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Chapter 1
Labours


Chimaeras Installation, Planet Hephaestus, 2235


           

The sound of another glass breaking came from their left,
momentarily distracting some of the spectators from the game. 
The guilty party, who turned out to be a bunch of brawlers, didn’t
garner much attention for long.  Just as those who had been
distracted turned away, a company of stunners flew in to take care
of the offenders.  Meanwhile, the speculating and betting
continued, with all participants glued to the holodisplay.  On
the horseshoe table in front of it, Fedorov played gingerly with
his collection of credit slips.  The latest chase wasn’t
working out to his liking, but it was too late to admit anything,
at least openly.  And next to him, Girka was watching him
carefully for any signs of admission.  Now was not the time
for doubts.

The fed ships, marked in blue on the screen, were fast closing
in on the fleeing vessels, marked in green.  From a fleet of
five, they had been reduced to three in short order, and now only
one was making the run to the far side of the system.  Rather
than close in on the jump point, the remaining runner chose to make
a run for the asteroid belt in the hopes of losing the fed ships in
the debris.  A dangerous gamble under the best of
circumstances, and for this last remaining runner of the feds
blockade, it was an extremely desperate one.

“Care to quit and cut your losses now, Pavle?” Girka asked.

“Not quite, still got some earnings to waste.  Let’s see
what happens!”

His words were a painful irony, because within seconds, the last
green marker disappeared from the display.  The runner, having
swerved into the asteroid field without reducing his speed, hadn’t
slowed enough when he hit a small mass at the very edge of
it.  The resulting explosion spread his ship and body matter
across several parsecs of space, and signalled the end of the game
for today.  Despondently, Fedorov eyed his credit slips for
the last time before Girka snatched them up.

“Nice doing business with ya, kid.  Always a pleasure.”

“Whatever, damn game’s rigged!”

Girka laughed.  “Funny how that’s always the case when you
lose.  Maybe you should stop betting on the wrong horse.”

“Yeah, well at least I know a thing or two about solidarity, fed
lover!”

Girka laughed again and assembled his crew, the usual bunch of
runners and spacer who hung together on the station. 
Together, they grunted a few noises in broken Russo before
following him out the establishment’s only door.  Still
smarting from the losses he’d just sustained, Fedorov looked up
just in time to see his own crew, who had arrived just a little too
late to save him from himself.  Amongst them there was Boro,
Kiely and Boro, all of whom looked extremely pissed at the
moment.  There was no point in lying to them about what had
just happened.  He’d already exhausted his store of
explanations.

“So much for a nice leisure run to Nihongi, huh boss?” Boro
said, the first to tear into him.  Given Boro’s size and
enhancements, he hoped it would be the only tearing he’d be
doing.

“And I was looking forward to some sun and surf with the
reputable folk.”

“Like you’d ever fit in, Sam,” Kiely said.

“Who said anything about fitting in?  I just want to go
somewhere nice for a change!  Blue skies, white sand, a clean
bed, and a network that isn’t terminally infected with
viruses.  That too much to ask?”

“Still, none of us like the idea of hauling slag for another
month just so this dumper can recoup his losses at the table.”

Fedorov got up from the table and wiped the sweat from his
forehead.

“Just another run of bad luck.  I told you, I’ll get it
back one of these days.”

“Meanwhile, we’re picking up scraps off the Guild’s table, all
the shit the other merchants don’t want to do.  How long is
the dream gonna’ be deferred Captain?”

Boro came around the table and cornered Fedorov next to the wall
with his hulking frame.  Fedorov looked nervously for on out,
but was blocked on both sides by the tree trunk’s Boro called
arms.  On the one side, there was the one made of flesh and
bone.  On the other, there was the convincing but obviously
enhanced one.  He couldn’t tell which one he feared less, so
he just stood still.  Luckily, Kiely placed her small,
delicate hands on one of them and pulled him away.

“Not here, Kojo.  We can settle this back at the ship,
where the security droids aren’t watching.”

Boro turned his eyes to the bar where the stunners were busy
picking up the two patrons they had incapacitated earlier with
their servo-arms.  Retreating a few steps, he let the Captain
out of the corner and together they began making their way back to
the docking ring.  All along the way, Fedorov continued to try
and explain himself, thinking that just the right combination of
words might somehow absolve him of responsibility. 
Unfortunately, Kiely had him on one particular point.

“You told us you were checking out the Guild’s office for new
postings.  You never said anything about going to that place,
which means you were sneaking off.”

“That’s not true.”

“Yeah right, so did you ever get to the office?”

“Well, no,” he admitted, but added provisionally: “Goren was
going there and I expected to meet up with him after.”

“Meaning you sent him ahead so you could waste some time playing
Stratagem with Girka.  I get it.”  Kiely smiled
knowingly.

“No, he wanted to go, said there some stats he wanted to check
out while he was there.  You know how that kid is, always
crunching the numbers.  Anyways, you guys were all busy doing
your thing so I figured I would take care of myself.”

“You did, boss, and all of us at the same time,” Boro said.

“It isn’t my fault!  Girka wouldn’t back off!  You
know what a big mouth he’s got, he kept making cracks about how the
feds got the system locked down and none of us runners can make it
anymore.  Anyway, it seemed the only way to avoid a fistfight
and you’ve seen his crew.”

“So!  You shoulda’ taken the beating,” Boro said.  “At
least we wouldn’t be a couple thousand credits in the hole right
now.”

“Had you guys been there to back me up, might have been a
possibility,” Fedorov said sarcastically.  “In any case, looks
like we’re heading in that direction anyway, so why don’t we go
find Goren and see what he was able to dig up.”

 

“What do you mean, nothing?”

Sitting in the confines of the booth, Goren sat opposite the
image of the Guild rep, who was being remarkably unhelpful at the
moment.  The tired, worn face of the pretty blonde woman that
looked like it had seen far too many late nights on the Zocalo
level made him wonder if he should have just chosen to speak to an
avatar instead.  At least they were always polite, always
beautiful, even if they couldn’t be of help.  This one spent
the entire conversation with one hand on her headset, the ocular
feed dangling loosely over one eye.  She looked like she was
nursing a headache rather than keeping the thing poised right so it
could beam information directly into her eye.

Haggardly, she tried to explain.  “I mean, sir, there’s
nothing for a registered trade vessel under a level four
clearance.  You’re ship’s level three, which means nothing’s
available, not in the pay bracket you’ve specified.”

“Okay, okay, that wasn’t exactly set in stone.  Could you
just give me a listing of all the out-system runs?  Just show
me everything.”

The rep made an indistinct motion at the edge of the image, and
a list scrawled down in front of him.  She was right, of
course, it was slim pickings, even if their license were a
class four.  The recession had hit all systems hard, and
private merchants were no exception.  Travel, tourism,
shipping, all were still suffering, in spite of the government’s
insistence that there was growth again.

Each run listed looked as pointless as the next, the job
meaningless and the pay insubstantial.  The time frame also
made bundling a few of them impossible.  Sighing, Goren
cleared the screen and asked for a new set of postings.

 “What about in-system, anything there?”

The rep eyed him with a look that suggested that too was
pointless.  Punching some more keys off screen, another list
came up.  The entirely of it was runs to the local moons and
just the occasional run to Zarathustra.  Those to the big Z
were meagre and probably wouldn’t cover the cost of fuel for a
return run.  Once again, Goren cleared the screen and asked if
there was anything else.

“As I’ve said to you already sir –” The rep paused when a sudden
jerk caused her expression to change.  The way her eyes stared
off into space and scrawled back and forth told him she had just
received a message via her ocular device.

“Wait!  Something’s just been added to the board,” she
said, eyes still scrawling it over.  “Seems a high paying job
has just been posted, license unspecific.  Are you
interested?”

“Hell yes!” Goren shouted happily.  “Show me!”

 

“A shipping job, all the way to Rostov.  One package, no
questions, and the pay is substantial.”

The crew took notable interest in this last word, especially the
way he elongated it for emphasis.  Fedorov quickly snatched
the printout he’d been issued to look at the fine print more
closely.  Amazingly, there was none, just the terms spelled
out in black and white, and the name of the financier who was
bankrolling it.

“Who is this Merkatio Adonis?  Anybody ever heard of
him?”

The crew all shook their heads.  Fedorov looked back at
Goren, who appeared to have some explanation.  “A private
citizen, lots of bucks.  That’s all she told me.  Anyway,
the package is his, and he’s paying big bucks for it.”

“Did she say what it was?”

“Nope.  Just that it was sealed and ready to go, we just
needed to show up at the right docking bay and pick it up when
we’re ready.”

“Now this is too easy.  There’s something definitely not on
the up and up here.”

It was Boro who said this as he scratched at his bare scalp, the
way he always did when something bothered him.  Fedorov hated
to admit it, Boro always had theories one way or another, but he
had a point here.  Something about this was just too
easy.  Jobs with high pay and no questions had to be
illegitimate.  And yet the Guild, that reputable cover used by
all runners to cover their asses, had signed off on it.

“And they have no idea what it is?” Fedorov insisted.

“Nope, just that it was alone and where to pick up. 
Docking bay thirteen.”

“Thirteen,” Fedorov echoed, and started strolling around the
length of the lounge.  Sitting in their raised seats next to
Boro and Boro, Kiely tried to think of her own explanation.

