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Before the door of each and all
a sleeping place is ready set.
Men wane and dwindle.
Graves in number grow from day to day.
The traces fade of hearth and home.
And over yonder for some dead
is a newly built house of clay.
Yes they are neighbours of the living
near and close to their fellowship.
But if your soul would seek their conversation, You must seek it far away.
A verse by Abdallah son of Tha’labah of Hanifaa on the capture of al-Yamamah by Khalid son of al-Walid at the defeat and death of Musailimah.
From the Hamasah translated by Charles Lyall, Simla 1877
CHAPTER 1. CAPE MACLEAR
“Uuurrrgh.” Joe opened his eyes and saw a ceiling of woven grass mats and rough wooden poles. “Uuuh.” He was on a basketwork couch along the bar wall. The thatched bar at Cape Maclear Beach. There was a lizard walking upside down on the ceiling. How did they do that?
An implant in his skull started searching the net for information on how geckos walked upside down. Irritated, Joe “thought” it off.
“You wake now?” said Tem the Bluesman.
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“Yeah.” Joe sat up to brush sweat and flies from his face. “Yeah, I’m awake.” He could see Tem was sweeping up dead insects and sand with a broom. The autoclean must have broken.
A large brown dog lay on the cardinal red cement floor watching the gecko on the ceiling. The gecko was watching a lime green praying mantis. The mantis watched a moth struggling in a spider’s web. This was life on Earth. The stuff tourists crossed the void to wonder at.
The dog wagged, watching Joe as the man got up and went to a water unit.
“You drink plenty water. Madzi wa bwino.” Said Tem. “Yes. Then you feeling strong strong.”
“Yeah.” Joe pushed a button in the artificial tree stump and a branch handed him a glass of cold water. He drank it. And another. The dispensers in his stomach released medication into his blood. He began to remember last night. “Was I singing Tem?”
“Plenty song. Plenty drink.” said Tem “Good time. Yes good. Music good. You can call me Joe. Buy me a drink and shake my hand. Good.” Tem prodded the dog “Garu.
Choka. Tien. Choka.” The dog slowly rose to its feet, gave a wag and collapsed on the floor again with a sigh. Legs in all directions. Tem gave up and swept round it.
“Yeah it’s a tough life,” said Joe to the dog. The dog wagged in reply. Its tail stirred up a cloud of flying ant wings and dead beetles.
Joe walked out onto the veranda and realised he had lost his sandals. Lucky he still had a shirt and shorts really.
The hotel manager was on the khonde with the autoclean on its back. He was prodding at its insides. The centre of his left eye stood out on a tube and a small soldering iron was poking from one of his fingers.
“What’s up with it?” asked Joe.
“Its chipili rubbish man.” Said the manager as his eye went back into his skull. He turned to Joe “Drives me penga. The last one was awesome. No probs for fifty years.
But this thing. A real shupa. Yurruh. I got a new one on order. But I reckoned I’d have a go at doening it. I used to be a tekie, bit of a fundi on this. Hence the scope eye and a hot finger. But what the heck, eh? Life’s to short to fix this frort.”
“I guess.” Joe stood on the top step watching ripples of blue water damping the Sun lit yellow sand, and out to beyond the anchored boats where wooded islands sheltered this bay from the Lake beyond. An early bus was lifting into the air with passengers for Ntakataka and Dedza.
“Abwera Mahuli.” Smiled Tem “Wa bwino. Mahuli kwambiri.”
“Your language Tem.” Said the Manager. “Remember those ladies are guests of the hotel.”
“Well, I’ll see ya.” Joe stepped down onto the beach as another large insect hummed past his head and thumped into the wall.
“That was a big hawhaw.” Said the Manager
“Chirombo wankulu.” Said Tem looking for the insect.
“Aah.” Said Joe with painfully hot African sand between his toes. He ran across the beach to the shore. Cool wet relief.
The dog, realised something was happening, barked and ran after him. Joe looked at the dog standing in the water. The dog wagged its tail sending great dollops of water into the air. It looked at Joe, expecting something to happen. But Joe just looked away.
The Great Rift Valley of East Africa had spent geological ages slowly widening. In the far north near Jerusalem were The Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea. While at the 2
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south end a much larger inland ocean of fresh water had filled the space. Its waves had spent millennia grinding the grey granite hills into sand.
Early man had learnt to walk here. Warriors and slavers and missionaries had died here. In Joe’s time it existed just so people, and dogs, could have fun.
There were some good-looking women on the beach. Some were watching the guys kick a ball.
“Is it yourself Joe. Fancy a kick about?” said one of the blokes.
“Ah, not yet.”
“Aye. Ye look well stocious.”
A truck dropped silently from the sky with deliveries to the rear of the hotel.
A group of women were laying towels on the sand.
Joe noticed one of the standing women had noticed him. He smiled. She smiled back and turned away. But she turned so Joe could see her better. Brown hair, brown skin, orange bikini. She brushed some ants or sand or something from her thighs. Or maybe she just wanted Joe to imagine he was touching her.
The dog thought kicking a ball was fun, and went to join in. A few crews were getting boats ready. A tea tray floated past with someone’s ice cream order. The dog chased the ball into the Lake.
Joe tried to remember where he’d left his house. It was on the beach somewhere.
Maybe beyond the hotel chalets?
The dog ran out of the water and shook itself dry over a sunbathing woman.
The woman shrieked.
Joe started walking. Half in the Lake, half on the wet sand. Half watching the ripple lines of black titanium sand and the pink streaks of tiny garnets, half watching the woman.
The Brown Woman was looking at him again. She smiled, watching his thick legs trudge through the ripples. Getting splashed by the wake of a speedboat.
Then she ran at him.
Knocked him over.
Into the water.
Landed on his chest.
“What?” Joe raised his head. Afraid of getting a nose full of Lake. “Umm…Hi….Do I know you?”
“Not really. You were in the bar last night. Singing some nonsense with Tem.”
“So…”
Did she fancy him? Her Body was perfect like all bodies these days. Firm breasts.
Narrow waist. Wide hips. Brown eyes to go with the skin and hair. Her face was something else though. Unique. The lines of life and wisdom ran all through it.
“I’m a kind-hearted woman and I thought that thing was going to hit you.” She was staring into his eyes. Like she really cared.
She was stroking his chest with her fingers too, which was all right, but her elbow in his kidney was getting painful.
Joe guessed she was maybe two or three hundred years old.
“Thing?”
Joe looked beyond her hips and thighs, great curves, to where a short metal rod was sticking from the sand. It was thin like an aerial. Or a thick piece of wire. The dog was carefully sniffing it. Joe wanted to get up and look. But then he rather liked this woman on top of him. Some of her friends had noticed and were smiling at each other.
The guys had stopped kicking the ball. One of them went to pull the rod out.
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“Yow. Yurruh man, its hot ek se?”
“Well I’ll go to the foot of our stairs. Must’ve dropped from a blasted plane up there.” Said a woman with green hair.
Joe and the Brown Woman looked up. Shielding their eyes from the Sun.
There were planes. There always were. This sky was the unbelievable blue of Earth.
Still one of the richest planets in the galaxy. Joe watched an airship disappear north into the rising heat haze from the Lake. A white glare above which he could just see the satellites and stations on geo-sync orbits 37,500 kilometres over the equator. A man made ring of slowly twinkling lights round the planet.
“Tourists!” snarled the guy with blue hair. It was a popular prejudice.
“Grockles. Treat this planet like a mess can.” said another. “Hey look man. Its burning or something.”
The rod was turning black. Smoke rose. Ash fell, mixing with the sand.
Joe gently rolled the woman aside “Scuse me.” To see better. But it was all gone. Just a dark stain with the dog still sniffing at it. “Weird.”
“You’re trembling.” she said, still holding him “Must be the shock.”
“Well it’s not every day a woman pretty as you….” He was trying it on. He realised he could reach round her waist.
“It could have killed you. You know, I saved your life.” She smiled as he stroked the small of her back.
“Well.… Yeah.”
“Then you owe me. Breakfast at least.” She fancied him all right.
“OK.”
He fancied her too. Love at first sight. Literally falling in love?
“Come on in my kitchen. My house is down there somewhere. With the boats I think.”
“I think the café’s better. At first.”
“Well, OK” That seemed to indicate there would be something beyond “at first”.
She kept smiling as she rolled off him and got to her feet. “See you girls,” She waved to her friends and took Joe’s hand. “Come on then.” She led him up the beach. “By the way. I don’t know your name.” That was a lie, but Joe didn’t notice.
“Joe. And you? Hurry up. This sand’s hot.” He could see she had sandals the same orange colour as her bikini.
“Joe. That’s nice. Short. To the point. Easy to spell. I’m Alicia”.
“That’s rather nice.” He said it slowly and deeply “Alicia” The hotel dining room was another thatched bungalow, larger than the bar.
“Someone said you have your own Planet.”
So that was it. She thought he was powerful and wealthy. “No. I don’t own any planet. I’m just a clerk in the Colonial Office.” The went up onto the veranda.
“The Colonial Office? Earth still has a Colonial Office?” She turned to face him to see if he was joking. As if she didn’t already know the truth about Joe.
“Yeah. There’s still a Colonial Office.”
Inside the dining room they walked past a row of food dispensers and looked for a table with a Lake view. Tem was now playing the part of a waiter or something. “You want food?”
“Yeah, please. And I look after the records for one of the colonies” said Joe.
“You want real food?”
“Yes Please.” said Alicia. “So Earth still has colonies? I thought they were all independent.”
“Mostly. Still a few rocks left though”.
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“Real food. Not Slug. This way. You come.” Tem led them back out of the dining room. “You come. This way.”
“This way? So which planet is yours?”
“Al Banduq. Tem where are you leading us?” The hot sand was hurting Joes feet again.
“Real food. This way.” Tem walked away from the hotel.
“Al what? Never heard of it. What’s it got?”
“A slug farm.” Joe ran across the sand to where the ground was cooler under the trees.
“Not slug. Fish. This way I cook” said tem. The sand was darker away from the beach. More like soil.
“So you keep records for a slug farm?” said Alicia.
“Yup. And taxes, import statements, letters to scrap merchants, you know.” He faltered. This was not going to impress her. But he desperately did want to impress her. “So where are you from? Your accent sounds like out in The Brazos or…”
“Way off. I’m from Palestrina. Is that a fire? Under the tree? Is he cooking on a wood fire? Wow. I see that dog thing is there as well. That’s not a wild animal is it?”
“No. Dogs have lived with people for millennia. They might even have affected our evolution. They did the hearing and smelling so we didn’t have to. They’re pets.” Joe stepped on something sharp, maybe a splinter.
“Wow. It looks like Tem’s cooking fish or something.” Said Alicia.
“Yeah, fish.” Joe lifted his foot up and brushed off whatever it was. “So….Palestrina.
The United Planets? Are you on holiday?”
“Not really. I work at the Embassy in Jerusalem. Been here a few months now. Heard of the job. Thought I’d try Earth out. See what its like to walk round with no suit and breathe real air. Drink natural water. And eat a fish from a wood fire by the look of it.
And not get eaten by some monster or other.”
“We have monsters. This is a game reserve you know. Its only the hotel sonics that keep out the crocs and lions and stuff. And you don’t need suits on Palestrina do you?
I thought they’d fixed the atmosphere.”
“You sit,” said Tem. The dog had smelt the cooking and stood looking at the fire.
“Yes.” Said Alicia getting on the sand cross-legged. “But even so, I‘m almost naked here and I’m outside. There’s no radiation shield between me and the Sun. I’ve got no oxyboost round my neck. This is real freedom. I’m breathing real air. I could swing from the tree like a monkey.”
“No monkeys here. Only squirrels.” Joe pointed at one up on a branch “But there are baboons in the ruins. Up in the hills.” Joe sat beside her. “We could go and see them.”
“Nsomba. Fish. Not baboon.” Said Tem. “Now here plate. Knife, fork.” Tem used two charred sticks to take a fish from the embers and place it on Alicia’s plate. “Chambo.
Very good fish. I catch. In Lake.” Tem glared at the dog. “Garu. Choka.” The dog sat on its haunches and tried to look pitifully hungry. “This chimanga.” Tem used the sticks to put a fire roasted cob of maize on the plate.
“Wow, this is amazing,” said Alicia. “Is it legal?”
“Not really, no. Especially not wild fish in a game reserve. But I suppose the fire has killed the germs. Thanks Tem.” Joe accepted another fish and maize cob
“Now take knife. Take off skin. Use fork. Eat.” explained Tem “Choka garu.
Msanga.” But the dog took no notice.
“OK Tem. Like this? Wow. That is incredible. I’ve never tasted anything like it.”
“I make special. Good people. Good eat.”
“Wow. It’s incredible. Sitting here on Earth. Eating under a real live tree. All the birds. Insects. Just so much life. There’s life everywhere. Its wonderful.” 5
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The dog hung its tongue out. It started to dribble, leaving dark damp patches on the sandy soil. “Ah, iwe.” Tem threw it a piece of something. The dog wagged, grabbed it and bounded off.
Then Tem stood up “Dead people.” He was looking at Alicia. “Dead peoples grinin in your face.”
For a moment it seemed Alicia and Tem were trying to hypnotise each other with meaningful frowns. “Wow. Dead people? Do you mean ghosts? Wow.”
“Is come war.” Then Tem shuffled off to the next tree. “Abwera Tondo.. Nkhondo wa Mbona.” He stood looking up at the branches and blew into a mouth organ.
“Wow. How old is that guy? A thousand? Weird. A guess it’s his religion. Wow this fish is good.” She was still glancing all the time at Joe and was pleased to see his eyes were all over her.
Tem was a Bluesman.
Humming and blowing and howling with ancient injustice. The music of coming war.
Old lost loves. Hunger. The death of families. The death of empires.
“Wow. His music is….sort of good.”
“I don’t think anyone knows Tem’s age. Hang on I’ll check.” Joe moved his eyes from side to side as if he were reading an invisible page.
“Wow. You’ve got a Netlink inside your head? I have a phone in mine.” She tapped her skull “And the usual health stuff”. She tapped her navel and ate the last of the fish.
“Oh I’ve got that too. The usual. But I’m a clerk. I’ve got a link to the government network as well as the civy. It feeds into my optic nerve so I think the words and pictures are floating in front of me. But it seems Tem isn’t registered. He’s not on anything. Not even a phone number. He has made records though. Musical ones.
Seems to be quite famous. No record of his birth though. He must be really old.” Then Joe remembered. He mustn’t bore her.
“Now what about the baboons. If we go to my house we can get up to the ruins.”
“Well…OK.” Now she was trusting enough to enter his house.
He pulled her up to her feet. “Thanks Tem.” Said Joe. “Thanks a lot. Shall we leave the plates here?” Tem looked round , gave a wave and carried on playing to the tree.
“I guess we can go then.”
It seemed natural to hold hands while they looked for Joe’s house. “Oh there it is. In the Lake. I didn’t park it that well.” They splashed through a few feet of water and up the steps.
Alicia looked round, almost critically. It wasn’t how she would have a house. Then the house took off. “Wow. How do you do that? You haven’t spoken to a computer or…. Oh I know. Its another link in your skull.”
“Yup. Goes where I want. Actually. last night Tem said there were some elephants around here. The Mpimbi Herd.”
Joes house dripped water onto the flat toped trees and flew slowly up the hill side. It crossed the tumble of giant boulders along the peak and kept straight on over the veldt beyond. Away from the Lake Shore and rivers it was all dry and sandy, almost desert.
Alicia leant against a front window staring down. She hoped she would recognise an elephant when she saw one.
“There we are.” Said Joe. “Down there.”
“Wow. They’re big.” Alicia watched. The herd was spread out below. Mothers and children. A peaceful grey family lumbering over yellow grass between green trees.
Untroubled by the silent planes above. Or the house that hovered over their flapping ears and waving trunks. “Wow. Oh look at the little one. Hey he’s seen us. Is he frightened?”
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“Oh yeah.” Said Joe. “They say big animals don’t look up, so they don’t get frightened by aircraft stopping over them. But small ones do. I guess we shouldn’t stay to long. We can come back though.”
“OK.”
They returned to the Lake. Alicia could see now there were several hills round another lakeshore bay. All covered in ruins. There were large grey granite boulders.
Like elephants, but even bigger, lying on the slopes. Between them were small roofless houses with cement roads and paths all leading to the summit ridge. There had been blocks of flats. Perhaps thousands of people had lived here. All gone now.
Sailed away to the stars. Leaving Earth to the tourist industry.
“This was the City of Monkey Bay,” said Joe “The whole Lake was a fish farm then.
You wouldn’t believe it now, the way its been restored. Look. There. Baboons.”
“Wow. Like big, uh monkeys?”
“Yeah, monkeys. Now they do look up. But, you see…. They’re moving along the ridge so if we land over there somewhere….” The house moved to obey his thoughts.
“If we land here. Then we can get out and see them.” The house touched down on a concrete platform, eroded and covered in dust, dead grass and leaves. And all the insects that ate old concrete, dead grass and leaves.
“Now come over here” Joe laid out a large green towel “And lie down. Then we won’t frighten them.”
So that’s how Joe got his first kiss from Alicia. Laying down, holding her close, stroking her bare back, while they watched.
The noisy, barking baboon troop slowed and stopped. The advance guard had smelt the humans, then seen them. There was more barking. Then some guard baboons approached silently, sniffing the two people. Their leader came to see the situation.
He barked. The baboons looked at each other. Making sure they were all in it together. Plucking up courage. They slowly formed a line in front of Joe and Alicia..
They would protect the troop, attack the humans if they tried anything. The leader barked again. There was another pause, another bark. The females and children scampered silently past behind the big males on guard. Then slowly the males retreated after the females. The troop went on along the ridge barking and calling each other as before.
“Wow. That was like some old time military guard or something. They really worked together. Like they were intelligent. You people haven’t modified their brains have you?”
“No. I suppose they’ve been treated for diseases and stuff. But think they’re as nature intended.”
“Right…” They were still laying close, relaxed, making no attempt to separate. Alicia had made up her mind “Well I think I am going to show you what my nature intended.” She kissed him again “But back in the house. It’s a bit hard out here. And these ants or whatever you call them are crawling up me.” The house rose from the old concrete floor and headed for the beach..
A bang.
Joe and Alicia turned. Stared.
An explosion.
A cloud of white smoke on the ancient concrete.
Flying stones. Some hit the windows.
“What?” The house stopped in mid air. Joe was watching the cloud of cement dust.
Off white against the white heat haze.
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“Wow. Look at that. If we stayed there just a bit longer. I guess I saved your life again.” Alicia held Joe close, her head against his shoulder.
“I guess you did.” Joe was almost suspicious. Falling instantly in love with someone who saved your life twice was a bit…But he was really in love wasn’t he?
Unquestionably?
“Wow look. The baboons are terrified.” The undisciplined troop was running through the ruins screaming. “Oh look, the mothers are collecting the babies. They’re picking them up, just like we would. Wow. What do you reckon caused it?” The old male baboons were still on guard. Still barking.
“Well….” Joe thought. “There’s an anti grav vortex below the house. I suppose all those spinning electrons could have reacted with the concrete. Maybe it was already stressed. Pillars missing or something. Just the weight of the house.” The baboon leader was on top of a rock.
He barked till his charges were calmed down. Young males stopped jumping aimlessly. Mothers put their babies down. The panic subsided. They set off along the ridge again.
“I guess that’s it.” Alicia was changing the subject. “Now get to the beach and I’ll take your clothes off.”
They made love just about all day. Normally. And with a lead plugged into the download ports in their skulls. They couldn’t share their thoughts. But they shared feelings, visions and emotions. They realised they were both good people.
Trustworthy. They would be good together for a long time, despite the little grey areas that each had tucked away from prying eyes. Each believed they were truly in love.
They couldn’t live apart, not yet, not willingly, not for many years.
They agreed. She would live with him in Jerusalem.
That night they left the door open and listened to the waves plopping on the sand.
Insects humming and buzzing. The whoop of hyenas. The deep ho-ho laugh of hippo.
Tem sat at the other end of the beach.
They could just hear his electric guitar. Pulled and twisted notes that howled and cried of loneliness and distance and black skies and cold empty space. A hymn to the Stars.
The real stars, and the others reflected in the smooth waters of Nyanja.
Nyanja. An old name.
It meant “The Lake of Stars”.
When Alicia was in the bathroom Joe linked up to his desk at work.
So while they made love on an African lakeshore, there was an independent programme busily searching for information.
The low down on that metal rod.
The rod that conveniently fell from the sky and introduced them.
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“I had a strange dream.” said Alicia as She rolled over to face Joe. “I dreamt it was hundreds of thousands of years ago. Like in that guide to Earth lecture. The one on how humans evolved? I was with a big family of people right here on the Lake. It all seemed so pleasant. We women were collecting fruit and digging stuff up and children were climbing trees for eggs. Men were running after animals. And we humans had the beach and the rivers and the baboons had the rocks on the hilltops.”
“Oh?” said Joe.
“It all seemed so natural. To be here on Earth and not in a space ship.”
“I guess it is.”
“So how is it that we live in space and the baboons are still in the rocks?”
“No brains.”
“Us or the baboons?”
They watched the Sun rise, turning the Lake Mist orange. They heard Tem or someone drumming to say breakfast was ready. But they just slept some more. The orange turned to yellow. Then white as the air squirmed and shivered in the growing heat.
“I’d better get my stuff.” Alicia realised she was about to wear the same sweaty bikini. “Can you help?”
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Hand in hand they walked up the beach, then, trying to keep in the shade of trees, to the chalet. Alicia’s friends were already up and thinking of breakfast. Two of them smiled. Happy for Alicia, giggling as they helped her pack.
The third was jealous, confrontational, and naked, and asked Joe “You’re a man.
What do you think of my new breasts? Are the nipples the right size?”
“Um…Well…They’re OK.” Joe wasn’t sure what to say. Thankfully he grabbed one of Alicia’s bags and they set off back to his house.
“She always comes on to men like that,” said Alicia. “Every man she meets. Its love in vain, then she dumps them. Hasn’t had a decent relationship for a century now. She tried being a man for a while, but she didn’t get on at that either.”
“Oh”. Joe thought the woman was just a desirable body. It was sort of humbling to realise he’d missed a troubled personality behind the smile. Then he thought. “Have you ever been a man?”
“Oh yes. I think everyone should spend some time in both sexes. Helps you to know humanity. And your place in it. Were you ever a woman?”
“No. Never felt like it.” Said Joe
“You should try it for a decade at least. I know all about men. But what do you really know about women?”
“Well…. Maybe one day.”
“Wait till we fall out of love though won’t you.” They dropped Alicia’s bags in the lounge. “Well I suppose you can put your stuff in the bedroom. There’s loads of room in the cupboards and things.”
“I’m not going to find your old girlfriends underwear am I?”
“Oh no. She was ages ago.”
“Sometime you can tell me about her. Wow there is a lot of space. I’ll have to get more clothes.”
They unpacked. They made love. They saw the latest on a news channel. (A Mirconian ship orbiting the moon was declared too dangerous to move and its crew hadn’t been paid.) They ate. They lazed. They saw more news. (The scrap dealers were still refusing to leave the Chimbuzi gas mine. Mirconium may send ships to guard them.) They thought it was about time to get back home.
“I bet I’ll be writing more letters about the scrapies, as soon as I’m at work. Cheerful thought. I’ll put the house on autopilot” explained Joe, “then it can follow whatever routes are open across the Equator. You know the routes change all the time as ships land or take off and….” His words were stifled by Alicia’s kiss.
The house flew 700 kilometres up the sky blue Lake. Through the haze they could see distant blue and purple mountains on both shores while the house flew over yachts and speedboats, and between airships and houses and whatever else went by air.
From the end of the Lake to the Equator it became more built up and industrial.
Manufacturing plants and accommodation towers reached up to the stratosphere from Mikumi and the Mkata Plain. By now the geo-syncs were almost overhead. They looked like large stars shining in the gathering dusk. Points and blobs of light that were really the docks, factories and warehouses of the artificial ring round Earth.
Joe’s house started slipping between more and more ships, barges and planes. All soaring up or down between the ring in space and the cities that sprawled along the Equator beneath.
“I think that’s Zanzibar over there. See all the buildings look like they stick out of the sea?”
“Is the traffic always this heavy?” asked Alicia.
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“Yup. Day and night.” Joe felt he should say more. “I know Earth is supposed to be just a backwater now. I know the United Planets are supposed to be bigger and richer than us, but this is still a great world. The place where it all started. Though these days a lot is foreign owned. Lots by the United Planets. They actually have their own Navy base over near the West Coast.”
“I heard there’s a museum somewhere to the Diaspora, where you can look up your Earth ancestry.”
“Loads of em.” Said Joe. He’d seen enough Earth museums to last a lifetime. “And family societies and reunions and stuff. Now there’s a bit of history.” They were just south of the Equator proper, but could already see where the landing docks and ship yards stretched from the Somali coast out across the Indian Ocean. Floating islands covered in skyscrapers. “See the yard there. Just this side of that yellow tower. See the ship in the dock? The big black one? That’s the old Indomitable. Earth’s last Mothership. I watched her land. Quite an occasion. There was talk of preserving her, but I guess the Government can’t afford it and museums aren’t interested.”
“The United Planets still has Motherships. Bigger than that. Don’t you think Earth needs defending?”
“From who? Everywhere is independent. Its all peace and joy now. Destroyers and fighters take care of pirates and smugglers. The old Indomitable never saw action anywhere anyway. And we can’t afford to run a ship like that for no reason. Actually Earth couldn’t afford her in the first place. When she was built a lot of her equipment was salvaged from older ships. And you UP’s paid for a lot of the rest. They wanted us on their side if anything came up. Not many know that of course. I shouldn’t really be telling you.”
“That’s OK. I’m not going to tell on you.”
The house dodged under lowering ships, over dock tugs, between tall towers and finally, the sea was empty and the Somali coast was just normal skyscrapers again.
They crossed the Horn of Africa at the Sanaag hills and flew up the Red Sea. The Sun finally set on the Sahara, all pink and brown, as the flight programme took them west, away from the coast. Then it was dark and all the lights and cities and roads that paralleled the Nile went snaking beneath them through the dark.
“So that’s Egypt.” She was actually seeing the place of myth and legend. “Can we see the Pyramids? That’s where Martin Luther, the King of America was buried isn’t it?”
“We’re too far west for the pyramids. But that should be the Mediterranean coming up in front there. See the light reflected off the water? Makes the sky lighter.” The house crossed the Qattara Reservoir and left the coast at El Alamein before turning east towards the ancient capital city of Earths Empire.
Jerusalem had expanded in ever-larger circles around the Old City. Jericho was a museum among the foundations of towers that reached up almost to the edge of breathable air. The Dead Sea was still wet, but arches stretched from shore to shore where airships could moor up and unload, safely below busy air traffic.
It was cheaper renting over sea than land. So that’s where Joe lived. The house flew towards a sheer wall of lights rising from the Mediterranean about 30 kilometres west of Gaza. They flew down towards the sea beneath bridges from here to Port Said. The water was actually stormy. Dark waves and mountains of white foam round the black supports of the first floor. Alicia could see where people kept boats and such. Maybe it was a fish farm. Then it was up the side of balconies and windows. And even further up. The bridges were almost invisible below. They halted. The house hovered opposite a balcony and slowly edged its way in. Just like thousands of others all around.
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“This is where I park. El Quds West, Block 77 Bay 65000. I got the slot from my Mother. She’s still the legal owner actually.”
“Your Mother?” Alicia was alarmed. “Is she here?”
“No. She was in a commune on Wai Lam Lau. But Now I think she’s following some man out to the Alba 8 system. I’ve got her picture somewhere.” Joe thought hard and a pillar of light appeared on the lounge floor. It became the 3D image of a woman.
“She sent me this about a year ago.” The image turned and waved. Showing off what could have been a new dress, or a new body.
“She’s beautiful.” One of the down sides of everyone living for centuries was finding your Man’s Mother was younger and better looking than you were. Younger looking than her son in fact. “Hasn’t she overdone the rejuvenation a little? She looks like a young girl.”
“Oh she always does that” said Joe. “Now I need to house keep.” His Mother’s image faded and Joe thought of plugs and pipes and paying utility bills on the screen in his mind’s eye. The house automatically started refuelling, emptying waste tanks, getting in fresh water and having its outside sprinkled and cleaned. The underside, in particular was hosed down and blasted to remove any sand that might interfere with the gravity vortex.
“Do you have any Family?” he asked eventually.
“Two sons.”
