked.  No
hands were raised.

“Proceed to chamber four,” she instructed.  A
door to one side of the room opened.  “As President Lucas
said,” Marne added as the pilots stood and began filing out,
“‘fight the good fight.’  May the gods be with you all.”

“I’ll get the next group,” Stanton said.

 

“Ananda,” Tran said quietly.  He held both her
hands in his.  They sat facing each other at the rear of the
cabin.  Rumeric and KK sat facing forward at the control
panel, trying to give them as much privacy as the small craft
afforded.  For the last half hour or so, Tran and Ananda had
been catching up.  Tran told her of the horror he had felt
when he saw her ship destroyed, thinking she was on it. 
Ananda related the escape from the Mowat and how much
thanks she owed to KK.

“I haven’t thought about the future much for a while
now,” he said.  “But I wanted to ask you something.”

“Sure,” she said, her blue eyes probing his.

“When this is all over,” he said, “I don’t ever want
to be apart from you again.  I love you, Ananda.”  He
squeezed her hands gently.  She pulled them away and placed
them on his face.

“I love you, too, Tran,” she said softly.  “I
knew that before, when I sent you out on Runemere alone.  When
you hit those trees and left my sight, I felt like I died
some.”  She sat back.

“I have always thought of my profession - my calling,
first,” she went on.  “I thought I could do more good there
than I could by running off with you to fulfill some selfish
needs.  But now I know:  without you, I could do
no good.”

“So you don’t think your last thoughts in life will
be, ‘gee, I wish I had spent more time on the job?’” he asked,
teasing her.

“No,” she said.  “I don’t know where we’ll end
up when all of this is over.  I do know, though, that wherever
it is, I’ll be at your side.”  They kissed, briefly but
passionately.  In that kiss their love was sealed. 
Whereas before that instant it was something they knew, after their
lips met, it was something they were.  They sat back,
a little wide-eyed, aware that something tremendous had passed
between them.

“I’ve lost so much,” Tran said.  “But I’ve also
gained more than I could have ever dreamed of.”

After a moment, they both stood and walked to Rumeric
and KK at the controls.  Rumeric absently wiped at his eyes
with a sleeve and sniffed.

“You okay, Rume?” Tran asked.

“Yes,” Rumeric said in a shaky voice.  “I just
got something in my eye is all."

 










Chapter 10

 



 

 

 

“Incoming craft identified on four-six, vector
eleven, sir,” The vector guard announced to the deck commander.

“Lock on target and call for identification,” the
deck commander replied curtly.  He walked over to the view
screen that allowed a view of vector eleven.  He saw the
lights of the approaching craft.  it appeared to be a private
vessel, judging from its size.

The vector guard passed a hand fluidly over his
console and identified the craft as an Escort class private
craft.  A quick cross reference of the registry data showed
that no such craft was licensed or registered in the Grenar
System.

“Escort,” the vector guard spoke into his
headset.  “Identify yourself.  You are in restricted
air-space.”  Below, the deck commander observed six Grenarian
fighter craft fly out of the central hangar.  The formation
split evenly and the two squads flanked the unidentified craft.

“Mayer Kero, Grenarian Guard,” responded a voice over
the speaker.  “Access code:
Greoeshen..marl..hatolean..fregar..afreily.”

“What is the purpose of -,” the vector guard began,
but KK cut him off.

“You have the access code, guard,” he snapped. 
“Deck commander, identify yourself.”

The deck commander cleared his throat, looking at the
faces of his subordinates.  he was not used to taking orders,
but the way in which the command was delivered, and the fact that
the title of Mayer had been used, caused him to click his heels and
speak up.

“Deck commander Pitt here, sir,” he said.

“Pitt,” returned the voice over the speaker.  “I
am on official business for Lord Judge Imperial Weincloth himself
and I do not have time to play a power game with your people. 
I have given my access code and I expect an immediate recognition
and landing assignment.”

“Yes, yes sir,” Pitt responded without
hesitation.  “Your access code has been verified and you may,
er, will,” Pitt stammered over how to phrase his response. 
“You are cleared for landing on pad four, sir - Lord Judge Imperial
Weincloth’s personal -,”

“I know which pad it is, Pitt,” KK shot back
hotly.  “Notify Judge Weincloth I have arrived.”

“Yes, sir.  Right away.” Pitt turned and left
the deck, forgetting that that was strictly forbidden for a deck
commander unless he was relieved by another commander.

 

“Well done!” Rumeric said.  “I would pat you on
the back, but… ,” he shrugged.  KK had bound the three of them
and they all sat on the cot now.  KK turned and faced them,
uttering a deep sigh of relief and visibly shaking a bit.

“Hang in there, KK,” Ananda said.  “You did
beautifully.”  KK rubbed his face and then turned back to the
controls.  He banked the Escort II and headed for Weincloth’s
tower.  They would be there in ten minutes.

 

Pitt walked into Weincloth’s chambers, saluting as he
entered and standing at stiff attention.  After a moment,
Weincloth turned and recognized Pitt with a raise of his
eyebrows.

“Lord Judge Imperial,” Pitt began.  He spoke
haltingly, partly because this was his first face to face encounter
with Weincloth, but also because he had run the entire way from
vector control.

“Deck commander Pitt reporting that Mayer Kero has
announced his arrival and has been cleared for landing on your pad,
sir.”

Weincloth nodded.

“Return to your post, deck commander.”  Pitt
clicked his heels, turned and quickly left.

“Everything comes together,” Weincloth said to the
empty room.  “Tran Hollow delivered to me;  the impending
annihilation of the Galactic Federation;  this is turning out
to be a marvelous week.”  Weincloth punched the call button on
his control panel.  The door at the side of his office
whooshed open and Sort Cross walked in.  He was walking
stiffly, having taken a shot to his arm, but he had insisted that
he was well enough for duty.

“Mayer Cross,” Weincloth said.  He looked cross
up and down,  One of the few survivors of Ceecarter’s fiasco
on Enocea.  He had come to Weincloth and knelt before him to
give a full report on what had happened.

Sort Cross’ eyes went wide at Weincloth’s manner of
addressing him.  He had just been promoted from Guard to
Mayer.  He felt excitement course through his veins.

“Go to pad four, take a unit of guards with you, and
meet the landing party.  Guard them well;  Tran Hollow is
among them.”

“Tran… ,” Cross gasped.  Who could have captured
Hollow?  all landing guards had been accounted for, listed as
dead or a failure.  Weincloth did not respond.  He had
already left the room, leaving Cross to stand there alone with a
confused look on his face.

Weincloth walked briskly down the hall to his private
chambers.  he wanted to change into his robe and have a quick
glass of elixir.  He had been long without sleep, and though
he now had his new-found vigor, he could feel the pins of
exhaustion poking around his eyes.

He entered his chamber and saw Janyce sleeping on the
bed, covered to her waist with a thin sheet.  He paused for a
moment to drink in her beauty - an elixir in its own right. 
then, instead of calling for Elos, as he normally would have, he
did something that was without precedence: to avoid waking Janyce,
he walked down the short hall that led to Elos’ suite.

Weincloth noticed that the door was locked, but he
pressed his thumb to the button which opened the door,
anyway.  He knew that his thumb print would override any
locked door on Grenar.  He walked through the door when it
whooshed open and was quite surprised to find President Lucas
standing there.

 

The egress ramp for the Escort II hissed loudly as it
lowered on its pneumatic hinge.  Sort Cross stood at the
bottom of the ramp, flanked by six Grenarian Guards who just a
short while ago had been his peers, but were now his
subordinates.  After a moment, figures began descending the
ramp.

First, came Tran Hollow, whom Sort recognized from a
bulletin posted on the network, followed by another who appeared to
be a Runemerian.  The third figure was a lovely female with
golden tresses that Sort assumed would be Ananda Anset.  She
had been a prisoner aboard the Mowat, though Sort and the
other guards had been instructed to look for someone matching her
description on Enocea.  They had not asked for clarification
then, as theirs was not to question their orders.  Sort
figured it mattered little now, for here she was.  Behind them
came another figure holding a Grenarian issue pistol trained on
Anset’s back.  When the figure stepped into the light, Sort
recognized him as KK.

“Sort?”  KK’s eyes went wide.  He
remembered shooting Sort in the alley on Enocea.  He had seen
him crumple to the ground and had felt the waves of revulsion and
guilt that came from hurting someone that was an enemy through
unfortunate events.

Sort’s brow furrowed, then smoothed quickly.

“Hello, KK,” he said, amiably enough.  “Lord
Weincloth has instructed that we escort the prisoners to the main
conference hall at once.  He will meet us there shortly.”

The guards turned and, surrounding the three
prisoners, escorted them back across the causeway and into the
tower.  KK and Sort marched along in front of the small party,
side by side.  Tran couldn’t help but notice the sideways
glances they kept giving each other.

They arrived at an elevator.  Sort Cross leaned
over to press the call button, but of course it dinged open. 
They all stepped on board.

they rode up many floors in silence.  The
elevator stopped and they filed out into a large, round
lobby.  KK and Sort led the way across the lobby, down a short
hallway and into a large rectangular room.  At the head of the
room, sat a large chair flanked on either side by six smaller
chairs. The walls were brushed steel, the floor a highly polished
stone.  Tran recognized this for what it was:  the inner
sanctum.

 

“I have not heard, sir, when the order for launch is
to be given.  Nor have I heard what ultimatum will be offered
regarding the attack,” Elos said to Lucas.  Lucas nodded for
Elos to continue.

“The impression I get, sir, is that the attack has
been decided.  There is no ‘if’ spoken by Weincloth.  He
only speaks as though he intends to launch the attack.”  Lucas
nodded again.

“I suspect that Weincloth speaks with some urgency,
Elos,” Lucas said, more a statement than a question.  Elos
nodded.

“It… ,” the hologram went dark.

“President Lucas?” Elos said.  he leaned down
and checked the holo-projector.  Power LED was dark.

“Damn,” he said.  He checked the cable
connector.  It was secure.  He traced the cable over to
the wall outlet next to which stood Judge Weincloth.

“Lord Weincloth,” he yelped, eyes going wide. 
His blood turned to ice.  His heart felt as though it would
come out his mouth.

“How long?” Weincloth asked coldly.  His eyes
were narrowed to slits, his jaw muscles contracting savagely. 
He threw the cable from the holo-projector to the floor.

“How long!?” Weincloth yelled.

“Sir,” Elos began.  “I - I,”

“How long!?”  Weincloth yelled again.  He
was across the chamber in little more time than would be required
to blink one’s eyes.  His hands quickly found Elos’ throat,
pushing him off the holo-projector platform and pinning him to the
wall.

“How long have you betrayed me?” Weincloth asked,
softly now.  The rage, though, was audible, perhaps even more
pronounced delivered in that quiet voice.

“My Lord -,” Elos croaked.  Weincloth’s hands
were tightening around his throat, cutting off his supply of
air.  His eyes bulged in their sockets.

“You piece of dung!” Weincloth spat, his voice rising
to a yell again.  He shook Elos savagely.  “How - long -
have - you - betrayed - me?!”  Each word was punctuated by
Elos’ head pounding against the wall.  Elos simply would not
answer.  He was dead.  Weincloth let his lifeless body
fall to the floor.

He whirled and went back tot he door, bending over
and plugging the cable back into the wall.  Lucas’ hologram
reappeared, a look of concern across his wide patrician face.

“Elos?” he said.  “I’m not reading you. 
Check your connection.”

Weincloth stepped onto the holo-projector
platform.

“I assure you, President Lucas,” Weincloth snarled,
“that the connection is fine.”  He was inwardly thrilled by
the look of surprise on Lucas’ face.