“This Adonis person, is he some kind of industrialist or
something?  Maybe one of the IEC’s big players?”

“I dunno, maybe,” Goren replied.

“Well, maybe it’s an industrial prototype then.  Or some
kind of memento, a family heirloom or something.  You know how
these rich folk are, always paying for something eccentric, or
prized.  Maybe its just something sensitive like that and they
didn’t want to disclose it whoever was running it for them.”

“Kojo?” Fedorov turned to Boro to ask for his opinion.

“I’m inclined to agree, but I think we’re overlooking one
important thing here.”

“What’s that?” Boro asked.

“That Adonis here is paying through the nose for this. 
We’re broke right now and we aren’t exactly beating the offers off
with a stick.  Who cares what the package is, so long as we
get paid?”

“I’d be inclined to agree with that logic,” Fedorov said
sheepishly.  He hardly missed the not-too subtle implication
towards him in there.  “Let’s call the Guild up and tell ‘em
it’s a go!  We got a run to make!”

 

After a hasty pre-flight check, the crew buckled themselves into
their seats and waited for takeoff.  In the rear, Boro and
Kiely sat in the lounge, not far from the ship’s weapons cache
which they were in charge of.  Goren, their mechanic, took his
chair in the security room where he monitored all of the ships
systems, and its internal activities via a small collection of
cameras he’d installed when no one was looking.  In the
cockpit, Fedorov and Boro were seated, with Fedorov piloting and
the other manning the navigation console.  As the ship rose
from its platform and cleared the landing bay, they were hit with a
burst of red light from distant Arcturus.  At this distance,
the red dwarf reminded them of Earth’s star, which they had not
seen in many years.  In fact, they were told that the
impression was pretty universal, which was probably why the
Directorate government had chosen back in the day to settle the
system twice over.  There was nothing like familiarity when
exploring the frontiers of space, with all its impenetrable
unknowns.

Bringing the ship out to a safe distance, Fedorov brought her
about in a wide arc and started back towards the outer ring of
Chimaeras.  At the current distance, they could just about see
the installation from end to end.  It was basically a long,
boxy rectangle surrounded by a series of orbiting rings where
lesser ships docked and were serviced.  The central structure
was dedicated to shipbuilding for the most part, with some sections
serving as docking platforms for Directorate vessels.  At the
moment, there were a few military class vessels, but no exploratory
craft.  At one time, Chimaeras probably service half a dozen
such ships at one time, but since the onset of tougher times, there
was little room in Earth’s budget for exploration anymore.

From the station, the control tower noted their change in course
and quickly beamed a message to them.  The automated voice
came through on Fedorov’s comset, asking him why they had altered
course and were bringing his ship back towards the station.

“This is merchant vessel Vladivostok, en route to docking bay
thirteen for a scheduled pickup for the Merchant’s Guild.  I
have proper authorization codes if you want them.”

The voice promptly answered in the affirmative just as he began
keying the code in and beaming it back.  He was not surprised
when the automated voice came back, this time with a much more
cheery tone.

“Authorization granted.  Please set your autonav to lane
six and await automatic docking with bay thirteen.”

“Thank you,” he said, terminated the signal and muttering under
his breath.  “Stupid preset systems.”

“Would you rather fly her in yourself, Captain?” Boro said,
eyeing the traffic and nav buoys that flanked them.  Any sane
observer clearly knew the answer to this question.

“Something to be said for doing things yourself, Sam.  Call
me old fashioned, but I like controls I can see and feel.”

“Yeah, well soon, everything’s going to be automated and run by
avatars.  More cost effective for those fat cats getting
fatter off the IEC’s contracts.”

Fedorov smiled and nodded, sorry he’d set Boro off on one of his
rants again.

“And then the restrictions on AI’s will be lifted and avatars
will take the place of actual human workers.  After that,
probably have a revolution on our hands.  The AI’s will revolt
and the rich will run for cover and probably start recruiting us to
fight for them.  You’ll see,” he insisted.

“I’m sure I will.  Now let’s keep an eye on things. 
You never know if when the autnonav might cut out.”

“Oh, it will eventually.  All technology is designed to
fail at some point or another.”

“I know, I’ll see,” said with a raised hand, asking for
silence.

 

New Petrograd, Planet Rostov

 

Mr. Richardson paced back and forth in the den of his
office.  It was a habit he fell into before any major rally,
press conference, or debate.  He had to make sure he got the
butterflies out, had his talking points down, and thought of and
countered all potential arguments.  His hands were wrapped
together in prayer fashion, his head ducked down and nestled
against his fingers.  For minutes he had tried to still his
heart with some deep, calming breaths, but it really wasn’t
helping.  You’d think I’d be used to it by now, he thought to
himself.  But somehow, every event seemed more important than
the last.  Each chance for exposure raised his profile, as
well as the stakes.

On his desk were the most recent copies of death threats and
hate mail he’d received from “anonymous” sources.  But he had
a fair idea who it was that was sending them.  Pressure
tactics and crackdowns had increased with his calls for a general
strike, and on both sides there were those who disagreed with him,
some enough to threaten him in writing.

A knock at the door caught his attention.  It creaked open
just enough to admit a person’s head.

“Sir?” It was his assistant, Oscar Ramirez, checking in on him
dutifully.

“What it is Oscar?”

“Just wanted to warn you sir, ten more minutes.  Is there
anything I can get you?”

“Nothing, I’m fine.  Just doing my prep one last time.”

Oscar nodded and entered, closing the door behind him. 
Quickly, he noticed was the open letters on the desk, sent in old
fashioned sealed envelopes.  The sight clearly gave him a
start.

“Are you reading those, sir?”

“Yeah, thought I’d use some of what they said in my
speech.  Good to know what the opposition says about you,
helps you to formulate counter arguments.”

“But sir, you’ve been warned about attempts on your life. 
It’s dangerous for you to be reading your own mail.”

“Oscar!  You already checked and cleared all my
correspondence and deemed it was clean.  There’s nothing to
worry about.”

“Yes, sir, but… I could be wrong.”

Richardson shook his head and went back to pacing.  It
amazed him that Ramirez could still be worried, after the all the
clean sweeps he had done to ensure that all physical mail was virus
free, or that their message board wasn’t being filled with viruses
and e-bombs. In his time as his assistant, he had noted that
protective quality Ramirez had for him.  At first he had
thought his vigilance was the result of simple duty, but he knew
better now.  Like many in his organization, Ramirez actually
believed in him.  It wasn’t so surprising, seeing as how
Ramirez and his family were Rostovian natives.  Like most
people who had lived planetside long enough, they knew how
obstinate and inconsiderate the system could be.  He and many
others besides actually seemed to think Richardson was the man who
could change all this, at least for their little corner of the
universe.

  He had even noticed the way Ramirez had reacted when he’d
first learnt of Clara.  He looked genuinely hurt, even
crushed, when he found out, as if his childhood hero had turned out
to be a fake.  It seemed especially potent when he told him,
more or less, to keep it under his hat.

“This organization counts on your discretion, Oscar,” he had
said at the time.  “And so do I.”

Ramirez simply nodded and tried not to look him in the
eye.  In time, he’d gotten over Clara’s existence, but still
carried on in that same awkward way whenever she came around the
office, or called him.  The poor, noble fellow of reputable
upbringing simply couldn’t understand how any man could be with a
woman who was not his wife.  But when it came to the cause, he
understood, and believed in it, wholeheartedly.

“Do you know what they’re going to ask?” Ramirez said to
him.

“Same old business, not to worry.  Like I’ve told you
before, the interstellar press make it a habit of asking people
like us questions they don’t ask the other side.  All part of
their plan to make us look foolish in the eyes of the people. 
But as long as you know that, you’re prepared.”

“Okay…” Ramirez nodded uncertainly.  His own doubts were
not helping Richardson overcome his own right now. 

“Oscar, go on!  You’re making me nervous.  Why don’t
you go see how the press department is doing handling those
reporters?”

“Yes sir,” he said obediently and went off.

Alone, Richardson took a deep breath and gathered his thoughts
one last time.  Instead of concerning himself with talking
points anymore, he gave a thought to the legislation he was
proposing.  It was perhaps the most radical step put forward
by organized labour in well over a century.  If successful, it
would dramatically change the way the colonies did business with
their corporate interests, and as well as with the Triumvirate
itself.   Change wasn’t exactly popular with all folks,
even for those who had something to gain from it.  And some
were so frightened by it that they were prepared to lash out in
writing, and sometimes even worse.

Two more deep breaths finished the exercise for him; it was time
to get going.  The press could be made to wait, but they were
hostile enough as it was.  And the message wasn’t really meant
for them anyway.  It was meant to go over their heads, to the
very people they were created to inform.  And who knew? 
If this latest conference went well, maybe they might start seeing
things from his point of view.  Maybe then they’d be sending
threatening letters to the governor, the IEC representatives on
their world, or even the bureau of the Directorate
themselves.  Then, maybe things in the known universe would
actually start to change.

 

The loading bay had an unusually spacious feel to it.  No
sooner had Fedorov and his crew disembarked than they noticed the
near total absence of cargo pods and loaders.  Only one
representative was there, from the local union.  And in the
centre of the bay, all alone, was the package – a single, active
cryounit.  The rep that had come to great them appeared to be
there to do just that.  Standing around and eyeing each of
them in turn, he gave a curt welcoming spiel that seemed just a
little patronizing.