“Two? I’ve only got one. He’s on the railways on Mars. Must be 160 by now. Umm, 172 actually. Never could remember his birthday.”
“Mine are both in the Navy. The United Planets Navy that is. Serving officers. Good boys. Like their father.”
“I was in our Navy, a Lieutenant Navigator. I’m still in the reserves. Doubt if I’ll ever be recalled though. What does their Father do now?
“Nothing. Not…He died. A Motor exploded in refuel. Silly way to go. He maybe got to close to check on a robot or something.”
She reflected. Maybe Joe was not the man to take the place of her hero. But then again. “Come on Joe. Come on in the kitchen. I’ll stir your malted milk and then bed.” In the morning, the last day of Joes holiday, Alicia was up first, learning her way around the house.
“If I’m going to stay here I’ll need a house chip so things will obey me properly. How can I get it to make food if you are dreaming of….? Of whatever? Well?”
“Ah.... I was dreaming of you. Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. You’re allowed to dream of me.”
“Well. Look maybe we should both get dressed and head into town. See the Doctor.
Get your head sorted. I need a medical anyway. And we can see the sites.”
“Fine.” Alicia lay back and seemed to talk to herself as she phoned her friends back at The Lake to say she had arrived OK. She was staying for a while. Her sons were unreachable in deep space but she left them messages.
Joe spoke to people at the office. Said he’d be in tomorrow.
They dressed, “You look as good with clothes on as when your naked.”
“Thank you.” smiled Alicia. “You smarten up quite well yourself. But is that the right colour belt for those trousers?”
“Well….”
“This is much better.” Eventually Alicia was satisfied with Joe’s looks and they left.
First they went down the house steps to the docking bay floor, strolled along a corridor, then jumped slowly down a grav well to a Tube Station eight floors below.
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They called it The Tube because that’s what it was. Round cylindrical cars, with maybe a hundred seats, that sped along inside a transparent silencing tube at a lot more than the speed of sound.
They politely ignored the other passengers, who in turn talked in their little groups or listened alone to whoever was playing on their skull phone or whatever entertainment was bursting in on their optic nerves.
First the tube went through the sky to a neighbouring block, then beneath the waves (Joe always looked, but had never seen any fish) and then up across the coast to the Main Line station concourse.
“Wow. This is something. What are they? Are they buildings floating round inside the station?”
“That’s right. Cafes and shops and stuff. They float between the platforms.” Joe found it good to know that Old Earth seemed to have bigger stations than the United Planets.
Joe held her as he jumped through low grav to the right level and pulled her into the right car.
They went a few more stops on the Main, walked a bit through very long corridors and arrived at a door marked “Drs Robert & Johnson”.
Doctor Robert had changed his, or her, sex several times and was now an old man with white whiskers. “You haven’t changed since I was here last.” said Joe. A few incarnations back Doctor Robert had been a woman with zebra striped skin. He had been rather proud of this look and insisted on going naked at inappropriate times to show off the way his stripes wobbled, shivered and shimmered over an extra layer of fat.
“No. I’m running out of ideas, and being an old man does seem to give me a bit more respect. You see people still honour the signs of old age, even if we are really all very old these days. Human instinct. Now what can I do for you? A standard check up?
You don’t need rejuvenating yet, either of you.”
“Yeah just the standard. For me. And this is Alicia from the United Planets.”
“And I would like a house chip like Joe’s.”
“Ah, so your both getting serious. You know that once a chip is in it’s a job to get it out again? You are both sure of this?”
“We’re sure,” said Joe
“Right. I just get your records.” Doctor Robert waved his fingers before a consul as columns of letters and figures raced up and down through the air between his outstretched arms. “Ah that was quick. You have your file at the United Planets Embassy, here in Jerusalem. Very good of them. Now if you could undress Miss…
Alicia, and sit here. I’ll just plug this into your head.” More symbols and words raced through the air. “And this into your navel. There are a few drugs you’re running short of. Oh and a bit of cancer, just here” Doctor Robert waved a metal tool over Alicia’s left breast. “You’ve had a bit too much radiation so I’ve upped the medication.
Mentally you’re very stable. Good.. Well That’s it. Perfect. Now you Joe.” Joe sat in the chair and got plugged in. Doctor Robert said much the same stuff until he saw Joe’s head flop to one side.
“Joe? What is it?”
“Uhh.” Joe straightened his head
“Joe? What’s.. It’s your heart.”
“Uhh.”
“Unplug him” Alicia was scared “Wake up Joe.”
“ It’s stopping. His heart. Bradycardia. It’s slowing. Oh…Oh.. Emergency restart.” The Doctor shouted to some unseen computer “Emergency restart” 5
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Joe was actually snoring.
“Unplug him.” Said Alicia “Unplug him.”
“But his heart is slowing down. I need to….”
“Unplug him or your heart stops for good.” Alicia had a gun
“Oh….yes” Doctor Robert saw the gun. It was small. Designed for concealment, but it could still kill him. He pulled the leads from Joes head and naval.
“Wake up Joe. Come on.” Alicia tapped him on his cheeks. “Come on love. Wake up.”
“Uhhh….Ah. Oh. That was bad. My head. Uhh. What…?” Joe was waking up “I was really tired. Was something wrong then?”
“Your heart was slowing down. I told him to pull the leads out.” Said Alicia.
“Slowing down? Like it was going to stop? It must be like that when you…. Your heart stops. Oh I don’t want that again. What was it?” He saw the gun. “Alicia?”
“I was just going to ask our Doctor the same. What was that?”
“Umm….I Don’t…. But it could be…. My systems have never failed before. There will be an enquiry. Something in the programme. In your records perhaps. I must tell the authorities.”
“Well....Am I OK? OK to leave?” asked Joe.
“Yes. I’m sorry. It’s beyond my understanding. I’m not good with computers.”
“Well I am” said Joe. “Bring up my file.”
“Well…. here you see this is all….”
“So what’s that?” Joe pointed to a string of letters appearing in the air as he talked
“That’s coming in by phone right now. Someone’s hacking in to my records.
Someone’s trying to kill me….”
“Then we’ll be leaving. Come on Love.” Alicia took Joe by a still trembling arm and led him out. “Goodbye Doctor.”
“Uh….Yes. Goodbye.”
“That is the third time you saved my life.” Said Joe.
“Just get your breath back.”
“Why have you got a gun? Its illegal on Earth. You could go to jail.”
“Joe I havn’t been really honest with you. At the Embassy…... I was told to look out for you.”
So….But....Look out for me? Why? Who said? What about all that love business?
You don’t love me. Do You?”
“Yes I do. And you love me. Look I don’t know who wants you dead. I don’t know who wants me to protect you. But we are in love. I don’t know if its artificial love or natural love. But it is real.”
“But….” Joe was getting really confused.
“Come on. We’re in love and we’re on holiday. And this is not really a gun. Its classified as a bolt sticker. It’s used for tethering up asteroids and mountaineering and things.” Alicia tucked the gun away in a fold of her sleeve and took his hand back to the railway station.
They took the train to Central, The Old City that still survived, like an exhibit in an amphitheatre, surrounded by rising banks of towers, ever higher the further away they were, cutting out all but the noon Sun. They had tea in the Armenian Restaurant opposite the Jaffah Gate Police Station. They walked through the preserved and dust free Armenian Quarter to the city walls at the Zion Gate.
Alicia could tell Joe was still nervous and unsure.
They used a low grav to jump up the Wailing Wall and strolled on the honeyed limestone slabs of the Temple Platform. They said “no thanks” to the inevitable 6
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people handing out discs from the Heavenly Existential Church. They jumped by low grav across the massed graves and rock cut tombs of the Kidron Valley and slurped melting ice cream at the Hadassah Hospital ruins on The Mount of Olives.
Finally they took a tube to Cairo and arm in arm watched the Sun set behind the skyscrapers behind the Pyramids. (Apparently they were not built by Martin Luther The King of America.) They said “no thanks” to even more discs on the Heavenly Existential Church. They shopped for food, stuff for Joe’s lunchbox and stuff for the fridge. Then home.
Hesitantly Joe started to make love again. He couldn’t help it. Neither could she. They were in love. Their lives were linked. But linked by nature or by God or by some human intervention in their minds, they couldn’t tell.
Joe knew the theory of Love at First Sight. If you spent decades with someone, then the neural path in your brain, the actual memory of your first meeting, was remembered over and over again till it became very thick and strong. It was an electric current, so as the current flowed forwards in time, there was a reverse current going backwards in time. Back to when the memory first happened.
So love at first sight was remembering an important memory from the future.
That was the theory.
Joe finally slept, then woke.
“You OK? Asked Alicia. “I thought you said something.”
“Just a dream”
“What about?”
“Weird. I was back at Cape Maclear beach. It was dark. Tem was there. And there was some guy riding on the back of a hyena. He gave me a spear. Then I woke up.”
“Wow. That is weird.”
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CHAPTER 3. THE OFFICE
“You should look smart for work.” Alicia was inspecting Joe’s wardrobe. “Its all so grey.”
“No ways. That’s blue. That’s black”
“We’ll have to get you sorted out. But I guess this is OK. Now what about food?” Alicia was certainly moving in. “Is this OK for your lunchbox?”
“Yeah, great.”
“Well….I’m not happy about you off on your own. I think…”
“It’s all right. I’m not a child and I work in a government secure office. We have armed guards. Sensors everywhere. Nothing can get in. Nothing.”
“OK” They kissed and finally, sadly, Joe tore himself away.
It was the tube east into the city, a change to one round the edge of the centre, then another that dropped him near his office. His mates were arriving at the same time.
Walking across the big foyer, all polished marble and granite, under the Police guns
“Hey Joe. How was it?”
“Pretty good Haniff.” Joe queued up behind the others.
“Urgh.” Said Haniff.
“Your leg still playing up?”
“Yeah.”
“So get it sorted.” Said Joe as they slowly walked towards the turnstile.
“Its getting the time.”
“You need a new body, not just a new leg.” Said Mahongo joining the queue behind Joe.
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“Yeah yeah.”
“Cape Maclear. Great place eh?” asked Mahongo.
“The Jumbo’s Danglers eh?” said Haniff before he went through the turnstile.
“Good crowd there?” asked Mahongo.
Joe nodded as he squeezed through, looked down the eye scope, put his hands on the print reader and blew down the DNA tube.
“You met a woman?” Said Mahongo as they came through the other end
“Good on yah. She any good at it?” asked Haniff.
“She got any sisters?” Said Mahongo.
“She’s great. Back at my place now. I don’t think she has sisters on Earth.”
“Moved in?” Haniff was surprised.
“Yeah.”
“You met a woman? You know her two days? And she moves in?” Mahongo was really surprised.
“Joe. I may need a new leg or a new body, but maybe you need a new brain.” Joe didn’t tell anyone she was a United Planets Embassy Diplomat, sent by who knows what department to be his bodyguard. It sounded ridiculous. This was work.
This was normal. This was supposed to be boring.
Joe’s desk was as he left it. Maybe dustier. There was still a half eaten biscuit stuck to his litter tube. “Yuck.” He sat at his keyboard, plugged in his skull port, and looked for his query on the falling wire at the beach.
It was classified “Secret.”
It was “Top Secret.”
Joe was only cleared for secret, not top secret. He switched it all off and went to see his boss a few desks away. They made the usual small talk about his holiday.
“Are you sure about this woman? She’s not just going to take your house or something?”
“Not you as well. I’ve had that all the way in this morning. Anyway… How can I make a top secret enquiry?”
“Top secret? Haven’t had one for years. Not this department. Different in the old days of course. Independence struggles. Top secret all the time. But I’ll find out. Is it urgent?”
“No I guess not.”
“After the meeting then. We’re all in Conference 3.”
“What about? These scrap dealers?”
“No. That’s out of our hands now. Its got beyond taking scrap without a licence. The Diplomatic Office has taken over. We have the usual excitement. We have the Integrated Readiness Acquisition Management Stream. Someone from upstairs with a new vision for the future.”
“I’ll get a coffee.”
“Me too. You know Security will have to check this new friend of yours? You living together and things. You know how it is.”
“I know. I’ll get the vetting sorted later.”
The team met at the coffee machine and slowly, reluctantly took their cheap Government Issue cups into Conference 3. The room was on the edge of the building with wide picture windows looking onto a square surrounded by more offices. The square was full of trucks, buses, taxis, planes and who knows what, rising and falling and whizzing between buildings, road exits, the sky and presumably the ground which must be down there somewhere. Joe liked this room. He sat near the door facing the window. That way there was something interesting to look at.
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“Are we all here?” asked a woman with a complicated hairstyle and baggy peach coloured clothes. “Splendid. So where do we start?” She rose from the end of the table and stood with her back to the window. “I propose to run through the basics of the stakeholders system and the smart integration readiness level before….” Joe had already lost interest in her breasts and what she said. He was watching a large truck hovering near a loading bay on the far side of the square.
“….so that by standardising the front process policy and key user requirements our system integration readiness level reaches the joint broadening group….”
“Hi.” It was Alicia on Joe’s earphone . “I just thought I’d say hi. I still love you. You are the greatest man I have ever slept with. So tonight I thought we could.…”
“Urgh.Uhu.” Joe cleared his throat. The truck opposite couldn’t get into the bay.
“Wow. Can that girl talk. I can just hear her.”
“….when the benchmarking codification sponsorship assumptions transmit the acquisition competence framework.…”
“I guess you can’t talk to me right now uh?”
“Uhuh.” Said Joe. Another truck was hovering above the first.
“…approvals and availability appraisal of interoperability gainshareing the acquisition coherence group. Then the relationship management output benchmarking can codify…”
“Do you have to sit through much of this?”
“Yup.”
“Does anyone understand it?”
“Nuh.” A dispatcher on the loading bay was waving at both trucks.
“…capability working group reaches approval point of product realisation infrastructure process requirement…”
“By the way. I have my normal job back at the Embassy.”
“Uh.” It looked like the first truck should be somewhere else.
“Hope you don’t mind. I still love you. Speak properly later. You call me when this is finished. OK?”
“Mmm.” Joe liked hearing from here but it was difficult grunting behind his hand. A few of the guys had probably noticed.
“…a new director of business change, probably myself in the first instant.” The speaker adjusted her peach coloured shirt and complicated hairstyle. “But the repository of short term excellence in the initial stages of process requirements will…”
Joe looked back out of the window. The dispatcher on the loading bay was trying to see into the first truck’s cab. Then he stepped back and looked around the bay. Joe guessed he was looking for the driver, or someone controlling the autopilot.
“…strategy map to initialise the transfer of undertaking into the process acquisition acceptance process…”
Then the truck started to move. Its nose turned to point right at Conference Room 3.
It was heading straight for the meeting.
Several other guys must have been watching the truck instead of the woman.
Someone pointed beyond the speakers shoulder. Another stood up. So did Joe.
“…into training needs analysis of the key user requirements…I’m sorry is there???”
“Oy vey ismier.” Said someone quietly.
Joe could see the truck’s underside. So it wasn’t heading at Conference Room 3. It was aiming for the floor above. That was a relief. No. Joe was scared. He backed away from the table, back towards the door.
The truck hit the floor above.
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It hit the ceiling of Conference 3.
The ceiling bent downwards.
The huge windows bent outwards.
The windows fell away into the void beyond.
The ceiling crumbled. Blocks fell down, hit the end of the table.
The people at the table.
The table tipped up.
The floor started to give way.
The speaker in the peach coloured cloths looked surprised.
The table hit her in the chest. Forced her back. Out Into the void.
Blocks and chairs and table and people fell.
The peach coloured clothes fluttered into the sunless shadows beneath.
Joe slammed back against the door. It was automatic. It opened. Dumping him backwards into the corridor. Someone else was on top of him.
Dust. Shouting. Screaming. Joe hadn’t noticed the sound till now.
Quiet.
“Call security.” said someone.
“Joe. Are you all right? Joe?” It was a woman from the codification department “Get a First Aider. Quick. Joe?”
“Uh.” Joe rolled over onto his hands and knees. “Yeah. I’m fine.” He looked up at the woman kneeling over him. He knew that he knew her. Couldn’t remember. “Uh.” They had kissed at some office party or other. Only kissed. She had blue eyes.
“Can you get up?” asked a man. “Let me help” The two of them helped Joe to his feet.
Heads looked out from office doors. The corridor was crowded. People wanted to help but weren’t sure.
Some were lying down. Broken bones.
The automatic door was trying to close, hitting rubble, opening and trying to close again.
Joe looked back into Conference 3. Cables were sparking from crushed light fittings.
There were still people in there. Just a few. Lying down. Or dead.
The truck was still there, its back end sticking down from the floor above. Jammed in.
There was still dust. Blowing in the wind from outside. From the fresh air in the square.
Bits of masonry fell. There was creaking.
Slowly the truck slid down. Back into the square it flew in from.
Faster. It was falling down after its victims. Joe just had time to see the cab was ripped open.
There was no one inside.
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“Are you sure you’re OK? Wow. It’s on the news again. It looks awful.”
“Yeah. I’m fine. Look I’ve got to see people here. I’m OK. I’ll phone later. I guess I’ll come home early. I’ll ramble on or whatever. OK?”
“But are you sure your not injured?” asked Alicia
“Its just scratches. Honest, Love you lots. I’ve got to go. Bye.”
“Now if you could come this way Sir.”
“Sure” Joe followed the uniformed security man. He hadn’t noticed, but he was the only one security wanted to talk to.
It was a part of the building Joe hadn’t seen before. “In here Sir. If you just take a seat someone will be along soon.”
“Sure” Joe sat and trembled. This was getting too much. He was losing count of near death experiences.
“Now, Joe, there you are.” A man entered with two coffee cups and sat at a desk, looking down on Joe’s lower seat. Were such clumsy interview techniques really still in use? But presumably others were listening in and this man would be getting advice via his skull phone. “Now Joe” he offered a cup “You like it black I believe.”
“Thanks. Is that in my records?”
“Yes. Now, the thing is you sent this enquiry in. I expect you’ve worked out that your search engine started rummaging about in classified matters? Yes? Well you see that started a security alert. Now we wondered if anything had happened and as luck would have it we were operating low scale surveillance in the Cape Maclear area.
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Normally no one would have checked the tapes for months. Perhaps never looked at
‘em at all. But we did look and this is what we found.” A light column grew from the end of the desk. Joe leaned forwards to see it closer. He was looking straight down on the beach at Cape Maclear.
“We were actually watching these two in the speed boat. They’re part of the crew from that stranded Mirconian ship that’s orbiting the Moon. We suspected some of the crew were really military and were using the ship for some dark purpose. Now, here we are. That’s you leaving the bar. You slept there overnight”
“I was just tired. Had a few…”
“Well now, you see here? This one aims a gun at you, but you just go down the steps in time. See?”
“But…”
“No point looking for a bullet. I imagine it would be made of nano molecules. They lose form and turn to powder after a minute or so. Now here it gets interesting. The men in the boat let a balloon go. There it is. A toy balloon.” The red balloon appeared to get bigger as it came further up towards the satellite camera.
“Now there, one of the men points something at you. The balloon releases the killing device. The balloon pops. Now Alicia sees it. Knocks you out of the way.”
“She said she saved my life.”
“She did. Now you have breakfast under the tree and our two assassins come back to wards the beach. One of them swims to your house and presumably attaches a bomb.”
“This is mad. Why?”
“Come to that later. Now you take your house up, presumably to see the wild life.”
“Elephants and baboons.”
“Now, you land here. Now, the bomb was probably set to go off the next time you landed. I suppose they thought that might be in Jerusalem. But you land on the hill.
The bomb may have fallen off, at any rate it doesn’t explode till after you are airborne again. You are very lucky.”
“Yes.”
“Now I suppose your house cleaned itself when you got back home? But I’ll have someone take a look. See if there’s any evidence left.”
“Right.”
“Now all this started a full-scale investigation. We discovered your Lady Friend works at the United Planets Embassy. Did she tell you that?”
“Yes”
“I see. Well we discovered that the stranded Mirconium crew may have killed another fourteen.”
“Fourteen? Dead? This is mad.”
“Yes. All supposedly accidental deaths. Be a job to get evidence. Now these fourteen were all people who had been to Al Banduq or Chimbuzi, or been examining the nearby nebulas. Strange isn’t it. We’d never have spotted the trend without your enquiry alerting us. Bit of a hole in our system I’m afraid.”
“I don’t see…Why? And what about my medical? And this truck now?”
“The truck will no doubt be investigated. Now what’s this about a medical?”
“I went to see Doctor Robert. A medical for both of us and for Alicia to get her skull chips altered. Anyway when I was linked up there seemed to be this other programme being phoned in to slow my heart down. I went to sleep but Alicia pulled the leads out and I was OK.”
2
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“Doctor Robert. Of Robert and Johnson? On Blue Jay Way? He’s Ministry Approved.
But we’ll look into it. Now you know all this is classified? I suppose it’s to much to ask that you don’t tell Alicia?”
“Well….”
“Don’t worry. I’m sure she will be told in due course by the Embassy. We share all information on terrorist threats of this kind. She has security clearance from her government. We checked. She may as well hear it from you.”
“OK. Can you tell me what that thing was? The thing from the balloon.”
“Yes. I have a video actually. Now it’s rather horrific. It’s the development tests. Sure you want to see?”
“I suppose so.” After all how bad could it be? The column of light again shone at the end of the desk.
“Now this is the football stadium at the Mirconium Naval Officers School.” Joe saw a rather tatty stadium. Decaying, water-soaked seats. Not much paint. Looked like it was suffering from too much rain. Three soldiers dragged a man out through the puddles. He was tied to a post. Maybe the remains of a goal post.
“Now we think he is, or was, Long Yong Ng, the Trade Union leader. Now watch.” The video panned in on a close up of the man head. He looked worried. Rain drops coursed down his face. Then suddenly there was a wire plunging into his skull. He looked dazed and slumped against the ropes holding him. The wire began to smoke before turning to dust and washing away.
“Yes that’s it. It’s the same. It’s…. awful. Why are they doing it?”
“To keep their population in line. Terror. You can imagine. Be a naughty boy and you die. It comes out of the sky, a patrolling aircraft. Leaves no evidence. Up till now their opponents have been disappearing, or their family has. It’s led to all those women chanting protests outside their Senate. The Grandmothers of The Missing. But this way the victims die out in public. Now, unless someone saw the wire before it blew away it might be assumed to be natural causes. And there’s a body to give back to the family. And no evidence against the Junta. The guidance system must be similar to our ballistic hypos, but this dissolving trick is all their own work. Now, there’s a second video here from about a year later. They’ve now perfected it against moving targets. Now, we think these people were protesting about missing children. You’ll see some have red shirts.”
A dozen people, men and women entered the grey sodden stadium. They looked around. Perhaps they saw a chance of escape. Some began to climb the ranks of seats.
The ones with red shirts were soon sprawled in the mud.
The others looked on, too frightened to move.
Soldiers escorted them away through the drizzle.
“But, I knew the Mirconian Military were ruthless, But, cant we do something?”
“It’s a shame, I know, but Earth is no longer a Colonial Empire. We usually leave the independent worlds to their own devices. We know what happens, but hanging on in quiet desperation is the Earth way. Now. I have things to do. Better brains than mine will be trying to work out what Mirconium is up to. Though I suppose it has something to do with their claim to be rightful rulers of the Al Banduq area. Now I suggest you carry on as normal while we arrest the suspects. And of course keep this quiet. For now anyway. You’re a civil servant and a reserve officer so you’ll know how to keep secrets.”
“Yes”
“That’s all for now. But it might be an idea to check your house over for bugs and bombs when you get back.”
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“OK I will.”
Joe started to phone Alicia as he walked back to his department.
“I think you should come home Joe. You don’t sound very well.”
“Oh there you are. Are you all right Joe?” said someone “We’ve got a bus taking everyone home. Have a rest. Have some counselling. You know how it is. Nowadays we have to explain why we’re mad even if we’re not mad. Come back when you’re up to it. OK?”
“Good. Joe you come home now.”
Joe felt fine considering, but he had nothing against an afternoon off work.
“Yes, I’ll go.”
“Good. I’ll get you something to eat. And something to steady your nerves.” Alicia was all over him when he finally walked up the steps into his house..
He was all over her.
They ate. They spent the afternoon lying on the bed. He told her what had happened.
“It still worries me. Us falling in love” said Joe. “I still feel I’m being manipulated.”
“Perhaps we are. But it may not be sinister. Couldn’t it be fate? The hand of God?
Just coincidence?”
“I suppose.”
“Why does anyone fall in love? Think of all the coincidences over all the centuries that must have happened just so you and I could meet. Just so we could have been born in the first place. And if the Heavenly Existential Church is right then the present and the past coexist and influence each other so…”
“Hang on, There’s someone outside.” Joe put some shorts and slippers on and went to the front door “Yes? Can I help?”
“Oh.” Said the woman “Didn’t know you was at ‘ome. I’m just ‘aving a look, see. I got told there was bomb damage ‘ere. But its all right, see.”
“Have you any ID?”
“Oh yes. ‘Ere, see? All OK?”
Joe looked at a hologram that appeared above her shoulder. She was from Security.
“OK?” Asked Alicia. She was holding a pillow to her front as she peered round the door.
“Oh” said the security woman “Didn’t know, see. Sorry I interrupted. Look I’ll just wander round out ‘ere a bit see. Make sure, see. Then I’ll need to check inside. Bugs see. But I got all the gear see. Soon find em. Then I’ll be off. OK?”
“OK” said Joe and Alicia together. Alicia got dressed.
The security woman poked and prodded the house and adjusted a gadget she held in her hands. “Oh. See? All clear. I think its OK now. You can carry on see? Sorry to disturb you.”
The security lady left and Joe shut the door. Alicia put the cushion back. They lay down again.
This time they had the news in the background. Eventually there was a short report on the truck accident in the Colonial Office.
Later there was a story on the Mirconian ship at the Moon. It seemed someone was paying the crew,s back wages. Someone else was buying her cargo and the ship itself would be destroyed as a hazard to shipping.
“Does that mean they’ve got away with fourteen deaths?” asked Joe
“Wow. Seems that way. They said all the crew were going back to Mirconium.”
“So people trying to kill me doesn’t matter?”
“I’m sorry. Wow. I do love you.”
“I know.”
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They slept.
“Wake up. Joe. There’s someone at the door. Wake up. Get your shorts on.” It was morning. Alicia was dressed. Joe sleepily got up, got his shorts on and got the door open. “Yes? Hallo?”
“Sir. You are a Lieutenant in the reserve forces and I have here your call up papers.”
“Call up?”
“Yes Sir” said the man in Naval uniform. A Petty Officer. “You have three hours to get ready. A minibus will call for you. You will be flown to a spaceport. You will be given your orders then.”
“Three hours? Last time it was ten days. Are you sure?
“Yes Sir”
“You do this a lot don’t you.”
“Yes Sir. Its my job.”
“How long am I away?”
“I can’t say Sir. But I suppose it will be for many months. A space voyage or two.” 5
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Alicia argued. Joe tried phoning someone in authority. Joe realised he knew no one with that kind of authority. Joe accepted it. Alicia was still complaining when the Minibus hovered at the back of Joe’s house.
“This sort of thing would never happen back home. Never. Wow, if I ever find out who… I can get our Embassy to do something. There could be an official protest.”
“Birds getting on Sir.” He wore a ministry chauffeurs uniform.
“Yes…. Alicia. You’ve got my house to stay in. You’ve got your job and friends at The Embassy. You should be OK. I’ll send you messages every day. You can reply.
Its not for ever.”
“But how long is it?” Asked Alicia.
“Don’t know.” Now Joe had torn himself away and was stepping onto the minibus
“Bye. Speak to you soon.”
The door shut. The bus wheeled away and headed south over the Mediterranean towards the high buildings of Egypt. Joe was the only passenger. That was odd.
“Where are we headed?”
“Rose Red.” The driver finished sucking a plum and spat the stone on the cab floor.
“Oh. Um OK.” Joe had been to Rose Red before. It was a small Navy Base south east of Jerusalem near Jibal ah Sharah. Mostly used for government messengers, diplomatic flights. VIPs who were too important to use a regular spaceport. Joe was honoured.
The minibus flew east over Gaza. The pilot seemed good. The heavy traffic, tall buildings and crowded ways didn’t slow him.
“You seem to know this route.”
“Oh yeah. Bin a jam jarin the City of Light for… Oh, donkeys now. Aint many shortcuts I don’t know. Reckon I been down jus’ about every kermit there is. That your strife eh? Nice twist. You wanah be careful there. There’s plenty a strawberry splits wouldn’t mind their germans on her thrupennys. Or her rubics.”