“Weincloth,” Lucas said dumbly.  “Where is
-”

“Elos has gone the way of your precious Captain
Bard,” Weincloth interrupted.  “I see  that you have had
an ear to my private matters, Lucas.  I will not, therefore,
bore you with a threat.  I will simply bid you make piece with
your maker.”

“Weincloth, We -” but Lucas had blinked out
again.  Weincloth had stomped the holo-projector platform so
hard that he broke the crystal.  The projector beeped,
signaling that something was wrong with its operation.

Weincloth whirled, his robes fanning out, and stormed
from the room.  His footfalls reverberated down the hall and
through his suite.  Janyce sat up groggily, wondering where
the pounding was coming from.

“Weiny?” she inquired as he stormed by.  He
didn’t even glance at her.  He went through the door, and it
whooshed closed behind him.

 

“Elos was discovered today,” Lucas said, hurrying
into the conference room.  Stanton turned quickly.

“Oh, no,” he said.  “How?”

“Apparently Weincloth stumbled upon him while we were
talking via hologram,” Lucas replied.  

“Is he… ,” Stanton trailed off.  In answer,
Lucas merely looked at him.  He pursed his lips and walked to
the window.

“I would expect a launch any minute now,” Lucas said
to the window.  He observed the last of Flight Wing One
heading for the upper atmosphere.  The sun was just beginning
to color the morning sky a deep orange.  A few stars still
twinkled high in the sky as the ships turned into red points of
light.

“Flight Wing One will engage hyper-drive in five
minutes,” Stanton said.  Lucas could hear in his voice that he
was shaken by the news of Elos.  Elos was the son of an old
friend of Stanton’s.  “There still may be enough time if he
does not know that we are coming.”

It sounded more like a question than a
statement.  Lucas turned to face him.

“No, Stanton,” he said.  “that information was
never relayed to Elos.”  Lucas shook his head and pounded a
big, black fist into his open palm.

“Damn it!” he said.  “I always feared that this
day would come, but I never really expected it.”  He turned
from the window and walked to a chair.  He flopped down into
it.

Stanton walked over and laid a hand on Lucas’
shoulder.  he was somewhat taken aback by Lucas’
demeanor.  He had often thought that there was no one in the
universe who was more in charge of their state of mind than
Lucas.  Something could be relayed to both of them, some piece
of news, good or bad.  Stanton, without fail, would respond
from his gut.  Lucas, on the other hand, would pause for a
moment and then select a reaction.  That had always
amazed Stanton no end.

“Are you okay, Lucas?” Stanton asked tenderly.

“Yes,” Lucas replied, clearing his throat.  He
patted the hand that rested on his shoulder.  “I know we’ve
got to focus here,” he said.  “But, damn it, Stanton, that’s a
blow.” Stanton nodded.

Elos had been an informant for seven years now. 
He had always managed to relay a bit of information to them every
week or so.  The past two days, though, his contacts had been
very frequent, with express instructions that he would deliver them
to President Lucas only, instead of the handful of contacts that he
had been assigned.

If it was ever going to happen, Stanton
though, this was the most likely time.

“President Lucas?” Chad’s voice came over the
intercom.

“Yes?”

“Flight Wing One has engaged hyper-drive.  They
will arrive in the Grenar System in twelve minutes.”

“Thank you, Chad,” Lucas said.  His composure
had returned, Stanton noticed.  “Will you please patch the
comm frequency through to me so that I may listen in?”

“Yes, of course, sir,” Chad replied.  The
intercom beeped, then was silent.

“Well, Stanton,” Lucas said, standing.  “We are
in it now.  There is no going back.”  he walked back over
to the window and laced his hands behind his back.  He didn’t
see what was outside, though.  The rising sun, the flocks of
birds, the swaying trees;  instead, he focused on his own
reflection, looking into his own eyes as if weighing the character
of the man.

“In a day such as ours,” he said softly, “why must it
come to this?”

“There will always be wars, Lucas,” Stanton
replied.  He, too, studied Lucas’ reflection in the
window.  He saw the smile spread across Lucas’ face.

“Let’s buy a farm after this, Stanton.  What do
you say?”  Stanton laughed.

“Not enough people to boss around,” he responded.

“Well, then I guess this is our lot.”  Lucas
turned away from the window to face his old friend.  “If, as
you say, there will always be wars… ”

Stanton prepared himself for some platitude, a quote
of some deep nature, as was Lucas’ wont under circumstances such as
these.

“Then let’s kick some ass,” Lucas finished.

Stanton’s mouth flew open.  Lucas laughed aloud
at the comic look.  Stanton soon joined him, flopping down
into the chair Lucas had vacated and holding his belly.

 

KK returned Sort’s stare as best he could.  He
was starting to get the willies from Sort.  That inquisitive
stare.

As far as KK knew, Ceecarter had not divulged the
fact that he and Ananda had escaped together.  Knowing
Ceecarter as well as he did, he doubted that he would have released
information of that nature, due to the fact that it may cause his
subordinates to question his abilities as a leader.  He would
have had to have told them something, though, KK reasoned, but he
would have reserved the most sensitive information for the Mayers,
leaving the regular guards, to which Sort belonged, on a need to
know basis.

KK also wondered, of course, if Sort had seen his
face as he had pulled the trigger.  That didn’t seem very
likely.  The alley had been very dark, and there was much
confusion.

“We need to talk,” Sort said.  KK jumped a
bit.  Sort headed for the door, not bothering to wait and see
if KK would follow.

“We’ll be back in a moment,” KK said to the other
guards, loud enough for Sort to hear him.  “If any of these
three so much as flinches, kill them.”

“Yes, sir,” the guards replied, eagerly KK
noticed.

He turned and followed Sort.  He crossed the
threshold of the doorway and found Sort there waiting for
him.  It was a side-bar room, used for private discussions
during a Senate session.  There was a sofa, a few chairs and a
plain table.  Sort laid his pistol on the table.

“What’s going on, KK?” he asked.  KK paused for
a moment, afraid he would betray himself with the wrong reply.

“How do you mean, Sort?”

“I mean,” Sort said, “something’s not
right.  Why were you not listed on the landing party
roster?”

“I didn’t write the roster,” KK replied
neutrally.  He marveled at the fact that Sort was able to file
and retain a fact which would have seemed so trivial at the
time.

“Cinche held the hand-link when Ceecarter called for
back-up,” Sort went on, referring to a mutual acquaintance of
theirs.  “The read-out listed four in the fugitive party.”

“Four?” KK replied.  His brain was racing for
some way out of where he saw this conversation heading.

“Why didn’t I see you down there?” Sort asked. 
“Where were you?”

“Sort,” KK held up a hand.  “What’s the
deal?  I feel like you’re skirting around whatever it is
you’re really wanting to say here.”  KK wanted to draw him
out, to get his suspicions in the open.  If Sort was going to
jump to a conclusion, now was the time to have him jump.  It
was a moment before Sort replied.

“There was a homing beacon showing up on Cinche’s
screen,” Sort answered.  “You know, one of those red location
dots on the grid?”

KK noticed that Sort was no longer making eye contact
with him.

“The beacon’s source was there in the alley… in that
little building,” Sort went on.  His hand went up absently and
rubbed the side of his neck.  “Cinche said that the rumor was
that a guard… a Mayer had gone rouge.”

KK figured out where Sort’s eyes were focused. 
He felt the bandage around his neck, covering the incision he had
made, the blood surely soaked through the fabric - the fabric which
matched Ananda’s tattered gown.

“It… ” Sort began.  KK stood there,
transfixed.  Sort Cross had never been the quickest mind, but
he had pieced it all together, though he didn’t seem certain yet if
he had figured it out for certain - or he didn’t want to believe
what he was thinking.  KK knew, though, that Sort was coming
around to accept his theory as truth when he saw him steal a glance
at the pistol that lay on the table.

Without further hesitation, KK raised his own pistol
and shot Sort Cross in the chest, knowing this time that his shot
was true.  Sort flew back onto the sofa, causing it to skid
across the stone floor.  His chest was opened from the blast,
the fleshy crater smoking.

KK sighed.  He picked up Sort’s pistol and,
hitting the button that opened the door with the barrel of his own
weapon, stepped back into the main hall.  Two of the six
guards were heading towards the side-bar room as KK stepped out,
inquisitive looks on their faces.  Apparently, the laser blast
had been audible through the closed door.

Wasting no time, KK began firing both pistol,
marauding gun-slinkier fashion.  Two seconds later, all six
guards lay dead.

“There’s been a change in plans,” KK said.

Tran, Ananda and Rumeric let their bonds fall to the
floor.  KK had tied them in such a way that they would appear
to be secure, but, by pulling a certain loop in the rope, any of
them could slip their bonds in an instant.

“What do you have in mind?” Rumeric asked.  He
didn’t mind the change in plans too greatly, as there had not
really been a plan to begin with.

“Let’s go get him,” KK said.  “His suite is down
that corridor.”  KK nodded at an archway at the head of the
hall.

“Okay,” Rumeric said.  Tran bent an collected
two pistols.  KK handed the one he had absconded from Sort
Cross to Ananda.  Tran handed one to Rumeric.

“Now that’s for business, not pleasure, Rumeric,”
Tran said.  Rumeric laughed.

“This way,” KK said, heading off through the arch at
a trot.  The others followed.

A short way down the hall, Ananda noticed cameras
mounted at intervals along the wall.

“KK,” she whispered.  “Cameras.”

“Yeah,” KK replied without turning around. 
“They see us.”  Tran and Rumeric exchanged a glance. 
“That’s the weak part of the plan.”

“Well, let’s move!” Tran urged, wanting to get to
Weincloth before any sizable force could intervene.  Outside
Weincloth’s personal chamber, two guards stood sentinel.  They
seemed confused by the group approaching them up the corridor.

“Mayer Kero?” one of the guards inquired.  KK
and Tran each shot one them.  KK pressed a thumb to the
control panel and heard the sensor hum as it scanned his
print.  The door opened.  They all went in, crouching
low, pistols raised.

KK ran through the chamber, not seeing Weincloth
anywhere.  Ananda broke off and checked the lavatory, heart
pounding, but thinking how funny it would be to catch Weincloth on
that particular throne.  He wasn’t there.

KK checked the passage that led to the valet’s
quarters.  No one was in the passage.  he hurried down
and checked the quarters themselves.  He found Elos crumpled
against the wall.

What’s going on?, he wondered.

“Freeze!” he heard Tran yell.  “Stand up, arms
high!”

He’s found him, KK thought, heart
pounding.  He turned and ran back down the passage to
Weincloth’s suite, his feet barely touching the floor.

“Oh please oh please oh please,” KK whispered to
himself as he ran, though he wasn’t sure what he was asking for or
whom he was asking.  It simply came out.

He rounded the corner and found that it wasn’t
Weincloth after all;  it was a Grenarian girl.  She was
tall.  She was naked.

She was his sister.

“Janyce?” he asked, lowering his pistol.  His
head cocked to one side and his brow furrowed.  “What are you
doing here?  Where are your clothes?” 
The whole situation had the surreal, disjointed quality of a
dream.  It just didn’t make any sense.  he probably would
have been less surprised to find Weincloth in a fuzzy bath robe
giving President Lucas a back rub.

“You know her?” Tran asked.  It took KK a moment
to respond.  Things seemed to be moving very slowly for
him.  He felt like someone was playing an elaborate practical
joke on him and that Weincloth, Ceecarter, Tran, Rumeric, Ananda,
Janyce - all of the universe for that matter - was in on it.