“On behalf of the Chimaeras’ dock workers union, I am here to
ensure that you have whatever you need to assist you in the
transport of this package to its destination.  I would also
like to extend our thanks for taking it off our hands.”

Fedorov looked around, hoping to spot a decent carryall, or at
least a jack of some kind.  There own had seen better days and
the suspensors were worn down to a nub.  Failing that, he
hoped to see some additional hands.  He thought to ask, but he
got the distinct impression they were expected to do it all
themselves.  Instead, he thought he might ask about the
cryounit itself.

“Just what is this… package?”

“I’m afraid the details of that were not disclosed to the union,
sir,” he said politely.  “However, I must stress that the
contents are of a sensitive nature and should not be interfered
with for any reason.  I am told that the slightest change of
conditions inside the unit could seriously harm its contents.”

“What are you talking about?  Everybody knows it’d take a
sledgehammer to put a dent in one of these things.  And it’s
not like a small change to the casing could ever kill the occupant,
right?”

It was Boro who naturally thought to ask this.  Somehow, it
was just part of his makeup to assume that everything needed to be
said openly, no matter how impertinent. Fedorov shot him a sharp
glance that told him to shut up and tried to make nice with the rep
again. 

“Never mind him, sir.  He’s got an overly-inquisitive
mind.  We’ll be sure to take good care of her, I can assure
you that.”

“Well good,” the rep said, the smile that had faded ever so
briefly returning to his thin cheeks.  “Mr. Adonis was quite
specific, any change could be harmful and lead to a serious
fine.  So once you’ve secured it in your hold, I would advise
that no one touch it or go near it.”

“Naturally,” Fedorov echoed.  “We’ll just get this aboard
and get out of your hair as quickly as possible.”

The rep smiled one last time and turned to leave.  He
appeared to take his time with it, casting a casual glance back at
them as Goren fetched their carry-all from inside the ship. 
He even lingered long enough to see them hoist it and drag it
aboard their ship.  Fedorov finally caught sight of the hatch
sliding shut behind him just as they were prepared to leave
themselves.  Under his breath, he cursed the man who had time
to watch but offered no help.

“Durack,” he said, shooting a little spittle onto the
deck.  The word always sounded better with a little saliva
chasing it.  With the unit aboard and nothing more to keep
them there, he ordered Goren to close up the hatch and Boro to
start up the engines sequence again.

 

The Vladivostok shot out of Chimaeras for the second
time that day, with barely an hour in between the last launch and
the loading.  Once their course was set for Rostov and the
autopilot engaged, the crew reassembled in the lounge for yet
another discussion.  Far from shedding any light on the nature
of their mission, the pickup and the package only deepened the
mystery of it all.  Now, with the cryounit sealed and secured
in the cargo hold, all they could think to do was sit around and
speculate as to what it could be.  The instructions not to
touch it only made it that much more tempting to take a peak.

“So…any thoughts?”  Goren started them off.

“Maybe it’s the remains of a loved one,” Boro suggested. 
That seemed plausible enough, and might explain why it was so off
limits.  It also might explain why a high roller had paid so
much for its transport.  But why was it so distant?  That
was a question Fedorov wanted to ask; unfortunately, Boro beat him
to it.

“I don’t know,” Kiely replied.  “Maybe Adonis had an
estranged parent or something and now he wants to honour their
memory by paying through the nose to bring them home.  You
know the way these people are.”

“Can never stand their parents while they’re alive,” Boro
said.  “I know that feeling.”

“I think I’ll have to go with Boro on this one,” Fedorov
rejoined.

“What?  You can’t stand your family either?”

“No!  I meant what you said before, about this being a paid
mission and not asking too many questions.”

“Oh, right!” Boro said, patting his thick chest. 
Nevertheless, the conversation went on as if no one had heard
him.

“What if it’s something else?” Boro asked.  “I know nobody
wants to hear this, but what if this big wig is transporting
hazardous waste or biochemical agents, and this is his way of
getting around customs and restrictions?”

“Oh c’mon, Sam!”  Kiely objected.  “That’s just plain
nonsense! Besides, it would never work; you know as well as anyone
that we’ll have to submit to inspection at least twice between here
and Rostov.”

“Not with a name like Adonis on the package and some convincing
sob story to cover it up.  I’ll bet he made sure there’d be no
one to get in our way too, probably paid off customs and the
feds!”

Fedorov saw the heated debate that was on the verge of exploding
between Boro and Kiely and decided to intervene once again.
 The same tack seemed appropriate: keep it about the
money.

“Who cares what’s in it?  If Adonis wants this package, he
gets it!  He paid for it, after all, and were making out
really good.  For what he’s put up for this one mission, we’ll
all be able to take some time off, maybe even a trip somewhere…
right?”

He let the resolution linger in the air for a second to see if
there were any takers.  Once again, he was marred by
failure.  Strangely enough, it was Boro challenging this
reasoning this time, even though it had originally come from
him. 

“I don’t know boss.  Under the circumstances, I think a
little speculation is helpful.  I mean… c’mon, something’s up
here.”

Fedorov growled and shook his head angrily.  When was
it exactly that I lost my clout? he asked himself.  A
Captain, even a privateer, was supposed to command some degree of
authority.  Was it the constant gambling?  Was it the
broken promises?  Was it the fact that they were going
effectively nowhere as traders?

“Whatever, you guys.  But when it comes to the package
itself, I’m going to have issue an executive order.  No one
touches it, no one goes near it, no one even breathes on it. 
Is that understood?”

He met all of their eyes in turn to make sure he had their
compliance, and was met by each in turn with a look of surprised
acquiescence.  They weren’t used to getting direct orders from
Fedorov; but then again, he wasn’t used to giving them.  Once
he was sure his point was made, he nodded happily.

“Good, so let’s all just find something else to do until we get
to the node.  And be ready for an inspection once we get
there, I’m betting we’re going to have to come to heel for the
feds, regardless of what Boro here thinks.”

 “Yeah,” Boro replied with a laugh.  “Let’s just hope
you didn’t place any real bets, what with your luck lately.”

That comment elicited a short laugh from the crew before they
saw the look on Fedorov’s face.  That prompted Kiely to
intervene for all of their sakes.

“That’s… not appropriate, Sam.”

“Right,” Boro added, “nothing funny about a bad run of
luck.”

 

“Did you get a good look at their ship?  Does it seem
worthy?”

“You saw it for yourself, draw your own conclusions,” he said
flatly.  It annoyed him to speaking to someone not within his
jurisdiction, especially one whose credentials were so
nebulous.  But then again, orders were orders, and he had his,
though he could do without her superior tone.

 “The recording lacked a certain authenticity, too much
static and scanner lines.”

“I know,” he said admittedly.  “Background distortions,
best we could do given the distance and need for secrecy.”

There was a pause on the other end which suggested she was
nodding, and then she asked again:

“So, impressions on the ship?”

“Just good enough, class three, quick runner.  Not a
problem.”

“What about the crew?  Any thoughts on them?”

 “Can’t see a problem with them either, they seemed
appropriate.  Disreputable, unsuccessful, and for the most
part, un-inquisitive.”

“Are you sure?  What if the package is compromised?”

Len was starting to get annoyed.  Considering the nature of
the mission, there was really no need to be asking questions at
all.  And considering the identity of their agent, there was
no reason to be worried for his sake.

“K can handle himself, I assure you.  And these few are not
exactly the swiftest bunch I’ve ever laid eyes on.  The odds
of them discovering him are damned near impossible, and even if
they did, he’d know what to do with them.”

“Alright then,” she said finally.  “You will be alerted
with further instructions should the need arise.”

“I’m sure I will,” Len terminating the recording and left the
docking area, pausing only long enough to spit a quick expletive at
the screen.  Wasting no time, he disposed of the union ID and
station uniform and made his way from the docking bay back to the
Zocalo level.

 










Chapter 2
Perfidy


Richardson came bursting through the doors of his study,
bringing Chavez to his feet in a hurry.  He desperately tried
to look busy, sorting and stacking the things Richardson had left
there.

“Were you sitting at my desk?” Richardson asked.  Chavez’s
face gave him away.  “It’s okay, Oscar.  I never said you
couldn’t.”

“Of course, sir.  I was just-”

“Sitting in the boss’ seat.  I know the feeling.  It’s
very nice, isn’t it?”

“So soft and comfortable,” Chavez admitted.

Richardson urged Chavez back into the seat and showed him where
the control settings were on the arm.  Chavez discovered a new
level of comfort as soon as Richardson retuned the chair to his own
specifications.  It’s contoured surface sensed Chavez’s back
and adjusted accordingly, cushioning every soft spot and massaging
the areas where he was obviously tense.

“The big man’s chair is always more comfortable, Oscar. 
Just one of the many travesties of the system, I’m afraid.”

“So how come you have one?” Chavez felt empowered to ask. 
Richardson shrugged.

“I’m a hypocrite, I guess.”  He laughed.  “No, no, I
just can’t resist some of the perks that come with the
office.  If I have my way, every working man and woman on the
planet will have one when they come to work next Monday.”