“Oh….Right. Carry any interesting people?”
“Oh most fridges is interesting. Least ways to em selves they are. But I guess you mean faces don’t yah?”
“Yes.”
“Nope. Thing is one reason I got this shirk. The only reasons, come to it. I’m not a cruiser. Not a patterer. I don’t grass. Never have. Least not bout private stuff. Not bout who I carry. Diplomats. Politicians. Military. All them braces an peddle crankers. Come in and out of Government Mickys like they was never on Earth at all.
See if any folks is asking after you. Folks from Mirconium maybe. Then I jus stays shtum.”
1
LAKES OF STARS
CHAPTER 5. TAKE THE “A” TRAIN
“Mirconium? Have you heard anything?”
“I Jus hear I got to get me peepers open for any Mirconium jam rolls after your niagaras.”
“Yeah…OK.” Joe kept quiet and watched the view below. Flying cranes bringing sections for more new buildings. More hills being levelled or replaced by giant pits.
They flew across the Rift valley just south of the Dead Sea, over ground almost totally hidden beneath concrete domes and towers.
“Rose Red comin up ahead there. They named it after some poem. Some ancient thing. Rose Red Runway or some such. Here tis.” The mini bus touched down. There was a warm wind from the south. Joe stepped out onto a large flat bright concrete roof, its surface slowly eroded by wind, sun, manoeuvring jets and landing gear.
“You best go down them steps there.”
“OK. Thanks for the ride.” Joe got his bag and descended into the bare cement coolness below. There was a reception desk. Joe said who he was.
“Please report to the medical centre on the ground floor.” Said the reception desk.
“Where?”
“Please follow the route map on my screen.” Said the reception desk.
Joe thought better of arguing with a machine and jumped down a gravity well to the ground floor.
There were real people there, mostly in Navy uniforms, waiting to come or go.
Looking bored or nervous or happy. He guessed the happy ones were homeward bound.
Joe phoned Alicia. “ I’m at Rose Red. I guess I will be going into space.”
“Oh Joe. It could be months.”
“Yeah. I love you.”
“I love you”
“Tell me why do men all have uniforms a couple of sizes too big while women seem to get a perfect fit?”
“Because men want to look big and strong, but women want to look small and neat.”
“You found that out when you were a man did you?”
“Yes. And don’t go looking at women so much. I know where it leads.” Joe wondered if when she was a man she had made love to woman. But he said nothing “I won’t go looking. I love you. Got to go there’s someone beckoning me to the clinic. Love you.”
“Love you to.”
“Oh yes. Your upward bound on duty.” Said a real human nurse with an unnaturally perfect face. “Please report to the Doctor in cubicle twenty eight over there.”
“Oh. OK.” This meant his body would be altered for survival in deep space. He walked over “Doctor?”
“You’re Joe? Yes? Got your file here. Could you strip off and sit here please.” The Doctor plugged leads into Joes head and navel, then studied words and graphs flying through the air. “Looks like you just saw a Doctor to….Uh…. That is strange. There was some kind of interference with your records. They say someone was playing games in a nearby office and there was some….I don’t understand much about virtual electrics. Oh well. So you are bound for deep space. This will sort out your hormones.
Well that’s lack of gravity taken care of. Radiation. Sex drive. Depression. Better leave you a bit of fear eh?”
Joe could feel different mankwala being pumped into his navel and the storage sacks deeper in his stomach.
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“Oh well. That’s you taken care of for the next 3 years.”
“Three years? Where am I going?”
“Don’t know” said the doctor. “Orders is orders. Right put your clothes in your bag and go next door for suiting up.”
“Thanks” The door slid open. Joe walked in.
Next-door was a pretty petty officer. “You can put your bag down. I’ve seen plenty of naked men before. Could you stand on the footprints and put your hand on the screen?
Thanks.” She held Joe’s hand down on her desktop while his finger and footprints were examined by a records computer. It would also be scanning his body.
“Your orders are OK.” She said looking up from the desk screen
“What actually are my orders?”
“You’re bound for Mars.”
“Mars?”
“On that ship there.” She pointed to another screen.
“But that’s a fighter.”
“You get special treatment. Most officers have to wait in the mess for a regular flight.
Follow me.”
“Can I just phone home?”
“Not from here I’m afraid. All signals are damped down unless they’re official. This is your suit.”
“But its red. Bright red.”
“Its over ten years since you last wore a suit so you have to wear novice red again It should fit. You haven’t changed shape. Standard Navy issue. You will be responsible for bringing the suit back here or returning it to the central stores system.
Will you need help in dressing? No, your left foot goes in there. Can you move your toes? You know how to put your penis in the urine drain? No, like this. Not your testicles. And the anal probe? Maybe if you bend forwards. That’s it. This is the body waste storage bin on your left thigh. You can empty it if you undo this, or you can fit an evacuation pump nozzle there. All right? Could you try and urinate for me? I suppose that will do. That’s where you store drinking water. Don’t get them mixed up. Soup and stew are there. You refill from standard dispensers or from ration packs here and here. Get your arms in. And the gloves. And the over mittens. Fine. This is your oxygen. On re breathing it should last for 3 hectic days or maybe five resting days. You refill there. Do you understand? Now I’ll plug the leads into your skull.
You should be able to think up the controls. Have you got them? Just imagine your pushing the buttons. That’s right. Now the helmet. Lock down. And plugged in.
Normal visor. Sun screen. This is a virtual vision screen so you can see at night or see through remote cameras. Now this is for drinking water. This is for soup or stew. You should be able to purse your lips and pull it closer to your mouth. Grip between your teeth and suck. Is that comfortable? Do you understand all the instructions and accept this suit as being clean and working? Good. You can go now”
“Thanks. This way? Thanks.” Joe bent stiffly over, picked up his bag and shuffled down a corridor out into the sun.
On the Rose Red Runway stood the darkest object Joe had seen. It seemed to absorb light like a black hole. The colour was more than bible black, sloe black, slow black, crow black, blind mole black, anthracite dusting widows weeds black.
This was the deep starless void black of a Thunderbird.
The Thunderbirds were a big part of Earths new defence policy.
Defence on the cheap.
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They couldn’t fly faster than light. But most engagements had to take place at sub light speeds so the antagonists could find each other. So there was no point having a fighter that could fly faster than light. (And slower fighters were cheaper). But the Thunderbirds could fly through any non-stellar atmosphere. They didn’t need mother ships. They could land on planets. Any planet. They could hide in gas giants or in a suburban shed. A big shed.
They were perfect for guarding the Solar System against all comers.
For deeper space there were the destroyers. They could fly faster than light with huge armaments and Landing shuttles for the Marines. They could stay on station for years.
They were invincible against anything. Except the new generation of fighters.
“Hi there Red Suit. I’m Thomas.” A silver space suited man shuffled away from the huddle of ground crew. “Your taxi driver.”
“Oh Hi.”
“The two of us will be together for three days with no room to move so you’d better have some good stories.”
“Um….Right”
“OK on the platform and up we go.” The two space suited figures joined one of the ground crew on a service platform and flew up over the rounded fuselage. The pilot’s hatch was open. So was one a few meters behind it. “This is normally an ammunition magazine but on this baby, specially for you, we popped in a survival pod. You’ve got gravity control, entertainment, food, water. There’s vision screens all round so it won’t seem like you’re in a coffin.”
“Great” The ground crew guy hitched up a hoist to the back of Joe’s suit and dropped him into the narrow hole.
“You get everything plugged in OK? No that goes there. That’s right. Otherwise you’d be breathing soup and stew. OK? Now to put the lid on” Several layers of hatches closed and clunked and clicked shut above Joe’s head. It really was like a coffin. Barely room to turn round. Could he stand three days of this?
Joe experimented with his thought controls. Air conditioning. Vision screens. This was it. Joe knew he was surrounded by metal but it now seemed like glass. He could see out via TV cameras on the outside. He could alter the gravity so he seemed to be lying down instead of standing. Or he could bend his knees and pretend he was walking. It wasn’t going to be so bad.
“You all right back there?” Thomas the pilot had finished getting himself plugged in.
“Yeah fine.”
“Great. Can’t talk much, I’ll be on to control till we clear the Moon. Mars is out the other side of the Sun now. So our plan takes us from Earth orbit towards the Moon.
We sling shot round that and head for the Sun. Sling round the Sun and head out for Mars. OK Sit tight… No that was just a test signal. Right here we go.” It was magic.
Joe watched through the floor screen as the ground fell away. It was so fast. Then the Thunderbird tilted nose up and it was really fast. They were already at the top of the atmosphere flying south over Arabia to the Indian Ocean. Here they joined all the equatorial traffic and tagged on to a queue of ships heading over Sumatra and Borneo.
Then Joe could see the Towers Of Earth.
Or rather he could see the storm clouds over the Pacific rather than the filament thin towers themselves.
The lightning, huge blue forks, sheets, sprites and glowing sparks, was caused by the towers swinging through Earths magnetic field like part of a dynamo circuit. The 4
LAKES OF STARS
CHAPTER 5. TAKE THE “A” TRAIN
towers acted as giant lightning conductors, permanently surrounded by their own tropical storms.
That’s why the towers were grounded on floating islands in the Pacific. Only the Pacific was big enough to safely absorb the charge.
They got closer and Joe could actually see trains slowly ascending and descending.
These were the amazing railways that stretched from the Equatorial Pacific to the Geosync Ring. Rising from the storm tossed atmosphere to disappear in the black distance above. The towers were once the main routes from Earth into space. Now it was mostly the water trade that used them. Sucking seawater up and using the lightning storms that played round them to split the molecules into Hydrogen for fuel and Oxygen for life.
It was due to this trade that sea levels were back to where they’d been when the Earth had ice caps.
“OK back there? Were on hold for a bit.” The Thunderbird soared over the Andes and the landing grounds of Brazil.
“Here we go,” shouted Thomas.
The Atlantic and Africa fell away behind. Joe thought he could see Cape Maclear.
Then the Ring flashed past, a brief glimpse of ships and docks and space stations.
It was fast.
Joe could see the Moon growing larger.
They were already at the Lagrange Scrap Yard. The point where Earth and Moon gravity cancelled each other out. It wasn’t supposed to be a scrap yard. It was classified as a mooring facility. A great place to park ships looking for work. But if a ship was out of employment for long then it was a scrapper.
Joe could begin to see detail on the Moon. The huge aluminium foil sails that orbited over the barren ground, shielding settlements from the full force of the Sun’s radiation. Some sunshades must be a thousand kilometres square.
Surely the ship would alter course soon. Away from the Moon
“You’ll brown yourself on this bit.” laughed Thomas.
They were still heading straight for the Moon. They skimmed the edge of a sail. They dropped within a few hundred meters of a space station. Still heading straight down.
Down to the surface.
Joe was scared.
He gave the urine drain a good test.
He could see roads and domes. He could see the electric catapults the Moon used to launch ships. They could only be a kilometre from the surface. Less. A few hundred meters. They were in a valley. In a crater. There were mountain peaks overhead.
Boulders blurring past.
They would hit some thing and…
The nose lifted.
There were stars ahead.
Sun shades. More orbiting stations.
Then space.
They were through.
“How d you like that then? Shitting yourself? It’s always like that first time. The civvies don’t do it. Illegal. Dangerous flying. But we’re on orders to save fuel and get the maximum grav assist every time we leave Earth orbit. Done it loads of times.”
“Um…It was OK.”
5
LAKES OF STARS
CHAPTER 5. TAKE THE “A” TRAIN
Then it was three days of tedium. Accelerating down to a solar fly by. Not very exciting. They were travelling at some fantastic speed, but the Sun was still so far away, there was nothing to measure their velocity against. Just empty space.
Joe dreamt again of Cape Maclear and a man with a spear.
They slowed as they got further from the Sun, as Mars changed from a spark of light to a pink circle.
“You don’t have some amazing manoeuvres to land us do you?”
“Oh yes”
“Oh dear.”
Mars got slowly bigger. Then rapidly bigger. And closer. And further away. As the Thunderbird flashed past, the planets gravity slowed them down. The ship turned again towards Mars. Closer this time, and away again. (Joe could see the lights of towns on the dark side). And closer. Five elliptical orbits slowed them into circular orbit over the shades of red, pink, orange, rust and dark bluey green that painted the surface of Mars.
“I’ve just told control I’m too fast to land at Pavonis so I’ll air brake through Tithonius. Its rubbish of course. Just so you can see a bit of Mars. And I love it.” To the left was the Nix Olympica Volcano, its further slopes below the horizon, its summit practically in space. Then the (slightly) smaller volcano of Pavonis Mons straddling the Martian Equator.
“Now we dive.”
“Oh dear”
They dropped straight to the ground, jinked south slightly and the ground ended. A cliff fell kilometres straight down into the depths. They slipped down its side like a speck of black dust against the red brick wall of a house. A cliff miles high blocked their flight. The Thunderbird missed it by a few meters and zipped into a narrow chasm. It led to an even bigger valley.
“Deep isn’t it.”
“Yes. We won’t hit the floor will we?”
Thomas laughed and held his course down to where the thicker atmosphere held more dust to hide the ground. Then Joe could see it. There were roads and domes. Green domes where someone was growing Earth type crops. And houses, little villages of them. All gone by in a flash as Thomas left the valley network and swept back up over Margarit and Aram. They were back into space still circling the planets equator, through the night and back to the day. Then-, slowing at last, they dropped down over Mesogaea.
There was Nix Olympica again on the left. Its peak high above them as they drifted down in front of the Pavonis Mons Volcano where the main spaceport lay.
Joe could see a railway weaving its way between small steep sided craters and sand dunes. There were roads and more domes. Square patches of almost green dust where farmers grew salad or fed mutated rye grass to mutated musk ox.
“That’s the spaceport ahead.” Lots of roads between domes and lights and radio towers and the main railway junction of Great Martian Railways. The heart of transport on Mars.
“This is the Navy Yard.” Thomas slowly, gently, brought the Thunderbird down to the ramp, with clouds of dust blowing from its wake through the thin atmosphere.
They were still. They were silent.
Joe felt heavy. Not really heavy because he had been in artificial gravity all the way.
It was more the heaviness of anticlimax. The heaviness when excitement and hope are replaced with dumb ordinary reality.
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“Well we’re here,” said Thomas “Another miracle of modern technology. Jerusalem to Pavonis in one stop. About time they got us out. I think I had a spot of diarrhoea yesterday. Leaked out. I’ve almost got used to the smell, but I wouldn’t mind a bath.”
“That was quite a flight Thomas. I wouldn’t have believed it.”
“You’ll keep quiet about the lower flying will you?”
“Oh yeah. Course I will. It was great. I think that’s the landing party,” said Joe. He switched off the surrounding screens and was once again in a space suit in a coffin-sized hole while someone undid the hatches.
“Up you come then,” said one of the ground crew hoisting Joe onto a platform “Don’t try to walk yet. Just bend your knees. That’s it.” The platform took Joe and Thomas through an air lock into the arrivals dome.
“Well I’ll be staying here Joe. Getting the ship sorted. Nice to have had you aboard.” Joe had opened his visor “Well it was great to fly with you. That bit at the Moon. And just now. That was something. I won’t do it again in a hurry mind.”
“Oh you’d get used to it. Hey I think that lot’s for you.”
“Excuse me Sir.” Said another pretty petty officer. “Your shuttle is this way.”
“What shuttle?” In the low Martian gravity Joe could almost walk normally instead of shuffling.
“The shuttle to your ship Sir.”
“What ship?”
“I think that’s classified Sir. But its in orbit and you need to be on the shuttle within twenty minutes for launch. You should stay in your space suit, but there is a canteen over this way. And there’s someone to see you.”
“My son?”
“Perhaps.” She looked doubtful. “This way Sir. This is your table.” She indicated a seat by a young woman who looked almost familiar.”
“Hi Dad”
“What? Oh no. You’ve had a sex change.”
“Yes Dad. You spotted it. Great tits eh? Lovely feel to them. Why don’t you sit down?”
“Because I’m in a space suit that doesn’t want to bend…. Oh…there it is.” Joe finally sat. “So…How are you?”
“Oh I’m great Dad. The job’s great, the girlfriend’s great. Were thinking about a baby soon.”
“But how could you…”
“Oh I’ll be doing the pregnant bit but with one of her eggs fertilised by my DNA.
Then once it’s born I’ll go back to being a man again. I’ve got the operation booked.
To tell you the truth I thought I would like it, but I’m not very strong this way. Can’t lift much. And you can’t just get your dick out and take a leak. How about a coffee?
Or a Pie?”
“Thanks. Nyala and carrot if they have it.” Joe watched his son/daughter walk to the dispenser and back. He’d often thought about what they’d say when they met. Now he couldn’t think of anything.
“How’s your Mother?”
“She’s great. Got a post on a liner now. Saw her a few years back.”
“Has she got a man?”
“Probably lots. It’s a passenger liner. Lots of new faces.”
“Oh.” Joe finished the pie. “So your girlfriend, can I meet her?”
“Sorry. She’s at work and your not here long. I only just saw your name on arrivals.
Couldn’t believe it. You in a Thunderbird. Did you do the low flying over the Moon?” 7
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“Yes.”
“Excuse me Sir. Its time to go.” It was the Pretty Petty Officer.
“Where are you going Dad?”
“No one will tell me.”
“Oh. Right. Well great to see you.”
“And you.” They had a sort of embrace. As much as you can get in a space suit, and Joe did a Martian shuffle/walk off towards the station bus.
“Bye Dad.”
“Yeah. Bye.” Joe turned and waved and got on the bus. The Pretty Petty Officer joined him at a window seat. “Its not far.”
On the way through tubes from dome to dome, Joe realised his skull phone was working again. He couldn’t have a conversation with Alicia on Earth. He couldn’t afford a spook, and at the moment it was taking almost five minutes for a radio signal to get to Earth.
But he sent a message. “I’m on Mars. I love you lots. Thought about you lots on the trip out here. I was in a Thunderbird. I met my son. He’s had a sex change and wants to have a baby. I don’t know. I love you lots. I’ve no idea where I’m going next. Its secret. I’ll phone when I can. Love you lots.”
The bus entered the railway station air lock. He followed the petty officer, edging in past passengers, commuters, travellers and families, busily walking from one platform to another and Joe was in the big shed holding the Big Train.
It was long and wide and each monstrous flat wagon carried some kind of space ship.
Sitting on one of the trucks was a bright yellow Navy space shuttle. Joe was shown up a ramp and in. “I’ll leave you now” said the Pretty Petty Officer “have a good flight.” It was a lot roomier than the Thunderbird, Joe sat next to the pilot.
“Are you going to tell me where I’m going?”
“Of course Sir. The Depot.”
The train set off. Slowly it ascended the gentle slope of Pavonis Mons. A rise so slight it was almost flat. But it was a long slope.
“Wow Joe. I was so worried. I still am. Mars? Why a Thunderbird? Is this some sort of active duty? Please stay safe. I love you. I want you back. Please be careful.
Nothings changed here. No news I love you lots Joe. I guess that’s all. Phone soon.”
Joe tried to reply but the Railway Station receiver was out of range.
The Big Train was still going up the slight slope. Ever upward, accelerating to 2G, using cheap rate electricity, just a couple of hundred kilometres an hour. It took an hour to reach the summit.
The train levelled off.
But the train’s cargo kept going.
That is, it kept going on up.
Ships, barges, tugs, ferries and the Navy space shuttle. They all kept on climbing. The gentle acceleration and Mars low gravity meant they were all bound for orbit. Flung off the top of the Pavonis Mons volcano. The train’s low speed equalled Mars escape velocity.
The pilot started his motors and headed out, away from Mars. Out towards what was left of the moon Deimos.
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Deimos, the small moon of Mars, was a big Navy base in the old days. It still had dockyards and metal towers and old structures that Joe couldn’t guess the purpose of.
But nowadays few buildings showed the lights of habitation. Like the old Indomitable, like the Empire itself, Deimos was fading away. Decaying. Heading towards the future as a tourist attraction or a scrap yard.
The pilot flew to a better-kept well-lit area, bright and cheerful against the black of space and the cold of stars. The Deimos Depot.
There was a small piece of comet recently towed in by tugs, floating in the void nearby. Ready to be broken up for water, hydrogen fuel and oxygen. The stuff that kept the Fleet going.
What was left of the Fleet.
The shuttle slowed and crept between tall aerials and pylons. The leftovers of some ancient project. “That’s where we land Sir. Bay Eight”
“Right. I don’t see any other ships here. You haven’t any ideas what I could be here for?”
“No Sir. A few rumours about Mirconium. That’s all.”
“What about it?”
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“Hang on Sir. I need to touch down on that cradle or we can’t be taken inside.” Joe let the pilot get on with his job.
The depot was really a series of atmosphere domes covered in bits of ironmongery.
Probably communications and cranes or even weapons. Airlock doors opened. The cradle with its shuttle load was pulled in. The doors closed, others opened and Joe was in a loading dock. Stevedores waited with box handler grabs and forklifts. All with grav vortexes to lift out the shuttle cargo of food cassettes. Buffalo stew and yam curry.
“You’re the passenger?” It was a grizzled stevedore, not a pretty Petty Officer. He looked long overdue for complete rejuvenation. Hard work, weird gravity and artificial air had taken its toll.
“That’s me.”
“Right Sir. If you would just step onto this pallet….That’s it. It’s programmed to take you to the Vengeance crew assembly.”
“What crew? Vengeance? What ship is that?”
But the pallet was already hovering away down the warehouse floor and into a wide tunnel in the rock. After a few junctions, and near misses with more automated pallets and trains, Joe reached another dock.
And the ship.
Big clamshell doors in the ships bow opened onto a loading bay and weapons positions. Projectors for mines, bugs, missiles, and two small shuttles, you name it.
And there was the outlet tube of the biggest laser Joe had seen. It was on one side of the loading bay and probably stretched back the length of the ship.
The name Vengeance was written inside the black coloured doors and on the yellow shuttles. Joe could easily see into the ship. Beyond the front loading bay a brightly lit hold was visible, through open air lock doors.
The thing was Joe could see the inside of the ship.
But he couldn’t see the outside.
Vengeance was a spinner.
An invisible ship.
Joe knew they existed but of course had never seen one. Now it looked like he was sailing on one.
The pallet dropped to the ground and Joe shuffled off.
Dozens of people in overalls were loading the Vengeance. Checking manifestos.
Hovering trunks and boxes through the air lock, into the hold. It was a tubular shaped hold with the cargo being placed “down” on the floor walls and ceiling. That meant the centre of the ship was zero g and “down” was on the inside of the tubular hull. Joe imagined the rest of the ship was the same. However long its invisible hull was.
“This way Lieutenant” It was a Commander. A tall woman with short red hair.
“Yes Commander.”
“In here.” It was a room with glass walls. Maybe the office of whoever ran the dock.
“I’m having an informal get together with the officers before we sail. There’s food and drink on the desk there, help yourself.”
Joe shuffled in and nodded to the others. All strangers.
“Now I think we are all here to introduce ourselves. This is my 2ic. This is Navvs one and Navvs two. Comms one and Comms two.” She pointed to Joe. So Joe was to be the second communications officer, Comms Two. “Engines One, Engines Two.” The commander went on through the gunners and engineers, then she got round to the reason they were here.
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“We are going to do a clandestine recce of the Mirconium Defence Engagement Zone.
Our orders are to seed the whole DEZ with spy bugs. We are to undertake a space combat evaluation of their capabilities. What is their potential forward edge of battle?
What battle loss could they sustain? How effective is their direct fire? Do they intend to invade Al Banduq and seize Chimbuzi or not? All the bugs will have a quantum entangled spooky connection to a communications unit on Earth. From then on our intelligence people will be able to watch Mirconium and all its space in real time.
From this they should be able to work out a realistic threat assessment.
Our first task though is to remove the Earth Embassy records and databases. It seems they have the complete run down on all Mirconium’s forces, personnel and equipment. But it was never felt necessary to transmit the information to Earth. And they only have one spooky comms and that can’t handle so much information. That’s where our new Comms officer comes in.” She looked at Joe. “Even if he is wearing a red suit” There were a few laughs.
“Commander?”
“I’ll fill in the details later. Right now we need to get aboard and get under way. The crew can stack the provisions properly as we go. After you.” The officers drank up, grabbed a last chunk of burger and strolled to the ship. Joe shuffled after them onto the loading bay and into the air lock.
“Welcome aboard the Vengeance Sir.” Said a woman in midshipman’s overalls
“Thank you.”
“May I suggest you leave your suit here. It will be cleaned and serviced later.”
“OK.” Joe wriggled his way out of all the connections. He was getting used to strange women watching him naked. Then he dressed in the normal overalls from his bag.
“Now Sir. If I can just fit you with this intercom. I’m just going to inject it into the skin inside you ear. It wont hurt.”
“Ow.”
“Now you can hear all the ship wide communication and receive orders from the bridge.” She smiled.
“Right.”
Now he was in normal shoes he could feel the floor vibrating. That would be the outer hull. The atoms there were rotating faster than light. Spinning in fact. Hence the name. Spinner. That meant the ship was invisible except for the loading bay doors at one end of the tubular hull, and the motors at the other.
“Everything alright Sir?
“Uh. Yes”
“In that case Sir, I could show you round the ship.” A Midshipman couldn’t give orders to a Lieutenant like Joe, but she made it obvious that this “suggestion” should be obeyed.
“Right.” Joe followed through the circular hold with stacks of provisions stuck to its curved sides, and more boxes floating in the centre.
“I’d better explain Sir. The ship is basically a long tube. This hold shows the full width of it. Gravity is in the outer hull so “down” is on the inside of the tube. That’s where all the rooms and cabins are situated Sir. The centre of the tube is weightless.
It’s the only gangway. It can get crowded Sir. We haul ourselves along till we get to the right hatch, then we drop in through the ceiling into the cabin which is below. Sort of.” She had obviously done this tour many times before and was trying to work out if Joe was too thick to comprehend it all.
“Right Midshipman. I’d better not get disoriented. I’ve never been on a spinner before.”
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“Of course Sir. If you follow me. Up the ladder to the centre. Then we pull ourselves along the central gangway. Are you with me Sir?”
“Yes. Right, um…. behind you Midshipman.” Said Joe looking forward at her feet, legs and bottom. It was supposed to be a friendly remark. Even funny, but she didn’t respond. Joe pulled himself along by holding on to one handle, then the next. Pushing weightless stems of bananas and cases of panda steaks out of the way. The ship had been decorated in bright pastel shades to try and make it less like the inside of a giant drainpipe. So maybe once all the floating boxes had been lashed down it might not be so bad.
There was a slight vibration in one handle and then a deep muffled boom. “What was that?”
“Bow doors closing Sir, Sealing off the loading bay. We should be under way soon.
This area is all cabins. Now we come to the heads and the flash. We flash wash only Sir. Not enough water for showers. This is the crew’s wardroom. This is the galley.
The officer’s wardroom. This is the Doctors clinic. The wards. The library. And this is the Bridge Sir. We are now at the centre of the ship, but beyond the bridge it’s all fuel and engines.”
Joe glanced past the end of the gangway. The bridge took up the full cylinder of the ship, the same as the loading bay and the hold. All the usual officer stations were placed around the tubular floor “walls” and “ceiling”. The gravity free centre was full of navigational holograms and 3D star maps. Joe could see the red line of a course from the Solar System to what looked like Mirconium
“If you’ll follow me back Sir. This way. This is the hatch to your cabin Sir. Just press here. The hatches are automatic. They can be left open but if we are ever on active duty they will all close automatically.”
Joe lowered himself from the weightless gangway through the hatch in what was now the ceiling of a very small compartment. There were two bunks, so he would be sharing. Presumably with Comms One. There was barely room to crouch up let alone stand. The trouble was the ceiling was hung with stems of bananas and sacks of oranges while the floor was covered in cassettes of food. There was a stack of wildebeest and cabbage stew at the end of the bunks. With luck they would soon be eaten and give him a bit of space.
The intercom in his ear said, “Stand by to get underway….Now.” Then there was another vibration throughout the whole ship.
“That’s it Sir. We’re off. There’s a view screen here Sir.”
“Oh good.” Joe held a hanging bag of grapefruits aside. “Can we look forward?”
“Yes Sir.” The Woman Midshipman switched on the screen and selected the forwards view. Joe could just see it past a cassette of Curried Goat and Limes in Palm Oil. The ship was reversing away from its dock. The dock doors were closing. The ship turned and pointed away towards the stars. Joe was entranced. He loved it when ships accelerated. All the white stars in the front grew slightly bluer, then really blue. Deep blue as the ship felt its way through the gravity waves and rushed headlong towards them. Joe turned the view sideways. The stars turned from blue to white as the ship passed them. Then as they were left behind the stars turned pink, then red, then a deep purple before disappearing. Their light could not keep up with the ship. That’s what travelling faster than light meant.