“She’s my sister,” KK said, a tone of wonder
in his voice.

“KK,” Janyce said.  “Tell him to quit pointing
that gun at me.”  She had the sound and delivery of a bossy
older sister.  Tran looked at KK who shrugged and nodded.
 

I don’t’ know, KK’s body language said.

“Now just what the hell -”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” Rumeric cut Janyce
off before she could get rolling on a good head of steam. 
“You’re the one from John Moon’s place.  You’re his
secretary.”  Janyce looked from Rumeric to Tran.  Tran’s
brow furrowed.

“Um,” Ananda said.  “Am I the only one who
doesn’t have a clue what’s going on here?”  She looked at them
each in turn, noticing that they all wore expressions of
confusion.

“Well, merciful gods, Janyce,” KK said, stepping
forward and grabbing the top sheet off the bed.  “At least
cover yourself.”  She absently took the sheet and
wrapped it around her naked body.

“What are you doing with these people, KK?” she
asked.  “Why are you out of uniform?”  The bossy sister
tone was gone now, replaced with what sounded like fear.  KK
still stared blankly at her.  He felt like fainting.

“I think your brother, if he had the capacity of
speech at the moment,” Rumeric said, “would ask you to explain why
you are naked in Weincloth’s private suite - on Weincloth’s private
bed.”  Janyce looked from Rumeric’s large green eyes to KK’s
dazed blue ones.  She had recognized Rumeric for the smart-ass
from John Moon’s office as soon as she looked into those eyes.

“Yeah,” KK said.  “What are you doing
here?”  Janyce sighed and looked around at all three of
them.

“Lord Weincloth and I are -,”

“Stop, stop, stop,” KK silenced her before she could
finish the sentence.  “If you’re  about to say what I
think you’re about to say, then don’t.”

“Then don’t ask me,” she snapped, some of
her earlier attitude restoring itself.

“You reported us, didn’t you?” Tran asked her. 
She sneered at him, looking him up and down.  She hadn’t
recognized him at first.  The beard was a little longer and he
was grubby looking.

“They blew up a medical ship, KK,” she said, turning
away from Tran.  “Why does it look like you are running
with them?”

“Janyce,” KK said, exasperated.  “They didn’t
blow up any ship.  It was all a frame up.”

“Shouldn’t we be moving along?” Ananda spoke up.

“Yeah, good idea,” Rumeric agreed, looking towards
the door.  He realized that anyone could have come up on them
and blew them all away, engrossed as they were in the strange turn
of events.

“What do we do with her?” Tran asked KK, nodding at
Janyce.  KK thought for a brief moment.

“Well,” he said, “I can’t shoot her.”

“KK!” Janyce gasped.

“I said I can’t,” KK reasoned.

“How about we stun her so she can’t cause any trouble
until we’re out of here,” Ananda offered.  Janyce’s eyes were
growing wider by the second.  The way they were talking about
her as if she were a thing… as if she weren’t even here, was
unnerving.

“I don’t want to just leave her,” KK said.  At
this point Janyce started crying softly.  She moved over to KK
and took his arm, trying to reestablish her presence as a sentient
being - and his sister.

“Rumeric could carry her,” Ananda said, figuring
Rumeric, being the largest and strongest, was the best candidate to
carry an unconscious being.

“Uh!” Rumeric huffed.  “She’s his
sister!”

“KK,” Janyce pleaded.  “Make them stop!”

“Okay, okay,” KK said.  “You’re coming with us,
Janyce - on your own strength.  If you fall behind or slow us
down, though… ”  He let her fill in the blank for herself.

“Where’s Weincloth?” Rumeric asked.

“I - I don’t know,” Janyce responded.

Rumeric shook his head.

“Janyce,” he warned, “you’re not getting off to a
very good start.”

 

Weincloth entered the war room and went directly to
the ordnance commander’s station.

“Commander,” he barked.  “I want the missile
launched immediately.”

The ordnance commander snapped upright in his
chair.  He had been leaning back, taking it easy, waiting for
the engineers to finish programming the trajectory.  He was,
after all, only responsible for making sure that the thing got
launched when it was supposed to.

“Sir,” he said, tapping some keys on his console and
trying to look busy, though he knew it looked to be an obvious
sham.  “The engineering department is finishing programming
the trajectory as we speak.”

“Let me make myself perfectly clear,” Weincloth said,
spinning the commander around in his chair to face him
directly.  “I want the missile launched now. 
Not later.  Now.”  Weincloth enunciated clearly
and slowly as if speaking to a child.

“Yes, sir,” the commander responded.  He turned
his chair back around and spoke into the microphone that jutted out
of his com-link.

“Engineering, this is ordnance control.  By
Imperial order, Launch now.  Repeat:  launch
immediately.”

“Tem,” came a voice over the com-link’s
speaker.  “What the hell are you talking about?”  The
voice sounded annoyed - put out.  “Imperial order or no, we
can’t launch a missile unless it knows where it’s supposed to
go.”

Weincloth pushed the ordnance commander aside,
forcefully enough that he fell out of his chair.

“Soldier,” Weincloth snapped.  “Do you
understand what an imperial order is?”

“Yes, Lord Weincloth,” came the humble reply. 
Weincloth got a small thrill from the fact that he kept sneaking up
and surprising people.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw
the Grenarian fighter craft Launching from the aerospace
bunker.  He walked over to the view port and observed at least
a hundred craft launching and heading for the upper atmosphere
where they would fall into formation and accompany the missile to
its target.  In a few moments, he would reign supreme.

A bank of monitors caught Weincloth’s
attention.  He walked over to them.  There were sixteen
screens which showed various locations throughout his tower. 
All was quiet throughout the halls, everyone at their stations for
this monumental event.

“Bring up the main Imperial Hall,” Weincloth
instructed the monitor attendant.  in all the hustle and
bustle of securing his rightful place as the Lord Imperial of the
Universe, he had all but forgotten the fact that Tran Hollow had
been captured and delivered.  In the scheme of things, Tran
Hollow seemed a small fish.

The attendant tapped a few keys and pointed to a
screen.

“Here, sir,” he said.

There was no one there.  Weincloth leaned closer
to the screen that showed the familiar accouterments of the
hall.  It didn’t make sense, but a chill crept up his spine
and danced on the crown of his head.

“Pan the camera,” he said, confused.  They
should have been there by now.

“Yes, Lord,” The soldier said.  Another flurry
of fingers across the keypad before him.  The camera began
sweeping to the right, back towards the center of the Imperial
Hall.  Weincloth’s stomach knotted when he beheld the six
guards laying dead on the floor, as if they had been dropped there
from a great height.

“No,” he whispered.  he grabbed the joy stick
that allowed manual panning of the camera and studied the room
further.  they had escaped.  No warning siren
sounded.

“No,” he whispered again.  He took  step
back and stood upright.

“Do a random search of the Imperial level,” Weincloth
instructed.  The attendant entered the appropriate command and
all sixteen monitors began flickering, changing scenes once every
two seconds.  Nothing.

Then -

“There,” Weincloth jabbed a finger at one of the
center monitors.  Five figures were just exiting the
frame.

“That’s the hall outside my suite,” Weincloth said,
disbelieving what was unfolding before him.  The attendant,
well experience in his post, called up an image of the next camera
down the hallway.  He blocked off all sixteen monitors and
used them each to show a portion of the image, effectively turning
the bank of screens into one large image.

A moment later, they came around a gentle curve in
the hall and walked into view.

Weincloth was disconcerted to see that Janyce was at
the head of the party.  He had a horrific idea that she was
another Galactic Federation mole, but the wild look of fear in her
eyes led him to believe that she was not.  She was wrapped in
a sheet - a sheet off his bed;  he noticed the Imperial
crest.  Her eyes were darting around, as though she was
looking for an avenue of escape.

A Grenarian male came next.  Weincloth peered
intently at the face.  He recognized this individual.  It
was one of Ceecarter’s inner circle, a Mayer.  Though
Weincloth had no actual proof at that instant, he knew that he had
been duped.

They were followed by two others, one a female,
obviously Anset.  Then, in the rear, Tran Hollow. 
Weincloth leaned back in close to the image.  The attendant,
watching Weincloth’s point of interest, zoomed in on the bearded
face bringing up the rear.  The face filled the entire bank of
monitors so that it was a large, disembodied countenance there
before Weincloth.  The eyes darted left and right.  Then,
just before Hollow walked off screen, he stopped.  Slowly, his
eyes looked up until they were staring directly into the camera
lens.  Weincloth suddenly found himself locked in a stare with
Tran Hollow, Hollow’s eyes burning bright and probing.  Even
though he could not see who was on the other side of the camera,
Weincloth felt that he knew who was there watching him.  There
was strength in that stare.

Weincloth blinked first.  Tran walked off
screen.

“Call a security squad,” Weincloth said.  “No,
make that two security squads.  You rely to them where those
individuals are so that they can be taken out!  I want them
dead.”  He turned away from the monitors, the attendant
already dispatching two security squads, a total of forty guards,
and instructing them to head for sector four, level sixty.

“You two,” Weincloth indicated two guards by the
entrance to the war room.  “Come with me.”  He paused
just long enough to grab a headset so that he could hear the
attendant’s updates on where the fugitives were.

 

“Weincloth knows we’re loose,” Tran said.

“Bound to happen,” Rumeric said.  They all
picked up their pace.

“They can follow us anywhere with those cameras,”
Ananda said.  “They’re everywhere.”  KK thought for a
moment as he ran.

“No, not everywhere,”  he said. 
“C’mon.”  He led them down a tunnel that branched off the
large corridor.

“The service halls don’t have the camera system,” he
called back to them.  After a minute’s run, they came to a
closed doorway.  KK placed his thumb on the access panel and
the door slid open.  His access was still in the main computer
system.  Ceecarter must not have reported his escape, after
all.

He thought for a moment as he led the others into the
service corridor and closed the door behind them.  He had been
thinking of his going rogue as an act of treason.  But now, he
noticed, he thought of it as an escape.  Somehow, the change
of semantics made him feel more free.

“Okay, wait,” Rumeric said.  “Where do we think
Weincloth could be?  This is a big place;  we can’t just
run around willy-nilly and hope that we’ll run into him.”

“Rume’s right,” Tran said.  “KK, where is
he?”

“I,” KK paused.  “He could be anywhere,
Tran.”

“No,” Tran said.  “Where is he?”

KK’s answer was a blank stare.

“If you knew where he was, where would he be?” Tran
tried again.

“The bunker,” KK answered without hesitation. 
That made perfect sense.  The bunker was ten floors
down.  From there, Weincloth could observe what was going on
throughout the tower and feel secure.  Moreover, he would be
sealed in and have access to a bank of escape pods.

 

“Send a security squad to the bunker,” Weincloth said
into the microphone on his headset.

“The fugitive party has disappeared, my Lord,” the
attendant said nervously.  Weincloth stopped in his
tracks.

“What do you mean, disappeared?”

“Well, my Lord, they were on camera nine.  I
punched up camera ten, but they never came around the corner.”

“Still the Imperial corridor?” Weincloth asked.

“Yes, Lord.”

“Then they’ve gone into the service corridor,”
Weincloth nearly shouted.  “Send security there.  And
check the access panel on the door in that vicinity.  Whoever
went through last, that’s our man.  Check the print
recognition file on that door, and remove his access.”

“Yes, Lord.”

 

They walked briskly down the service corridor, KK in
the lead and Tran in the rear, glancing over his shoulder
periodically.  The hallway was stone floored and had dull
metal walls and ceiling, resulting in an acoustic environment that
caused Tran and the others to stop every few yards and let the
echoes die out so that they could listen for pursuit.