Chavez smiled and then shut the chair down.  Getting back
to cleaning, he let Richardson take his own seat again just as the
other members of his staff came in.  There was Horace, the
movement’s public relations consultant, and Hajjid, who held the
chair of VP of the workers union.  Both looked relatively
pleased, so naturally Chavez thought to ask.

“How did the press conference go?”

Horace looked to Richardson first, who nodded at him. 
Apparently they were still unsure of Chavez, or perhaps they
considered him beneath them.  Either way they still needed to
elicit their boss’ permission before speaking to him.

“A little arbitrary,” Horace began, “but I think I avoided any
carefully planted barbs.  Which reminds me,” he said to
Richardson.  “We learned a little something about the reporter
Olsen there.”

On this point, Horace and Hajjid were insistent that Chavez
leave.  Richardson looked annoyed, was inclined to
agree.  He caught something about a planted reporter before
the doors sealed shut behind him.  The details were not clear,
but then again, all that was unimportant to Chavez.  What
mattered was the few items his search of the office had turned up,
specifically scheduling information.  He knew someone who
would be most interested in that.

 

Goren woke to take his shift aboard the bridge.  Obviously
he had overslept, his eyes were heavy and Boro was no longer at the
console.  The autonav chimed busily away as it piloted the
ship through the system’s nav beacons en route to the jump
point.  For some reason, he had always slept better on a
ship.  He wasn’t sure if it was the low-gravity, the hum of
the engines or the gentle noise of antiquated equipment. 
Somehow it just agreed with him.  In many ways, the sleep
cycle of the ship had become his circadian rhythm.

The ship came in for another slow turn, temporarily changing the
direction of the gravitational pull.  Goren quickly grabbed
his seat and set his coffee cup down in a receptacle on the
console.  Judging that the nav route needed no adjustments, he
sat back and let the computer handle things.  Within minutes,
he was bored out of his mind.  When he had drained his cup, he
had fetched another, then another.  He had completely rubbed
the sleep from his eyes.  There was officially nothing to
do.  He decided to occupy himself with ship’s subroutines and
looking over the passive sensor’s logs.  While it ate up a few
hours of his shift, he still was having no success keeping his mind
occupied.

The rest of the crew was scheduled to sleep for another six
hours.  They would not be making the jump point for another
thirteen.  The temptation was becoming too strong.  He
needed to see the unit again.

He fetched himself another cup of coffee before making his way
to the aft compartment.  It was still there, alone and
connected to the power conduit in the otherwise empty cargo
hold.  The same gentle pinging that helped him sleep was the
only noise he could hear, and the lighting was low to simulate the
night time cycle.  It felt somehow inviting, cozy and
intimate.  He decided he would stay, pulled a packing crate
over and used it as a seat.  He sat there for some time,
watching the unit and pondering its contents.  All of the
ideas that they had bounced around earlier were still far from
being resolved.  Unlike Kiely and Boro, he had no final
opinion on which it could be: remains, a prototype, or a living
being.  After thinking it over a few times, he wondered if it
was even appropriate for him to be in here with it.  The
Captain’s orders had been clear.

But then, he remembered, Fedorov had told him not to
touch it.  There was no rule stating he couldn’t keep
it company.  Maybe after a few more hours, it would give him a
hint or two as to what it was.  Whoever had packed the unit
had taken great pains to ensure that no one would know what was
inside.  Standard mummy units came equipped with a faceplate
at the top, so that the faces of the interred could be seen by its
caretakers.  Sarcophagi units were a little more ornamental,
but they too had a viewcam inset in their front that ensured that
whoever was inside could be monitored by those on the
outside.  This one had no cams, but its faceplate was still
blocked.  If one looked in, all they saw was the blackened
grey lining of a metal wall.

Still, given its surrounding and the general atmosphere of the
ship right now, Goren felt oddly comfortable with it nearby. 
He was even beginning to feel homey with the thing when his bladder
signalled him that it was time to visit the lavatory.  Cursing
mildly, he told the unit he would be back.  No sooner had he
risen to his seat that a small bump in their flight path sent him
back to the floor.  His coffee splayed everywhere, he listened
intently to make sure no alarms were sounding.  Whatever had
hit them obviously hadn’t been enough to do serious harm.  One
thing he did notice, the unit was beginning to make noises.

“Screw it,” he muttered under his breath.  It was almost as
if it was calling out to him, but he needed to get to the bridge to
check on their flight path and the ship’s structural
integrity.  A second set of beeps stopped him before he could
leave the bay.  When he turned around to look, he noticed a
new set of green lights that were blinking on the status panel on
the outer case.

Uh-oh, he said to himself.  The Captain had said
no touching, but if something was wrong with the unit and it didn’t
get to its destination intact because someone chose to follow the
rules just a little too closely, then they were all in deep
trouble.  Deciding a quick glance was his only honourable
recourse, he rushed over to the unit to check its panel.  Sure
enough, the readout said all systems were still optimal.  But
the new light seemed to indicate that the unit was now on battery
power.  That sent Goren to the floor to check the unit’s
connection to the power conduit.  Apparently it had come loose
during their little bump and the machine had decided to switch over
to prevent the loss of temperature or internal pressure.  All
fine and good, Goren thought.  The unit’s log would say it had
experienced a small power fluctuation, nothing to be worried
about.  Every cryounit was equipped with enough battery life
to keep it sustained for over a year.

But as long as he was there, why not hook it back up, he
thought.  After all, why make Adonis run through the hassle of
recharging the unit, should he even want to keep once he had thawed
its contents?  Reaching deep into the floor panels, he felt
around for the disconnected cable and guided it back into the
floor’s power outlet.  The unit beeped again, a nice blue
light this time that faded after two delicate chimes and a bright
blink.  He gave the status readout one more check, everything
was back to normal.  Better than normal.

Okay, he thought.  He had averted a close call and
done his good deed for the day.  Well, not exactly.  But
somehow, he felt he had earned a few points for good
behaviour.  He had prevented a minor loss of power to the
unit, which in the end could only ensure that whoever or whatever
was inside would be in good working order once it made it to
Rostov.  Surely that earned him the right to inspect it a
little!  And as long as he was there, so close to the unit,
what harm would a little added inspection do?  One quick look
into the visor to make sure the contents were still up and
running.

Taking a quick look over his shoulder to make sure no one was
sneaking up behind him, he placed his hands on the panel again and
pressed the button that would retract the faceplate.  The
clear panel slid back with an abrupt hiss and let out a small cloud
of frozen vapour.  Goren took a few seconds to catch his
breath before continuing.  He saw now why the metal wall that
was where the face should have been was grey-black.  It was
covered in a small lining of ice crystals that seemed to conceal
some writing.  Checking over his shoulder again, he brushed at
the crystals to get a better look at what was underneath.

KS

That was all it said, minus some serial numbers and the logo of
the manufacturer.  But what did that mean?  Who would go
to the trouble of sealing the headspace of a cryounit and putting
the letters K and S on the covering shield?  Was that supposed
to be the initials of the person inside?  A technical
specification or some chemical formula?  He was never that
good in chemistry but the last time he had reviewed his periodic
table, S stood for Sulphur, K meant potassium.  Potassium
Sulphide?  Wasn’t that some kind of acid or toxic
chemical?  Well that made no sense!

Dammit! he thought.  He had ventured outside the
boundaries of runner-mandated behaviour and he knew it.  And
all it had gotten him were two stupid letters.  Resealing the
faceplate quickly, he ran to the bridge where he began running the
diagnostics he should have been running in the first place. 
Everything appeared to be running normally, but all he could think
about was the trouble he may have landed himself in.  He
wondered if anyone would notice the finger marks inside the unit
from where he had touched it.  He began running through
possible excuses.  All the while his heart was running
double-time.  He wished someone would wake up just so he could
end the suspense.

“What did I miss?”

The sound nearly made him jump out of his seat.  He spun
around to see Kiely standing in the bridge doorway.  After
rubbing her eyes for a minute, she noted his appearance, his pallor
and sweat on his forehead.

“What the hell’s the matter with you?”

“Nothing,” he said, turning back around too quickly and
pretending to read from the controls.  “Just surprised me,
that’s all.”

Kiely came up beside him and set a steaming cup of coffee into
the pilot chair’s holder.

“Well, it’s my shift.  So why don’t you get some
sleep?”

“Yeah,” Goren wiped his forehead and composed himself. 
Hopping out of the seat, he made for the door at a brisk
pace.  Unfortunately he had aroused Kiely’s curiosity and she
wasn’t about to let him go so easily.

“Did I wake you or something?” she asked just as he had reached
the doorway.

“Nope,” she shouted around the corner. 

“Uh-oh, what did you do?”

“Nothing.”

She was following him now to the ship’s lounge.  He tried
to pick up his pace and outrun her.

“Oh shit, you did something to the cargo, didn’t you?”

“No!  Well, nothing serious.”

Kiely through her arms up.  “Oh my god!  Goren, how
stupid are you?  Did you not hear what the Captain said?”

Goren bowed his head and took her verbal beatings.  She
went on for a few minutes, mainly asking questions then answering
them for him.  By the end, she had everything summed up
tidily.  He was stupid, he had been told, that only encouraged
him, which made him more stupid.