“Comms Two to the Commanders cabin.” It was the intercom in Joes ear.
“Oh, yes. Sorry to leave you Midds but the Commander wants me.” Joe left the ever-changing stars view and jumped up through the hatch. The Midshipman followed. “The Commander’s cabin is here Sir.” 4
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“Thank you Midshipman.” Joe lowered himself down “Reporting for duty Commander.”
“Good. Sit there, on the bunk. Not much room in a spinner I’m afraid,” The Commander’s uniform was baggy, like a man’s. Her shoulders were wider than her hips. She could have been a man except for the large breasts. Her short red hair looked a bit masculine too. Had she once been a man? It was well known these days, women were promoted faster. They were better at managing ships on peace keeping or exploratory missions. He’d heard several career officers changed sex rather than be passed over for promotion. Not like in the old days. The colonial independence struggles. Men were men back then.
She was behind a desk full of controls. It was a wooden desk. Probably the only natural substance in the whole plastic and metal hull. There was something like a silver figure 8 on the bulkhead behind her head. It was the Mobius strip symbol of the Heavenly Existential Church.
“Have you been told why you’re here?”
“Not exactly Commander.”
“You have been to Mirconium and Al Banduq and the disputed Chimbuzi gas mine.
You are to be my expert on the area. Advise me if you see I’m going wrong. Local sensibilities. You may be called on to liase with the Governor of Al Banduq and our embassy on Mirconium. As I said, it is part of our orders to secure the Embassy records. I believe you have met the Military Attaché there?”
“Yes Commander.”
“You may be the perfect man to go and get the records. Meanwhile, you can help out in communications as the Comms Two. I would also like you to be the part time librarian. Since we are on an intelligence-gathering mission I would like you to scan all the commercial channels for any useful information. You should also sort through our database for local information and down load anything else you see fit from Earth archives before we are too far away. It would be useful if you could help Navs build up 3D diagrams and maps of Chimbuzi and Al Banduq. I don’t know what the future holds, but I imagine we may need to know our way around there. With your experience of the area you should be able to sort through things OK.”
“Yes Commander”
“As you see we are a small and very cramped ship. We have to be able to get along together and the ship’s library plays a big part in that. Your tact and understanding of what the crew take out of the library, will certainly be called on. Are you up to that?”
“Yes Commander.” She meant keep quiet about the pornography.
“Good. I shall be making a full announcement to the whole ship in thirty minutes.
That will be all.”
“Yes Commander.” Joe rather awkwardly reached up to the hatch in the ceiling and pulled himself up into the gangway. So he was Librarian as well as Comms Two.
Now what. Back to his cabin? After three days in a space suit he could really use a bath. He saw the Midshipman again. “Midds. Where can I get a clean up?”
“You’ll have to queue up for the flash cubicle. There’s only two for the whole ship.
It’s by the heads. I showed you Sir. Your clothes can be flashed in a bin Sir, but most of us just strip off and hold them while we flash ourselves. This way sir.” She floated off down the gangway. “ Its here sir.”
“Thanks.” Joe floated up to a hatch marked “Men” next to another marked “Women”.
There were several people already floating around waiting their turn. Joe wondered if they would let a superior officer go first. But it didn’t look like it and Joe was not going to be a red suit new boy who threw his weight around.
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Eventually he could drop down into one of the flash cubicles. It was bigger than a coffin but not much. He stripped, held his overalls and shoes in his hands, pressed the button and closed his eyes.
Flash.
He opened his eyes. He was covered in fine white dust. The top layer of skin and bacteria had been killed. There was a sudden hurricane of air. He shook his clothes and brushed the dust off. The air stopped. He was sort of clean and put the overalls back on. Now for a go at the heads. Life on a spinner was certainly crowded and was probably going to be smelly. He undressed again, read the instructions and sat on the lavatory.
Then he heard the intercom in his ear.
“This is your Commander. I expect there have been many rumours about where we are going and why. The Vengeance is bound for Mirconium.
Many of you will have been on exercise with Mirconian ships in the past. You will have met Mirconian crews on goodwill visits to Earth. Eighteen of Mirconiums destroyers were once Earth ships. There are about two million Earth citizens resident on Mirconium.
“Despite this, relations have recently turned bad. Mirconium has renewed its claim to Al Banduq and is threatening armed action. Our Embassy is no longer receiving routine intelligence from their military. There have been many Mirconian movements in the disputed area.
“This is where we come in. We will be planting observation bugs throughout the system and near Al Banduq. Each bug has a spooky connection back to Earth. This will enable earth to monitor the movement of Mirconian ships and formulate Earth policy for the area. I expect us to enter and leave the area without being detected.
This should be a routine voyage lasting about thirty-five days. My old crewmates will know that I run an easygoing ship. We are all living in close proximity. I trust you all to keep friction to a minimum. I also trust you all to work in the dedicated professional manner that I have come to expect. This is a good ship with a proud old name. I know you will all uphold our proud record. Thank you.” Joe worked out how to clean his bottom and got dressed again. The Commander had said all the bugs they would lay had spooky connections back to Earth. That would cost a fortune. Quantum entanglements, Einstein’s spukhafte fernwirkungen, were still very difficult to make. Someone on Earth obviously thought this was an important mission.
He snatched a bite from the wardroom dispenser, went to the bridge and introduced himself to Comms One.
“Ah. Joe. Welcome to the Bridge. Have a coffee. Its still warm. So…. I guess I’d better show you the way round. Its all pretty standard. Your familiar with these? You wear them on your shoulders and plug them into your skull port. It means you don’t have to stay here on the bridge all the time. If things are quiet you can get a bite and take a leak or whatever. The Commander doesn’t mind, but don’t ever fall asleep on duty.”
“Ah no. I wouldn’t do that”
“This is our spook. The other half of the quantum separation is back at spook central in Jerusalem. The encryption traffic from Earth comes in bursts on this. All the crew messages to home will go back on the same bursts and be distributed from NAVCOMCEN at Navy Central. We use the library as a confidential comms booth and all crewmembers have twenty minutes at a time to make messages to home and see whatever has arrived for them. This lot is for calling other ships in our space by 6
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radio. This is for crew helmet comms. These are the monitoring controls. The Commander said you would be doing a lot of that when we get to Mirconium. Now if you follow me to the gangway…” He waited for Joe to catch up “The library is this cabin through here. These are the access screens. We’ve got just about every up to date reference you can think of.”
“Oh hallo. I wath wondewing if “Thauthy Thawah Thuckth” wath back?”
“Not yet Sergeant. I’ll let you know.”
“OK. How about Thexy Thuthie’s Thithterth Thexathon?”
“Yes Sergeant. Right here.”
“Oh thankth.”
The Sergeant left through the ceiling and Joe asked “Is he a Lisper? Special Forces?”
“The same. Very Special. He’s brought his platoon with him. Enough firepower to take out a continent.”
“I see. It must be strange having a flight control joystick in the roof of your mouth.”
“The price you pay if you want to fly and fight at the same time.”
“Right. Well. I’d better get to work.” Back on the bridge Joe plugged the leads into his skull, turned the screens in his direction and started exploring the galaxy’s media.
The days passed.
News stories via the spook from Earth unfolded.
“ The Junta says there is nothing sinister in the large number of transports in orbit about Mirconium. It is purely coincidental that so many should be here seeking cargo at the same time. They also say that there are no extra training flights by Mirconium’s Fighter Force. There are just more reporters here to count the normal flights.”
“Mirconium’s only mother ship, the beautiful old Elmore James has left Mirconium.
However the Junta says it is on a routine training voyage. They may be telling the truth since this venerable relic of the United Planets Navy is heading away from Al Banduq and the disputed area of space.”
“This really is a piece of living history. This is what Mirconium now calls its battleship John The Revelator. It is in fact a hollowed out metallic asteroid from solar orbit and was one of the first nuclear powered colonist ships to leave Earth. Since then it’s had a chequered career as a space station and an automatic freighter. About a century ago the Mirconium Junta fitted it out as a warship. This amazing vessel is now setting off on patrol accompanied by an escort of three destroyers. They though are more mundane. Brand new destroyers recently purchased from manufacturers on Earth.”
Joe was getting used to his new job and was beginning to know where the latest news could be found, until as they finally neared Mirconium….
“Comms Two on the bridge please.” The Commander called on Joe’s skull phone. He leapt from his bunk, through the ceiling hatch, down the gangway and into the gravity free centre of the bridge. Before him was a holographic image of Mirconium. It took almost all the available space. Joe dropped to the floor and stared “up” at it. Blue and white just like Earth, but with orbital sunshades and storm clouds over the continents
“Commander?”
7
LAKES OF STARS
CHAPTER 6. The Vengeance
Ah Comms. We’ll soon be there. I have just had a message from NAVCOMCEN at Jerusalem. You know I have mentioned the retrieval of Embassy records? I was wondering if you would like to volunteer to go down and get them?”
“Ah…. Yes.” Presumably the Vengeance would land in the desert near the capital.
“Its fairly straightforward. Navs have worked out a trajectory that….”
“Trajectory?”
“Yes. We plan to drop you from orbit and have you land on the Embassy roof.” 8
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CHAPTER 7. CHILDREN IN THE MORNING
“I still don’t like doing this in a bright red suit.”
“Ith dawk. No oneth going to notith. Therth a waging thunderthtorm ath well. You’ll be OK. Weady to go?”
“Yes I’m ready.” Joe checked the harness holding the grav pack on his back.
He allowed the sergeant to push him off the loading bay platform and steer him towards a massive piece of sunshade.
The nearby sunshade was a few hundred kilometres square and the sergeant’s men were already fanned out hiding bugs in its inflated skeletal structure. The bit Joe was heading for was some of the curtain that had become eroded and separated off. Navs reckoned it was due to leave orbit and burn up in the atmosphere. It would leave an ionised trail to hide Joe as he followed.
“All wight. Thith should be the plathe. Navth? Are we on?”
“Turn 30 for one hundred meters. Stop. Turn 170 for 12 meters. That’s it.” Said Navs over their suit comms.
“Ok Navth. Were on”
“Joe turn your grav coils on.” Said Navs
Joe imagined a mental switch. “On” He could see the input through his skull port.
“Ok I’ll control your descent from the ship. Once over the Capital the Embassy beacon should home you in. Understand?”
“Yes” Joe had run through this dozens of times as the Vengeance approached Mirconium and settled into orbit.
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“Sergeant. Stand by with your charges.”
“OK Navth. Chargeth thet.”
“Countdown for detonation…Five, four, three, two, one, detonate”
“Detonate” echoed the Sergeant. There were slight noiseless flashes and clouds of smoke round the edges of the torn sunshade. It bent and moved and folded and tumbled away from Joe and the Sergeant.
“Its so rotten its turning into powder,” said Joe
“Don’t worry,” said Navs “It’s still made of solid matter. It’s going to burn up the right trajectory. Are you ready.”
“Yes.”
“Good luck.” Said the sergeant.
“I’m sending you off now.”
“Right”
“Wadio Thilenth.”
Joe was slowly leaving the Sergeant and his men and the edge of the main sunshade and the open door of the Vengeance. He waved. It was already too far to see if anyone waved back.
Below him was the daylight side of the planet. Clouds and seas.
He was moving quicker now. The junked piece of curtain was just in front. Still folding and bending.
There was a large circular swirl in the clouds below. A hurricane.
He was getting faster
Ahead it was dusk. White clouds turned to grey with pink and gold highlights. Turned to black.
He was faster still.
Only the highest clouds were still glowing in the sunlight. Then it was all black.
Except for the curtain.
Joe could see the curtain was giving off flashes and sparks. It was meeting stray molecules of atmosphere. Now there was a flare. It went out. The curtain flared again.
Two flares. Three. Sparks and bits of glowing gas were streaming out behind it. Joe was sailing through them. Past them.
He was in thicker atmosphere. There was the rush of wind in his ears. He was leaving a trail as well. The suit wasn’t burning, it was inside an anti grav envelope. He was heating the air as he moved through it.
The air itself was shining.
The piece of curtain was just one big fireball now. Bright enough to light the cloud tops below. Joe followed. He was getting hot. The fireball split in two. Very hot. The fireball was in three. Then it broke up completely. The flares faded. Just odd sparks remained. Then disappeared.
Joe was a red dot in the dark sky. Hurtling on over lightning forks. Clouds briefly lit by sheets of light. Flashes of blue and white. Then it seemed as if he was slowing down.
Navs back on the Vengeance had dropped him here. Then his harness homed in on the Embassy beacon and he was off again. Slower this time. He felt cooler.
There may have been a gap in the clouds. Joe thought he could see electric lights on the ground. A small town near Capital City.
Seen dimly. Through a cloud darkly.
Then he realised his skull phone was working. He was in range of the Capitals phone network. He could send a message to Alicia.
He thought hard. Imagined the path of the dialling code.
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“Halo Alicia. Just to let you know I’m OK. Love you lots. Cant say what I’m doing. I hardly believe it myself. Should be home in twenty days or so. I’ll have lots…” BOOM
A sonic boom. Louder than the thunder.
Joe looked at the display hovering in front of his eye. The embassy beacon was switched off.
He wasn’t moving at all
There was another flash of lightning below. It silhouetted a plane.
“Look Sorry. I’ve got to go. Love you.”
Another flash, the plane was circling. More lightning. The plane was coming back up.
Joe was alone in an empty sky. In a bright red suite.
BOOM. First the plane flashed by, then the boom, then the noise. It sounded like a jet engine. Joe had only heard them on history programmes. It was looking for him. He was stupid. Someone had picked up his phone call. Up here in the sky. Now they were looking for him.
But why was he stuck up here. Why was the embassy beacon turned off?
More lightning. Where was the plane? Another forked lightening flash. Was it searching for him somewhere else?
BOOM. The plane was invisible but close. Jet engine noise. Fading Silence. More flashes of lighting. Silence.
Except for the thunder.
The harness tugged at his suit. The controls were on. The embassy roof was again pulling him down. The clouds were getting closer. He sped towards a great mushroom shaped thunderhead, illuminated from inside by almost continual lightning. He was in it. Light all round. Up, down. Forks and sheets of it. Thunder. Then he was out.
His visor was covered in raindrops. More cloud. Big rain drops. Permanent cloud.
Slower now. He thought there were lights below. There were.. It was the city. A big city. A grid of streets.
He was slowly drifting over the city blocks. Getting slower. Getting lower. He stopped over one. Hardly moving at all.
If anyone looked up and saw a bright red space suite? Lit by the lighting? But none would be stargazing in this weather. He was over a large building now at the corner of a city block. The roof was covered in water tanks and aircon fans. It could be the embassy. He had never seen it from above. He usually presented his credentials to the guard at the front door.
It was the embassy. He dropped slowly straight down. There was someone there, on the rain shinny roof. He landed on his side. Rolled over. Looked for the Military Attaché. Someone flipped back his visor. Pressed his lips with theirs. Put their tongue in his mouth. Said “Hey Joe.”
“Hi Bibi. Help me up”
“The inside of that suite stinks.”
“Pleased to meet you too. I had an accident. I don’t think I had my penis in the tube properly and….”
“I don’t recall you had trouble sticking it in me.”
“That’s because you were holding it. Shall we get out of this rain.”
“Walk this way” Bibi swayed her hips across the darkened roof and opened a door.
Joe shuffled in after her. “Down the steps. You know when I heard it was you coming I thought….”
“You’re black. You changed colour.” The raindrops on her skin were shining in the electric light. “It looks good.” Her dress was soaking wet and clung everywhere. It 3
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was white but Joe could see the black curves beneath as she walked down the corridor.
“Black skin stands up to the sun better. Less cancer. How about you? Lets see. You don’t change do you.”
“No”
“You must be the only guy on Earth who never changes. Never been tempted? Been curious?”
“No. I guess not.”
Bibi waved at a door. It slid open. “This is my flat. Officially your not here.
Understand?”
“Yeah”
“Now let’s get you out of that suit. My my. But you smell. Come on. In the shower.
Well this is like old times.” Bibi slipped her dress off.
“Yeah. But what happened on the way down? The beacon went off.”
“Oh yes. I switched it off. There was a police fighter zipping around. I thought maybe they detected you. But I don’t know how they could.”
“No.” Joe decided to say nothing.
“Oh yes. So let’s get you clean.”
Joe let her wash him all over. He washed her. He felt guilty. He tried to think of Alicia. But all he could visualise was Bibi. In the shower. In the bed. He thought he’d feel guilty for the rest of his life.
Bibi woke first. Joe felt her crawl over his side of bed to the window. She stood looking out at the weather, her hands absently toying with crystal carvings on the windowsill. The one-way glass had raindrops trickling down. Continuous big warm drops from the swirling grey sky.
Joe swung out to stand behind her. He snuggled against her bottom and put his arms round to hold her breasts. He could see her reflection smile. “You’re up early”
“Oh yes. There’s a big Junta press conference this morning. I shall sit through an hour of boredom, come back here and bore the Ambassador with it. He will wonder how it affects relations. Then I’ll fix it all up with my interpretation of what’s going on. And I’ll send it to Earth to bore people with my considered assessment of whatever it was they were rambling on about.”
“I thought being a military attaché was kind of exciting.”
“Oh yes. I go to parties. I get to see Generals swaggering about. Boasting on their latest tin pot weaponry.”
“Oh well.” Then he noticed the carving she had been fiddling with.
“Is that a mobius?”
“Yes.” Bibi sounded a little defensive.
“Do you believe all that stuff about an existential afterlife?”
“Oh yes. I guess. But from your tone of voice I guess you don’t?”
“I don’t know. They say they have proof. The after life really physically exists in the past. But it’s not the sort of proof I can see or get hold of.” Joe held Bibi and kissed her shoulder.
“Its simple. Its fact not belief. If quantum particles can move from the present into the past, then the past physically must exist. If it didn’t exist then the particles couldn’t go back to it.”
Joe was watching her reflection in the window. “I suppose.”
“So therefore if the past exists then our past selves exist there as well. All of us. And all the people we were good to and the people we were bad to. It’s a real afterlife. And 4
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depending on how many people there hate you or love you, then the same place can be heaven as well as hell.”
“It still seems to require faith,” said Joe. “Faith that the scientists and philosophers got it right.”
“Oh yes. But it gives meaning to our lives. It means we must try to make the Universe a better place. Because it’s us that has to stay here forever. We make it a better place for the dead. And we make it a better place for those who come after.”
“Are you worried about the meaning of your life?” Bibi paused and turned in Joe’s arms to kiss his chin “The folk here are so poor. It’s a shame. But their lives are so full. The ideas they come up with to survive. Their initiative. Their daring. On the edge of the shade they live in holes in the ground and carry metal sunshades. Look at those trams down there. Centuries old but still working. I’ve seen pavement traders make grav vortexes from rocks and bits of copper wire. Then they use it to make pushing a wheelbarrow a bit easier.
But they put up with this government. A bunch of military who couldn’t fight any real war. Just terrorise the people into submission.
Most of the time what I do is watch the children. In the mornings anyway. This planets full of them. There’s all these men here. Sex mad because they know they won’t live beyond sixty or so. They’re desperate to leave their genes behind when they die. With the women it’s the same. They still ovulate here. They have to have all their children before they’re forty or so. Then they die at sixty.” Bibi turned away from Joe and studied her reflection in the window. “Then there’s me. I am four hundred and thirty seven years old. My body is beautiful. I have never been ill. I’m a goddess compared to them. I have just slept with you. I should be wondering if I’m pregnant. But….Making love won’t make me pregnant. I remember my Father telling me stories at night. Not real night, it was on a space station. But he would tell me about space and how mankind first left Earth. You used to remind me of him.”
“Me?”
“Of course. You look a bit like him and you used to have the same sort of adventures.
There’s no adventure in my life now. Its all so predictable. So I guess maybe my life doesn’t have as much meaning as theirs. The Mirconians….Well they mean a lot to each other. They depend on each other. Like I depended on Daddy. But we are so….independent.” She grabbed her clothes and started dressing.
“You could have a baby. You could share your DNA with anyone. You could head for the outer systems. Go exploring for new worlds.” Joe looked for his clothes.
“Oh yes. We all do that. In dreams. But in reality we don’t want the danger. The uncertainty. The lack of medical care. I need a doctor and a lab to be pregnant. That’s hardly making love. Even if I found a man worth having a baby for. Its not an adventure. We are afraid of dying. Our great important lives could end on some stupid mistake.” Bibi sighed “Why did you join the civil service Joe? You were an adventurer.” She finished dressing and started on her hair.
“I don’t know.” Joe was pulling normal clothes from the pockets of his space suit.
“Did you lose your nerve?” she gave Joe a cup of tea from the dispenser
“Maybe. Maybe I want to live content forever.” Joe was pulling on his trousers between sips of tea.
“Oh yes. Just content. Not happy. Not satisfied. Not fulfilled.”
“Maybe” Joe looked round the room. “You’ve got some great crystals here. The carvings. I ought to try and buy some this visit.” He put his shoes on.
“You’ve got a woman on earth haven’t you.”
“Well…” Joe took a bite from an orange.
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“Don’t try to lie Joe. You just can’t do it. Come on. Eat up and we’ll go.”
“Tea and oranges?” asked Joe “Are they local?”
“All the way from China.” Bibi started to become professional. “Come on drink up.
Take that with you. You can eat as we go. I’ll show you the registry. It’s a few floors down. And don’t open any windows. There’s spy cameras all round the embassy.
Don’t phone anyone either. Its all listened to and you’ll be noticed as a new voice.
Now where did I put…. Ah. This is your pass. Don’t lose it.” They dropped down a gravity well, their limbs entwined, their giggling, smiling mouths making a mess of the same orange, till Bibi grabbed a handle and pulled Joe into the door
“You can wait here. It’s a nice view. They shouldn’t be long in opening up. Now I must go. I’ll try to be back by lunch OK?”
“OK.” They kissed till Bibi pushed him off and jumped back into the grav well.
Joe wiped his juice soaked lips on his sleeve and went to the window. He was about twenty floors up. The warm rain was still lashing down. There were grass and weeds growing on the ledge by the window. Weeds that were mutations of crops all the way from old Earth.
The whole place was sodden.
But there were no insects or birds.
No one had wanted to bring them from Earth.
The street below was one of the city’s main thoroughfares. It was about a kilometre wide. First, nearest the embassy were hordes of people. Most with umbrellas. Then came railway lines for electric trams. They were slow. People clung to the doors and had climbed onto the roofs. Just about all the traffic was on rails or wheels. A few old trucks were flying. So were what looked like luxury buses or limousines. The transport of the rich.
Beyond the tracks was the central park. Trees bent by the wind. Lots of little streams gushing between footpaths and rocks to a larger canal that ran down the centre. Joe had heard the boats go by in the night. Then there were more trees hiding another railway, and just visible through the driving sheets of wet was the far side of the road.
More buildings between ten and thirty floors high.
Joe saw the children. Loads of them with their mothers and fathers. Walking in the rain. Jumping in puddles. Floating things down the streams. Waving. Running.
Throwing. Climbing. Playing. Leaning out for love.
It was something you never saw on Earth. All that joy and wonder. All that excitement. All that newness.
“Halo. You must be Bibi’s mysterious guest.” He was wearing the same sort of thing Joe wore to his office so far away on Earth.
“That’s me. Come to collect some records.”
“Better keep your voice down till were inside the registry. It’s supposed to be safe, but these days. Who knows? I’m the clerk by the way.” He finished opening a thick steel door that led into a tubular strong room running the width of the building.
“We’re sending as much as we can via our spook but the ambassador thought there were some records that could be useful to the Navy. That’s this stuff, in this area here…. And you are to have the run of this area for anything that will help whatever it is you are doing. They haven’t told me. You can sit here and plug in there. OK?”
“Yes. That’s fine. Well, I’ll get started then.” Joe plugged in to a down load port and searched the records. Accounts. Missing tax money. Charts. Warship plans. Even plans for the old John The Revelator. Plans of public buildings and government sites on Mirconium. The company records of the 6
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scrapies on the gas mine. A financial history of the mines ever-changing ownership.
Maps of the unshaded desert with old mining sites.
But amongst the mundane was real horror.
Scratchy shaky images of death camps. A man telling how he had been abandoned with his friends and family in the desert. Of how they had died of sunburn and dehydration. His face ashamed at describing how he drank blood from their bodies and finally made it to a shade farm for help.
There was a video of people being flung from a plane that circled high over the ocean.
Another video of a work camp full of dehydrated bodies. Workers who had been abandoned by their guards with no food or water.
That was the real evil. Joe had almost forgotten about the Junta. There had been no sign of it in that crowded street outside. No guards or guns or men with whips. But they were there. They just looked like everyone else. They were probably the fathers of some of those wonderful children out there.
But no. Their families would be in the flying limousines.
“What?” The registry clerk was talking on his skull phone. “All round? Why?” He turned to Joe. “The police. They’ve surrounded the embassy with portable fences.
They say it’s to guard us from demonstrators. Except there aren’t any demonstrators.”
“Right.” Joe thought he’d better speed things up. Downloading what he had into the storage strap on his wrist.
Outside the clerk was by the window and Joe could hear people running in the corridor. “Down there. Look.” Said the clerk. “There’s thousands of them.” Joe could see crowds carrying banners. They were shouting something. He could just make it out through the thickness of the window. It sounded like “Fake Earth.” Or
“Fork Earth.”
“What does that chanting mean?”
“Oh its something they all say if they’re upset” said the clerk “Look at the banners.
‘Al Banduq is ours.’ I suppose it will be soon. Earth will give in like always.”
“Yes I suppose so. But there’s one there saying ‘Where are my children?’ That’s anti Junta, not anti Earth.”
“Yes. They get everywhere. Not even the Junta can shut up those determined grandmothers. The thing is they’re not afraid of dying. They’re almost dead from old age. Their families are probably dead, so the Junta can’t really threaten them with anything. And even now the killers draw the line at slaughtering old ladies.” The clerk turned to a woman hurrying along the corridor. “Where are you off to?” She stopped, stood very close to the clerk, held his shoulder and looked into his eyes.
“There’s something about a bad transmission from Al Banduq.”
“Oh right.” Said the clerk, and Joe went back to the strong room.
There was more running about in the corridors. The clerk had disappeared, then came back with Bibi.
“Joe? Have you heard?” Bibi seemed angry.
“Heard what?”
“The Junta have already invaded Al Banduq.”
“What?”
“They used civvie transports last night. They must have left here just before you landed.”
“Oh…Yeah. I didn’t see any. But what…
“And someone leaked about the Vengeance coming here.”
“They know the Vengeance is here?”
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Bibi’s voice was rising “They actually said they had to invade because the Vengeance was coming. It was a belligerent act by Earth that forced their hand. Can you believe it? They twist everything their way. Now they say Earth has to accept things, take the Vengeance away and give up all claims in the area.”
“Were there any casualties?”
“No. None. They’ve been careful about that, The Governor and his staff will arrive here tomorrow. And we have four days to get out of the Embassy. It’s Earth who says that. I think Mirconium would rather the Embassy stayed. But Earth wants us out.”
“It’s almost as though Earth was thinking of fighting,” said Joe.
“That bunch of apologists back home couldn’t fight off a….a raindrop.” Said Bibi.
“I suppose not. Not for a place like Al Banduq anyway. So what do I do? I can’t put on my suit tonight and float back up. Can I?”
“No. Don’t worry. I’ll think of something. Wait here while I see some people.” Bibi turned to the clerk “Do you have standing instructions for the records here?”
“Of course. Anything that’s duplicated on Earth is destroyed. Pay and personnel and stuff. That leaves about half the data to be down loaded into this safe.” He pointed to a small black box. “Then that must either be destroyed or sent to Earth.”
“Better start” said Bibi.
Joe felt like a spare part with everyone else following their orders and him doing nothing. The crowds outside the windows were thinning out. Probably going home to lunch, or just to get out of the eternal rain. He turned to Bibi. “How on Earth did we get to this?”
8
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CHAPTER 8. HOW ON EARTH DID WE GET LIKE THIS
“Now back to the studio.”
“Thanks Jeremy. Now a little history lesson. Mirconium. The planet with a lost future.
The early colonists probably couldn’t believe their luck. Mirconium is almost the twin of Earth. Continents, Oceans, a breathable atmosphere. Rain and rivers of fresh water.