“There’s an elevator up ahead that will take us to
the bunker level,” KK said.  They all stopped again to listen
for pursuit.

The previous times they had stopped, they had heard
nothing, just the stillness greeted their hyper-sensitive
ears.  This time, though, they heard the echoed foot falls of
what surely must be a large group of pursuers.

“Uh-oh,” Rumeric said.  Ananda turned her head
and looked up the corridor, then back down the way they had
come.

“The echo,” she said.  “I can’t tell if they are
coming from in front of us or behind us.”  They all strained
to hear.  They could now hear voices calling commands. 
KK ran a short way up the corridor and then back to the others.

“They’re coming from both directions,” he
said.

“Well, that’s hardly fair,” Rumeric protested.

Tran looked around frantically for some
concealment:  a hatch, a vent grate… anything.  All he
saw, though, was the smooth metal of the walls and ceiling, broken
every few feet by a recessed light fixture.

“We’ll just have to try and beat them to the elevator
you were talking about,” Tran said.

With that, they broke into a run, up the corridor to
what would hopefully be a close elevator.  Janyce’s bare feet
slapped against the cold stone of the floor.  A couple of
times she faltered, but Ananda urged her on.  Ananda’s medical
training helped her know of places to touch a female to make them
want to cooperate with her.

“Tran,” KK said.  Ahead an elevator stood
open.  The oncoming guards were just around the bend in the
corridor, judging from the sound of their approach.

KK flew into the elevator and hit the button that
would take them to the bunker level.  He then thumbed the
‘door close’ button.  Ananda pushed Janyce into the elevator,
followed closely by Rumeric.  Tran brought up the rear. 
Out of the corner of his eye, just has he entered the sanctuary of
the elevator, he saw the foremost guards rounding the bend.

“Freeze!” one of the guards yelled.  He raised
his rifle and squeezed off a round which pocked the side of the
elevator opening and ricocheted into the elevator car itself,
punching a hole in the floor between Janyce’s bare feet.  She
jumped as if the floor was hot, an impromptu dance step, and
screamed.  The door slid closed.  The elevator descended
- for a moment.

Ten eyes were trained on the floor display above the
control panel.  Five hearts pounded, breath came in ragged
gasps.

Between fifty-four and fifty-three, the elevator
jerked to a halt, sending Rumeric and Janyce sprawling as they had
been standing in the center of the car.

“Damn,” Tran said, helping Rumeric up.  “They’ve
stopped us.”  He looked up, searching for an access hatch.

“It’s down here,” KK said, guessing what Tran was
thinking.  He motioned for Janyce and Rumeric to stand back
against the wall and pulled up a tab that was recessed into the
floor.  Beneath the tab was a T-handle with the words ‘open’
and ‘close’ embossed on an O-ring around it.  KK leaned down
and turned the handle until it pointed to ‘open.’  A two foot
square of the elevator floor swung down into the shaft.

Ananda felt dizzy peering down into the gaping
chasm.  Lights on the bottom of the elevator provided
illumination a short way down:  flat gray walls, glistening
with condensation, then darkness.  It looked like the gullet
of some huge monster.  Ananda shuddered.

KK tucked his pistol into the back of this waistband
and sat down, his feet disappearing through the floor hatch. 
Rumeric leaned over and took his hand, bracing himself to hold KK’s
weight.  KK lowered himself through the hatch.

“What do you see?” Tran asked anxiously.  Up
above he heard a groaning sound which he took to be the guards
wrenching the elevator door open.

“There’s a solid lift arm under here,” KK said. 
“It’s a bit of a stretch, but we can slide Down it.”

“Okay,” Tran called down.  “Go for it, KK.”

Rumeric leaned down through the hatch and helped KK
swing over and get a hand on the metal lift arm.  It was a
long, thin tube that extended up from the depths of the shaft and
attached to the bottom of the car.

“Who’s next?” Rumeric asked.

“You,” Tran said, indicating Janyce.  She
started to protest, but a quick look into Tran’s eyes made her
think better of it.  She sat down, gripping the sheet tightly
around her and, with Rumeric’s assistance, slipped down through and
swung over, grabbing the lift arm.

“C’mon,” KK urged, sliding down the pole a little way
to allow room for the others to follow.

Ananda went next, followed by Rumeric.  Tran leaned and helped
him make the swing over to the lift arm.

“I can’t help but feel a little vulnerable down
here,” Rumeric said.  The slipperiness of the pole
necessitated holding on with both hands, prohibiting keeping a
pistol in one’s grip.  Tran tucked his own pistol in his waist
band and slipped through the hatch.  He hung down, feeling the
cool draft rising up from the dark depths.

“Can you swing a foot over here, buddy?” Rumeric
asked, looking for some way for Tran to make the jump to the lift
arm.  Tran tried, but Rumeric could not release his grip on
the pole long enough to grab the offered foot.

Another groan from above.  The elevator began
rising.  Janyce and Ananda both screamed.

“Come on, Tran!”  KK yelled.  Tran knew,
though, he couldn’t make the jump.  The elevator rose, rather
slowly, the others already on the lift arm rising with it.

“You guys go,” Tran said through clenched
teeth.  The rising elevator made him feel as though he weighed
four hundred pounds, and he was holding all that weight with his
fingertips - with the help of a badly injured shoulder.  Beads
of sweat popped out on his forehead despite the cool draft from
below.

“Go!” he yelled at them.

KK began sliding down the pole.  Janyce
followed.  Ananda and Rumeric hesitated, looking up at Tran
with mingled concern and fear.  He nodded to them.

“I’ll be right there,” he grunted.  Ananda and
Rumeric began the descent.

 

“Harlis,” Tem called into his microphone.  “Are
you ready to fire yet?  C’mon!”

“Go ahead and start the launch sequence at two
minutes,” Harlis called back, his tapping fingers never slowing
their frenzied pace on his programming pad.  “We’re about
finished.”

“Okay,” Tem responded.  He uncovered his private
talk button and announced:  “Begin launch sequence at one
hundred, twenty seconds.”

“Launch sequence initiated,” responded a crisp voice
in an instant.

“Lord Judge Imperial Weincloth,” Tem said.  “The
missile is set to launch.  Lift off in two minutes.”

“Fine,” came Weincloth’s metallic response.  He
sounded somewhat winded.

Hollow and the others had been cornered in an
elevator in the service elevator.  Weincloth had given the
order himself to shut the elevator down, cursing over the fact that
no one up there had had the brains to give the command.  The
security captain reported that the elevator was stopped and was now
rising to the service corridor.  They would be taken
momentarily.

Weincloth was starting to relax a little now. 
It appeared that all would come together after all.  His pace
slowed to a walk, but he still headed for the bunker - just to be
on the safe side.

 

Tran reached out for a hold on the bottom of the
car.  His hand felt a coiled hose and he grabbed it; 
under the circumstances, he had to trust that it would hold his
weight, for he could not do so much longer.  He released his
grip on the hatch’s edge and swung over to the pole.  The hose
snapped.

Tran found himself falling through the open chasm,
the hose still gripped tightly in one hand, a white gas spewing out
of its severed end.  His body rotated so that he was falling
in a prone position.  After a brief moment’s free fall, the
hose reached its end.  Apparently, the end that he still clung
to was in a superior coupling, for it held him, thought it felt as
though his arm was tore out of its socket.

“Tran!” Rumeric screamed.  He had watched the
whole scenario in sickened horror.  The elevator stopped
above, giving Tran some relief, though his right shoulder now ached
nearly as badly as the left where the knife wound was.  He
kicked his legs, like a child trying to get a swing started. 
The others were quiet below, holding their breath.  All Tran
could hear was the beating of his own heart, the blood rushing
through his ears with each pound.

He managed to get swinging pretty well by kicking his
feet back and forth.  Rumeric was shimmying up to meet him, to
offer what assistance he could.  On the fifth or sixth try,
Tran managed to wrap his legs around the pole, though it pained him
a little when his crotch hit the metal.  Just as he got his
legs wrapped securely around the pole, the hose came free from up
above.  He fell backwards but managed to keep his legs tightly
locked around the lift arm.  He immediately began sliding
down;  the smooth fabric of his pants did not provide enough
friction on the smooth metal to hold him in place.

“Ooof!” Rumeric called.  Tran slid down the pole
and collided with him as he ascended to offer assistance. 
Tran struggled up, basically sitting on Rumeric’s shoulders. 
He grabbed the pole and hugged it close, pressing his cheek against
the cold steel.  He paused there for a moment, breathing
heavily.

Up above, Tran heard voices.  He looked back up
to the elevator, surprised to see that it was fifteen feet above
them.  He had fallen quite a distance.

“The door won’t open, sir,” came a voice from
above.  Apparently, Tran reasoned, the hose had some type of
connection with the door’s operation.

“Well pry it open, you idiot,” came another
voice, this one louder.

“Go!” Tran called down to the others.  Again,
they all began sliding down, Tran with them this time.  After
a moment, KK halted at the door to the fiftieth floor.

Leaning out, he was able to prop his feet on a lip at
the opening.  He was reaching for the crack of light between
the doors when Janyce rammed into him from above, nearly sending
him down the shaft.

“Watch out, Janyce!” he snapped at her.

“Sor-ry,” she snapped back.

“Don’t make me have to separate you two,” Rumeric
called from above.

On his second try, KK managed to get his fingers
between the two doors.  he pulled as hard as he could. 
He pulled until it felt as though his muscles would tear. 
Finally, with a groan of protest, the doors parted.

KK placed his hand on the pole and pushed, throwing
his center of gravity over to the side of the great abyss where the
open door stood waiting.  He gave a quick glance up and down
the hall.  They were coming out close to a T-junction. 
No one was visible in either direction.

“Okay,” he said.  “Come on, Janyce.”  She
reached out and clamped a hand on his.  It felt like a
vise.

“Don’t drop me,” she said.  “Don’t let go.”

“I won’t,” he promised.  In that moment, KK felt
sorry for her.  As far back as he could remember, his mother
had doted on him, always relegating Janyce to the shadow, even
though she was the older and more beautiful of the two. 
Janyce had tried so hard for so long to be noticed.  First
through accomplishments, then, later, through acts of
rebellion.  In that moment, looking into her wide eyes, he
understood her.  He felt sorry for.  Not pity, but
empathy.

“I won’t,” he said again.  He pulled her across
the gap to safety.

Next he helped Ananda across.  There was an
instant when he though he had lost her, her hand slipping from his,
wet with condensation from the lift arm.  Rumeric was there,
though, steadying her from behind with a boot.

“Oops,” he said.  “Sorry if I got your dress
dirty.”  Ananda looked down at the tatters of her once
beautiful gown.

“No worry,” she said.

Ananda and KK helped Rumeric across, then Rumeric and
KK reached out for Tran.

“There they go!” came a voice from above.

KK pulled his pistol, and, clicking off the safety,
fired a quick burst of shots into the bottom of the elevator. 
The angle from which he fired made it difficult to aim without
leaning uncomfortably far out over the drop, so he contented
himself with scaring the guards back from the hatch.

“Lower the car,” they heard one of the guards
order.  “They’re on fifty or fifty-one!”  The car began
descending.  The metal lift arm whisked across Tran’s back,
but Rumeric held fast to him and managed to pull him through the
door.

“Whew,” Rumeric said.  “We have arrived at the
relative safety of impending death.”

“The bunker is this way,” KK said, motioning them
towards the T-junction.  They all headed off in that direction
at a trot.  “It’s just around the cor-,” KK froze, the words
dying on his lips.