“Yeah, that’s about the size of it,” he said meekly.

“So tell me exactly what you did.”

He recounted the story for her, trying to emphasize the harmless
stuff as much as possible.  Kiely was unconvinced,
naturally.  He thought he was picking up on some trace of
curiosity as well.

“What did you see?”

“Nothing.  I told you, it was sealed.  A face plate or
something, with initials.”

“What initials.”

“KS,” Goren said angrily.  “Nothing more, just two stupid
letters.  I didn’t break the seal or do anything that could be
interpreted as harm.”

“Yeah, luckily.  I’m going to wake the Captain.”

“NO!” Goren jumped at her and grabbed hold of her arm.  “He
doesn’t have to know.  We can just keep this between us.”

“Goren,” she said menacingly, looking down at his hand on her
arm.  He removed it quickly and placed his hands up in mock
surrender.

“I – I – I mean, he doesn’t really have to know.  I can
show you, I didn’t do anything harmful.  The cargo’s fine;
here come see!”

“No, Goren.”

“Please!”

“No!  I’m waking the Captain.  Stay here, crew meeting
in just a few minutes.  Pray he goes easy on you.”

“Dammit!” Goren stamped his feet on the deck plates, willing
time to rewind itself and erase the last few hours of his
life.  In all the developments that taken place in the last
century, why hadn’t anyone invented something that could do
that?  When he’d calmed down and began acting his age again,
he tried to think up a few excuses for why he had ventured into the
cargo hold in the first place.

 

Chavez took another deep breath.  Even over the noise of
the people and the loudspeakers, he could hear the beating of his
own heart.  The crowded station was filled with the faces of
Rostovians coming and going from the inner city and
spaceport.  The many tiered structure buzzed with patrons,
tourists, citizens and migrant workers going about their business
at the end of the working day.  Many looked like him, fellow
service or industrial labourers who worked the orbital docks. 
Others were clearly from a higher income bracket.  As usual,
one could discern them from their choice of clothes and the
condition of their skin.  Those who worked the docks or the
factories wore the signs of desiccation that came from the dry
interiors of pressure suits or the caustic burn of airborne
chemicals.  Visible scars were also apparent from invasive
implant surgeries that were done at second-rate facilities.

Chavez had noticed these signs for the better part of his
life.  His father had them, his neighbours had them, and his
brothers had them too when they were old enough.  But
strangely, he had not known the significance of them until working
for Richardson.  He and his associates had taught him what
these status symbols meant, how they were false indicators of a
repressive system, maybe even whom to blame for it all.  They
had also taught him how integral responsibility was to the changing
of this system.  He and others like him were being told they
could change things, but it was up to them to do it.  No
handouts, no revolution, just a better deal.  That was
Richardson’s unofficial slogan.

And yet he had every intention of betraying his
confidence.  That was the purpose of his latest trip to the
rails.  Keeping his collar pulled high and his head low in the
crowds, he waited on the station bench, one ear tuned to the
Novosty terminal and the other picking up fragments of
announcements coming from the loudspeakers.  Cycling through
Russo, Anglish and Hispania, with some Deutschen for the local
Mennonites, the voice announced a long series of departures and
arrivals.  The schedule that hovered at the centre of the
terminal displayed where these same passengers were coming and
going from. Attica, Kaifeng, Khalafa, Pasaragad, Lotha, Hephaestus,
Aramazd, Logos, Terra, and about a dozen other colonies,
settlements and stopovers.  The whole of the known universe,
all coming and going right here.

“One day, you’ll visit those places.”  The voice almost
made him jump before he realized it was his contact.  The lady
wore a dark coat who’s hem reached to her ankles, much like his
own, only slightly more feminine.  Her eyes were concealed
with a dark filter band, pictures from local media stations cycling
at the periphery of her vision.  She took a seat next to him
and folded one leg over the other.

“Do you have what we talked about?”

“Yes,” he said, reaching into his pocket.

“Not here,” she cautioned, looking around quickly.  “Over
there.”

She pointed over to a crowded café a few floors above
them.  Chavez stood up and followed her up the nearest set of
escalators.  She moved like she knew how to stay invisible in
a crowd.  Perhaps that said something of her relationship with
Richardson.  She weaved back and forth between passing groups
of patrons until they finally came to the shop she had pointed
out.  Selecting a vacant seat in the corner, she led him to
his seat and ordered for them as a server unit came over.

“Two espressos,” she said to the hovering machine.  It
quickly chimed a reply and flew away to dispatch their order. 
Turning to Chavez, she asked again.

“So, you have what we talked about?”

“Yes,” he said with a nod.  “Can I give it to you now?”

“How did you obtain it?”

“I made a copy when he was out of the office.”

“You’re sure it’s authentic?”

“Yes.  I’m sure,” he said with incredulity.  “Why do
you ask?”

“My husband is very good at covering his tracks.  I
wouldn’t be surprised if he made a few copies just to throw me
off.  He knows I keep an eye on him, you know.”

“Well,” he said, reaching into his pocket to get the datapad he
had brought.  “I can assure you, he doesn’t suspect me of
anything.  He lets me know things that are outside my area of
expertise.”

“And you’ve seen him with this woman?  He’s talked to you
about her?”

“I have seen them together.  It was clear something was
going on.”

“Anything more… ” she began searching with her hands for the
right word.  “Substantial?”

“He told me to not mention it to anyone.  And she’s called
for him many times, and I am told to leave the office when she
does.”

Mrs. Richardson sighed.  “I guess that will have to do for
now.”

Chavez leaned forward and placed his hand on her arm to offer
some comfort.  “I’m sure it means nothing,” he said
ruefully.  “In his position, madam – Ah, what I mean to say
is… sometimes women are drawn to men such as himself… ”

She snatched her hand away quickly.

“Mr. Chavez, may I call you Oscar?” He nodded.  “I’m not
concerned with his reasons, Oscar.  My only concern at this
point is making sure that my bases are covered.”

Chavez pulled his hand away.  So that was it, was it? 
All the questions, the proof she had asked him to find.  It
was not for her own peace of mind, it was so she could have some
fodder for her lawyers.  He should have guessed as much, the
way her icy tone never once broke, the even, measured way she
always looked at him.  She must really hate him then. 
Why else would she go through all this?

She looked ready to leave.  He found his hand shooting out
again and taking hers.

“Why his schedule though?  Why do you want to know where
he’s going to be?”

“So I can tell the man with the camera where and when to be so
he can document his actions,” she replied cooly.  “Now mind
your hand, sir.  People will think we’re together.”

“Sorry,” he said, retracting it.  “I suppose that makes
sense.”

“No, I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t be telling you this. 
Here.”  She handed him a packet from her pocket.  He
quickly slipped it beneath his coat without doing her the
discourtesy of inspecting it in front of her.  “Take the kids
somewhere nice.”

“Thank you,” Chavez said humbly.  Their waiter unit was
back with their espressos and Mrs. Richardson ordered hers to
go.  Just as the unit began transferring the steaming contents
of her cup to a cellulose container, Chavez reached up to
her.  He didn’t dare touch her again, but he had a problem
letting her go just yet.  He too needed some guarantees.

“I’m sorry,” he said.  “But I do have one favour to
ask.  Whatever happens, please don’t use this to humiliate
your husband.  There are a lot of people who depend on him to
make a difference.”

Mrs. Richardson laughed.  “Yes, that’s the thing about my
husband.  He’s very good at convincing people he’s something
he’s not.  He’s also very good at making people like you, sir,
believe he shares their values.”

Chavez looked at her pleadingly.  After a moment, she
conceded and gave him a nod.  “I will be
discreet.”  She took her cup and stood up.  “You should
know I really have no intention of dragging my husband through the
mud.  After years of being married to him, I’ve become
accustomed to being discreet.  Besides, I’m not petty enough
to see other people’s hopes and dreams destroyed for my own
personal reasons.  You’ll all learn the hard way, as I
did.  Good day, Mr. Chavez.”

She left then.  Chavez was left alone in the noisy café,
the bustling an insufficient distraction from his own
thoughts.  One by one, they crept up against him despite his
resistance.

How did I get caught up in this?  Why did I
agree to this?  Will she really keep her word?  He
reached into his coat, massaging the package in the hopes that it
would give him some relief.  Thinking of how he’d spend the
generous credit package on his family provided some mild
relief.  He could now afford to do something nice for
them.  She was right about that much.  But how far could
that go?

Oh well, he told himself as he drained his cup and stood up to
leave.  Even if Richardson were to suffer in divorce court,
that didn’t necessarily mean it would hurt him
professionally.  And it wasn’t as though he were selling
Richardson out to any of his real enemies, just his
wife.  Somehow, it really didn’t make a difference.  All
the excuses in the world couldn’t prevent him from feeling like the
lowest person on the planet right now.

 

Fedorov’s hands were joined in front of his face, elbows propped
on his thighs.  The unit sat before them, right where Boro and
Goren had dragged it.  He had been staring at it for close to
an hour, once in a while looking up to give his crew a passing
glance.  More than a few of them looked pissed.  Kiely
and Boro fit neatly in this category.  Goren was on the other
end of things, ducking sheepishly into the corner and staying
there.  The others were somewhere in the middle, seeing past
Goren’s little violation and focusing directly on their little
quandary.