But the Real Earth has a ten-kilometre wide plutonium reactor at its heart, and that gives Earth its magnetic field, and that keeps the Suns radiation away from the surface.
“Of course Earth got its extra plutonium from the collision that gave Earth its Moon.
All the heavier metals stayed in Earth and sank to its core, while the Moon got almost nothing. Mirconium was not so fortunate. There is no reactor at its core so there is no magnetic field. Without a magnetic field it was irradiated and sterile.
“But all that water and continental land surface was too good to go to waste. Investors built the orbital shields to keep off the solar radiation and make the surface habitable.
Mines and farms soon flourished. The beautiful Capital City was built with a grid of kilometre wide avenues. More settlers flooded in sure of a great new life for them and their descendants.
“Of course they sought independence led by the poet, John The Revealator. And the accountant Elmore James.
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“Well things did not work out forever. Probably Mirconium’s biggest fault is being too far off the main trade routes. Shipping costs are just a bit too high. But a series of over ambitious plans soon wasted what wealth there was. As the generation’s passed the planet grew poorer. The hunger riots brought military rule. The Junta brought stability but could not bring trade.
“The anti radiation shields began to corrode when there was no money to maintain them all. Nowadays the main continents are shaded, but the oceans are not. This has brought massive evaporation over the seas and massive condensation over the shaded continents. The resultant clouds help shade the people but at the price of almost continuous storms and rain.
“Food production is still too low and that is where the Junta began to cast covetous eyes on Al Banduq.
“The now famous slug farm was governed from nearby Mirconium before independence. But Al Banduq was the property of the Al Banduq Slug Company. A company registered on Earth. Its shareholders wished to remain under Earth rule and that was that. Mirconium protested and has continued to claim Al Banduq as its own lost territory ever since.
“At one point the Junta tried to buy the owning company and acquired 32 percent before a takeover of the remaining shares by Ted’s Uforex, the holding company registered in The United Planets. The Junta has recently tried negotiations with Ted’s Uforex to purchase the entire company. They looked to be quite successful till the UP
Monopolies and Mergers Commission blocked the deal. That was a year ago and the Commission have still not given grounds for doing so.
“The growing unpopularity of the Junta may have driven them at last to invasion. The hope is probably to unite the people behind them and to show they are really trying to solve the high cost of food.
“There is in fact very Little Earth can do. Their last Mother Ship has been scrapped and the new Thunderbirds are not capable of operating far from their Earth bases.
“Almost certainly old Mother Earth must again swallow her pride and accept this further small loss to the once Galactic Empire.
“Now, I dare say a lot of people are praying for a peaceful outcome to this dreadful affair. But what religion should you follow? Well there’s one new philosopher from The Schoffeleers Foundation who believes that we all believe in nothing. Is that right Mathew?”
“That is right. All religious thought follows a perfectly Darwinian evolutionary path.”
“Could you explain that Mathew?”
“Of course. In the beginning we were hunter-gatherers. We probably hoped rather than preyed. We hoped for food and so on. But like all the higher animals we also mourned the loss of loved ones. Mates, parents and children. And we had dead bodies to get rid of. At first we probably ate them.”
“Really I don’t think…. Well carry on.”
“Thank you. Then we started inventing funerary rights. Treating the dead with dignity. This is not so unusual. Elephants disjoint the skeletons of their dead and only leave the skull behind. Quite primitive monkey mothers are loath to let go of their dead infants, and so on. As we developed higher thought processes we began to wish our parents or mates were still with us to help and guide us. In our imaginations we believed we could hear them talking to us. We invented graveyards and we invented ancestor veneration. We prayed to our dead fathers for help. Communities began to pray to dead leaders for help. As time went on we had more and more dead ancestors.
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We sorted them out into ones to forget and ones to revere. These important ancestors became Gods. Like the Gods of ancient Greece and Egypt.
“This is a system that survived in Asia longer than most because it was allied to the Buddhist ethical system of reverence for life and justice.
“In Egypt they had Gods but they prayed to their ancestors to intercede on the communities behalf. To ask the Gods to look after them. The Roman Emperors tried to introduce the same thing. They wanted to be prayed to after death.
“But by then the whole polytheistic system was just too complicated. There were too many Gods. They often had opposing ideas. People laughed at them.
“That is when they adopted the Judeo-Christian idea of monotheism. Having just one God made life much simpler. Of course no one could decide which God was the Real God.
“So organised monotheism faded from logical philosophies. Then we hoped to find God in the stars. Perhaps an alien super race who could save us from ourselves. But we only found bacteria and plants. Even then we still had grief for our loved ones. We still could not accept that the important people in our lives had ceased to exist. Had in effect lead useless and pointless lives since they were bound to die anyway. Our present near immortality, at least for the rich, has pushed this grief below the surface, but it is still there.
“Now though, we have invented a religion that has a sort of pseudo scientific basis.
There are physicists who have theoretically proven that quantum particles can go from the present to the past. So therefore the past exists. And since we have never found heaven or hell in the present then they must exist in the past.
“So there we are. Another idea we can cling to for hope. But what have we actually got? A few shaky theories that have been around, in and out of fashion, for centuries.
The Existential Church declaims this is fact. But it is just more desperate hope in the face of the unknown.”
“That was really interesting Mathew. All we ever wanted to know about God. But what would God say about this new mild strawberry flavoured whale meat from the Mascarene Basin? Perhaps we will find out after the break.” 3
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“Joe?” Bibi looked into her room.
“Yeah?” Joe was watching the crowds of demonstrators in the road beneath. Their banners sodden in the rain.
“Earth give us Food.” “Hungry for Al Banduq.” “Earth out of our space.”
“Were getting you out through the UP embassy. This is Elton. He’s my opposite number there.”
“Hi” said Elton. He was wearing official looking overalls and had some more in his hand.
“These are for you.” Said Bibi “His security guard is staying here and you are going out to the UP embassy in his overalls.”
“What about my space suit?” asked Joe “I may need it.”
“You will. The next step is getting you off planet to wait around for the Vengeance.
We’ve set a rendezvous at one of the sun shades.”
“Your suit goes in here,” said Elton, holding out a large diplomatic bag. “And anything else you want out. Like the Black Box from the registry. This bag is metal weave and radioed up so it can’t be scanned.”
“Right.” Joe started to get undressed. Elton and Bibi seemed to be very friendly. They weren’t touching, but they were standing very close together. Joe felt a bit uneasy about that. He realised he was jealous.
Just a bit.
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The three of them jumped down the shaft to the ground floor and along to a garage.
The kit car was a small wheeled vehicle with two seats in the front and a half size cargo container at the back. It said “Solovyov Truck EB11” on the side
“Right Joe.” Bibi was getting serious “ This has to look like a normal embassy delivery. The drivers don’t get much and they’re mostly on the make. So if you went buying some crystal carvings it wouldn’t look that odd.”
“Oh. Yeah, great, but what would I use to pay for them?”
“These. They’re food coupons. I pay my informers with them.” Bibi gave him a plastic bag full of little cards.
“That’s women for you.” Said Elton “I use virtual porno’s.” He smiled knowingly at Bibi. Joe felt uneasy about that as well.
“Yes, well you can tell what sex most of our informants are.” Said Bibi quickly. “This is a lot. But bargain, or it will seem strange. Elton can drop you at the end of Endless Street. You walk down. Buy your stuff and he gets you at the end of the block. Are you up to it?”
“I lived here for a bit you know.”
“They weren’t trying to kill you in those days.”
“No. But I’ll be all right. I can pass for local”
“OK” said Elton “Put your bag in the back.” He shut the door “And get in the front.” Joe got in. Then Bibi leaned in and kissed him. It was a long kiss. Joe hadn’t expected it. She pulled away and looked into his eyes. “I’ll see you around Joe.”
“Yes.” Joe was going to say more but Elton hurriedly and deliberately got behind the steering wheel.
Joe and Bibi just smiled at each other and Joe closed the door.
The electric kit car whirred towards the garage exit. The big door opened with a shower of rainwater. Joe looked back but couldn’t see Bibi. Rain started pounding on the trucks metal roof. Mirconian Police in glistening wet capes held the crowd back.
There was some jeering, but they could see this was just a kit car. Just deliveries. No one important.
“That big banner on the left scanned us.” Elton was talking above the roar of rain on the cab roof.
“Which one?”
“Don’t look. I’ve got detectors in my head. Just take my word for it.” Joe wondered if Bibi had the same ironmongery inside her skull.
Slowly, half-heartedly the police laid lazily into the crowd with long sticks and cleared a way through. Elton buzzed through the gap. They were off.
Once out in the slow moving traffic Joe felt safely anonymous.
Just one more vehicle heading from junction to junction. Under the dripping trees, between the rusty trucks, over the puddles and potholes, over all the little bridges.
“There’s someone on a bike following us.” Elton glanced in his mirror. “Looks like a magician.”
“Magician?” Joe looked sideways at the crowded sidewalks. Umbrellas and sodden clothes. Raincoats and rags. Guards standing under little canopies at office doorways.
Thick riot proof metal grills over all the lower windows. This was still a rich part of town where companies were afraid of theft.
“What’s a magician?”
“Secret police. Make you disappear. Sure you want to buy this carving?”
“Bibi said it was normal.”
“OK. If you’re sure. This woman of yours must be special.”
“Yes” Joe didn’t say she worked for another UP embassy. The one in Jerusalem.
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“Won’t be long. Just another turn or two.”
The truck left the big tall buildings for smaller lower ones. Places where paint was flaking and washing away. Where gutters blocked and overflowed. Where metal window grills were rusty. Where there were fewer umbrellas and raincoats and more children. Where the gutters became streams in the centre of the road.
Elton slowly guided the truck between exposed rocks and the steeper sided gullies of rushing water.
“It’s down there. On the right.” Elton pulled into the side.
“There? I think I remember it.”
“OK Joe. That’s Endless Street. Where the best carvers are. They say Mpinkanjila and Griffin are the number one. But don’t be too long. That magician’s bike’s stopped behind us. I’ll go round the next road and meet you at the other end. OK?”
“I haven’t got an umbrella.”
“You’re a truck jarveyman, not a foreman. Just turn your collar up and walk quickly.
I’m guessing that guy behind will push his bike along after you. But take no notice.”
“OK.” Joe jumped out.
The deep puddle water got straight into his shoes. The warm rain from his hair ran down his face, and quickly soaked his overalls. Some children stopped making mud castles and watched him. Adults hurrying by gave him a glance and got back to watching their step on the stones and mud.
Joe walked up Endless Street. It was a narrower side street choked with parked trucks and handbarrows. Stacks of boxes and heaps of what could be litter. But since the people looked so poor it could be their trade goods. There were children, happy as ever to play in the puddles or help their Mum carry baskets and bundles. There was a basket weaver on the pavement soaking his twigs in a gutter to soften them. There was a man washing himself under the down gutter from a roof, his soap bubbles floating off to join the basket twigs. Drum and marimba music came from the wide open door to Son House. Woman swayed their hips to coffee drinking men. Next-door was a maraca and drum shop where old men stood at benches stretching slug skin over salvaged steel drums and boxes.
Signs said ‘Cis Shoemaker,’ ‘Hogg Needler,’ ‘Clarice of Cock Lane,’ ‘Rose of The Small Shop,’ ‘Tom Tinker.’ ‘Godfrey Garlic,’ ‘Clement Cobbler.’ ‘Hick and Bett.’
‘Mpinkanjila and Griffin. Crystals.’ This was the place.
An old man sat on a box holding a power grinder in one hand and a pink crystal in the other. Hands that were calloused and scarred. Working hands. You never saw their like on Earth any more. (Joe hoped no one would notice his own hands were manicured to perfection like all Earth hands. It could give him away as an off planet stranger.)
The power grinder lead snaked over the floor to a down gutter pipe. There was an alternator was driven by a paddle wheel splashing in the water roaring down from the roof.
This was what Bibi meant about them being so poor but resourceful.
Joe could see the crystal was becoming a flower as he watched. Red dust landed and glittered on the old mans lap and fell onto the wet floor. This old man, this artist, this genius, would probably be dead soon. All his skill would die with him.
The waste.
Bibi said the Mirconians short lives were more worthwhile than Earth people’s longer emptier existence.
This was probably what she had meant.
“Awlright then? How bist?” It was a much younger man 3
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“Oh ar,
“So what bist ee be after then?”
“Somun down the embassy do want somut a take away.” Said Joe. "A carving they do say. But they dursunt want a come down yer they self.”
“All be right rattled I reckon. All this Banduq stuff. So what ee be after then?”
“Aye…but…well…Lets see what youm got yer?”
“You come on out back yer my babber an tell I what youm paying with?”
“Ass it, right yer look. Food coupons be awll right? They'm for embassy workls. But if ee takes em behind they warehouse gates then they do give ee what ee wants.”
“Oh arr. I knowl that. Tell thee what. Bide yer. Ave a chose an at, an I be sorting out some sort a price. That be allright?"
He was proposing a backhander to Joe in exchange for a price over the odds.
Joe nodded and started to look. The crystals were mined by expeditions into the deserts. Mostly poor people walking under tin umbrellas to keep the radiation cancer at bay. Shuffling across the burning sand with bare feet till their toes felt crystal.
Aluminium oxides similar to sapphire or rubies. Worth a fortune on Earth. A small fortune anyway.
“Ast ee seen this yer by der windawl? Nice vawlse?”
“I dunow.”
There was one that caught Joes eye. It was a kneeling woman reaching down into a puddle. The woman was carved from a red crystal. The “ground” she knelt on was green around the edges, shading to blue in the centre. But it had the same effect as a star sapphire. This huge six-pointed star just hung there inside the blue with the woman’s reflection on top of it. The woman could be looking at her reflection or reaching for the star. Alicia would love it.
“Lav ee mate. How much?” said Joe
“Youm going fur the best aint ee? So lets see they coupons then.”
“Yer tis. But not the lot mind. I got friends who got to eat an all.” Joe felt a bit guilty at that remark. None of his friends could really imagine hunger.
“Oright then. Hows about this for I” said the man. “This for he” he nodded to the carver. “An this fur our lot at ‘ome. And this be fur you ol’ sonner.” Joe pretended to be making his mind up before saying, “Oright then. Us’ll ave MacGibbon’s crowdy at the windawl-bole yet. You got a box for ee?”
“Ar. Yer tis.” He put the carving in a plastic box packed with straw “Now I dur reckon as ow you'd bess be off. Seed ee over thur? That asowl out thur with the bike?
Ee be looking every bleeden which way but yer.”
“Ar, I seenin before, eem a embassy magician, scummy gurt lush.”
“Embassy ay? Us dursnt see much a they down this aerial.”
“Reckon not. I best be orf then.” smiled Joe before heading back into the rain. And there was Elton’s kit car at the end of the block. Joe couldn’t help looking back as he squeezed between parked trucks. The bike was parked under the carvers sign. The magician must be inside. Enquiring. Perhaps taking his cut of the food coupons.
“OK?” asked Elton.
“Great.” Joe got in “I’ll show you at the embassy.” The United Planets Embassy took up a whole city block. A 30 floor high grey monolithic mass with no windows at all until the upper floors. That’s because the building was turned in onto central gardens and a small spaceport. That’s how Joe would be leaving. On a shuttle.
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“OK. Lets see that carving.” Said Elton once he’d parked the kit car and Joe had got his bag out. “Gee. That’s good. A little lake with a star in it. I hope your woman likes it.”
“She will. Thanks for letting me get it. Thanks for rescuing me actually. Does the embassy know about this?”
“Not officially. It’s all deniable. Come on this way. Time for a bite and a clean up before you get your suit on.”
“Any chance of getting the inside cleaned? I haven’t had time yet”
“Sure. Shit yourself eh? There’s some sort of air blast disinfectant thing over by departures. Never needed it myself of course.”
“Of course.” Said Joe “Actually I didn’t get….Well never mind” Joe wasn’t going to get competitive with Elton. It wasn’t as though they were really rivals in love. Not really rivals for Bibi’s affections.
Joe got himself fed and cleaned up at departure, got his suite on and stowed the Embassy black box and Alicia’s present into pockets on the front of his thighs. Then he waited about an hour till Elton came for him. “That’s your bird there. Taking cargo so there’s no passengers to worry about. I’ll be the pilot.”
“You? I didn’t know.”
“Thought I was just an embassy clerk eh? No. I’m military. Same as Bibi. I’ve been around. Now lets go or we miss the window.”
Elton strode away in his overalls and Joe shuffled after through the puddles. There was a ramp up to the cockpit. “Sorry Joe. You’re in the airlock. Here. You’ve got a window though. The idea is to get between a liner and the sunshade where we can’t be seen. Then you jump out. Hang onto the shade and wait for your ship.”
“Right. Jump out and hang on.”
“You’ll be fine.”
The shuttle rose slowly through the rain and clouds and thunder and lightning.
“We got company,” said Elton. “Just aircraft though. Jets. Local build, soon leave them behind.” He tilted the shuttle up and left the whole planet behind. “Ah. Fighters.
Can’t leave them behind. They’re Starfighters. We built em. Wish we hadn’t sold em to Mirconium now.”
“They’ve got some of our destroyers as well.” said Joe.
“Now there is a ship. Straight ahead. La Paloma Azule. Beautiful. That’s going to be our shield.”
The little shuttle slowly caught up to the huge liner and dodged through a gap in its outer hull. The fighters stayed outside. Waiting for the shuttle to reappear.
Inside the ship, among the girders engines and pipes was a loading bay.
“OK Joe. Hang on. I’ll be opening the doors and sending the cargo out. But you hang on. OK?”
“OK.”
Elton opened the doors on the shuttles back and the cargo containers floated out to be caught by the liners grav field and shepherded into the bay.
“Now to deliver you.”
“What about those fighters?” Joe could see out now through the open doors.
“No probs. Watch this.” The shuttle didn’t turn round to leave. It headed even further into the ship. More girders and tanks and domes. Then the outer radiation shields again. They had gone right through the heart of the liner. “I didn’t know you could do that,” said Joe.
“You can’t on most, but La Paloma was built in modules. So they could reorganise the structure inside the shields if they wanted. You know, put in a fairground or more 5
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cabins or something. Now get ready. Can you see the sun shade out there? We’ll just wait a bit till the corner comes up. There.”
The shuttle erupted from behind La Paloma’s shield and curved round to run along the edge of the sunshade.
“Now.”
Joe jumped.
He floated still . It was the Paloma and the sunshade that were moving around him.
Moving really fast.
The sunshade got closer. He felt he could touch it but the suit sensors on his eyes said it was still two kilometres away.
One kilometre. Less. Three hundred meters. Ten meters.
Now.
He was pushing at the metal mesh cloth. Causing a bulge.
He realised the bulge would then spring back and hurl him into space again. He had to hang on. Rip a hole. Quicker. Tear at the rusting cloth. Fingers in. Hands in hang on.
Hang on tighter. The cloth was moving so slowly. Finally stopping. Finally almost still.
Then it started the other way. Quicker and quicker. Back towards La Paloma.
Hang on. Hang on, hang on.
It jerked. Joe’s arms were almost pulled out as his body tried to leave the sunshade behind. He should have made a hole for his legs as well. But there hadn’t been time The oscillating bulge had turned into a ripple. A huge wave moving across the sunshade. The Paloma was pulling away. The fighters would see him. Tear into him with bullets and lasers. Tear the shade to pieces so he would drift of into eternity.
There they were.
The two fighters were in formation slowly flying up the shade to where the ripple had started. They were still twenty or thirty kilometres off. But coming fast.
Joe started tearing at the shade again. If he could get onto the other side then maybe they’d miss him.
No. There was a flash. A laser had just cut away the shade ten meters from Joe. That was good shooting. And again. Even at that range it wouldn’t be long.
Another flash of light. Much bigger.
The whole curtain erupted in light and dark and movement and started to turn to bright sparkling dust.
All round Joe.
Sparks of incandescent dust.
Explosions?
Not soundless. The shock was coming through his suit from whatever he was touching.
Or something was touching him. Joe couldn’t move his arm. Something was wrapped round it and pulling him.
Into darkness. Away from the lasers.
It was dark.
It was the loading bay of the Vengeance.
“Well that wath quiete clothe.”
The Vengeance was turning. It had come through the shade, scooping Joe as it went.
“Sergeant?”
Now they were heading for the Paloma.
“The thame. Itth me and the ladth to the wethcue. Tho whoth the gweatetht?” Past the Paloma.
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“You mate. You’re the greatest. Thanks. I thought I’d had it.” The stars were turning blue and getting closer.
“Come on in. Then they can clothe the doorth.”
Joe followed the Sergeant through the airlock and undressed in the hold. The Sergeant’s men were soon back in overalls.
Joe hung his suit up and said, “I’ve got nothing to change into. All my stuffs back in my cabin.”
“Have to go naked then,” Laughed the sergeant.
“Right. Hope I don’t meet the Commander.” Joe picked up his download black box and the Lady of the Lake as he now called his carving.
Joe climbed the ladder to the gangway. He floated along to his hatch, opened up and dropped in. he was closing it when he saw the Commander. She had been behind him all the time.
“Get some rest Joe, then we can talk about your next job. You are going to Al Banduq.”
7
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The sledge gently nudged against the iceberg. The berg wasn’t really big enough to be called a moon, but it had enough gravity to make the sledge ‘fall’ on it. Joe ‘thought’
a correction to the course. The sledge skidded away from the ice, back towards the ice peak ahead. One of the lispers flew over, took a bug from the sledge and placed it on the peak. Packed round with snow it would never be found. Not ever.
This peak was just high enough to poke up above the Saturn type rings. Rings that were almost white. But a white suffused with pink and yellow and orange and brown.
Glittering as the particles spun and tossed like ripples on a sea. Here and there Joe could see through the ring and focus on stars down ‘below’.
The oceans of Earth have a horizon where the planet’s surface curves away from view. But this slowly undulating plain of ice didn’t bend. It went on forever, right round the planet and back again. The whole of Earth could sit on this ring system and barely be noticed. Joe knew what he was looking at. He just found it hard to believe such a huge area could really be this flat. Perhaps humans had evolved to look upon the curved Earth as flat. So they couldn’t truly accept something that actually was flat.
Here and there were moon size collections of icebergs, pulled together under their own gravity. But the enormous tidal demands of the planet would slowly force them apart. Maybe to re-form in another geological age.
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“Navvs to Comms. Joe are you anywhere near finished?” Joe remembered why he was here. “I think so. The last of the bugs have gone and it looks like the Sergeant is coming back.”
The Sergeant and his men had switched their suits to red. There were no E forces anywhere near and if anything went wrong they wanted to be found. “Yeth we’re done. Permithion to return to the thip.”
“Granted” said Navvs. “I’ll get the door open.” Joe noticed all the lispers had gathered near the sledge. Perhaps even this bunch of toughies felt slightly lonely in this awful place.
The Sergeant counted his men “All here. Leth go.” The group lifted up from the ring, trusting that the invisible Vengeance would soon appear. The higher they went the more the ring lost its solid surface look. From this height Joe could see it really was a collection of orbiting bits and pieces. A zone of particles barely a few hundred meters thick.
Then the sight they really wanted to see. The reassuring slit of light as the bow doors opened just in front. The Vengeance. Home. A place to curl up. Try and forget all the immensity beyond the hull.
“This is the Commander. Can the shore party be ready to land on Al Banduq in about thirty minutes? According to the bugs a ship is heading this way from Mirconium. I hope it is heading for Al Banduq and we can follow it in. I don’t think they can detect us, but just in case I’d rather be in the wake of one of their ships. I will arrange food to be brought to you in the hold.”
“A last cup of coffee for the condemned men.” joked Joe.
The Sergeant and his men looked at Joe and Joe shut up.
Once in the hold with the airlock shut they ate quickly and silently from cassettes plugged into their suits.
Then Joe took his helmet off and got both arms out of his suit. He didn’t like doing this bit. He opened a small box and took out what looked like white thread, just a couple of centimetres long. He leant his head back and dropped the thread on to his left eyeball.
“Stop blinking,” said Comms One on Joe’s intercom.
“Its not easy.” Said Joe as the thread started to wriggle down the side of his eyeball.
“Ah that’s horrible.”
“Almost there” said Comms One in Joe’s ear. “That’s it. Can you look round a bit Joe?”
“Like this?”
“That’s fine. It’s all on screen here. It’s a good picture. I can see everything you can see. Does it hurt?”
“No. Not really. I can hardly feel it.”
“Good” said Comms “Were almost there.”
“This is the Commander. Can the shore party get suited up again please and go onto the loading bay.”
Joe and the Marines checked each other over and shuffled out, waiting for the doors to open.
“Ith that it?” asked one of the lispers
“Yeah. Said Joe “That’s it.”
Al Banduq. The moon between the rings and the planet. A radiation free world thanks to the planet’s magnetic field. A crazy world of ice and rock that somehow didn’t get ripped apart. It did get squashed though. Tidal pressures heated and forced 2
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hydrocarbon ice out of geysers and mini volcanoes and it snowed down through the vacuum to land on ice and rocks in windless drifts of snow. Snow food for slugs.
And inevitably there was also a steady rain of ice particles from the rings themselves.
Some big enough to form craters or damage the domes that covered mans attempts to civilise the place.
But Al Banduq was totally, literally, dwarfed by the bulk of the planet it circled. The gas giant was almost three times the size of Jupiter. Unlike the flat ring, the planet did curve. It was a sphere. But the Vengeance was so close that it too appeared flat. Like a wall covered with insane splashes of paint.
Paint that moved.
There were candy coloured rainbow clouds. Typhoons, whirlpools, swirling ropes and strings and plaits of colour. Oceans of circling slush. Mad twists of barley sugar dissolving into circles, ellipses and shapes that humans have no name for.
Weather systems with ever changing fractal boundaries. Theories of chaos manifest in freezing gas.
“It thure looks a cold plathe to die.” Said the sergeant. None of his men said anything.
They didn’t have to.
“This is the Commander” Her voice came on everyone's earphone. “This is the latest from EARTHNAV COMCEN. The government is putting a fleet together to retake Al Banduq. Five destroyers are leaving now. The rest of the fleet will leave within four days and should arrive here in ten or fifteen day's time. I’ll keep you informed of any official developments. I imagine the media will be full of it. That’s all.” There was mostly silence.
A few ironic cheers could be heard on the earphones.
“We are fighting for thith?” said a lisper. “Why?” Joe wondered why.
“Who careth.” Said the Sergeant “ Letth have fun.”
"Commander to shore party. The Mirconian ship is on course for High Trewhitt Space Port. I am going to follow it in. Once we are low enough I will bank away and drop you at your landing zone."
"Yeth Commander" said the Sergeant
Joe searched for the ship and finally saw a solid little dot against the swirling planet.
It must have come out of light speed on the other side and be using a planetary orbit to slow down. Joe pointed and the lispers turned to watch the ship get bigger.
"Lookth like a thmall fweighter"
"Here we go." There was no need to hold on but Joe did it instinctively as the Vengeance put on speed and aimed for the freighter.
Al Banduq grew in size and detail. "That’s one of the bigger volcanoes,” said Joe. "Its quiet at the moment. That’s the danger zone. All those craters near the equator. That part keeps getting hit by stuff falling out of the rings. That’s why most slug farms are on the other side. Because that always faces the planet."
"I am leth and leth imprethed with thith this dump" said the Sergeant "Look at those valeyth in the ithe."
"Plate tectonics." Said Joe. "In this case the Continents’ are areas of light ice floating on the more plastic ice. As they move around the ice between them gets folded into mountains and volcanoes. The internal heat comes from the tidal effects of the planet.
And there’s High Trewhitt. Those lights at the North Pole. "
They were quite low now. The Sergeant pointed to Mirconian ships on the surface.
"They’ve dithperthed. They’re uthing the older thips as Army Campth."
"Give the poor thouls a chance to get out of their thuitsth,” said a lisper.
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"Maketh a better tawget for uth ath well." Said the Sergeant Joe realised that was true. If they had landed older freighters to use as accommodation blocks, then by destroying those you might destroy the Mirconians oxygen stores as well.
The domes of High Trewhitt were closer. Domes for the spaceport, the slug factory and accommodation. They were at the North Pole to be as far from equatorial meteor strikes as possible.
Then the Vengeance angled away from the freighter and dropped towards a valley in the edge of the Back Burn Mountains.
"Here we are" The Sergeant leaned forwards. The white ground came up to meet the Vengeance.
Two lispers held Joes arms. "Jump.” Joe jumped “Thergeant to bwidge we are on the gwound." The Vengeance backed up into the sky. The bow doors closed and disappeared, and Joe felt very alone.