Lord Judge Imperial Weincloth walked by, escorted by
two guards.  they all stood stock still, holding their
breath.  Rumeric saw Janyce open her mouth, perhaps in
surprise, but he rather thought it was to speak.  He jabbed
his pistol into her ribs.  Her mouth closed.

Just as Weincloth approached the far side of the
junction, where he would have walked out of view, he turned
casually and caught sight of Tran and the others.  He did an
almost comic double take, then shouted to his guards.

“There they are,” he yelled, but he did not wait
around to see the outcome.  Weincloth broke into a run,
disappearing past the corner.

The two guards spun and dropped to their knees, their
weapons coming up to fire.  Rumeric brought his pistol up and
pulled the trigger, the first shot going high, but the second one
found its mark.

The remaining guard got off two shots before KK
felled him.  The first shot caromed off the wall over Tran’s
head.  The second shot tore a hole in the sheet that Janyce
covered her body with.

“Janyce,” KK called, running to her.  She
dropped the sheet, revealing her naked, unharmed body.

“It went between my legs,” she tittered
nervously.  KK quickly picked the sheet up and handed it back
to her.

“After him,” Tran yelled, not waiting to see if the
others followed him or not.  He ran around the corner, down
the hall after Weincloth.  He saw him opening a door on the
right side of the hallway, ducking through the passage as they
approached.  Tran raised his pistol and fired, but the shot
merely hit the door, leaving a charred place, but otherwise doing
no damage.

“It’s blast sealed,” KK advised.

The door was sliding shut;  Weincloth was
getting away.  Without hesitation, Tran leaned Down and slid
his pistol across the floor.  It was a long shot, probably one
in a million, but it worked.  The pistol slid across the stone
floor and wedged in the door, preventing it from closing all the
way.

Tran hurried to the door, slipping his hands through
without bothering to check what waited on the other side.  He
pulled with all his might;  the door would not budge.

“Help me!” he called.

KK and Rumeric ran up beside him and slipped their
hands through the crack.  They all pulled together, the chords
standing out in each of their necks.  The door slowly gave
way, a hard earned inch at a time.  Finally, it opened enough
to admit them.  Tran slipped through.

He reached down and grabbed his pistol as he
went.  The others came through the door behind him.  When
Rumeric came through, the last to do so, the door slid shut and a
light on the panel beside it came on to indicate that it was
locked.

The foyer WA a short L-shaped hall that turned to the
left after five feet or so.  Tran hurried on, turning the
corner so fast that his boots nearly slid out from under him on the
smooth floor.

He arrived in a circular room, the wall lined with
banks of computers, terminals, monitors, com-links and other sorts
of electronic wizardry.  The far side of the room housed the
aft ends of two small craft, undoubtedly escape pods, Tran
thought.  Weincloth stood between these two pods, holding a
long sword and smiling.  Other than the sword, he was
unarmed.

Without preamble, without hesitation, Tran raised his
pistol and fired at Weincloth’s chest.

 

 

 

 










Chapter 11

 



 

 

 

President Lucas and Stanton Bosh watched the
monitor.  Marne Cool had just taken her leave, leaving the two
of them alone in President Lucas’ office.

The view on the monitor was, to say the least,
impressive.  the relay was downloaded from a monitoring buoy
three hundred miles above the planet’s surface, where tensions were
now starting to build.  Lucas had seen before forces
comparable in size to Flight Wing One, but they still impressed
him.  Three hundred and fifty fighter craft, a full half of
them troop transports, were now in final formation and preparing to
engage the convoy’s hyper-drive.

“Strike force in formation, coordinates locked,” a
thin voice spoke over the speaker housed in the monitoring
console.  “Prepare to engage.”

Lucas turned and looked at Stanton.  Stanton was
oblivious to the glance;  he stared fixedly at the
monitor.

“S-One ready to engage,” intoned another voice.

“S-Four ready to engage,” and so it went, until all
ten squadrons that comprised Flight Wing One had called their
readiness to Flight Wing Command.

“Engage.”

Where an instant before there had been three hundred
and fifty craft, there was suddenly empty space.

“Engaged successfully, Flight Command.  All
craft accounted for.”

And so it was.  The largest amassed squadron of
Galactic Federation craft in the Federation’s history had departed
on a course for war.

“Well, someone’s in for an unpleasant surprise,”
Stanton said, finally looking away from the monitor screen.

“Indeed,” Lucas replied.  “Let us hope that the
someone to whom you refer is not us.”  Stanton nodded in
agreement.

“President Lucas, sir?” came a voice over the
speaker.

“Yes?”

“All ground forces are at stations, as you
ordered.  Readiness is at one hundred percent.”

“Very good,” Lucas said.  “Let’s be sure that
everyone is on their toes.”

“As always, sir.  Out.”

Lucas sat for a moment, his fingers steepled, his
chin resting on them.

“I don’t really know how effective our ground forces
can be if that missile, or missiles, knowing Weincloth, slips
through.  But I see no prudence in sitting here and waiting
for it without at least preparing to put up a fight.”

“You’ll get no argument from me there, Lucas,”
Stanton amended.

“But I still feel so helpless,” Lucas admitted.

“I can call Flight Wing One and have them dig up
another fighter craft if that would make you feel better,” Stanton
said.  Lucas chuckled, shaking his head.

“No, old friend,” he said after a moment.  “I
regret to say that I would be more hindrance than help.  Our
part is done.  Diplomacy has failed.  It is now in the
hands of the soldiers.”

 

Meanwhile, in the Grenar System, some thirty-seven
light years away from where President Lucas and Stanton Bosh
watched their monitor, the Grenarian attack force was in
formation.  All told, two hundred craft had aligned
themselves.  Comprised entirely of single pilot fighters, the
armada formed a large triangular flight group.

The Overcommander, the head link in the chain of
command that comprised this body of craft, received word that the
missile had been launched.  He checked his locator band, which
he had set to the frequency vector control had supplied him with,
and located the missile.  At its current speed, the missile
would rendezvous with the flight group in three minutes.

“All craft prepare for hyper-drive,” he called into
his mic.  “The bird has left the nest and we are in line to
rendezvous.”

This will be great, the Overcommander
thought to himself.  They won’t know what hit
them.  And we get to pick off the ones that get off the
planet.

Give no quarter, Weincloth had said.

For a brief moment, the Overcommander considered the
fact that in a few short minutes, upwards of fifty-million people
would die in an instant.  He shuddered, but quickly pushed the
thought back in his mind.  He was just looking up at the
undersides of the sixty craft that flew above and ahead of him,
admiring the fact that they flew with such practiced precision,
when all hell broke loose.

The first thing that gave him the hint that something
was wrong was his locator went crazy.  The relatively blank
screen was suddenly a jumble of red dots, though there seemed to be
some pattern to them.  He tapped the screen with his index
finger, figuring it was a malfunction and he would have to go to
back-up systems.  Then, he recognized the pattern.  He
had seen that pattern before in his years of training and in
engagements with the enemy.  It was a Galactic Federation
Flight Wing formation.

“Incom-” was all he managed to say.  Two bolts
from a Galactic Federation fighter’s laser cannon blew his ship
into a million pieces.  Curiously, the locator survived the
blast.  It flew outwards at a high rate of speed due to the
explosion and thumped off the nose of the Galactic Fighter that had
fired the shots.  It still showed the formation on screen.

Several more Grenarian pilots succumbed to the same
fate as their Overcommander before evasive action was taken. 
The attack was so swift, so sudden, so utterly unexpected that it
took the Grenarian pilots several critical seconds to assimilate
the fact that they were under attack.  The pilots of Flight
Wing One, while not actually expecting to encounter a force of this
size since their arrival was a surprise, were nevertheless in the
proper frame of mind for the encounter.

“S-One and S-Five detach,” called S-One leader.

“S-Six, this is S-Six leader.  Engage enemy
craft.”

“S-Seven through S-Ten,” called another voice. 
“Detach!”

Five squadrons of Federal ships pulled out of the
melee and headed for their objective of Shammond.  Squadron
Six remained in the fight, the fighters dodging in and out among
the Grenarian ships.

The Grenarians had now recovered from their initial
surprise and were giving fight as well as it was given them. 
The remaining four squadrons detached from the main body and
rocketed towards Grenar.

The craft to craft fighting was bitter, indeed. 
The opposing forces seemed for the most part matched in skill,
though the Federal craft had the advantage of superior
equipment.  Their repulsor craft could execute ninety degree
changes in course, while the Grenarian craft had to utilize retro
rockets to ascribe an arc of attack.  Though the Grenarian
craft outnumbered the Federal craft that had remained behind to
engage them by a ration of two to one, the Federals quickly gained
the upper hand.

Squads seven through ten rapidly approached
Grenar.  Squadrons nine and ten were troop transport
fighters.  The regular fighters would provide cover for them
going in.  the troops would disembark the craft and neutralize
the Imperial City, taking Weincloth alive if at all possible. 
During the briefing all the pilots went through and the sessions
held for the ground forces, schematics of the Imperial Tower had
been gone over in detail.  It was explained that one of
President Lucas’ most trusted informants had given up his life to
provide the information that led to the compilation of the
schematics, so they were all urged to be thankful for it and make
the most use of it possible.

The Grenar bound squadrons encountered a small fleet
of cargo vessels leaving the atmosphere.  As ordered, Flight
Wing One engaged and destroyed these vessels.  It was feared
that Judge Weincloth would attempt to escape on a non-military
craft.  His escape was not to be allowed.

 

Tran pulled the trigger again and again.  He
looked directly into Weincloth’s eyes - the cold, soulless orbs in
that hated face.  He kept pulling the trigger.  It was
half a minute before it dawned on him that the gun was not
firing.  The trigger clicked, but no fire leapt from the
barrel.

Weincloth laughed, throwing his head back.  Tran
stared stupidly at the gun.  Rumeric raised his weapon and had
the same result - just the dry, mocking click of the trigger.

“Your weapons are useless here,” Weincloth said,
pointing to the pistols with the tip of his sword. 
“Apparently you are all unaware that there is a field in my bunker
which interrupts the electric impulses of blasters.”  Tran
took a step towards Weincloth.  Weincloth responded by raising
the sword.

“I am quite good with this thing, Tran my boy,” he
warned, waving the sword back and forth.  “Come at me and I
will run you through.”

“You’re not getting out of here alive, Weincloth,”
Tran said evenly.  Weincloth chuckled.

“Tran,” he said, his voice full of feigned
pity.  “You have been wrong so many times in your life. 
Surely you won’t be too disappointed to find that you are
wrong on this occasion as well.”

Rumeric stepped up beside Tran.

“Let’s rush him,” he said quietly, never once taking
his eyes off of Weincloth.

“Yes,” Weincloth nodded.  “You and your green
friend rush me.”  Tran and Rumeric stood stock
still.  Tran was looking for a way to get close to
Weincloth.  It would do him no good to have come all this way
only to fail at the last moment, his swan song one of shame and
regret for having blown it so completely.  The circle was
still open.  There would be no peace for Tran Hollow until it
was closed.  Completely.  Forever.

In the next blink, the rush did come.  Weincloth
raised his sword to block the advance.  Tran was surprised at
the skilled movements Weincloth performed with his long
sword.  He had suspected that Weincloth was bluffing, but
Weincloth was either well trained with the weapon, or he was
performing out of instinct - a coward with his back to the
wall.

“Weiny,” Janyce cried.  “Don’t leave me.”

KK reached out to grab her, but he reacted too
slowly.  His gaze had been trained alternately between Tran
and Weincloth, watching for a move from either of them.  He
succeeded only in tearing away the sheet that Janyce had wrapped
around herself.  Weincloth lowered the sword and allowed her
to press her naked body close to him.  She clung tight.