Whether he had realized it or not, Goren had changed the nature
of their mission with this one little indiscretion.  As
Captain, he had to be mad, play the part, but he couldn’t help but
feel curious at the same time.  The specimen was alive, that
much was clear now.  The vitals readout Goren had
“accidentally” uncovered confirmed that, which ruled out the
possibility that they were transporting inanimate remains. 
And the initials, KS.  Were they the moniker of the payee, or
the identity of the person inside?  Who knew?  The point
was, they now knew two things about this particular shipment, which
was two things more than they needed to know.

“We live by a code of rules,” he began reciting finally. “These
rules protect not only the buyer, but the shippers as well. 
NOT knowing what we’re carrying ensures that we don’t get involved
in our buyers business.  It keeps our hands clean!”

He was standing now.  Goren was sinking deeper into the
wall, trying to disappear into the ship entirely.  Everyone
else listened intently like people who had to sit through a stern
lecture that they had nothing to do with.

“Forget for a second that the Guild does not abide traders that
go snooping.  The simple reality is of this business is that
it runs on confidentiality and trust.  You remove that, and
the business goes belly up.  You can’t do business with people
you can’t trust, and you can’t trust people who make a point of
rummaging through your personal effects."

His voice was getting louder now, rising to a crescendo as he
neared the denouement of the speech.

“And as Captain, I can’t work with people I can’t
trust.  Who are going to put the business license, or even the
lives, of myself and my crew at risk!  So I will ask you this
one time…” he turned to face Goren head on.  “What the hell
were you thinking?”

“Captain…” Goren stammered.  “I didn’t mean–”

“To do any harm?  Well that ship has sailed, kid.  The
only question is, how do we deal with the damage?”

“But there wasn’t any damage, sir!  No one will be able to
tell –”

“That’s a pretty stupid risk to be taking, kid!  What if
Adonis looks just a little too closely, notices trace amounts of
fingerprints or skin cells on the unit?  Don’t you think he
might start looking closer, maybe realize someone opened the top
seal?”

Goren didn’t have an answer for that.  He wasn’t supposed
to.  Odds are, he was right about this being a no harm, no
foul situation.  But a lesson had to be learned here.

“And what if this Adonis isn’t exactly the legit and charitable
type, know what I mean?  What do you suppose is going to
happen to us as a result of your curiosity?”

Goren looked ready to wet his pants.  He had sunk
completely into the wall now, whatever solidity his flesh still
possessed was slowly seeping through the bulkhead.

“Cap.  If I may…”  It was Kiely saying this, sounding
strangely compassionate all of a sudden.  “Goren did say that
the power hook up had come undone.  He was reattaching it when
he committed his stupid, stupid sin.  If anyone asks, we can
always say were just giving the unit due diligence.”

Fedorov looked at Goren.  He seemed dressed down enough for
the moment, which meant it was time to cut him a little
slack.  He was no good to anyone drained entirely of
confidence.

“Is that true?” he asked him.

Goren perked up long enough to answer.  “Yes, Cap’n. 
Totally, Cap’n.”

He pretended to think it over for a second. 

That sounds just crazy enough

“Fine.  But no one goes near it for the remainder of the
voyage.  ‘Else I’ll have Kojo pull their goddamned arms
off.”

“Don’t forget me,” Kiely said.

“Right.  And Cassidy here’ll cut off a limb of her
choice.  Meantime, I don’t wanna hear shit until we get to
Rostov.  Everybody clear?”

The crew answered with resounding yes sirs.  Satisfied,
they sorted out who’s rotation it was and went back to their
duties.  Much to Fedorov’s surprise, it seemed like he would
get his way for once.  He didn’t hear so much as a peep out of
them for the remainder of the journey.  No noise at all,
except the quiet nag of his own thoughts…

 










Chapter 3
Collection




New Merida.  The mag rail deposited Chavez onto the platform
and quickly departed, leaving a big gust of wind in its wake. 
Chavez raised the lapel on his coat and waited for the innards an
outer shell to adjust to his new environment.  He took a look
around before setting off on foot.  As usual, the platform at
this junction was filled with transients and day labourers. 
The sun was shining its harsh blue light and the skies were an
ashen grey.  Yes, all in all, it was a typical Rostovian
afternoon in summer.

He was also happy to back in his own neck of the woods.  He
never understood why, but for some reason, in the central Daugava
district, everything was rendered in such a harsh style.  Grey
apartment blocks, steel and concrete structures with pale blue
glass.  Outside of that, there was little more than industrial
zones to dominate the landscape.  He was told once that this
was a local custom, something the native Rostovians brought with
them from Earth.  That didn’t make it seem any less depressing
to him though.

It was a great mercy then that many other cultures chose to make
Rostov their home as well.  New Cherenkov, for example, where
all the prominent buildings were coloured with pastel blues and the
roofs were skinned with copper sheets.  And the Yerevan
district, where the boulevards were lined with brilliant orange
lights.  Then there was his hometown district of New Merida,
where just about every building was painted in bright tones of
marigold and green.  Were it not for these aesthetic choices,
then the city might truly be a depressing place.  Perhaps the
locals liked it that way.  It certainly would account for a
lot.

Casting one last look at the platform’s occupants, none of whom
thought to accost him, Chavez set off on foot towards his
destination.  It wasn’t too far from the transit line, in the
tall building just off the main boulevard.

The white façade and tinted windows, all of which faced
strategically to the setting sun, looked incredibly luminous. 
The picture of prosperity and civility.  In the atrium, Chavez
was spotted by a number of black-suited men, their eyes covered by
display glasses.  They knew him on sight, their glasses
cycling through different scanner waves to check him for weapons
and other paraphernalia the Jefe didn’t appreciate being
brought in to his building.  He stepped closer, placing his
hand into his jacket and grabbing the package.  They knew at
this point that it was harmless and didn’t bother reaching for
their weapons.

A group of small children, impeccably dressed, passed in front
of him.  Two girls being chased by three boys, clearly all
related and of the boss’ line given their apparel.  The two
men looked at them gallingly but said nothing.  Definitely the
boss children; they knew they were not supposed to be running
around on the ground floor but were helpless to discipline
them.

He brought out the package.

“Por Jefe.”

The shorter one walked towards him.  He made a deliberate
gesture with both arms, raising them up sideways.  Like he was
issuing a challenge, knowing that Chavez was in no position to give
him any trouble.  He snatched up the packet as soon as he got
close enough to do so.  Chavez caught the smell of a generous
dosage of cologne and something else he couldn’t identify. 
His uncouth movement suggested it was probably something… a little
soporific.  Flipping the tab open, he gave the contents a
quick inspection.

“Your brother… he’s not doing so good, I hear.”

More posturing, Chavez thought.  He only did it because he
knew he’d get nothing back.   “My family is doing fine,
tovarych.  You needn’t worry about that.”

“Tovarych?” the man said, laughing with the other.  “Where
you been hanging out these days, primo?  With those
politicos?  They got boys like you running their errands
now?”

Chavez smiled insincerely.  He was becoming a bit familiar
with the Partzey lingo of late, something the Hermanos were not
known to use… or respect.  He really didn’t want to get
dragged into a prolonged discussion with them on the subject
either.  Half-turning to leave, he gestured at the package one
last time.

“Please give that to el Jefe with my respects.  He will
have the rest soon.”

“Not so fast…” said the one, reaching quickly into his
pocket.  “El Jefe says you want your little bro Pablo to be
free and clear, you gotta do something for him.”

Chavez grumbled and turned back.  “I said I would clear the
debt.  I just need more time.”

The small one grinned and reached into his jacket, pulling out a
Memo card in one quick, jerky motion.  He passed the card to
Chavez, who took it in his shaking hand.

“He says you never mind all that, you just do what this says,
you and he will be square.  No further debt for your little
bro.”

Chavez eyed the card carefully.  There wasn’t much to go
on, just the name of a place in the Noya Samara district, and what
appeared to be store hours written beneath it.  He flipped the
card over but found nothing else written on the back.  He even
touched the tab in the upper corner to see if there was any more
text contained within the card, but the current line was all it was
carrying.

“What’s this for?” he asked.

The small one stepped closer to him, his stale breath impacting
on Chavez’ face.  Asking the question was clearly making the
man all even more ill-mannered.  No doubt someone had told him
that questions were to be treated as a personal challenge,
regardless of whether or not they were polite inquiries for
clarification.

“Never you mind that,” he said firmly.  “You just be there,
those times, and you and he will be fine.  You want to make
trouble, you keep being here and getting in my face.”

In your face? he wanted to ask, but didn’t. 
Placing the card neatly into his jacket pocket, he gave one more
phony smile and carefully walked away.  They were sure to get
their parting shot in before he made it out.

“Hasta la luego, tovarych!”

He caught the sound of their mocking laughter as he pushed his
way through the front door.

 

“Sir, we got a situation…”

Fedorov rolled over on his bunk and grabbed hold of his
comlink.  He was sure to get the last of his grumbles out
before keying it.  Was it too much to ask that his crew let
him get one solid night’s sleep, no interruptions or
“situations”?

“What is it, Kojo?”

“Planetary authority is on the horn, boss.  They’re
requesting that we come to and submit to a contraband scan.”