"Are we all ok?" asked the Sergeant "White thuits." The Lispers suits changed colour from black to white. "Good. Letth get gowing" With the minimum of speech the Sergeant’s men fanned out on either side, with Joe following as best he could in his bright red suit. Every now and again the lispers would pick Joe up and almost throw him over the deeper crevasses. Then they would carry him over mirror-like ponds and pools of liquid methane.
"Joe. Come up here" Joe crept up to where the sergeant was lying at the top of a compression ridge. "Are they thlugth?"
"That’s them."
"What a thing to be fighting fow."
"Those little ones are just out of the factory. Then they take about ten years to be as big as a man."
"No fatheth. No eyeth."
"No, no eyes. No mouth really. They have enough latent heat to turn the snow to liquid underneath them and it sort of goes up inside through capillary action. It gets digested or whatever by bacteria and deposited as meat on their backs. They’ve got no nervous system or brains or anything. A lot of their genes actually came from Mars and funguses and algae."
"How do they move then?"
"The shepherds check if they’ve run out of snow to eat and they cart them to new snow with fork lifts.”
"What a life. I thupothe it is alive ith it?
"Sort of. But it provides meat to people who want to be vegetarians. They don’t want to eat a nice little piggy or a cow with big brown eyes, but they eat these things."
"You wont get me eating them"
"I bet you already have. Burgers, sausages. That sort of stuff. There’s other places do slugs. Even on Earth."
"Yuk. OK then. Leth find your pump houthe. If your phototh are wight it thould be over there."
Closer to High Trewhitt the lispers stopped flying and started crawling and burrowing through the snow. At the top of another ridge they stopped.
"Those are the pipes." Said Joe "Pump house on the left. Trewhitt on the right."
"I just thought of thomething. Footprintth. From here to the track. We'd better fly you onto the track and then you can pretend to have come from Trewhitt."
"Oh yeah."
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"Grab him again ladth" The Sergeant and two others lifted Joe over the snow, dropped him on the track and flew back to the ridge.
"Change your frequency to the local civvies" said the Sergeant "Be odd if you can’t talk to anyone."
Joe waved and looked round. Couldn't see anyone. He started following pipes to the pump house. The path was made of unrolled plastic. It was stiff enough to cross little streams of methane. Snow was beginning to collect on its non-slip surface. Who-ever, or whatever robot, was supposed to keep it clean had stopped working.
There was a jet of steam over the silver water dome. Someone had scrawled
"Mirconium,s water" on the side. Still no one around.
There was an airlock, not because anyone stayed here much, but to stop water boiling away in the vacuum. Joe went in.
The place worked with warm cooling water from the Trewhitt reactor being piped here to melt the local ice. Just here it was almost pure water. Perhaps the remains of an iceberg swept up when Al Banduq was formed. Joe could see the water pool about five meters below the floor level, with the warming pipes circling round the edge and more melted ice running in like slush. When all this water was collected the dome would be flown to a new location, trailing its pipes behind it.
"Oi Who be you then? Where'd ee come from?" It was a soldier in a white space suit.
Joe wondered if he had given anything away. “I’ve come to check the water.
Sometimes it gets frozen. I need to break the ice. I always check it."
"Ah, well maybe youm right. Maybe you baint."
"Honest."
"Ah well it baint froze now so you be on yer way."
"Yes sure"
"Spose ee'll be heading back for Earth soon," said the soldier. He sounded sort of envious. Going to Earth was just a dream to the likes of him.
"Don't know. I just work here. Be seeing you" Joe left and walked back along the pipes. He couldn't see the Sergeant. But he knew his stuff. Any problems and they’d be charging in for the rescue. At least Joe hoped they would.
He came to the factory dome and climbed in through a side air lock. .
They’d left the lights on so he could see all the dead slugs on the factory floor. (Could anything be dead if it had been created specifically to not be alive in the first place?) He slipped his visor up. The air was good, but it stank of rotting slug. Joe kept his visor down.
Some slugs had started into the slicers when presumably the slicers had been stopped.
So had all the rest of the processing and packing machinery.
But then Joe could see where someone had been roughly hacking at the frozen stacks of packed meat. Mirconian soldiers getting hungry? Vandalism?
Joe walked on through the carcases to an exit. He lifted his visor and a young guard poked a gun in at his face.
"Ere mate where you from then?"
"I’ve just come back from the pump house."
"Why you be going there then?"
"Its my job. To keep it pumping. Make sure it isn't frozen"
"Oh ar. So how'd you get out there then. You dursn't come round this way."
"No. I went out from the reactor."
"Oh. Well. That be all right then. So where you be off to now then?"
"Back to the offices."
"Oh ar. All right then. Off you go then.
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"Thanks". Joe realised the two guards he'd met had as much idea on what was happening here as he had. But that would change once they had time to get organised.
Joe opened the next door.
The corridor was full of soldiers.
They had seen Joe. He couldn’t turn back, that would be suspicious. He walked on, over the soldiers sitting on the floor, slumped against the magnolia coloured walls.
Sleeping. Talking. Gnawing on lumps of frozen slug meat. Playing dice games.
They grunted a bit and groaned if Joe asked them to move. The air was probably getting bad now. Too many people for the carbon dioxide scrubbers to deal with. Joe almost got a headache before his medical systems automatically stopped it. But Mirconian infantry wouldn’t be so fortunate. They would be drowsy if not actually hung over and confused.
The next door opened onto a stairwell. He was in the accommodation and office block.
“Ere. You in the red. Where be your pass then?” The man had a corporals stripes.
“Um….I don’t have one. Sorry.”
“Well youm all s’posed ter ave em. Now you do get up they stairs and e tell ‘em you wants a pass. O’right?”
“Right.” This was it. He’d be executed as a spy. But there was a desk on the landing.
Another corporal had a keyboard with a camera lens in it. “Could I have a pass please?”
“Oh arr. You bisn’t got un then?”
“No Sorry.”
“Right you are then. What they do call you then?”
“Joe”
“Joe it be then. “ He pointed the lens at Joe, typed a bit and the keyboard spewed out a plastic pass with Joe’s picture on it. The corporal said “Pin or chain? You’d be best with a chain round your neck. Don’t want no pin in your suit then do ee.”
“Um, no.” Joe took the pass and hung it round his neck. Well, um, thank you.”
“That’s all right my soner. You just keep wearing un, OK?”
“Yes sure” Joe left and walked through the sports hall.
There were sick soldiers everywhere. Nurses tending to them barely noticed Joe. He realised that on Mirconium people didn't ask questions. It didn’t do to know too much. The Secret Police didn’t like curious people. So they weren’t asking questions here either. They had a culture of minding their own business.
Joe went back to the stairwell. A few men had started playing drum music and several started a stomping sort of dance. But they were tired and gave up.
"Ere you. Where bist ee get that suit from?" asked one as Joe climbed past him.
"Earth navy surplus" said Joe. "Amazing what they throw out."
"Ar. Rich baint they." Joe revised his theory on Mirconians not asking questions.
There were soldiers everywhere and Joe had no idea where the company manager might be. But they had all accepted Joe as a company employee who was still working. So there had to be others somewhere. There also had to be Mirconian officers. Men who were a few hundred years old and not easy to fool. He didn’t want to go to the offices and risk meeting anyone dedicated to the Junta.
Joe would try the manager’s flat. He remembered the corridor. Stepped over more lounging soldiers and knocked on the door.
It slid open a crack. "What?" said a woman. She was beautiful enough to be normal on Earth. Not like the Mirconian women, but she had the same worried downtrodden expression as Mirconians did.
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"Um. Can I come in please.” And quieter he said, " I cant talk in front of this lot."
"Allright. But I only have to scream and the Major said he’d come running."
"OK." Joe walked in "Are some of these soldiers guarding you then? Looking after you?"
"Sort of. Who are you?"
"My names Joe. I'm from Earth."
"What do you mean? You’re from Earth."
"I’ve come here in secret to find out what’s happening."
"Oh." She seemed shocked at that. "Why?"
"Well I'm scouting the place out before we come and invade."
"You mean…. Invade? Fight the Mirconians? But people could get hurt."
"It may be settled peacefully. The thing is do you know where I can find the manager?"
"I'm here." Said a man "Packing. Just lost my job haven’t I"
"Oh hi. Don’t you remember me? Joe. At the Colonial Office."
"Oh yeah. You. Well? What do you want?"
"I’ve come to find out what’s happening"
"You can see what’s happening. We’re inundated with soldiers. Hundreds of ‘em.
Dirty scruffy. Full of disease. Breathing our air. Eating everything they can find.
They’re eating raw slug. Their doctors’ are going mad. But they’re all so hungry.
Their rations are awful. Ruined the factory. Cost a fortune to repair that lot. And who's going to do it? Not me."
"Well. Um.." Joe thought he would be welcomed , not treated in this grumpy manner.
"Earth are loading a fleet to come down here and retake the place. Were asking for the Mirconian surrender and a peaceful evacuation. But so far no reply."
"They won't leave. And I doubt Earth can make them. They’re a miserable lot but their officers terrify them. They’re all half trained conscripts. But what can Earth do?
What navy has Earth got these days? Nothing. How did you get here anyway?"
"I just walked in."
"What ship?" asked the manager.
"That’s a secret. For the moment. Look can you tell me where the officers have set up their HQ. Where the weapons are. Where their suit oxygen is stored. That sort of thing."
"Weapons? How would I know. Only seen handguns and things they can carry about.
They’ve brought a load of armoured looking ground vehicles. They’re using our dozers to build roads and level off some more landing grounds. But I don’t know what guns or anything they’ve got. As for their HQ well that’s here. Landing control tower and the offices mostly. They’ve got people in the workshops. Their main clinic is in the sports hall."
"I’ve seen it. What about food and oxygen?"
"I don’t know. Maybe they don’t have any. We make our own from water so maybe they’ll do the same. Our oxyplant was fairly new. Unless they mess it up of course.
They don’t seem to be handling the CO2 very well. And some of their suits look really old. I wouldn't like to go outside in one.”
"How are they treating you and the rest of the staff?"
"OK really. They say we can reopen the shops and cafes soon. Those who want to stay can stay. Till their contracts are up anyway. Don't know about wages or anything.
I don't suppose they thought of that either. But I think most of us will be leaving.
They say we can take a pallet load each and there’s a UP ship coming to take us out.
Best thing really. Leave them to get on and make a mess of it themselves."
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"How many will be staying?"
"About a hundred or two, I suppose. Maybe more. Most of the contractors are from Mirconium anyway. Some of the Earth folk have family on Mirconium. I'm sorry but without my personnel files…”
"That’s OK. So do you think that in a couple of weeks time the only people left here will be Mirconians and their sympathisers?"
"Yes. I suppose so."
So that, thought Joe, is when Earth would attack.
“Do you know what happened to the Governor and his staff?”
“I hear there was a bit of a shoot out and then they surrendered. Out numbered. It was only the Governor and the office staff and their families. Couldn’t do much on their own. I hear they’ve gone to Mirconium. I suppose.” Joe tried to think of something else to ask. “Any idea how many soldiers are here?”
“No”
“Well how many ships were there?”
“Oh. Just one here and another at Low Trewhitt. One for us and one for the governor.
I suppose there were a hundred soldiers on each ship. Been lots of ships since though.”
"Well thanks. Can I leave a phone here? For you to keep in touch with us?"
"I suppose."
"Here you are then. Well I'll be off. Thanks for the info." Not that there was much of it. Joe hadn't organised a resistance cell or got the military layout or anything.
He opened the door and shuffled off down the corridor wondering which was the quickest way out.
Back along the corridor. Down more stairs, this time into the shopping corridor.
All the shops were smashed open. Looted. Soldiers were still sat around eating and drinking. Some had got screens and gramophones to work. Others were groaning away with porno caps on.
Discipline was not the best.
Joe found a corridor behind the shops that would go to the sports hall. There he found an exit. A working airlock with no one guarding it. He was out.
Where were the Sergeant and his men? They were supposed to be keeping track of him.
"Allwight then? Come on.”
Joe spun round and looked up the side of the dome. There were moving snowdrifts.
The Sergeant and his men in whited out suits.
“We've put bugs everywhere. Now leth get back on board."
“Lets hurry. This thing in my eye is starting to hurt.” 8
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The Vengeance went back to cruising the area dropping off bugs. All sightings of Mirconian ships were reported back to Earth. Joe spent his watch searching the media for information on Mirconium and the Junta’s possible intentions.
..the Mirconian Embassy has four days to leave Jerusalem in response to the Earth expulsion from Mirconium. The ambassador said….
…rejoicing in Mirconium as the ruling Junta declares victory over Earth and…
…want to know why Earth did nor foresee the Invasion or take Mirconium demands seriously when…
…. said Mirconium has been patient and prudent for centuries in negotiating with Earth for the return of Al Banduq and…
…The residents of Al Banduq now facing the harsh military government of…
…The residents of Al Banduq welcoming their Mirconian liberators as…
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..news that the Earth destroyers Formidable, Valiant and Renown will soon depart…
..new defences at High Trewhitt ensure a bloodbath if Earth should be foolish…
..sad sight of Mirconian soldiers begging for food as the Earth residents leave on a UP luxury liner….
…waving as the shuttles take the crews of Audacity and Courageous up….
…send off for Captain George of the Destroyer Thoroughgood and…
…That there are now about 36 giant freighters and liners joining the Earth fleet…
….say they were forced to invade Al Banduq when they did because Earth was sending the spinner Vengeance to destroy Mirconium’s fleet of…
“Joe. Do you think that’s true?” asked Navs. “We come down here in the Vengeance.
They think we’re out to destroy their fleet. So they invade before we get the chance.”
“I wouldn’t believe anything the Junta says. They’re just plain evil.”
“They can’t be all bad, surely”
The people aren’t. But the Junta are a bunch of power mad murdering thugs. They kill anyone who opposes them.”
“But do you think someone leaked the Vengeance coming down here because they wanted Mirconium to invade Al Banduq. They thought us coming down here would push them into it.”
“No.” said Joe. “Who would want us to go to war with |Mirconium?”
…Junta will pay generous compensation to the departing residents of Al Banduq, but would rather they stay and cooperate with Mirconium in modernising the facilities…
…seems clear the Junta did not expect a military response from Earth and are finding it costly to maintain the high state of military…
…are worried that if the Mirconian economy buckles under the strain the Junta could face a revolt..
…say that Mirconium could share sovereignty with Earth and have police instead of soldiers..
“Hey Joe. There’s a couple of messages for you in this lot.”
“Great let’s have ‘em. No I’m not letting you lot listen. I’ll be in my cabin with the hatch shut. OK?”
Joe left climbed from the bridge floor and drifted down the gangway to his cabin, which luckily, was empty. He put the cards into his player.
His son/ daughter appeared on the screen.
“Hi Dad. I’m pregnant. Nine months eh? Just look at these tits eh? It’s going to be great. Umm. I don’t know where you are but, errr, have you heard this news about Mirconium and Al whatsit. Never heard of em, but then I thought maybe It was something to do with you at the Colonial Office. So I guess you’re glad to be out of it 2
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eh? Um. We’ve been really busy here sending stuff up to this fleet they’re building up.
Er. They’ve built whole hangers in the holds of the biggest freighters for the Thunderbirds. And there’s loads of stuff. Rockets and mines and bullets and lasers.
Loads of stuff. Lots of overtime too. So that’s not bad. Cos of saving for the baby. So.
Well. I guess that’s it for now. Um. I’ll send another message soon. OK?. Hope to hear from you soon. Um. That’s it.”
Joe should reply. Say something. But what? He put in the other card.
Alicia appeared and smiled and waved. “
Hey Joe. I love you lots. As you see all round me, your house is OK. And I’m OK. I imagine you are down in Al Banduq or somewhere and I’m very worried. You should be safe enough in the Navy though. Its not like you would be fighting on the ground or anything. I do love you and please be careful. Well I expect you’ve been keeping up with all the news. But there was a rumour round the embassy that we were offering Earth a couple of our motherships but Earth turned down the offer. They seem to think it would look bad to accept anyone else’s help. The Earth government want to do it all on their own. But there’s loads of orders and deliveries going through here.
We are giving you just about all the fuel and ammunition we can spare. I hope things are OK. It looks like Mirconium thought we would support them in their anti colonial struggle. You know. The struggle for independence from the evil Earth Empire. But I don’t think we could ever support a bunch of murderers like the Junta. It’s a shame you’re only going for Al Banduq and not Mirconium itself. It wouldn’t hurt them to have a proper government for a while. Well I really do love you, and I hope you come back soon. We can go back to the Lake for a holiday. See what Tems been up to.
Maybe he could cook us another fish. Well I love you. Hurry back Bye for now.”
Joe thought of Alicia and imagined them back at the Lake. It would be wonderful.
Then for no reason he remembered the dream where someone gave him a spear.
Someone who rode about on a hyena.
….say that Earth is unlikely to attack the Chimbuzi gas mine because it has no strategic value…
Commodore of the Blue to Commander Vengeance.
The Chimbuzi Gas mine has been declared an authorised acquisition objective.
You will reconnoitre the mine under clandestine independent command.
You will use all methods at your disposal to evaluate all hostile threats and the complete disposition of all E forces.
You will send me the complete theatre evaluation soonest.
In emergency you may use independent and decisive action at targets of opportunity.
However I would prefer that my staff calculate threat simulations prior to a combined attack.
Minimal E force casualties are a political plus.
You will confirm authenticity of this message by decode reply one five three.
Code word is Coinneach Odhar.
Endit
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Natural visibility was down to a few hundred kilometres when The Vengeance edged slowly into the nebulae. On the bridge the Commander was waiting to see the gas mine for real. Not just electronic representations. “Comms. Can we enlarge?” On screen was the plan of something that looked like a bicycle wheel.
“Yes Commander.” Joe was at his position on the bridge. But he was already in his suit. He expected to join the Lispers if there was any exploration to do in the mine.
“Can you remind us all again please Comms?”
“Yes Commander. The idea was that the whole structure rotates as it orbits through the gas. Molecules of the noble metals are charged by the movement and cling to the spokes. The atoms get differentiated to different parts of the spoke according to their atomic number. Its like an electrolytic refinery using charged space as the medium instead of acid and electrodes. Tram cars travelled the spokes scraping sheets of metal off and…”
“Sorry Comms.” It was Navvs. “There's a ship at the hub. Maybe two ships. Inside the hub dock. Looks like a freighter…. and a destroyer.”
“All stop” said the Commander “Navvs, Comms. Get everything you can. And check out the other mine, the abandoned one. Could anything hide in there?”
“Yes Commander.” Said Joe. “The scoop could hold a complete fleet…..”
“Lets have the plans.” Said Navvs.
Joe thought them over to Navvs.
“All right people. I am going to get closer. Same course as before. Take us forwards another eight thousand kilometres.”
“The other mine is empty.” Said Navvs “As far as I can tell. The metal is so rotten that I’m getting some really weird images. We need to watch it.” 1
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“We will.” Said the Commander “Can we see if we are close enough for a real image on the screen….Oh…. Well that’s it.”
The nearer rim of the wheel was clearly visible to the naked eye. The spokes stretched back for one hundred kilometres to the hub. The further half of the wheel disappeared into the nebula.
“Comms, is that gold colour actual gold?”
“Yes Commander. Well maybe. A lot of it is probably copper, bornite and chalco pyrites. But some of it will be gold. Only one molecule thick though.”
“Well, I want to fly round the rim Navvs and then spiral in to the hub. Slowly. Five hundred kilometres an hour. Comms, Gunns, I want everything recce swept everyway. If there’s one lone gunman up one of those spokes then I want to see him on the plan. Sergeant of the Marines to the bridge please, and can you get your men watching the screen in the hold? I think they need to see where they may be going.”
“Yeth Commander.”
The Vengeance began the search pattern. Slowly edging round the outside of the giant wheel. Every passive sensor straining for evidence of matter that didn’t quite belong there.
Sometimes Comms or Navvs would ask for confirmation of a stray gravity wave, or a magnetic blip that may not be gas or metal. Otherwise the plan of the mine was filled in with a lot of zero’s.
“Message from Commander Vengeance to Commodore of the Blue.
The rim and spokes are empty. We see no attempt by M forces to build defensive positions. No attempt at setting up fields of fire or anything. Stevedore parties are in the hub unloading the freighter and destroyer. Work parties are preparing the old mine quarters for re-habitation. Full image and recce info is beaming to you. Endit.”
The Commander turned from the comms position and looked round at her officers
“Right everyone. Any ideas about their strategy? It seems extremely slack of them to have no defences set up at all. Anyone? Navvs?”
“Well it was on one of Joe’s intercepts. This guy said we wouldn’t attack Chimbuzi because it had no military value. So maybe they reckon we wont come.”
“Perhapth they’re just louthy at fighting” said the Sergeant
“Maybe they don’t want to fight us. Maybe they hate the Junta and plan to surrender.” Said Engines.
“Maybe it’s a trap.” Said Joe.
“That is what frightens me.” Said the Commander. “But if it is a trap I can’t see it.
Any ideas?”
“Jutht let the ladth at em Commander.”
A light flashed on Joe’s consul and stayed on. “There’s a message.” Said Joe “Reply from Commodore of the Blue.”
“Lets hear it.”
“Commodore of the Blue to Commander vengeance.
I will bring Dauntless, Furious and Renown to engage M forces at Chimbuzi.
This composite engagement will also involve yourselves and troops from the liner Cairo.
Before I arrive you will select a safe position for Vengeance to observe the M forces at Chimbuzi Dock.
This position should not endanger your ship in any way.
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You will keep me informed of all sensor readings.
Your Marines will reconnoitre the M forces Destroyer.
Your Marines should not run any risk of observation or detection.
You will place any necessary target acquisition homing beacons.
You will use their information to calculate a provisional attack profile on the M forces destroyer.
This provisional attack profile will be altered and finalised by me before attack begins.
You will then preposition Vengeance in attack position near the Chimbuzi dock.
Make every use of targets of opportunity and target acquisition sensors placed by your marines.
The attack should use all non-lethal weapons at our disposal to break M forces command and control structure.
Lethal weapons should only be used in extreme defence circumstances.
Time on target is still being calculated but must be within five hours.
Further details of TOT coordinating activity will follow.
Endit.”
It was real. Real weapons firing at real people.
There was a silence full of glances and stiffened lips as the officers sussed each other out.
Just like the baboons at the ruins of Monkey Bay. Waiting to make sure they were all in it together. Making sure it was safe to scamper past Joe and Alicia in her orange bikini and….
“So where do I set a course to?” Navvs had broken the spell after just a second or two.
“Guns. This is your business.”
“Yes Commander.”
“How can we best disable the destroyer engines but leave the ship hull intact?”
“Fine laser fire at the engines but avoiding the fuel tanks. I have the data on their destroyers but I need plans on this freighter.”
“Comms? Anything from the Embassy files?”
“I’m searching Commander. I also have visual from our bugs.” Said Joe
“On screen. There Guns. What do you think?”
Guns stood and pointed into thin air. A diagram formed in seconds. “If The Vengeance was here.” He pointed with his finger, “The destroyer can be neutralised by a seven second burst entering the nozzle housing here,” He pointed with his finger again, “At 73 degrees from the destroyers vertical and eighteen degrees from its horizontal. That should go past the main motor housings and shields and into the vortex windings. That’s in here. That should destroy everything except manoeuvring thrusters. But….” Guns looked at The Sergeant “ It’s a small target. If an acquisition sensor was illuminating the path in, well things would be more certain.”
“Sergeant.” Interrupted the Commander “Commodore Blue wants you to do a bit of artillery spotting. Are you and your men competent with target acquisition censors?”
“Of courth Commander. Fully twained. Leave it to uth. Be lit like a thunny day back home.”
“Then we need to work a plan out.” Said the Commander
“I think I might have the plans of that freighter.” Said Joe 3
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CHAPTER 13. CHIMBUZI
Joe’s red space suit wasn’t so noticeable as he stood behind the sledge controls. The lispers would be flying all round him. Invisible in their blacked up flying suits. This far from a star, surrounded by so much gas, it was pretty dark anyway. Joe doubted anyone would spot them. He could really only “see” through the electronics of his visor making things brighter.
Navvs had worked out the automatic course. It showed up as a trace on Joe’s optic nerves. It was time to try and match rotation with the mine. To try and aim for a single point on the two hundred kilometre wide spinning wheel.
“All thtop” it was the Sergeant’s voice, “Thethe’s movement. Any ideath?”
“Not cathing thentwys. A work pawty I think,” said one of the lispers. “I can get clother from my thide. They wont thee me.”
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“Go” said Sarge.
They all waited. Hanging in space. Joe could see the work party now. At the stern of the destroyer. Men in suits manoeuvring a large curved shape.
“Lookth like they’re changing a guide vane or thomething” said Sarge.
“Vengeance to shore party. This is Guns speaking. We have twenty minutes before Blue Squadron become visible.”
“I know Guns,” said Joe “Don’t worry.” Joe wished he hadn’t said that. Of course he was worried. They were all terrified.
“Look,” said Sarge “They’re going back again. Left that vane thing floating there. OK
Vengeanthe. Thore party is protheeding.”
Slowly Joe aimed the sledge towards his target. A platform by an inspection hatch in the outer edge of the hub. Near where the spokes were joined on. With the sledge in position the centrifugal force would hold it there instead of flinging it off.
Joe kept on. Close to the grey brown metal. He could see weld splatter from when the place was built. He could see the platform. It appeared “below” him. He hit the wall and let the sledge scrape down. It hit home. Only now did Joe think. This would have made a noise. Maybe the sort of thing a lone gunman would investigate.
He fastened the sledge down with a few grapples and tried to open the hatch. It fell off backwards. Into the hub. More noise. Vibration in the metal anyway.
He turned up the acquisition on his visor. He could see the room beyond. Dust and corroded metal flakes hung in the vacuum. There was a big pulley wheel. It would have a cable running from one spoke to the next. This would control the trams collecting metalised gas from the spokes. As one tram went out under centrifugal force, it would drag another one back towards the hub.
But Joe had work.
He connected up his suit skull sockets to a black box and began to think about the command and control display. The mine plans and the position of the lispers and the information from the bugs.
He worked his way from an image of the surface where he was, to the next level. And the next. Floors and walls appearing as line drawings. Lines he could look through to concentrate on the next floor, the next walls, and the next beyond. There were little stick figure images of the Mirconian work detail. Carrying cargo into the living quarters. Figures with numbers on were the lispers.
Joe could “see” through the hub. Joe could “see” where everyone was.
“Sergeant. I’m all set up. I’m sending all this info back to the Vengeance. May I order your men into position?”
“You go ahead thunthine. Order away.”
“Right. One OK. Two can you go round the rim another hundred meters or so. That’s it. Have you got line of sight past the destroyer into the hold?”
“Thight confirmed.”
“Good. Three can you see into dock where the large airlock leads into the insides.
Where that lift truck is now.”
“Got it.”
“Oh no. There’s a hatch opening in the destroyer. I think…. Yes. They’re getting a box handler out. Its fitted with a gun, or…. No it’s a handling arm. Could be going to work on the stern.”
“It ith.” Said the Sarge. “Can I recommend that Number Six follows it with a bazooka?”
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Joe found the figure marked six on the diagram in his eyes. “Yes. Six I was putting you on the other side of the hub to mark that freighter. But stay where you are. No go another fifty meters towards the spokes. Can you mark the stern from there?”
“Thith ith thix. I got it”
“Good” One by one Joe positioned the lispers on both ends of the dock. A firing party complete with missiles was at the other side. In case the freighter tried to leave when the destroyer was hit. They could still do the job, even without Six Back at the destroyers stern the box handler was doing some complicated manoeuvring. The vane or whatever it was wouldn’t fit. Or something. Two figures in suits waved torches at the shuttle driver.
“Sarge, um You don’t suppose you could edge down onto the destroyers hull. Maybe hide up against that antennae. Maybe One and Six could mark you as you fly over.
Then One could join you there. Then maybe you might get an opportunity to maybe sneak past the shuttle. Maybe”
“How many maybeth ith that? But OK. Thix you blatht that thing to bitth if I’m thpotted.”
“OK Tharge”.
Joe watched as two figures marked S, then One drifted from the hub towards the stern.
One stayed at the antennae. The Sarge didn’t. He began edging towards the end of the hull. They must see him. But Joe remembered he was looking at a symbol. A figure on a diagram. The Mirconians would be looking at a black shape against a black hull.
Lets hope no one shone a torch. Or turned on the antennae. Joe could see it was off now but….
Where was the Sarge?