“Did they hurt you, my darling?” he asked her
tenderly.

“No,” Janyce answered hotly.  “They tried to
take me away from you, though.”

KK’s mouth hung open in disbelief.  He could not
believe what he was seeing.  He and Janyce had never been
close, to utter an understatement.  They had always coexisted
as children in a perpetual tension that sometimes boiled over into
bloody fights where KK would end up with ragged scratches running
the length of his cheeks thanks to Janyce’s long nails.  Once
Janyce had grown up enough to believe she was ready to leave home,
she had done so.  In the four years since she had left, they
had seen each other only twice.  That included running into
each other in Weincloth’s bed chamber.

KK’s knowledge of Janyce’s whereabouts over the last
four years had come from his mother’s commiseration of Janyce’s
newest indiscretion, wherein his mother often had lamented the fact
that Janyce was not more like her brother.  KK had felt a
level of vindication in those sermons, but he had also felt a level
of guilt along with that - because of it.  Even now, after no
contact with Janyce for fourteen months, and under the
circumstances that brought them together now, KK resented the fact
that he still lapsed into the role of the whiney little
brother.  He had seen cruelty and death, had recently saved
lives and taken them in acts of heroism, but she somehow managed to
make him feel like an eleven year old all over again.  He
hated her for that.  Yet he loved her as his sister and wished
that they could reconcile.  As he had helped her out of the
elevator shaft, that had been his hope.

“Well,” Weincloth said.  “You are safe now,
dearest.  And you are coming with me.”

“Janyce,” KK pleaded, “don’t do this.”

“You hold your tongue, rogue,” Weincloth snapped,
pointing the tip of the sword at KK.  KK’s eyes went
wide.  He actually felt his mouth open to form the words,
“Yes, my Lord.”  Weincloth saw this and sneered at him. 
That sneer said that KK may have defected, but Weincloth would
always have power over him.  KK closed his mouth.

Weincloth reached over with his free hand and pressed
a red button located equidistant between the protruding rockets of
the escape pods.  A humming began, followed by a whine.

“I would venture a guess, Tran,” Weincloth said,
speaking a little louder now in order to be heard over the ignition
charges of the pod, “that you are entertaining the idea that you
will hunt me down.  Well, I encourage that kind of spirit, and
I wish you luck and godspeed.  But I dare say I have little
faith in you leaving here.”

Tran let him talk.  It gave him time to
think.  He had already decided that Weincloth would not come
at him.  Weincloth was too big a coward to face four, skilled
swordsman or not.  Tran raised his pistol again, though this
time he raised it over his head.  He threw it with all his
strength at Weincloth’s face.  Weincloth was caught off
guard.  The pistol nearly collided with his face before he
managed to parry it with the sword.

“Damn it, Hollow!” he complained loudly.  “Will
you cut it out?”  Tran found himself laughing.

“Will I cut it out?” he asked incredulously. 
“No, I won’t cut it out.”  Weincloth stared back at him
mutely, rage glowing in his eyes.  “You had my mother
killed;  you killed my brother in cold blood before my eyes…
and you want me to cut it out?  You are such a pitiful coward,
Weincloth.  You are beneath contempt.  There is no sense
in running because I will find you, and I will watch you
die.”

Weincloth stared at him for a moment, weighing the
words carefully.  He then pushed Janyce through the portal
that led to the escape pod on the right.  He glanced briefly
at the ceiling, then back to Tran.

“Would but that you would live that long, Tran,” he
said and stepped into the portal.

Tran and KK both looked up to see what it was that
Weincloth had glanced at.  Along the ceiling of the bunker
there ran a deep grooved, separating the room in half.  There
was a ridge of sharp metal in the groove.

KK turned back towards the door, realizing, too late
he feared, what that ridge of metal was.  It was a blast
shield.  In the event that one of the escape pods were
jettisoned, the blast shield would be lowered to protect the bunker
or any individuals who were there from the flames of the pod’s
engine.  Weincloth meant to roast them all.  That was the
reason he had sounded so certain when he voiced his doubts that
Tran would ever leave this place.

KK pressed the button that opened the door to the
bunker.  The light from the sensor hummed as it read his
thumb-print, but the door did not open.  The small on the
panel read:  access denied.

“No,” KK whispered.  He wiped his thumb on his
jacket and rubbed the sensor  button with his sleeve, hoping
the denied access had resulted from a bit of oil or debris on the
lens.  He pressed his thumb to it again.  Again the
read-out coldly displayed: access denied.

“Tran,” KK said, turning.  “He’s going to burn
us.”  Tran, though, was already in motion.

He watched Weincloth closely, waiting for just the
right moment to move.  He had not come all this way and gone
through all he had gone through merely to fail.  If Weincloth
left the tower alive, that would be failure, whether Tran ever
caught up with him or not.  In his mind’s eye, Tran saw the
bench at the edge of the forest, Nimesh standing beside it and
looking down on him, nervousness and tension lining his face. 
Tran had failed Nimesh before.  He had caused his death. 
By taking too long to get his ass in gear on that fateful morning
on this very planet, though around on the other side, Tran reasoned
that he had signed Nimesh’s death warrant.  No amount of
denying that would ever change Tran’s interpretation of the
events.  Those around him could reason that it wasn’t his
fault until they went insane, but they would never change Tran’s
acceptance of the facts for what he believed they were.

Weincloth backed into the portal, not taking his eyes
off of the others.  He held the sword high, prepared for a
charge.  As he stepped over the lip of the tube, though, he
stumbled slightly.  At the instant he glanced down to check
his footing, Tran charged.

He was across the ten feet that separated them in a
blink, though it seemed to Tran that he was moving in agonizingly
slow motion.  He drew his breath and sprinted with all the
power and energy that he possessed, clenching his jaw.

Weincloth looked up from his glance down.  The
smug smile of self assurance from having won the game was still
painted on his features.  Then the smile disappeared. 
Tran was upon him.

Weincloth slashed out with the sword in a savagely
quick defensive parry, but Tran ducked under it.  He was no
inanimate piece of metal flying through the air.  Tran hit
Weincloth hard in the stomach and wrapped his arms around the Lord
Judge Imperial’s body.  He pulled Weincloth out of the tube
and into the bunker.

Rumeric charged forth then, having been temporarily
stunned into immobility by Tran’s charge - he was totally surprised
by the suddenness of it.  He saw Weincloth raise the sword and
moved in to block the blow.

Weincloth saw Rumeric moving towards him.  The
large green eyes were now even wider, looking up at the raised
sword.  Weincloth yelled a string of hateful curses and
brought the sword down in an arc;  Rumeric raised his arms to
block the sword, and Weincloth, showing amazing dexterity and
deftness with a blade, changed the arc of descent and slashed
Rumeric across the belly.  Rumeric fell back, feeling hot
blood run down over his pants.

“Rumeric,” Ananda yelled.  She ran to him and
pulled him back from the fighting to the far wall of the
bunker.

Weincloth raised his sword again as Tran wrestled him
against the wall, still bent over and holding him tightly around
the middle.  He brought the handle down on the back of Tran’s
head.  The blow glanced off, though it did fill Tran’s head
with stars for a moment.  He twisted his body, throwing
Weincloth to the hard, stone floor.  The sword clattered off
tot he edge of the room.

Tran pounced.  Weincloth attempted to bring his
feet up to stop Tran’s momentum.  He succeeded in driving one
foot into Tran’s stomach and forcing him off to one side.  All
the air was driven from Tran’s lungs.  The kick would have
been weak if Tran’s weight was not behind it.

Weincloth rolled over and, not taking the time to
stand, crawled towards the portal.  Janyce appeared in the
opening, coming to see what all the commotion was about.  Her
eyes went wide with fear when she saw what was unfolding before
her.

Weincloth saw the sword.  It was too far away
from him to go for.  He looked up at Janyce.

“Close the blast shield!” he yelled at her.  She
looked around frantically, confused.  “It’s there, beside
you!”

She looked to her right: nothing.  To her left,
though, was a single orange button.  She hit its several
times, hoping it was the correct one.

Overhead, a loud humming commenced.  All eyes
went up as the sharp edge of the blast shield began to descend from
the recess that cut the bunker in two.  Weincloth had reached
the portal.  He grabbed the metal lip that ran around the
opening so that he might pull himself up.  He screamed when
Tran’s hand closed around his ankle.

“Noooooo!” Weincloth yelled as Tran hauled him
back.  Tran was still on his stomach, pulling Weincloth, the
chords standing out on his neck.  He had looked up and saw the
blast shield descending, realizing that if it closed between them,
Weincloth would be gone.

Weincloth’s nails skittered ineffectually across the
smooth floor.  He turned and sat up.  There was nothing
to grab.  The blast door descended steadily, its sharp edge
gleaming in the electronic light of the bunker, heading for the
thin groove in the floor where it would secure itself.

Weincloth began raining blows on Tran’s back,
pounding as hard as he could, an inarticulate banter of curses
pouring from his mouth all the while.  Spittle flew from his
lips.

Tran looked up.  Weincloth took the opportunity
to pound a fist down into Tran’s eye, causing it to begin swelling
immediately;  a savage laugh of glee escaped Weincloth as he
hammered again.  Then, to his shock, he found that Tran had
taken hold of his wrist.  Tran’s grip was strong.  He
jerked Weincloth around onto his stomach, pulling him back all the
while.

“I’m going to kill you, you bastard,” Tran said,
though it was not heard over Weincloth’s yells, which had taken on
a bleating quality now.  The rage had given way to fear.

“Tran,” Ananda called.  “Watch out.  Above
you!”

Tran looked up to see that the blast shield was only
a foot above him.  It would come down directly into his back,
dividing him in two as neatly as it did the bunker.  Weincloth
took that unguarded instant to drive his free fist into Tran’s
nose.  Stars again.  The grip he had on Weincloth
weakened, but he still held fast.

Weincloth looked up.  He saw the blast shield as
it lowered into Tran’s back.  He laughed again.

“Good-bye, Hollow,” he said, his voice hoarse from
screaming.  “Give my regards to your brother!”

KK, who had been standing transfixed by the doorway,
saw what had to be done.  He had been afraid he would somehow
get in the way if he dove into the midst of the fighting.  At
least that’s what he told himself.  On some level, though - a
deeper level - he was aware that his immobility was a result of his
inability to act in defiance of his one time lord and master. 
His hatred of Weincloth was great enough that he didn’t go to his
aid, but all the years of indoctrination and brain washing froze
KK’s muscles like a paralysis inducing drug when he entertained the
notion of acting against Weincloth.  He cursed himself for a
coward.

When he saw the blast shield about to bisect Tran,
though, something greater than his own mind acted through
him.  He forgot all the years of military training.  He
forgot that Weincloth had, to him, at one time, and on some levels
still was a god incarnate.  He sprang forth, grabbing both of
Tran’s ankles in his hands and pulled as hard as he could, falling
backwards as he did so.

To Ananda, who cradled Rumeric’s head in her lap, the
sinking feeling that KK had turned against them wrapped itself like
an icy fist around her heart.  She saw KK’s move as though he
were trying to free Weincloth from Tran’s grip.

“Hold him!” KK urged as he kicked backwards with his
heels.  the rubber soles of his boots provided some purchase
on the floor.  Tran held Weincloth tightly in his grip.

The blast shield still descended.  Tran felt it
thump into his head as KK pulled him back.  He watched the
sharp, gleaming edge descend on his arm.  At the last moment,
he jerked his arm to his body, still holding fast to
Weincloth.  The door bit flesh.  It was Weincloth’s.