“Did you tell them that IPS already cleared us?”

“Yep, don’t seem to care, boss.”

He shut down the link down long enough to grumble and mutter
something about discrimination.  Why was it merchant’s guild
runners always had to go through extra security checkpoints? 
The major haulers never had to deal with these kinds of delays.

He punched the link again.  “Did you tell them were on a
deadline?”

“I did not, boss,” he said sternly.  “Such talk has a way
of making a bad situation worse.”

Fedorov nodded.  “Alright, bring the ship around for
inspection.  I’ll talk to them directly.”

“Thank you…” said Keenan before cutting out.  Fedorov
grabbed what he needed from his locker – pair of fresh breeches,
his captain’s vest, and his sidearm – and made for the
bridge.  He arrived to find Keenan manning the navigational
controls while Keenan sat in the pilot’s chair.  Out the front
window, he could see Rostov waiting in the distance, the familiar
configuration of traffic drones hovering around the them and a
single interceptor parked in front of them.

“Have they started scanning?” he asked.

“Just,” replied Keenan, checking his instruments.  “Pretty
deep scan too, I’m getting a lot of feedback on the internal
sensors.”

“What the heck do they think we have in here? 
Biogenics?”

“What do you mean?”  asked Fedorov.

“If they were looking for weapons, they’d just need to do a
passing run.  Only reason they’d bombard us this heavily is to
see if we got biological compounds in our hold.”

 Fedorov looked at the ship hovering before them.  He
could almost make out the face of the person sitting in the pilot’s
seat.  Their display goggled were flashing back at him,
reflecting the Vladivostok’s status lights.  He couldn’t be
sure, but it seemed pretty damn obvious they were watching him
back.

We’re not hauling anything illegal, he thought. 
So why the hell do I feel like shitting a brick right
now?

“Put me through to them,” Fedorov said.  Keenan punched up
the frequency and handed him his headset.  A quick burst of
static and he got what sounded like a clear line.  “Rostov
port authority?  Do you read?”

He got a reply a second later, someone who sounded real annoyed
to be addressed.  “Merchant ship Vladivostok, you are required
to hold position and wait for the conclusion of this scan.”

“Yes, I know that.  I was just wondering why we’re being
scanned.  My crew has complied with all – ”

“Vladivostok, hold your position and maintain radio silence
until you have been cleared!”

The line cut out.  Fedorov ripped off the headset angrily
and tossed it back to Keenan.

“They hang up on you, boss?” asked Keenan.  Fedorov shot
him a look that quickly turned him around in his chair.  As if
harassment wasn’t enough, now they had rudeness to contend
with!  Just what were they so suspicious of?  Like most
of things about this mission, the unanswered questions were
exceeding the usual limit.

“Keenan, where are they scanning?”

“Cargo hold, why?”

“Be sure,” he said, pointing to his console.  “If they
really think we got something hidden away, why aren’t they
irradiating the rest of us?”

“Good point,” Keenan conceded, leaning over to see the results
for himself.  Eventually, Keenan leaned back, the internal
scanners satisfied with his diagnosis.

“Nope, I’m getting extraordinary radiation readings from the
hold, but nowhere else.  They’re sure paying close attention
to it too.”

“Ah, now that makes sense…”

Keenan and Fedorov both looked to Keenan.  Their desire for
an explanation was conveyed in one sideways glance.

“C’mon guys!  Our client, a man who’s rich enough to pay us
an exorbitant amount so we can ferry a single body from to
Hephaestus to Rostov.  Makes sense he would call in a few
favours, make damn sure we delivered.”

Fedorov looked back at the window, chuckled.  Keenan
naturally thought to ask.

“You’re saying they’re checking us out on his
behalf?”

“You got a better explanation?”

Fedorov tried to think of one, but eventually gave up and made a
concessional shrug.  Even Keenan, with all his conspiratorial
thinking, couldn’t come up with a better explanation.  Not a
moment later, his instruments chimed at him to announce that
radiation levels in the cargo bay were returning to normal. 
Out the front window, the parked interceptor fired up its engines
and peeled off.

“Yeah, you too,” Keenan said into his headset.  “We’ve been
cleared, switching over to autonav now.  We should be
planetside in on hour.”

“Good,” said Fedorov, wiping a small layer of moisture from his
upper lip.  The vest was beginning to feel a bit heavy too,
not to mention hot.  He undid the top clasps and thought of
his nice, comfy bed.  He was half through the door before
bothering to say anything.

“I’ll be in my bunk.  No calls, don’t care if it
is an emergency.

 

Chavez took a deep breath and quickly regretted it.  His
nose had been drawn in by the trace amounts of spices and perfumes
that permeated the air.  Unfortunately, closer inspection
revealed that it was also loaded with carcinogens and other
pollutants he couldn’t identify.  It was the first time he had
ventured to Noya Samara, but it wasn’t exactly by choice.  The
card had specified that this was where the pickup was to take
place, and he wasn’t exactly in a position to argue.

After disembarking from the tram, he followed the directions on
his compad until he found his way into a side street made up of
shops and domiciles that were shaped like little white
blocks.  The number appeared before too long, and if the front
window were any indication, it was a shop specializing in
secondhand electronics.

The door chimed as he pressed on the palm pad and it
opened.  Inside, there were two patrons wandering between
cabinets encased in glass.  Various objects hung on the wall,
few of which Chavez recognized.  He also noted the two men
standing behind the room’s main counters and assumed they worked
here.  The one closest to him looked up from the other patrons
and nodded to him.

“Privet,” he said.  “Kak ya mogu pomochʹ vam?”

Chavez smiled and looked helplessly to the other man. 
“Dobryĭ denʹ,” he returned in Russo.  “Ah, vy mozhete…” 
He fumbled for a moment to finish the sentence he had begun, then
gave up and reached into his pocket.  Fetching the card, he
extended it to the man behind the counter.  It might have been
his imagination, but he sensed a sudden change as soon as he read
from it.  He turned and barked something to the one standing
behind the other counter.

“Un minuto,” he said, turning back to Chavez.  “Is in
back.”

“Um, spasibo bolshoy,” he said, apparently still trying to
maintain the illusion that he could communicate with them in their
own tongue.  The shopkeeper turned around and headed aft, a
heavy bead curtain being tossed out of the way to temporarily
reveal a storage area in the back.  While he was gone, Chavez
felt the other one fixing him with a hard glare.  He met his
eyes for just a moment and saw the dour expression that was behind
them.  There were still a few people wandering around, but for
the time being, they had all become irrelevant.

What the hell did that card tell him? he
wondered.  The newest generation of Memos were known to be
able to cycle through millions of programmable messages, but given
their reaction, he couldn’t help but wonder.  Did it change
its message to tell them he was with the Hermanos?  Was it
simple instructions of what he was picking up, the rest they
construed for themselves?  Just how much meaning could one
cram onto a small typeface, in a message that took only a second to
read?

Unable to withstand the suspense, he leaned forward to get a
better look at it on the counter.  There was a series of words
he couldn’t make out.  They appeared to be in Russo, but of
that, he couldn’t be sure.  The typeface looked alien, and the
fact that it was now upside down didn’t help.  One thing he
could discern, two letters written in caps between the rest.

KS.

The bead curtain was thrown aside again.  The shopkeep had
returned, this time carrying a large metallic case.  His
expression looked just as plain as when he’d left.  Frankly,
he looked happy to be getting rid of it.

“Here you are,” he said, as he placed it down on the
counter.  He then placed the card on top of it and slid both
in Chavez’s direction.  Looking at both, Chavez just shrugged
helplessly.

“I’m sorry.  What am I supposed to –”

“Aqui.  Aqui!” the man said, shoving the card towards him
again.  Chavez picked it up and turned it over, noticed the
message had changed again.  Another address this time, this
one he recognized as being in the industrial district.

Chavez took the case and put it to his side.  Not sure what
else to do, he smiled and nodded at the two men and turned to
leave.  Was there something else he should be doing?  He
was immensely short on instructions and had no idea what convention
dictated.  Between an errand he did not know, languages he
could not speak, areas of the city he dare not venture, he was once
again feeling like he was in way over his head.

 

The afternoon sun bathed the landing pad in a shade of cruel
blue on white.  As soon as the ramp dropped, they were hit
with a cold, biting wind coming in from the East.  Rostov was
saying hello, and it was never too cordial about it.  Mainly
it seemed like a warning to those who set foot on her, urging them
to move on to kindler climes.  He took a few steps down the
ramp and flipped his goggles down, surveying the scene through
dark, filtered lenses.  At the edge of the pad he could see a
few silhouettes with what appeared to be a carryall.

“Welcome wagon’s here,” he said over his shoulder.  At the
top of the ramp, Okiro, Boro and Cassie stood with the ship’s own
carryall and their cargo lain on top.  Together, they began to
move, putting it into drive and letting it slowly drift down the
ramp. 

Fedorov cringed the moment they left the Vladivostok’s
shadow.  The pale blue light of Ross 780 hit him and chilled
him right to his bones.  He also didn’t fail to notice the
planet’s strong one point two gee pull.  As far as shipping
and orbital folk were concerned, the place was all around
unfriendly.  Only Okiro and Cassie, the ones who made it a
point to keep up with their low-gee fitness seemed comfortable with
it.