“Ok I’m in”
“Sarge?” That had been quick. So quick Joe hadn’t noticed. Sarge was inside the plasma exhaust. “You OK Sarge.”
“OK. I can jutht about thee thwough the vithor.” Joe could “see” the Sarge moving on into the diagram in Joes eye. A diagram that grew more detailed as the Sergeants sensors transmitted more information.
“I’m at the vortexth coilth. I’m planting the beacon.”
“Ok Sarge” said Joe “Vengeance. Have you got that? Is guns happy?”
“I’m happy. Turn it on Sarge and get out of there.”
“Will do” The Target Acquisition Beacon lit up on Joes diagram. The Sergeants figure started leaving.
And the box handler and the work crew started manoeuvring. They were getting close to the plasma exhaust.
They blocked Sarge’s escape.
“Vengeance. Can you see this?” asked Joe “How long till the Blue arrives?”
“About three minutes” said the Commander
“You may have to fire with me thtill here,” said Sarge
“No chance” said the Commander “Joe can Sarge and Two hit those two workers at the same time as Six hits the box handler? I mean can they all fire at the same time?”
“OK.” Said Joe “Two move closer to the stern. Stop when you see those guys. Sarge get to the end of the exhaust. Six take aim. Sarge and Two say when you’re ready.
“OK”
“Weady”
“Fire.” Joe had never said that before. These days few people on Earth ever had.
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Sarge and Two fired off homing ballistic hypos. Miniature missiles. With needle points. They punctured the Mirconian space suits. Injected gas. Non lethal of course.
Instant sleep, not death.
Six fired his bazooka. A blaze of light ending in an explosion. Right by the shuttle.
The box handler rolled. It spun. Away from the Sarge. Off into space.
The Sarge was hurrying. Slowly.
The Mirconians were all turning to look. Some ran to close hatches. Some reached for guns. Stevedores dropped boxes. A handling truck hit a hatch and stopped. Most just watched.
Then another hatch opened. Armed men appeared from inside the destroyer. They would be the casing sentries. They should have been guarding the destroyer all the time. They looked around, saw nothing, fired off random shots anyway.
The Vengeance would soon fire. Joe looked for the edge of the laser engagement zone. It showed up as an area of red mist on his diagram. The area that would be blasted. Sarge was in it.
“ Sarge get behind that open port on your left. Get into it. Quick. Further. OK the Sarge is sheltered”
“The destroyer’s powering up.” It was the Commander. “It’s coming out astern.” Joe could see on his diagram. The destroyer inched back. Out of the dock.
“I’m firing,” said Guns.
The light was so bright. It overloaded Joe’s visor. But not before it dazzled him. He could see the after image of a blue line. A second later the visor adapted. There were streaks before his eyes. But even without streaks he could only have seen a tight beam of light.
Lit for seven seconds. As Guns had said.
Then it was off. It was all black. The visor compensated. Now Joe could see the stern glowing. Melting. Odd red shapes soaring about covered in sparks. The vortex had been powering up, even as it burnt out. Pieces were floating. Looking for whatever gravity waves they were generated for. Fire turning to a glow. Then to smoke and dust and bits of charred metal drifting away. Into the nebula.
There was chaos in the dock.
Crew men ran back aboard and closed hatches. Or ran to the hub. They left boxes and gear behind. Stevedores looked confused. Some ran to the freighter.
“This is the Commander. All Fire at all targets. Fire” The lispers opened up their weapons. More ballistic hypos.
The casing sentries were first to go limp. Crewmen collapsed all over the dock.
The lispers kept on firing.
Hatches were still open. Blocked by sleeping bodies. More Mirconians came from inside to move them.
The lispers saw them. They fired. More targets got zapped and fell on top of others.”
“The freighter is powered up,” said Joe “Eight and Nine. Do your best.” Lispers Eight and Nine appeared together on Joe’s diagram. A red spot appeared beside them as they switched on a missile. The red dot swept away towards the freighter’s stern just as it cleared the dock.
This time it was a conventional explosion. But a big one. The motor housing lost its side. Bits of coil pored out, revolving around each other with no gravity waves to direct them. Then settling down as they lost power. Just floating after the ship.
A blast of light shone from the destroyer.
“The destroyer” said Joe “Looks like they want to fight it out with their secondary guns.”
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“This is the Commander. Take cover all of you. I’m asking their Captain to surrender”
“Doeth he know what that meanth?”
“You all right Sarge?”
”Courth I am. And I can thoot out that turret.”
“Do it Sarge,” said the Commander.
A whole series of little flames streaked after one another towards the turret. Each one marked the passage of a small rocket assisted explosive bullet. They slammed into the turret. The turret turned towards the Sarge. And stopped. Half was missing. The Sarge stopped firing. “Well I weckon I did that wiite”
“Reckon you did.”
“Good on yer Serge”
“Knocked his top off.”
“There’s more shooting at that hatch. The big one.”
“I’ve got it said Five” Another cloud of smoke
“Yup you got em.”
“Gweat thooting”
“Thatth coth were the gweatetht”
“Radio silence please” said the Commander “All sensors to asses damage and operating E force locality. A full Post Attack Recce. The destroyer Captain has surrendered but I don’t know if all his men have.” Joe wondered where the repair crew and the box handler had got to. Then he could see the handler. It was about ten kilometres up the spokes, still spinning. They could rescue the driver later. But the two crewmen in suits were not to be seen. And how many casing sentries had their been? Had any of them drifted off into eternity?
At the freighter there were bodies. Floating helplessly in suits. Waving? Still alive?
Maybe.
Then he realised it was victory. Just him and the Sarge and the lispers. And guns and Navvs and engines and the Commander. The whole Vengeance crew really.
“We’ve won. Were all OK” Joe was the first to laugh with relief.
They were all laughing. “Come on everyone” You could tell the Commander must be smiling “Radio silence please. This is supposed to be a post attack recce. Come on” They were all happy.
“Destroyers are coming,” said Navvs “Better late than never” Joe was still locked into his diagram. He missed a real view of the three ships. They came in at a few hundred thousand KMH. Then spun on their ends to slow. Then stop.
One at each side of the dock. The third by the freighter.
“Vengeance can you take over the fire zone? I’m tired.” Said Joe.
“That’s fine Comms. We have it all. Take a break”
“Thanks Commander”
Joe unthought and un plugged his head back to reality. He could see the Earth destroyers were beautiful. Long and graceful. Sleek and powerful. Like sculptures floating in the void. They were sending in their own shore parties now.
There was more movement beyond them. The Cairo’s massive hull was covered with dozens of shuttles. Each loading with troops for the short trip to the dock.
The Mirconians who stood around looked dejected, even in their space suits.
“Don’t shoot. Blue on blue.” Joe raised his hands. A shuttle had guns pointing at him
“Vengeance. Tell these people I’m on their side” There must have been words on another frequency. The shuttle stopped menacing Joe and his sledge.
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“Comms. Return to Vengeance now.” It was Navvs; “I’ve cleared a flight path for you”
“Coming”
The lispers were gathering on The Vengeance loading bay. Some were feeling the monster laser tubing. Now they had seen it in action. They knew what it could do.
They wondered what the even stronger weapons would be like.
“I thuppothe that lot will get the cwedit for all thith.” The Sergeant waved to the shuttles hovering around the hub and dock.
“No chance” said Joe. “The Admiral will take the credit. Maybe let the Commodore of the Blue have a bit. And I suppose the Government. The politicians back in Jerusalem.”
“Maketh you thick”
“We know what we did. We won’t forget”
But after all, what had they done? Joe got out of his suit. Got cleaned up. Got his overalls on. Queued for a burger and tried to sleep.
“Joe. Turn on the screen. Main Navy channel.” someone had called down from the gangway. Joe pressed the switch
It was the Commodore of the Blue. In a space suit. On the dock. There were soldiers.
Loads of them. Standing to attention in rows.
Someone in a Mirconian suite marched up to him, saluted and gave him a small gun.
Butt first. Probably unloaded as well.
The Commodore saluted back and took the gun. He waved to a table set up between the rows of troops. The Mirconian officer followed him over. They both signed a piece of paper or something.
Joe sleepily realised this was an official surrender ceremony. Like something from the age of chivalry. The Commodore of the Blue was getting his credit before the Admiral had a chance.
Joe woke up again. Had he missed anything? He turned the sound up.
“ … can be rightfully proud of the courage and professionalism displayed by the crews of Furious, Renown and Dauntless. They have helped the troops in taking this facility with no loss of life on either side. I must stress that. No Mirconian lives have been lost here today. The action was swift and decisive and…” Joe sat up. “Hey has anyone heard this? What about us?”
“Joe.” Navvs put his head down the hatch. “He said that bit at the beginning about thanking special forces. That was us.”
“Oh. I was asleep”
“You’ve been asleep for hours. That’s a repeat you’re watching.”
“What?”
“You went to sleep when it was happening for real. That was five hours back.”
“Time to get up again then.”
Joe again tidied himself up, had another burger and reported to the Commander
“Yes Comms. We will be here for a few days. We are all taking it turn to visit the Cairo. We can make use of their shower rooms and even lie down bathrooms. And the food is great. I believe the Sergeant has organised a few other things that a Commander shouldn’t know about.”
“Oh”
“I suggest you take the next shuttle.”
The Cairo may have been a luxury liner. Before the Navy got hold of it. The swimming pools were full of stores. So were the ballrooms and casinos. The dining rooms still had rococo fittings but no waiter silver service. It was queue up for plastic 6
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spoons. The food was good though. There must be real chefs playing with the standard rations.
Joe was just lounging around at the back of a news cinema with some of the crew when the Vengeance intercom in his ear said “Comms two. This is the Commander.
Please report to cabin 573 on deck J for an intelligence debriefing.” Joe shrugged apologies to the people he was with, jumped up a gravity shaft to J and looked for the room. He knocked.
The Commanders voice said, “Come in.”
Joe entered. The Commander was alone. Wearing just a robe thing. “Close the door.” She dropped the robe. She was wearing rather sensible underwear.
Joe opened his mouth. He should say something. Anything “Ummm…”
“Well? Aren’t you going to get undressed?”
“Ummmm….”
“Well?….What?…Now?”
Joe realised she was talking to someone on her skull phone.
“Yes. Get the whole crew aboard….Yes now…” She looked at Joe “Joe…” It was the first time she had used his name. “Sometimes I get lonely.”
“This is the Vengeance.” It was in Joe’s ear now “All officers and crew should report to the ship.”
“Its all right….” Began Joe.
“Tell anyone and you won’t go on leave for years.”
“Yes Commander.”
“Joe I didn’t mean…You’d better go.”
“Ummm right” Joe backed out. This was a complication to life that he hadn’t banked on. He ran to a gravity well, jumped out at the main deck.
“Where have you been?” It was guns Two.
“Oh..Just having a look round this ship. Must be great in peace time. Any idea what happening?”
“No idea. It’s just us. None of the other ships.” They leapt off the deck gravity and “flew” into the shuttle. All the crew were asking the same thing. “What’s up?”
At the Vengeance they “flew” through the airlock one by one.
“Sir” said the Woman Midshipman “I’ve left a message in your cabin”
“Thanks” Joe dropped through the ceiling. Then there was a message for the whole ship.
“This is the Commander. As you can imagine we have new orders. We are to locate and shadow the Mirconian Battleship John The Revelator. I’m sorry to have dragged you all away from the Cairo. Especially those of you on the skeleton crew who had no chance to go aboard. I’m sure you will get your chance eventually. This voyage is not going to be as short as I supposed when we started out. I have no idea how long we will be here, or what we will be asked to achieve. But I am certain that you are the finest crew I could hope to sail with. I know that whatever befalls us we will all give of our utmost. We will do our duty. The Navy and all Earth can be rightly proud of us and all that we achieve. Thank you”
There were actually a few cheers in the gangway after that. Joe tried to think of a valiant compassionate Commander. Not the sad dejected woman he recently left at a cabin on the Cairo.
He remembered what the Midshipman said. It was a message from Alicia.
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“Don’t know where you are love. There’s been a lot about this Chimbuzi thing in the media. Were you there? I know you’ll tell me eventually. Our embassy has been very busy. Lots of comings and goings and messages and meetings at midnight and things.
All to do with Mirconium. I don’t know what the UP angle is. But lots are saying that with Chimbuzi being taken without loss of life then there must be peace soon. The Junta seem to want it. So do lots of people round here. They seem to expect the UP to mediate. Maybe that’s what all these meetings are about. I know I’m rambling. The think is I’m very worried about you. Please take care. Your house is still OK. Nice and tidy. I’ve found a park near the embassy where you can see children playing.
Real children. It’s rather nice. Anyway if you are down near Mirconium then I’m sure it will all blow over. See you soon. I do love you. Please be careful. Bye Love. Send me a message when you can. Bye Love”
Joe replied
“Alicia my love. I wish I was back with you. Wish all this wasn’t so secret. As you said I expect I will be back soon. I really miss you and think of you all the time and when I get back I’m going to….
The rest of the message was very private.
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Joe was selecting “Finest Piri Piri Salmon with Palm Oil and Yam Relish” from the officer’s wardroom dispenser. Or maybe he should try Curried Goat with….
“Hey Joe.” Said Guns Two. “What’s the media been saying about this Battleship Johnnie?”
Johnnie. That’s what the crew were calling John The Reveletor now.
“Nothing.” He’d have the salmon. “ Just a lot of speculation about peace talks. Who’s going to give in first? Half the Galaxy want to mediate on our behalf. I think a lot of them don’t want to see Old Earth humiliated. The other half are afraid we’re going to restart the Empire. Military types say either the Johnnie’s a harmless antique, or it’s a threat to our Fleet. The Junta says the Johnnie isn’t threatening anyone. But they don’t say what it really is doing out here.”
“Yeah” said Navvs Two. “What are they doing? The old Johnnie couldn’t do much.
But they’re wasting three destroyers on escort. New destroyers.”
“Don’t underestimate the old Johnnie.” Said Guns Two. “She’s armed to the teeth, and there’s nothing our destroyers could do to her. That’s solid iron rock, magnetite, that she’s been carved out of. Our lasers would just weld it a bit thicker. I tell you if she got in amongst our fleet she could cause havoc.”
“Really?”
“Yes really. They built ‘em solid when they built her. That’s why we’ve been following her all this time.”
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“But if they were after the fleet.” said Navvs “Wouldn’t they use fighters from their mother ship? And she is sailing away from here.”
“Yes I suppose they would.” Said Guns two. “I can’t make out their strategy at all.”
“Maybe they want to preserve it.” Said Joe “The mother ship. It’s a status symbol for the Junta. Not even Earth has one any more. If they lose their status than maybe the people on Mirconium would rebel.”
“But that’s mad.” Said Guns Two. “They should throw everything into the fight and they might win.”
“But they might not.” said Joe “Then what would they do? They only have Mirconium to call their own. The Junta members won’t be welcome anywhere else.
And let’s face it. If we were serious all we have to do is destroy their sunshades. The whole planet would be up the spout then.”
“We wouldn’t do that would we? It would slowly kill millions.” Said Navvs.
“No of course we’d never do it.” Said Joe. “But they can’t really be sure we wouldn’t.
I think maybe they really want to get out of this. Make peace with Earth and keep on ruling Mirconium. They made a mistake thinking this would revive their economy and get the people behind them. They thought Earth would just decolonise like always.”
“But why aren’t we?” asked Navvs.
“Don’t know.” Said Joe.
“Who cares.” said Guns. “We do our duty.”
“Come on” said Navvs. “Eat up. Its our watch soon.” Joe finished eating, went to the heads and on to the bridge “Anything up?”
“Same as always. “ said Comms One. “ Usual chatter. The president of Bota Three says he can negotiate a peace deal if the UP gets Earth to agree. Then there’s a few destroyers near Mirconium looked like they were heading this way but turned back.
One of our sensors picked up some anti matter and…
“Johnnie’s changing course.” Said Navvs
“I’ll leave you to it “Said Comms One “Its all on the plot.”
“OK.” Joe plugged in his skull ports and searched the ether.
The Commander took over from the 2ic. “Did you say a course change?”
“Yes Commander. I’m working it out now. They are heading. …Oh…They’re heading for the Fleet. Our Fleet.”
“Sure?”
“Yes commander. But at this speed it would take ‘em three days to get there.”
“Comms. Transmit this to Fleet.”
“Yes Commander.”
“Any ideas anyone?”
“It must just be coincidence.” said Navvs. “I mean this is hardly a fast attack or stealthy or anything. Shouldn’t they go to light speed, decelerate in the centre of the Fleet and start shooting then? But they probably don’t know where the fleet is. Not exactly.”
“I told you,” said Guns. That thing is a solid lump of iron. We can’t do much to it at all. So maybe they want to threaten us.” Guns was remembering what Joe had said
“Drive us away from Al Banduq. They think this is the way to do it. Come on slowly and we back off slowly and they can say they’ve won. Then we have a peace conference.”
“Comms?” asked the Commander “Any reply from Fleet?”
“Not yet Commander.”
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“Then we keep shadowing till our orders differ. Fleet knows as much as us, if not more.”
It was almost the end of the watch when Joe said “Message from Fleet Commander.
They….They want us…They want us to destroy the John the Revelator.”
“What?” said the Commander “Lets have it in full.” Admiral of the Fleet to Vengeance. Threat simulations have shown that Battleship John the Revelator is now considered a severe risk to Earth operations. Earth Government has declared it an authorised combat objective. This has made the Battleship a target of opportunity. You are ordered to engage the Battleship with effective direct fire. Tacticians at fleet believe a “fire and forget” explosively formed nuclear penetrator aimed into the Battleship’s shuttle bays will render her inoperable with least loss of Mirconian life. This also preserves your clandestine capability, which would be compromised by a lengthy laser blast. It is believed the Mirconian destroyers will engage on rescue operations, enabling your retreat from the scene of engagement. Endit.”
“Action Stations” The Commander spoke to the whole ship “This is not a drill” Then she looked into Joe’s eyes “Comms. Ask for confirmatory engagement code.”
“Yes Commander” It was the same look she had had back on the Cairo. The lonely look.
The Commander reached for a red box fixed in the floor by her seat. She pressed the buttons in the lid. It opened to reveal a small piece of card.
Throughout Vengeance sleeping crew were woken by the hatches closing and the clicking and clunking of gear being tied down and fixed in place. The murmur of conversation rose. People asked what was happening, then quietened as everyone with nothing to do turned on a view screen.
“Commander. The engagement code from FLEET is … um Ceade millia diaoul. I think I said that right.”
“Show me the spelling.” The Commander held her card next to Joes screen. “Can you all confirm this please? The code spelling is the same on both” Everyone looked and nodded.
“Very well. Comms there is probably going to be a court of enquiry and I want everything recorded from now on. OK? Guns can you confirm that a nuke penetrator is the best weapon?”
“Yes Commander, I think so. But…I’ve only ever done this on exercise.”
“That’s the same for all of us Guns.”
“The thing is maybe Guns One could come back to the bridge and help me work out the trajectory.”
“OK. Guns One to the bridge.” called the Commander on her intercom “meantime get the launch tube loaded.”
“Yes Commander” Guns Two began “thinking” hard at his controls
“Comms.” The Commander turned to Joe. Her eyes were almost sad. “Please display all the plans we have of the John the Revelator.”
“Yes Commander.” Joe had expected this. A see through 3D image floated in front of his desk.”
“It really is solid,” said the Commander. “More like a mountain with tunnels in than a space ship. Guns one? Over here please. We’ve had the order to destroy Johnnie with a nuke.”
“What? Just like that?”
3
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“Just like that. The Admiral fears it’s on a course to intercept our Fleet. We’ve had the code verified.”
“The Nuke is in the tube Commander. It just needs programming.” Said Guns Two
“OK. Come and join us. Where is the best place to put it?” Joe interrupted. “The signal said in the shuttle bays which are here and here.” He
“thought” them into lighting up a bit brighter. “But these corridors. Well, tunnels I suppose, are the living quarters. There could be a thousand crew off watch there.”
“Yes” said the Commander. “A crew of two thousand.” Everyone thought at that.
They were maybe going to kill two thousand people.
“So” went on Joe “There’s a fair chance we could kill them all with a nuke in the shuttle bay.”
“Give me a simulation”
“Yes Commander” Guns Two thought a bit, Guns One helped him, and Joes diagram began to grow arrows where the blast would be and the whole thing broke up in slow motion.
“Wow.” said someone. Everyone else was quiet for a moment while the diagram re assembled.
“Any other ideas?” asked the Commander “What if it was here? Where these tunnels run right through. Are these loading bays and storage holds?”
“I’ll run it now Commander” Guns started another simulation. This time the whole ship split in two. The engines on one side and the accommodation on the other.
“Well. The accommodation has stayed in one piece. Can you show where the safety doors are?”
Joe lit them up.
“That should give everyone in there a chance to breathe. And they have the shuttles and escape pods to escape in. Any one have any better ideas?”
“Commander. Won’t everyone in the other half with the engines, um, get killed?”
“Yes Navvs.” But the Commander looked at Joe “ They will. But at least people in the other half should live. As I said. Does anyone have a better idea? No? Then lets get to it. Guns can you programme the nuke to enter just here.”
“Yes Commander”
“Then do it. Navvs. Show me the Johnnie and the destroyers. Guns can you fire from here?”
“Yes Commander”
“Navvs. Lay in a course to turn us around and out back this way.” The Commander pointed at the hologram so the Vengeance would end up heading away from the destroyers. In the opposite direction to their travel. It would take them time to manoeuvre after Vengeance. Even if they spotted where the nuke was launched from.
“Have you done it Navvs? Show me.” The course showed as a red line on the diagram. “Engines. I want full acceleration immediately when I tell you.”
“Yes Commander. Engines are ready.”
“OK Guns.” She paused. “Ready?” The whole bridge paused. “Fire” They all watched Guns finger press the last sequence button.
It was quiet
Throughout the ship people watched their screens.
On the diagram the nuke left the vengeance and began tracing a yellow line towards John the Revelator.
“Now Engines.”
The vengeance vibrated, throbbed and shuddered. She span about and accelerated.
The nuke carried on.
4
LAKES OF STARS
Chapter 14 John the Revelator
The Johnnie started to alter course.
“They’ve spotted it,” said the Commander.
Two destroyers started to turn.
One sent a small laser burst towards the nuke.
And missed.
The Nuke hit John the Revelator.
There was a bright light.
Guns One smiled at Guns Two. They had done it.
John the Revelator cracked open.
It was like an egg with the Sun inside instead of a yolk.
The nuclear Sun outshone the image of everything else.
There was the sound of cheering on the intercom. Vengeance had triumphed.
A laser burst flashed past the Vengeance. One of the destroyers was getting lucky.
The cheering died away.
“Port ten up five”
“Yes Commander”
The nuclear glow blasted away into space at the speed of light.
The blast threw the destroyers off course
The blast caught up with Vengeance.
Vengeance bucked and twisted, and carried on.
So did the destroyers.
So did large hunks of John the Revalator. It was into many more pieces than planned.
Two destroyers fired again. Wild bursts. Hoping to hit the invisible Vengeance.
The third destroyer stayed with the wreckage.
Wreckage that was heading in every direction at once.
Now a few shuttles, maybe from the destroyer or from the Johnnie, were looking for survivors. Trying to catch up with bits of wreckage big enough to support life.
The vengeance bored on, further into the void.
Away from what it had done.
“Engines. All stop. Were out of range now. Navvs get a plot of where the three destroyers are.
“Yes Commander.”
“Comms.” She stared at Joe. Could he see a teardrop on her cheek? “ Signal to Fleet.
Vengeance to Admiral of the fleet. As ordered the Mirconium battleship John the Revelator is destroyed. Her escorting destroyers are untouched. The Vengeance is untouched. End it”
“Yes Commander.”
“All three destroyers are chasing down the wreckage,” said Navvs
“Permission to leave the Bridge” It was Guns One.
“Yes Guns. Thanks for your help.” Said the Commander.
“Well… I…I….Uh. Yes Commander.” Guns One was beginning to realise he was as guilty as everyone else. He climbed the ladder to the centre of the bulkhead and
“swam” into the gangway. He would get his version in first with the rest of the crew.
“Two destroyers have left the wreckage field they were in and are aiming for different wreckage.” Said Navvs.
“Were they there long enough to rescue many survivors?” asked the Commander.
“I….I don’t think so”
“Comms.” She was looking at Joe again, right into his eyes. “Message to Fleet.
Commander Vengeance awaits further orders. Should we attempt to rescue any survivors?”
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“Commander.” Navvs sounded urgent. “It looks like six fighters are leaving Mirconium orbit. Heading towards Al Banduq.”
“Commander. Reply from Fleet.” Said Joe.
“Commander Vengeance. Leave rescue to the Mirconian Destroyers. Place your vessel mid way between the Fleet and Al Banduq. Stand by to cover landing vessels approaching from Fleet. End it.”
“Navvs. Show me where the mid way point is.”
“Here Commander.” The hologram grew a red circle.
“Please lay in a course for that red circle.” She had almost made a joke. There were a few smiles.
“Yes Commander….Oh. It looks like Mirconium fighters have left light speed near Al Banduq. Now they’re speeding up and disappearing again.” Said Navvs. It was a standard tactic. Drop out of light. See what there was to surprise. Then go back to faster than light again. “That’s was the six that just left Mirconium”
“But they don’t have the range to fly to the fleet do they?” asked the Commander.
“No Commander. But….Its our Thunderbirds.”
The whole bridge watched the images. The blips of light representing ships. With men inside them. Below light speed. Twisting and turning. The fighters trying to accelerate and hide. The Thunderbirds pursuing. One blip went out.
“We got one,” said Navs “Look another.”
The four remaining fighters went to light speed. The Thunderbirds circled, searching.
Then returned to the Fleet.
“Well.” Said the commander. “I think that just silenced everyone who said the Thunderbirds were no good.”
Joe was amazed. Elated. He hadn’t really trusted the theory. The one about the Thunderbirds not having to go faster than light, because battles could only be fought slower than light. “I guess” Joe said “A lot of people will want to buy Thunderbirds now.”
“That’s one good thing about this war.” Said Gunns. “It’ll help Earth’s export trade.”
“Looks like Fleet are manoeuvring,” said Navvs, “They’re putting destroyers between them and Al Banduq.”
“To guard against more fighters,” said the Commander.
“Won’t the destroyers be within fighter range?” asked Joe.
“I don’t think that matters with the Thunderbirds on patrol” The Commander was a bit more cheerful at last.
“Message from Fleet Commander. Its about me” said Joe “They want me on the Flagship. On the Admirals Staff. To assist with planning the landings on Al Banduq.” The Commander just stared at Joe. “Show me the message.” Then she looked away.
“I’m sure we will all be sorry to lose you.”
“Yes Commander. I’ll be sorry to go.” Joe hoped he sounded like he meant it.
6
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CHAPTER 15. THE DAUNTLESS
The shuttle was bright yellow.
Joe stepped from the Vengeance onto its roof.
The carving of the lady in the lake was in a thigh pouch. He had a big red box tethered to his waist. This was full of the records he had made of all that he had done. Like the visit to High Trewhitt. And the records he’d brought from the Embassy on Mirconium and the record of John the Revelator being destroyed.
It hadn’t been much fun on The Vengeance after that. At times people had tried to justify what they had done. Gunns kept on about how dangerous the ship could have been to the FLEET or to a landing on Al Banduq. But against that was the knowledge that the old wreck had split into a million fragments with one well-aimed nuke.
He waved and wondered if anyone waved back. The clamshell bow doors were closing. The shuttle drifted away. Joe was sad. Sort of. The Vengeance had been too crowded. Though he had been feeling part of the crew. Part of the family. Almost like he belonged. But the Commander looking at him like that. Could be trouble. He didn’t fancy her, but she was…He wasn’t sure. No. He was better off on his own.
Independent. Then there was Alicia back on Earth. Back in the real world. The office and routine.
And people on Earth trying to kill him.
What was real these days?
The shuttle had a gravity strip running along its bright yellow “roof.” Joe shuffled along to a hatch. He dropped in the box and lowered himself after it into the airlock.
The hatch shut. Air rushed in till Joe heard it hissing. That meant it was nearly full. A door opened. He dragged the box out into the hold.
Joe flipped open his visor. There was an able-spaceman who gave him a nod. Just enough to show he respected an officer while showing his contempt for any part time spaceman. Especially one in the bright red suite of a novice. “Hi” said Joe. “Its sort of nerve racking standing on a bright yellow shuttle in a bright red suit. In a free fire zone.”
“Yes Sir. There’s a programme to colour them black. Haven’t got round to us yet Sir.