Tran looked up into the hateful eyes, now on the
other side of the blast shield.  One of Tran’s own eyes was
already swollen shut from the blow he had been dealt.  With
his one eye, though, he could see the look of panic now showing on
Weincloth’s countenance.  His eyes were wide, his mouth
forming a neat “O”.

As the blast door sank through his arm, just above
where Tran held his wrist, Weincloth screamed.  The scream,
the likes of which none of them, Weincloth himself included, had
ever heard, pierced the air with its tones of fear and panic. 
The door descended steadily, oblivious to Weincloth’s pleading that
it stop.  Tran felt, more than heard, the bones in Weincloth’s
arm crunch as the blast shield crushed and then severed them. 
The shield found its home in the floor, cutting the scream off as
neatly as Weincloth’s arm.

Tran looked up at Weincloth again.  He was
obviously still screaming, though the thick, transparent blast door
was thick enough so that the scream could not be heard. 
Janyce had come to him, placing her hands on his shoulders, her
pretty blue face gone an ashen gray.

Weincloth’s eyes bulged from their sockets;  his
mouth was open into a rictus and thin trails of saliva fell into
his lap.  He held his stump of arm before him, blood issuing
forth and splattering the floor and blast shield.

Still staring at his severed limb, Weincloth fumbled
at his waist with his remaining hand.  He brought out his belt
and wrapped it tightly around the bleeding stump.  Janyce
assisted him by pulling the belt tight.  The flow of blood
slowed.

Weincloth slumped for a moment against Janyce’s
bosom.  He shook badly, appearing to all on the opposite side
of the shield that he was going into shock.  He mouthed some
words, unheard by Tran and company, and Janyce helped him slowly to
his feet, The end of his ruined arm tucked tightly against his
chest.  They headed to the portal.

“No!” Tran called, pounding his fists on the
shield.  He raised up onto his knees, realizing he still held
Weincloth’s hand in his own.  He flung it aside.

As he stepped through the portal with some
difficulty, Weincloth paused for a moment to look back at
Tran.  Janyce stood by him, helping him to stand, her naked
body glistening with his blood.  He found Tran’s eyes and
locked onto them for a moment.

“You lose,” Weincloth said.  Though Tran could
not hear him, he read those hated lips and saw what they
said.  Weincloth was escaping.  To add insult, he had
managed to get the last word in.  He turned and headed down
the portal.

“Tran,” Ananda said.  “Rumeric’s hurt.”

Tran looked over at her.  Rumeric was laying
back, his head in her lap.  His eyes were fluttering and a
great deal of blood darkened his mid-section.

“Not too bad, buddy,” Rumeric said
weakly.

The roar of the escape pod was audible as the engines
fired.  They all looked up to see the half of the room that
was closed off fill with fire, a ring of darkness opening around
the engine as the pod left its mooring.

“There’s another pod,” Rumeric said.  “Go after
him.”

“I can’t get this panel to open,” KK said, hurrying
back to the door.  “They must have canceled my access. 
It won’t read my print.”

Tran looked back at him, then at the pod that had
lifted off and was now rising into the dark sky.  He started
over to the control panel, sure there was nothing he could
do.  His foot struck something.  Tran looked down. 
There lay Weincloth’s severed hand.

In a blink, he bent over, picked up the appendage and
hurried over to the door.  With his face twisted in a grimace
of disgust, Tran pressed the thumb of the hand to the glowing
sensor.  the door to the bunker whooshed open and the blast
shield hummed, rising back to its station in the ceiling.

Tran ran back to the shield, falling to his stomach
and sliding under.  The floor was hot to the touch, but
cooling jets had already dissipated most of the heat.  KK
followed, ducking under the rising barrier;  he noticed
Weincloth’s orange blood dripping off the sharp edge.

KK joined Tran at the opening left by the pod which
bore Weincloth and his sister.  A moment’s scan of the sky
located the fiery tail of the pod as it ascended.

“Great gods,” Tran gasped.

They sky was swarming with fighter craft.  They
were the blue and white of the Galactic Patrol.  Laser cannon
fire pocked the ground and exploded in the tower all around
them.  Grenar was under heavy attack.

“What’s going -,” KK began, but trailed off.  He
and Tran watched in silence as one of the Galactic fighters fell in
behind the escape pod.  The pod dodged left and then right,
but the fighter matched the evasive moves exactly.  A second
later, the pod exploded;  the fighter had fired upon it with
its cannons.

Tran felt triumph swell in his chest as he watched
the fire ball spread.  The fighter flew through the fire and
then turned indifferently back to its previous course. 
Weincloth was no more.  The circle was closed.

Tran looked over at KK and realized that the victory
was bitter sweet.  Janyce, too, had been aboard that
craft.  KK’s eyes were wide, his mouth slightly open as he
stared on in shock.  Tran slowly placed an arm around KK’s
shoulders.

“Janyce,” KK said softly.  He looked at Tran,
his eyes clouded.  He did not blame or despise Tran for the
look of peace that showed behind his eyes.  KK, too,
felt a certain level of tranquillity already.  The act of
defiance, the act of pulling Tran to safety, had shown that KK was
now totally free of the Grenarian Guards hold that had for so long
been his driving force.  He had acted without remorse, playing
as large a role in sealing Weincloth’s fate as surely as Tran
had.  He was free.

“Where’s Weincloth,” a harsh voice snapped behind
them.  KK and Tran turned.  Two soldiers in Galactic
Patrol battle fatigues stood in the doorway to the bunker, their
weapons trained on the pair by the open portal.  Before the
soldiers stood a pale Grenarian Guard.  It was Tem, the
ordnance commander.

“Where is Weincloth?” the other soldier demanded,
taking a step forward.

“Dead,” Tran said just loudly enough to be heard, as
if still not believing it himself.  Then, louder, with more
certainty:  “He’s dead.”

 

 

 

The soldier stood before them at erect
attention.  He had arrived with the first wave of returning
pilots from the attack on Grenar and Shammond. He waited patiently
for the council members to take their seats.  After a few
moments, Stanton Bosh and President Lucas arrived.  It was
hard for Lucas to make it to his seat at the head of the table for
several council members stopped him along the way to offer words of
praise or congratulations.  They had already heard the news as
they listened to the com-link frequency of the attack convoy, but
the report was a necessary formality.  It served as a
confirmation of what they had heard and as a period at the end of a
sentence.

President Lucas, once seated, took a sip of water
from the crystal glass before him, cleared his throat, and called
the special session to order with a few light taps of his
gavel.  Once there was silence, he slowly turned his warm,
brown face to make contact with each of the council members.

“Thank you, soldier, for being patient with us,”
Lucas said after a moment.  What report do you have for us
regarding the primary objective of Wing One?”  The soldier
stepped forward and bowed low.

“Mar Sengill, engineer, Flight Wing One,” began the
bearded young soldier.  “I wish to report to the President and
Federation that the primary objective of Flight Wing One has been
met, sir.”

“What is the current status of the missile, engineer
Sengill?” Stanton asked.  Sengill turned his head slightly to
the left to address Stanton, who was seated next to President
Lucas.

“Sir, the missile was encountered outside the
atmosphere of Shammond.  It was engaged by two craft of Flight
Wing One.  The missile’s propulsion system was incapacitated
via laser fire and the war head went into spin towards the center
of the Grenar System.  At present, an ordnance specialist is
being dispatched to the Grenar System to retrieve the war
head.”

“Very good,” Lucas nodded.  “How safe do we
think it is to capture this warhead, engineer Sengill?”

“The war head’s integrity has not been
breached.  It still appears on close inspection to be wholly
intact.  The warhead will be disarmed in open space using
remote control-bots once its trajectory has been stabilized. 
Engineering documentation captured on Shammond will be utilized to
disarm the warhead, Mr. President.”

“We surely don’t want that article falling into the
wrong hands,” Lucas said.  “Engineer Sengill, I commend you on
your performance and I believe I speak for the entire federation
when I say a deep, sincere ‘thank you’ for saving our ample
butts.”  A ripple of laughter and applause went across the
room.  The soldier bowed again, smiling himself, then turned
and left the room.

A robed council attendant made her way to Lucas at
the head of the table.  She bent over and spoke into his
ear.  He nodded, then rapped his gavel a few more times for
silence.

A door at the rear of the chamber opened.  All
eyes turned and watched Tran Hollow enter the Galactic Federation
Council room and walk to the designated place at the center of the
U-shaped table.  Hollow held his head high, keeping his eyes
locked on President Lucas as he made his way into the room.  A
stately hush had fallen over the council and crowd.  Lucas did
not have to rap his gavel before he began speaking.

“Tran Hollow,” Lucas said after what seemed a very
long time.  “I had begun to think I would never have the
pleasure of making your acquaintance.”  Lucas studied Tran
levelly with his patient brown eyes.  Tran said nothing. 
After a moment, though, he bowed slightly.

“I understand, Tran,” Lucas continued, “that you had
a … a hand … in the circumstances leading to
Judge Weincloth’s demise.”  Lucas allowed a half-smile to
cross his lips.  Tran returned the smile - it was hard not
to.  The members of the council stared on, not catching Lucas’
witticism, unaware as they were of the events that had occurred in
Weincloth’s bunker.  

“Yes, Mr. President,” Tran answered.

“Can you confirm for the record that Judge Weincloth
was killed, Tran?” Stanton asked, leaning forward in his
chair.  Tran looked at him for a moment and then back to
President Lucas.

“Weincloth was aboard an escape pod,” Tran explained
for what seemed the thousandth time that day.  “I watched as a
Galactic Patrol ship fired upon and destroyed the pod.  There
is no way Weincloth could have escaped the blast.”  Lucas
nodded.  He looked over the faces of the other three that
stood abreast of Tran.  They all appeared to have been through
a great ordeal. 

The Runemerian was bandaged around the torso, the
bandage just visible above the neckline of his shirt.  He
appeared rather ashen, though his large green eyes, Lucas could
see, were full of fire.  The Grenarian, an ex-guard from what
Lucas had been told, appeared as one who did not know exactly where
he was or what was going on.  They had all issued statements
as they were brought back to stand before the Federation, and the
other three corroborated the fact that this guard had defected and
assisted in the small assault on Grenar that had had such
tremendous results.

Lucas looked next to the lovely female who stood on
the other side of Tran.  She flashed a disarming smile at
Lucas that he returned without even thinking about - it would have
been impossible to appear stoic when offered a smile such as
hers.  She wore a battered gown, full of holes and covered
with dirt.  The long cut across her cheek would merit some
attention.  Despite all of that, though - perhaps because of
it - she was one of the most beautiful creatures Lucas had ever set
his eyes upon.  He glanced down and noticed that she had her
right hand entwined into Tran’s left.

Lovers, he thought.  Tran Hollow,
you are one lucky man.

With that thought, his eyes fell back on the central
figure of this unlikely troop of insurrectionists.  The Hollow
brothers had long been known to be among the best smugglers
around.  Twice they had even been boarded by the Galactic
Patrol - and twice the Patrol had been forced to let them go for
lack of contraband.

Lucas had just recently been under the impression
that he was going to meet these two at last, based on a communiqué
he had received from Captain Bard.  Lucas had actually been
looking forward to it.  The Hollow brothers had become
somewhat celebrity to him, though he would never admit that to
anyone, not even Stanton.  Later, Lucas had been informed that
the brothers Hollow had escaped, with Captain Bard in
pursuit.  He had found out later, based on Weincloth’s quip
about Elos going the way of the ‘precious Captain Bard,’ and
statements taken from Tran Hollow himself, that the whole story had
been one of Weincloth’s lies.