When they reached the edge of the landing pad Fedorov got a
better look at the receivers.  Each of them wore the blue
coveralls of dock workers, the badges of the local stitched across
their chests.

“Captain Pavle Fedorov?” the one closest to him said. 
Fedorov guessed that this was the man in charge.

“Yes.  Delivery for Mr. Adonis?”

“Yes, sir,” he pressed a compad forward.  “Please sign and
print.”

Fedorov took the pad and did as he was told, signing his name on
the dotted line and pressing his thumb print into the receptacle
beside it.  He then watched as the screen acknowledged the
receipt of the package and that the transfer of funds was now
complete to his account.  He felt a slight twinge of relief
too, knowing that the job was over and the ample compensation was
now there’s.  Handing the pad back, the man turned and nodded
to the other two who were pushing the cart.  The transfer
began, with Okiro sliding their carryall next to theirs and
assisting them in pushing it across.

He watched them carefully, trying to note any signs of suspicion
or concern.  Keenan had not left any overt indications that he
had snuck a peek inside, but who could be sure if they’d
notice?  If they asked, he might betray some sign. 
Cassie always criticized his poker face, saying he didn’t have
one.

 “Any problems getting the package here?” the man
asked.  Fedorov looked up at him suddenly and noticed the two
lines of pearly whites that were now exposed.

“None whatsoever,” Fedorov replied quickly. He might have
mentioned the overzealous system security forces, but chose not
to.  No sense bringing up such things once delivery was
already made.

“Ah, good.  Well, hope you enjoy what Rostov has to
offer.”

Fedorov smiled harder.  “We really can’t stay.  But
thank you.”

“Well, best of luck.”

Turning to the other two, the chief worker waved and they began
to haul the cart away.  Fedorov watched them for just a moment
before turning back to his own people and heading back to the
ship.  He wasn’t sure, but something about that whole exchange
just felt… off somehow.  It might have been just the effects
of being a little self-conscious about their breach, but something
about those workers…

 “Captain?” said Keenan.  “Everything alright?”

“Yeah,” he said, patting the kid’s shoulder.  “I think they
bought it.  We should get back.”

“Right away,” Okira replied, bringing the empty carryall around
and gunning it for the ramp.  The others were sure to run
after him, hoping to hop on and get a free ride.  Behind them,
Fedorov continued to walk and ponder the feeling that had taken up
residence in his gut.

For one, they looked a little too hale and heart. Surely, people
who had worked the docks for any amount of time would be showing
the usual signs of pallor, the kind of exposure symptoms that
people who were forced to work outside on the planet were known
for.  Second, their boss had been entirely too genial. 
No one who worked the docks for long had been known to maintain an
air of civility and courtesy.  Fedorov felt like he had been
talking to a tour guide more than a working man.

He shook the thought off as more needless paranoia. 
Surely, a man like Adonis, assuming that was his real name would be
expected to hire his own people to handle his goods.  Or
perhaps he simply bribed a few of the dock worker, people who still
looked presentable, to be there when it arrived.  Much like
the added security, it simply made more sense than assuming
something sinister was going on.

It’s like he always told Boro whenever he got into one of his
rants about the intrigues and scheming that went on behind closed
doors.  Conspiracies, by their very nature, were subtle and
underhanded.  By contrast, the real shit that went on behind
closed doors was blatant and obvious.  Everybody knew about
it, nobody did a thing.  And sometimes, that was for the
best.

 

Chavez checked the card one last time to see if there were any
other details he might have missed.  He had the right address,
but once one entered the docklands, the numbers became rather
meaningless.  The entire facility was rented out to one
conglomerate, but there were numerous storehouses, warehouses and
just about every other kind of house imaginable here.  He
really hadn’t the faintest where he was supposed to go now that he
was here.  He suspected someone might be waited to receive
him, but so far, no one had shown.  For what felt like an hour
now, he had been standing at the edge of the property staring
vacantly ahead.

And so he did what anyone in his position would do.  He
started walking.  The front entrance was left open, but he
knew that there had to be security monitors watching his every
move.  Places like this were kept locked tight, one way or
another.  As he passed through the groundcar lot at the front,
he came to a network of side streets that ran between buildings,
haulers and truckers periodically passing him by.  He tried to
get their attention, maybe ask some directions, but none bothered
to stop for him.  A lone man walking around with a briefcase,
he must have looked like he belonged here or something.  No
one seemed to notice that he was quite lost.

Not knowing which way to turn, he kept walking forward, getting
closer and closer to the waterfront.  Past several more
buildings and piles of assorted equipment, he spotted a squat,
central looking structure with its front door open.  He could
see people inside, moving large cases back and forth by hand or by
carryall.  Something about it seemed… inviting.  He
reached into his pocket and checked the card again.  To his
surprise, the face had changed once more.

Go Inside, it said.  He looked back to the door
and warily obeyed.

He got closer and heard the faint sounds of metal on metal, the
unmistakable sounds of people at work.  The smell emanating
from the house reminded him of his own days pulling shifts as a
construct labourer.  Somehow,  the smells always seemed
to remain the same, always that strange combination of engine
grease, industrial compounds, smokes and the odd food smell. 
You could never separate working stiffs from their stinks.  Of
course, that had been back in the day, before he had taken on a job
with the Party, before Richardson had handpicked him to serve as
his aide at the head office.

But he couldn’t think of that now.  There was still the
matter of finishing with his current task, and hoping to high
heaven that this would be the last of it.  It was a naïve
hope, to be sure.  El Hefe and his ilk were not known for
letting people out of their service, not when they knew they had
you by the balls.

He stepped through the doorway and was met by a strange tingling
sensation.  He looked back and wondered if he hadn’t just
passed through some kind of magnetic field or shielding of some
kind.  Private storehouses were known to employ various means
of secure barriers,  especially when they were working with
nanomaterials and other such things.  He eyed the briefcase in
his hand next, wondered if that was what he was carrying.  He
hadn’t really noticed before, but the lock on the case did appear
to be of the high end kind, and the seals that lined the partition
looked air tight.

Now what was so important that it needed to be sealed so
well?  All this time, he assumed he was carrying money, or
drugs, something illicit as well as illegal.  Could it be that
he was simply delivering something sensitive?  Some sort of
corporate property that they weren’t comfortable trusting to
official channels and couriers?  Hell, he thought. it wouldn’t
be the first time the Hermanos had gotten involved in the world of
high commerce!

“Good afternoon,” he heard a voice say.  He looked up and
spotted a smartly dressed woman approaching him.  On her
person, she sported a dark pin-striped suit, high-heeled shoes, a
real silk blouse and a smart little tie.  Clearly a senior
rep.  He immediately assumed this was the person he was
looking for and tried to say something.

“I, uh –”  Failing, he pushed the case forward and hoped
she would take the hint.

“Ah, the prototypes!” she said, beaming.  “You must be the
courier.  I trust you found the place okay?”

Chavez looked back at the tangled mess of the docklands and just
shrugged.  “Sure, no problem.   I guess these are
for you then?”

“Yes, indeed.”  She replied and put out her hand. 
Slowly, Chavez handed the case to her, slower than he would have
liked.  He wasn’t sure why he should be hesitant at this
point, but for some reason, he handed it off to her like he was
giving something precious to an untested stranger.  In any
case, she gratefully took it as soon it touched her hand, her smile
getting even bigger.

“Well, that’s done.  Did your contractor discuss the bonus
with you?”

“Bonus?”

Her smile faded.  “You weren’t told that there was a bonus
upon successfully delivery?”

Chavez lost his voice again, merely shrugged.

She looked genuinely embarrassed now.  00000She sighed and
reached into her jacket, pulled out a credit slip.  Chavez
took it, again, hesitantly.  He looked it over and felt his
eyes widen as he noticed the amount it had been set for.  He
looked back at the woman with obvious astonishment.  She stood
there cheerfully, the case hanging in front of her now.

“On behalf of Cygnus industries, I would like to thank you for
delivering this to us.”

“Of course.”  He nodded and turned to leave.  On a
whim, he turned back.  “If you don’t mind my asking, what
exactly was I delivering?”

“Oh dear, did they not tell you that either?”

Chavez shook his head.  She sighed again.

“Leave it to subcontractors…  Sir, let’s just say you’ve
helped deliver the future of our industries.  Corporate
license forbids me from showing you what’s in here,” she tapped the
side of the case.  “However, I can tell you that what’s inside
are prototype components that will make Rostov the next hub,
possibly lead to a real-estate boom in this sector.”

Chavez nodded slowly.  He assumed that was all he was going
to get out of her.  It was more than he needed really. 
Why he had even bothered to ask in the first place was beyond
him.  Delivery was complete, and he had even received an
unexpected bonus.  It was time to go.

“Well, that sounds quite exciting,” he said.  “Good luck to
you and your associates, ma’am, I must be leaving.”

“Good day, sir.”

He turned about and started heading to the doorway.  The
same tingling sensation hit him as he passed through again. 
Once outside, he cast one last look back in the direction of the
door.  To his surprise, it was lowering, and the woman was
nowhere to be seen.

Ah well, no surprises there, he thought.  Their
business, like his, was done for the day.  Just as they were
closing up, he would be heading home, hoping to forget all that had
transpired in the course of the day.
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