Tran looked tired.  Large circles were under
each of his eyes and his eye lids appeared puffy and heavy. 
His shoulder was bandaged and a sling was around his neck, though
the arm was out of the sling at his side, holding Ananda Anset’s
hand.  Lucas studied Tran’s eyes.  They stood out. 
They were the eyes of a man who had had enough adventure for a
while.  They were the eyes of a man who was tired of
running.

Lucas had been impressed by the fact that Tran had
surrendered to the federal soldiers in the Imperial Tower. 
According to the two soldiers who found Hollow and the others in
Weincloth’s bunker, Tran Hollow had simply walked out of the room
without so much as a word, after telling the soldiers that they
should capture them in the hallway because their rifles would not
function in the bunker.  Lucas had laughed at that.

“Tran,” Lucas said, at last.  “I am sorry that I
did not have the opportunity to meet your brother.”  Tran saw
this statement for the show of sincere sympathy and respect that it
was, and he accepted it.  He also saw it as Lucas saying that
he believed Tran’s account of the events that had brought him
here.

“I dare say if he was alive, sir, he would not return
the sentiment,” Tran replied.  Lucas nodded again,
smiling.  he had a great respect for this young man.  He
could tell a lot about a man by looking him in the eyes. 
Lucas felt that under different circumstances, he and Tran could
have been friends.

“I am issuing an executive order to grant you amnesty
for the charges which have long stood against you.  I am doing
the same for your brother.”  Lucas saw Tran squeeze Ananda’s
hand slightly, though his face remained neutral.

“I trust that you are ready to settle down with a
beautiful lady and lead the quiet life for a while?” Lucas asked,
his eyebrows arching.  Tran looked around at the beautiful
lady and smiled.  She smiled back.

“Your trust is well founded, President Lucas,” Tran
replied.

“And I further trust that those are the aims of all
of you here before me,” Lucas said, studying the four of
them.  He noticed one of them fidgeting, the Runemerian. 
Lucas raised his eyebrows and Rumeric stepped forward, arms
akimbo.

“Well, you’re mostly right,” he explained.  He
winked at the President.  “I don’t know about the beautiful
woman bit, though.”



 

 

 

 










Chapter 12
Epilogue



 

 

John Moon stuffed the last bite of his sandwich into
his mouth and wiped his fingers on the front of his shirt. 
His eyes narrowed to slits through his view screen.  He had
found what he was looking for.  Off in the distance sat the
Tolkien Raider which Rumeric Bozak had stolen from him.  The
light from countless stars reflected off the gleaming white
hull.

Moon had followed the Tolkien’s beacon frequency all
the way from Runemere.  He laughed again, as he had been doing
frequently while he flew to rendezvous with the Tolkien Raider.

“Knock, knock,” he said aloud.  “Is anybody
home?”

He brought his ship in close to the Raider, peering
through the view shield into the cockpit.  It appeared to be
deserted.  He guided his ship slowly around to the port side
of the silent craft, studying the hatch.  There were scars
around the hatch from what appeared to be a docking tube
connection.

“Did we get away, after all?” John Moon asked the
ship.  It did not answer.

He punched his com-link and spoke.

“Tolkien Raider, are you okay?  This in Bell
Lepscom calling from Interceptor I.  Do you have a
problem?”  Moon eased alongside the Raider and waited for a
response.  When two minutes went by without one, he repeated
his inquiry.

While he waited, Moon switched on an infrared motion
sensor with which he scanned the Raider’s interior. 
Nothing.  No movement at all.

“Looks like the little bird flew the coop,” he said,
disappointed.

He had bided his time until he was sure that supplies
on the Raider would have given out.  He wanted to find Bozak
and his friend out here alone, in a weak state for want of food and
water - but still alive.  Moon was a vindictive man, and he
held a grudge.

Countless times he had acted out the scenario in his
mind.  He would offer assistance to the Raider, using the fake
name he had come up with.  Bell Lepscom translated to ‘angry
moon’ in John’s native tongue of Egullian.  He was quite proud
of that bit of wit.  Bozak would come running through the
docking tube, ready to plant a big wet one - or bid dry
one, depending on how long they had been without water - on
whomever had come to his rescue.  He would freeze in shock and
fright when he discovered that his knight in shining armor was none
other than John Moon himself.  Moon had shuddered with
pleasure more than once imagining the moment when he fired a shot
right between those big, green eyes.

It didn’t appear things were going to turn out that
way, though.  Either someone had beat him here, or Bozak and
his little friend were laying in there dead.  Moon sighed
heavily, like a child who was denied a present he had long asked
for, and entered the docking command.  The tube slid out of
its housing on the pectoral side of the Interceptor I.  Moon
gently rolled the ship so that the pectoral side of the Interceptor
faced the Raider’s hatch.  Watching through a camera mounted
just inside the docking tube, Moon lined it up and seated it
against the hull of the Raider.  He began pressurizing the
tube and headed for the hatch to board his stolen ship.

Moon breathed heavily as he bent and walked through
the tube.  His fat stomach pressed uncomfortably against his
chest in this position, preventing him from taking a full
breath.  He hurriedly undogged the Raider’s hatch and pulled
it open.  As he was about to step inside, he noticed a stain
on the edge of the door.  It appeared to be dried blood.

“What,” tuned out to be the last word John Moon ever
uttered, as he reached out to touch the dried maroon stain. 
For it was at that moment that Muggul stepped forward out of the
shadows in the Raider’s cockpit and drove a blade into the base of
Moon’s skull, killing his so instantly that his body actually
carried through with touching the blood stain before it realized
that it was dead.

Muggul, using the butt of the knife as a handle,
unceremoniously pulled Moon into the cabin of the ship and threw
him to the floor.  He sprang through the tube into the cockpit
of the newly arrived craft, read in case there was someone else
there that needed dispatching.

The ship was deserted.

Muggul sat at the controls and retracted the docking
tube.  He picked up a decanter that sat between the two chairs
at the instrument panel and drank its entire contents. 
Voxians could go for very long periods of time without water -
which was an odd trait to have developed, considering that
ninety-seven percent of their native planet was covered with water
- but they did get thirsty.

After consulting a cross reference chart in the
Interceptor’s data base, Muggul set the ships coordinates for
Runemere, Rumeric Bozak’s planet of residence.

Voxians, especially Muggul, had long been lauded for
their abilities of tracking and apprehending - or removing -
individuals.  Muggul himself had once been hired to kill a
dignitary - which he had done in a particularly grisly fashion at
the request of the one who had retained his services.  After
that, the family of the dignitary had contracted him to hunt down
and kill the one responsible for the hit.  Again, Muggul had
performed his duty swiftly and efficiently.

If he had felt inclined to tell anyone - which he did
not - Muggul would have explained that the thrill of the deed was
just as much a factor in his work as the money - perhaps an even
greater factor - thought his fees were exorbitant.

This was something new, though.  Usually the
contract motivated Muggul.  This time, though, it was
revenge.  Muggul liked the way that felt, so much so that a
smile played upon his ugly face.  He studied his dim
reflection in the view screen and appreciated the fact that his
smile was very gruesome - a smile that could drive other beings
insane with fear.

“Bozak,” he said, his thirst returning, though this
time for a fluid other than water.

“Hollow.”

As he brought the ship about and engaged the
hyper-drive, he repeated those two names over and over like a
mantra, his thirst growing deeper all the while.

 

 

 

Tran sat down on the grassy bank and shook his head,
much like an animal shakes after coming out of the water.  the
day was warm, and the swim had been delightful.  He laid back
on the grass, hands laced behind his head and looked up at the
clouds slowly overhead.  The only sound was that of the river
lazily rolling by and the birds calling from the trees across the
river.

It had been a full two months since he had stood
before President Lucas and the Galactic Federation.  He had
gone the next day before the Galactic Judiciary Board, a formality,
really.  The Board had handed down the same verdict that Lucas
had ordered.  There was no romantic conferring of medals or
great speeches, as one might expect had Tran’s story been a work of
fiction.  It was just the Board telling him that they were
going to forget about what he had done, provided he didn’t do it
again.  That had been enough for Tran.

Now he found himself on the bank of the river at
Slippery Rock, where he had swam as a child, alone, or sometimes
with his brother.  Sometimes their mother had watched from the
banks as they slid and dived and splashed. around in the
water.  The river seemed the same to him, though he had grown
into a man and had seen his life change in ways he had never
imagined as a youth lying in this very spot.

To get off Enocea and see the universe, to live a
life of adventure:  that had been his dream.  And he
could now say that he had lived that dream until he had his fill of
it.

He breathed deeply of the warm, sweet air, feeling
his body drift off to sleep.  He now had a respect and love
for his home planet that he had never known before.  The
peaceful mornings, the warm afternoons, the mild nights sleeping
out doors beneath the stars - all things he had taken for granted
up until now.  His dream had changed - at least for the time
being.

“I trust you will settle down with a beautiful lady
and lead a peaceful life,” Lucas had said to him.  That was
now Tran’s dream.  He sat up on the bank, hugging his knees to
his chest.  He looked around again at the river, the small
water-fall, the forest…

The forest.

He remembered the dream that he had had a week or so
before;  this dream did not fade over time as so many others
did, forgotten after a while by the conscious mind.  It stayed
in his mind just as any other real event would.  Just as real,
it had seemed, as meeting Rumeric for the first time;  falling
in love with Ananda;  killing Ceecarter in the fruit
warehouse;  the feeling as he watched Weincloth’s escape pod
disintegrate into a cloud of flame.  Perhaps the dream seemed
even more real than these or other events, for they had lately
taken on the haunting quality of dreams themselves.

Tran had run through the field, recognizing where he
was from the previous time he had been there.  When he came
upon the bench, he found it to be empty.  He had expected to
find his mother or Nimesh there.  He sat and waited, hoping
they would soon come to him.

After a long while, in which the sun that lit the
field had moved across the sky and was setting, turning the sky
into a pallet of reds, purples and oranges, he had finally felt it
was time to go.  Tran stood and headed back the way he had
come, wondering why he had been brought here this time if not to
see Nimesh or his mother.  He looked back over his shoulder
one last time at the forest.  The trees stood close together
at the edge, obstructing ones view of what was inside.

Then Tran understood.

Nimesh and his mother had gone on.  They had
moved into the forest - into whatever world lay in there among the
trees - and out of this one.  The circle was closed for them,
but not for Tran.  He felt a ripple of fear pass through him
at the thought that he would never see Nimesh again, but he felt it
subside and fade when he considered how unfair it was to expect his
mother or Nimesh to deny themselves the gift of moving on just so
the he would not be afraid.  Besides, Tran reasoned, as Nimesh
had always replied when asked if he was afraid:  “I ain’t
afraid of nothing.”

“I ain’t afraid of nothing,” Tran said aloud, liking
the way his voice sounded.  It sounded strong, confident,
happy … at peace.

The circle has closed for them, Tran
thought.  But for me it is still open.  There is a
life to live - to enjoy every moment of.  To share with
friends and loved ones.

Tran stood, smiling, and gathered his clothes,
intending on getting dressed.

“Freeze!” came a voice from over the bank, making
Tran jerk his head around, his eyes wide.

“Don’t even think of putting those clothes on yet, my
dear,” Ananda warned as she approached him, already free of her
shirt and pushing her slacks down over her hips.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, taking
her in his arms and stroking her blond locks.

“I thought I’d find you here,” she said.  They
walked down to the water, their bodies close together, touching at
the hips as they walked.

“Here is a very good place to be,” Tran replied as
they waded into the warm water of the river.
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