If you follow me Sir, you can have a seat up front.”
“Not easy, sitting in a suit.”
“No Sir”
“I’ll leave the box here then.”
Joe followed through another airlock to the cockpit and a row of seats behind the pilot. “So this is a Dauntless shuttle is it?”
“Yes Sir”
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Joe gave up on conversation. He started sipping water from his suite tank. It was grapefruit flavoured. He “thought” about changing it to chocolate when a gong sounded on the pilots controls.
“Fighter.” Said the pilot. “Inbound”
“Which way?” asked the Able spaceman
“Starboard. Two. Three four. Heading past us. This is Yellow Two to Dauntless.
Fighters passed us for you.” Joe guessed they were in radio range of Dauntless and the rest of the fleet.
The message was probably not needed. Dauntless would have information from Fleet.
Fleet would get it from all the bugs Vengeance had planted the area with.
“Were they following us?” Asked Joe. “Heading on our course for the Dauntless?”
“Were on a random corkscrew flight plan. Not a straight course. I guess they just got lucky. The Thunderbirds will take ‘em.”
“You’re sure the Thunderbirds will catch them?”
“Yeah. They fly in circles at just below light speed. That way they don’t waste time accelerating. They just peel off and follow the fighters.”
“This is Dauntless…..”
“Yellow Two to Dauntless. Missed your message.” Silence.
“Yellow Two to Dauntless Repeat please.”
More silence. Joe could see the other two were uneasy.
“Yellow Two to Dauntless. Repeat last message please.”
“Try the distress channel” said Joe.
“There’s no need for that.” Started the Able Spaceman. Then he remembered Joe was an officer.
The pilot must have “thought” about changing channels.
“….by fighters. Shipsmash. Repeat hit by fighters. This is Dauntless. Shipsmash. Hit by fighters. I think it was a naked singularity. The middle of the ship seems to be missing. I can’t see much. I can’t contact anyone beyond the twenty three bulkhead.
This is Dauntless. Shipsmash. Hit by fighters. Crew are evacuating this end of the ship.. Damage limitation parties are issuing emergency air bags. Crew are evacuating. This is the Dauntless. Shipsmash. Hit by naked singularity….”
“Can you signal Fleet?” asked Joe.
“Yes Sir. Dauntless Shuttle Two to Flag. We have a distress call from Dauntless.
Have you received it?”
“This is Flag Coms to Dauntless Shuttle Two. We have heard all of it. Please close with Dauntless wreck and take on survivors. Help is coming.”
“Will abandon corkscrew flight and head straight there.”
“Thanks” said Flag Comms.
The shuttle juddered slightly as the pilot “thought” the course change.
“Have you got lines?” Joe asked the Able Spaceman.
“You mean safety lines? Grabbers? Just the normal by the upper airlock”
“OK. What’s your cargo?”
“Ah….Food and suit spares.”
“Nothing essential. I want to dump it in space.”
“Dump?”
“To make room for survivors.”
“Oh. Yes Sir”
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“Come on then.” Joe and the Able Spaceman started loading the airlock with boxes and cassettes. Then opening the outer door. Then giving an air blast to shoot them out into space. Soon the hold was empty except for the red box, and a flotilla of vacuum exploded food boxes was drifting away from their course.
“Dauntless in visual” said the pilot.”
“I’m going on the roof,” said Joe “Can I set my suit to your frequency. My skull only does Vengeance at the moment. Thanks. Standby to do some manoeuvring if I spot any survivors.” Joe entered the airlock. It was messy with food from boxes that exploded in the vacuum. He hadn’t thought of that. Oh well. Someone else would clean it up. He got tethered to a safety line and climbed on the roof.
There wasn’t much wreckage flying away from the incident. Maybe Dauntless hadn’t exploded. Maybe it imploded. Got sucked into a small black hole. A naked singularity.
Joe hadn’t thought Mirconium had such technology. But then, it was just a matter of creating enough gravity in a small enough area. It was ancient technology. Bibi said she’d seen pavement traders make a gravity vortex with rocks and copper wire. So probably Miconian scientists could do a lot better.
Joe could see the other two shuttles from Dauntless. Bright yellow with one and three on their sides. They were reeling in safety lines strung with people. Some bright birkie in a suit used a box handler to collect drifting escape pods together.
The wreck was closer. Close enough to see a great bite out of one side. The bow was only just joined to the rest of the hull. Joe could see wrecked cabins and corridors. All open to the vacuum. Girders, deck plates, tubing and wiring, all elongated and pulled towards where the black hole had been. Before it sucked in enough to start spinning and evaporated.
The aft part of the hull was still intact. But all the hatches were open. If people were still inside they didn’t have much to breath.
“Can you head towards the string on the port side. About 20 degrees port of your heading”
“Yes Sir” said the pilot. He’d seen the string of people on a safety line.
When Joe thought they were close enough he aimed a line holster at the lead figure.
Joe fired. The line left the holster, snaked out, and was caught. Joe gave a gentle tug.
Just enough to get the row of humanity coming his way. Not enough to crash them into the shuttle. The lead figure was in a proper space suit and stood by the open airlock hatch. The rest were just wearing overalls, but they were inside clear plastic air bags. They looked terrified. And thankful as Joe stuffed them two by two into the air lock. Down in the hold the Able Spaceman would be working the airlock controls.
Then puling the airbags and occupants out on the floor.
“That’s the lot” Joe told the pilot “Can we move along the wreck towards the stern?
That’s it. Stop. Hold there. I can see more airbags in the hatch. I’m going to jump in and try and get em” Joe jumped. Hit the Dauntless hull and clawed his way to the hatch. “There’s some alive.” There were also some who weren’t. Just bits of floating meat and a red stain. “ Uh five of them. I’m hitching up a line.” The figures in the airbags smiled and waved as Joe looped his line into the bag hooks. “I’m puling them out of the hatch. Now I’m puling us all back to the shuttle. I’m at the shuttle.. I’m putting the first two in the airlock.”
Joe looked along the hull. “Now the next two in the airlock.” There were already rescuers at the other hatches. It looked like the Dauntless crew knew their stuff. Then Joe noticed another destroyer drifting close bye. And another. They were playing a 3
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dangerous game being this close together. Almost rafted up. A Mirconium fighter could get them both with one nuke.
But there was no trouble. . It was only then Joe realised the Dauntless, Renown and Furious were the three destroyers at Chimbuzi. This was the Blue Squadron. He wondered how the Commodore of The Blue would take the credit for this.
“I’m going further in. There might be someone in a suit still alive.”
“There could be.” Said the pilot. But he didn’t mean it Joe went back through the air lock. There was a corridor heading towards the bridge.
The gravity was still on so he could shuffle along the decks and passages. Then he came to the great chasm in the hull. It was fascinating to see how everything had been pulled and turned towards the one spot. An empty space where the black hole had been. Everything from wires to deck plates.
Joe worked out a route across from handhold to handle. A way to get over to the bridge. He was careful not to get anything snagged on the wreckage. He remembered the crystal carving in his pouch. When he got to the far side he actually thought of seeing if it was OK. That was daft. Unwrapping it in a place like this. He wished he was back with Alicia.
A bit further on he found his first bodies. Humans whose blood had boiled and exploded their skulls.
One was in a Commodores uniform. It was the Commodore of the Blue. Well he was important now all right. A real hero.
Then the Commodore started to move.
Joe almost shrieked in terror. But it was the gravity plates giving up. Just the arm getting lighter.
“Could you get aboard Sir?” said the pilot. “I’ve received orders to enter the shuttle bay of the Renown.”
“OK. Can you meet me at the hole in the side.” Joe couldn’t see much else to do out here anyway.
Back in the hold the dozen or so survivors were sitting rather still on the floor while the Able Seaman went round with coffee and burgers or something. Joe sat back with the pilot and saw the Renown open her shuttle bay for them. The pilot chatted to movement control and they settled on the deck.
The Renown medics hurried the victims from the shuttle. Finally Joe got out to be greeted by someone. She had “Renown Engines Two” written on her space suit.
“You’re the Comms from Vengeance?”
“Yes” agreed Joe.
“Well. Better get one of the medics to check you and your suit. Then report in over there”
“Right. This box needs to get to the Flag Ship.
“Leave that to me Sir. You just find a medic.”
Joe looked round the landing bay and shuffled towards the suit store. By now he knew how to empty and refill the correct storage tanks. No evil mistakes.
Finding a Doctor who wasn’t busy was impossible. Eventually a medic agreed to check his radiation levels “Aye sure enough. Sa drop yer breeks an such like. Aye but ye’ve a powerfull full dose there , eh? Where have ye been mistrysted then?”
“That’s a long story” Joe wasn’t going to start on falling down to Mirconium or flying round the ice rings of Al Banduq, or hanging about Chimbuzi before Blue Squadron showed up. “But can you dose me up? I’ll go to hospital back on Earth”
“Aye. Your ain funeral chumie. Ye hold yer ain gear wi yer ain grip. An ah cannae be fashed wi seeing ye less ill guided” Said the cheerful medic “So get a naval full on 4
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o this. There. That ended deficit should see you fine for a month a’ twae. Mind ye maun see some proper pothicarying clachen soon, eh?. There’s a muckle of radiatin cancer brewing, so if ye nae git sorted ye’ll be snikin yer ain thraple ye ken?”
“OK. First opportunity I get.”
“Aye ye mind ye do.”
“Thanks” Joe pulled his suit back on and went to find someone to report to.
“You’re the Comms from vengeance? They want you and your box on the Zheng He.”
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CHAPTER 16, THE ZHENG HE
The owners of the Zheng He obviously had a thing about ancient China. There was plastic bamboo even in the landing bay. Joe handed the big red box to a loading clerk and shuffled off with his kit bag to find a cabin.
The entrance foyer was about four floors high. Lower down the walls were covered with ink on silk calligraphy. Translations alongside explained the story of Zheng He.
It was him on the murals overhead. He was apparently an early taikonaut. Except the pictures showed Chinese sailing junks. Joe was too tired to sort it out. Maybe he’d come back after a nights sleep.
The inevitable Pretty Petty Officer at the reception desk said “Standing orders Sir.
Keep your suit on whenever you’re on duty. It came out right after The Dauntless was attacked. It seems more people would have lived if they had their suits on. Most of us have our helmets at our waist. Off duty wear what you like but be advised we are in a war zone and could lose air at short notice. At the moment we are on Zulu Time and three eight hour shifts. Meals are normally three a day with snacks whenever. If necessary we will double up on two twelve-hour shifts. There should be no sexual relations between crew members.” She smiled at that. “As an officer you get your own cabin, but that could alter if we take more troops aboard.
Now Sir I need to put this comms unit in your ear. If you could lean towards me. It’s just a small injection. It will put the chip just under your skin. Oooh. You have one already. Is that from The Vengeance? Well now you have two. There. Now one more thing. This wise old man with the wisdom of the ages will show you the way to your room. I’m not kidding Sir.”
She programmed a small “ivory” carving of an old man in a big straw hat that was sitting cross-legged on the counter. The carving stood up. Floated above the counter, bowed and said. “Diu lay lo mo hail gwai. Follow me Sir”. It flew off. Joe followed.
The ship was “Chinese” everywhere. The grav shafts had gold and red dragons on their walls. The corridors gave the impression you were inside a Guan Daosheng landscape painting. The ivory statue floated on through corridors and lobbies to “The Corridor of Ten Thousand Bamboo Poles in a Cloudy Mist.” The wise old carving stopped at a screen door with 22142 written in a script that resembled coiled dragons.
It slid open and the carving said “Your room Sir” before flying away.
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The walls were lined with basketwork. The furniture was black lacquer. Controls to media, entertainment and food were shaped like netski. This was luxury. It even had a bathroom. There was real water pouring from the mouths of gold dragons. A bath made from “Ming” china. All synthetic, but Joe wasn’t complaining. He soaked and soaked. Then put in more water till his fingers wrinkled and he woke to find he was almost drowning.
He got out. The towel was covered in Wen Zhengming reproductions. The bed cover was a large version of “Early Spring” by Guo Xi.
Joe found the box in his suit and got out the Mirconian Carving. It was real. It was better than all the fakery on this ship. All the reproductions and copies. This was real.
He put it on a shelf by the bed. He should send a message to Alicia.
But he slept.
“Leng gwai. It is time to rise Sir. Tset ha, tset ha. The morning pleasures await your company.”
“What?” Joe raised his head from the pillow. It was a girl in ancient Chinese dress.
Except it was a hologram. “Oh. Right.” He put his suit back on. He must ask what all this Chinese meant. If it was Chinese.
The first thing was to post the crystal carving back to Earth. He would try to get it in the official mail to a mate in the Colonial Office. Then he could pick it up when back on Earth. He would see Alicia’s face when he gave it to her.
But first food. The grand dining hall of some Emperors Palace was serving Navy food. On Navy benches and tables. Hundreds of people queuing up for beef sausages in ketchup. Groundnut stew with real goat. Martian ox slices. Chicken in lime chutney. And a thousand flavours of slug. Great.
“Come on there Big Man. All the scran yer bagie can take eh?” said a cook. “Kyel fer ye? Pot pie? Hows about black pudin? Pease pudin? Finan hadie? Harrins? Flaps ay dumplins?”
“Ah Dumplings please and, ah…”
“Sir? Are you the Comms Officer from Vengeance?” said someone.
“Yes,” said Joe.
“Sir. Its time to report in Sir” said the Leading Rating. “If you could follow me Sir”
“Hey big man. Hers yer scranchum in baps, afor ye go, eh?”
“Thanks.” Joe ate the pork sandwich as he went
The comms centre was probably a dance hall or promenade or something. All gold dragons and red silk. Cables snaked all over the “wood” inlay floor. Linking desks to servers to spooks to consoles to input down loaders to…Joe didn’t know what half of it was.
“If you follow me Sir. Sir, this is the Commander Comms Sir. Sir this is the Comms Officer from The Vengeance Sir.”
“Ah yes” said the Commander. (A man this time). “Welcome aboard the Flag Ship.
I’ve heard a lot about you. And your exploits in a red suit.” He turned to one of his staff “Can we get him a proper suit? I think he deserves it.”
“Yes Sir” said someone.
“So Joe. I’m afraid it’s a bit tame here for the time being but you’ll be on to more exciting things soon. Can you show Joe to his consul?”
“Yes Sir.” Said another Lieutenant.
“Thank you Sir” Joe turned away and followed all the way to his consul.
“Have you seen this stuff before?” asked the Lieutenant.
“Um….Yes, I think so.”
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“Basically these spooks connect to the bugs Vengeance was laying out all over the place. Actually, you’re off The Vengeance aren’t you?
Joe Nodded “Yup.”
“Well you’re bound to know them then. We want you to help us get em tuned and fed into our network. Then my team is going to build a virtual model of the area in the room next door and we should see all the enemy ships and troops at a glance. Then we can send the Thunderbirds in every time.”
“Right”
“And the Admiral wants it finished by tomorrow morning. So forget all about eight hour shifts.”
“Oh.” Joe sat down and started staring at the screens. Here was empty space. Here were the rings of Al Banduq. Here were the sunshades of Mirconium. Here were the Mirconians orbital fighter catapults. Here was more empty space.
Joe identified the views. He helped run more cables over the floor. He drank coffee.
He ate burgers and sandwiches. He yawned. He almost wished he was one of the other comms guys sending stores invoices and demands. Or maybe counting bullets or whatever they did.
Joe listened in.
“Courageous confirms a hit. A small freighter leaving the ring.”
“Thunderbird Four is hitting ground info site. Thunderbird Four has evaded all ground fire.”
“Total five Mirconian shuttles hit at High Trewhit.”
“Formidable reports three fighters in her sector. One fighter is destroyed.
Thunderbirds 17 and 18 are engaging. Fighters have left.”
“Steadfast approaching site 24. Observers are ready to disembark. Observers have landed. No sign of Mirconium presence. Landing successful”
“Are we landing on Al Banduq already?” Asked Joe.
“It’s just Special Forces. Having a look see. Scouting out prior to the main landings.”
“Right.” Joe carried on with the hologram team.
“Sir? This is the central suit store.” Said a voice in Joe’s ear. “I have orders to give you a new space suit. A black one with flying controls and weaponry mounts.”
“I’m on my way.”
Joe had to ask the way, but he found it. In a luxury suite of rooms. Must have been rather grand before they took the furniture out. Joe queued behind a few others.
Stripped off. Emptied all the pockets. Stood on the censors. Got measured and modelled. Tried on the new suit. And agreed to return the Suit to Central Stores in a fit and proper condition at such time as the Navy no longer needed his service or he was issued with another suit whichever came first.
“Right Sir.” Said the flight instructor “This suit does fly but you are not fitted with the lisper controls in your mouth. So you have to use the finger controls in your glove Sir.
You’re right-handed Sir. So you will be holding weaponry in your right hand Sir.
Therefore Sir, your controls are in your left glove Sir. If you press your thumb onto your index finger you will feel a switch Sir. No Sir. Just there Sir. At the base of your index finger Sir. Yes Sir. Don’t press it now Sir. No Sir. Not now Sir. But, when you 3
LAKES OF STARS
Chapter 16 The Zheng He
do press it Sir, you will only have to point your index finger Sir. No Sir this finger Sir, in the direction in which you wish to travel Sir. Then Sir the suit will move you in that direction Sir. Do you understand Sir?”
“Um, yeah”
“Good Sir” The instructor had little faith in the intelligence of officers. “Now Sir. You may go into the room next door Sir. That door there Sir. In there Sir you may practice the use of your flying suit Sir.”
“Right” Joe shuffled through into another large room. Someone had thoughtfully tied cushions and mattresses around the gold dragons in the ceiling. Obviously novices were expected to crash about a lot. Joe slowly touched the switch. His suit slowly rose up till he was on tiptoe. Then actually flying. He uncoiled his clenched finger and pointed towards the middle of the room. Slowly he moved in that direction. He went to the edge of the room. He landed. Then he pointed to the ceiling at the other end of the room before he touched the switch. Then he slowly pushed the switch and just as slowly he moved up to the opposite corner of the ceiling.
He hoped the instructor was watching.
Then it was back to the comms room.
The large room next door to comms had also been a dance hall or something. Its
‘wooden’ hammer beam ceiling was covered with emitters and projectors. So were the wall murals. The owners of Zheng He would probably charge to restore it when they got their ship back.
Eventually it seemed to be finished.
“Can everyone stand clear?” asked the Lieutenant. “Can we kill all the lights? Thank you. Ready to turn on?”.
“Ready.”
“We’re OK”
“OK here.”
“I’m OK.” Said Joe.
“Here goes then,” The Lieutenant typed a bit at a keyboard and a hologram began to appear.
Mirconium with its Sun and orbital shades was at one end of the room.
Then a couple of light years away, at the centre of the room was Al Banduq. The star.
The gas giant planet with its rings and the little moon with the slug farm.
Then came the Earth Fleet. The ships, each with a name tag, spread over thousands of kilometres. This was to stop more than one ship being nuked at the same time.
At the other end of the room was the gas cloud and mine of Chimbuzi.
Joe could see the fighters orbiting Mirconium near their launch stations. From now on The Fleet would know their every move.
The team started smiling. Cheering. Even dancing.
“Commander?” said the Lieutenant on his skull phone “It’s all finished. Yes Sir.
Right now Sir? Yes Sir. Right everyone. Can you listen please? That was Commander Comms. He will be here in fifteen minutes with half the Admirals staff. Maybe the Admiral himself. They are going to run all operations from this room.” The important people in their immaculately clean space suits came and nodded and pretended they understood all the components that made the image possible.
“Ah Joe.” Said The Commodore Comms. “You’ve done a good job here. Very good.
But I said you would probably have something more exciting soon, and here it is.” The Commodore handed Joe a chip “You will be a Lieutenant in the marines. You will be with Fifty Five Commando as a comms officer. It’s an important job and the Admiral’s staff have every confidence in your capabilities. Congratulations.” 4
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“Thank you Sir.” Later Joe squeezed the chip and the posting order appeared in the air. He would report tomorrow to the Asturias. To begin training.
The important people left and the team began to party.
But just a little. It was late. Joe really must send something to Alicia.
“No. Stay and watch this.” Said the Lieutenant “That guy in intelligence has got a new one. A porno flick. That’s him over there.”
“Yeah. OK” Joe got another drink while the guy from intelligence got a spare projector hooked up.
“Ladies and Gentlemen.” Said the Intelligence Guy, a bit of a show off. “This has the sound missing for obvious reasons of Planetary Security. But….But, I’m sure you’ll agree it’s worth the watch, and it has a surprise ending. Here we are then” The lights dimmed. A holo screen appeared at just above head height and Joe saw the seaside.
It looked like Mirconium. It was raining. A dripping forest ran down to a beach. The sea was flattened with driving rain. A small heavy grey swell was running. Landing on the beach without much surf. As the water retreated, the smoothed out sand was pock marked by the big raindrops.
“Its right mizzly” said a voice
“Wee’s yon slapper?”
A man and a woman were walking out of the sea. Him in pants, her in a white bikini.
Her black skin contrasting with the white sand. She looked a bit like Bibi.
“She’s gorgeous.” Said one of the women watching. “I think I’ll make my body like that.”
“A right bosta.”
“Champion.”
“She’s the woman from the last porno you showed.” Said a voice in the dark
“I know.” Said the Intelligence Guy. “It’s from the same source.”
“Bonnie wee kimmer.”
“That man is running to fat a bit.” Said another woman. “It’s starting to hide his muscles.”
“Oi reckon e’s got a bob on hisself”
The couple left the beach and walked into the trees. The flying camera followed, looking down as their toes sunk into a muddy path. Joe realised it wasn’t forest. It was a rubber plantation. The trees were all in rows and their trunks had grooves cut to tap the liquid latex sap and drip it into cups. Actually they looked like coconut kernels cut in half and held up by twigs. The trees were normal size, not the genetic giants of Earth. This was a fairly low-tech planet. It probably was Mirconium.
The man pulled the woman towards him. Yanked apart her bikini top and held her breasts. Her mouth opened. It was probably a cry of pain.
“He’s really hurting her.” Said a woman in the audience. “Thug.”
“Ees gora right cob on.”
“Sheepshagin varmint.”
“The tails a gulpy pigeon mind.”
The man let the woman go. She turned to run. But it was a trick. The man seized the waistline of her bikini bottom and ripped it down to her thighs.
“Dabeno bruiser.”
“He’s tyen a scunner at her
The woman fell to the ground. He pulled the bottom free of her ankles. He held her arm and dragged her up to her feet. Then across the mud towards a small concrete 5
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bungalow. She tripped on the steps but he kept on dragging, across the veranda and through the door.
There was another camera inside. Probably in a corner of the ceiling. The man threw the woman to the floor. He took his pants off.
The woman turned towards the camera.
It was Bibi.
It really was.
It was Bibi. Joe’s old friend.
The man kicked her onto her back and opened her legs with a knee. It was rape. This monster was raping Bibi. Joe’s friend.
Joe turned away. He couldn’t watch this.
The others could. There was a woman chewing her lip. Her eyes wide with horror, or was it delight? Pleasure that this was happening to Bibi and not to her? A man with wide eyes and slack jaw was motionless till he licked some dribble from his mouth.
Joe knew Bibi. Her back was on the dirty concrete floor. Joe had caressed her back.
Kissed it. Run his tongue along her spine. Joe couldn’t stand watching Bibi like this.
“He’s a real monster.” Said a woman” I hope none of you men ever think of doing anything like that.”
There was silence. The men were thinking. So were the women.
The intelligence guy wasn’t watching the porno.
The Intelligence Guy was smiling at his audience. He knew what they were thinking.
What he was making them think. He showed them the porno to have a little power over them. To have a little popularity. To reduce the audience to his level. To below his level. He had stolen this video from somewhere at his work. He was risking his job and maybe imprisonment just so he could think the audience was no better than he was.
Despite himself Joe glanced at the screen from the corner of his eye.
The man had finished with Bibi and rolled off. He lay on the floor panting.
“Reet knackerd”
Bibi could escape now.
But she didn’t. She began caressing the man. Kissing him. Re building his interest.
She got to her knees astride his hips.
“Shis a clocker now.”
“This is mad. Ridiculous.” said a woman watching. “He hurts her and…A real woman would never do that. If it was me I’d have his balls off.”
“A lass riding the stang eh”
“Why doesn’t she run?” said another
“She can’t have liked that.”
Joe watched Bibi rocking back and forth with her hands on the mans chest.
Bibi’s hands slowly reached up to cradle the mans head in her open fingers.
The man convulsed. His eyes stared in fear, then closed.
What?
Bibi lowered his head to the concrete.
“His sweetin like a muggers cuddy tha now. Eh man?” Joe just stared. Bibi had something built into her hands.
She had transmitted a flux pulse or a gravity wave or something into the man’s brain.
The man was unconscious with Bibi still astride his hips.
Then the door opened. In came another man.
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It was that guy from the UP Embassy. The driver. The one who drove Joe to get the carving. The driver who piloted the shuttle through La Paloma Azul. What’s his name? El Cid?
Bibi pointed at the driver’s feet.
The driver took off his wet shoes and raincoat and threw them out onto the veranda.
Bibi had given him an order. So as he wouldn’t leave wet footprints on the dirty concrete floor? Why?
The driver opened a bag, got out a helmet and put it on the mans head. Then he unfolded a keyboard and screen and laid it on the mans chest. Bibi put a lead from the computer into her skull port.
The man twitched.
The driver took a cloth from the bag and wiped up his own wet footprints. He was trying to hide evidence of his ever being there.
Bibi worked the keyboard and wriggled her hips. The computer screen lit up. Joe couldn’t make out the images. The man began to convulse. Bibi stroked his face and spoke to him. The mans mouth opened. He started to talk and twitch and talk.
“You see?” said the Intelligence Guy “The woman was in charge the whole time.
You thought she was the victim, but really it was the man.”
“Yeah” said a voice
“What a lady. I’d love it if I was like her.” Said a woman in the audience.
“Oh yes. Able to wrap men round my little finger.” Bibi finished pumping the man for information. She stood up and stretched. Then rubbed her thighs and brushed cement dust from her bottom and knees.
The driver packed away the leads and helmet. Bibi got clothes from the bag and began to dress. The driver reached up towards the camera and the image turned to mist and faded.
“Well that’s it folks” said the Intelligence Guy as the lights came on “Unless you want to watch an old one?”
Joe turned to the Lieutenant. “I think I’d better go. I’m tired. I join the Commandos in the morning.” Joe shuffled back to his room in a bit of a daze.
He had first met Bibi ages ago. He sort of loved her. He had slept with her.
Had she made him unconscious like that and read his mind?
Surely not. Joe’s libido was turned right down by the Doctor at Rose Red. Like every other man on active service in The Navy, he was incapable of having an erection. He had slept with Bibi. They had kissed each other all over. She had slept with her head on his shoulder while he stroked her back.
But would Joe have known if he’d been brainwashed? Bibi’s victim would probably wake up later. He would remember raping Bibi. He would suppose he had fallen asleep while she was trying to arouse him again. She had given up and let him sleep.
That’s what he would believe. He would tell all his mates about the Earth Military Attaché. How she liked it rough.
Then his mates would want Bibi, and so it would go on.
What had she said last time? She liked watching children play. And what else? She said she was bored meeting Generals. Mirconian men were all sex mad? Had she said that? What had she really been thinking?
But then….Joe had discovered that Bibi really was collecting intelligence on Mirconium. She was working hand in glove with the UP embassy. Earth intelligence knew she was hand in glove with the UP. They probably didn’t know that some idiot was using her reports as porno flicks.
Her cover was blown. Bibi could be in danger.
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Joe would have to inform Security. On the quiet. Maybe anonymously. No one like a whistle blower.
But first he really would send a message to Alicia.
8
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CHAPTER 17, GLITTERINGSTONES
“Time On Target ten minutes.” Said the pilot.
Joe could see over the helmets of the marines to the cockpit. On screen were the Rings of Al Banduq. By hugging the rings they should evade Mirconian censors. Not that anyone could actually see a shuttle, or the rings. Behind them was a sky full of stars. In front was nothing. A great dark void. The dark side of the gas giant.
Somewhere ahead lay The Moon of Al Banduq. It was dark like everything else. In two days it would orbit out of the shadow. It would be lit up for almost three months.
Ninety Earth days of daylight. Earth forces would make a landing base in the dark, then fight in the light. Or what passed for light this far from a star.
“TOT nine minutes.”
Joe replayed the last message from Alicia.
“…. glad you were on the Flag Ship. I was afraid you were on that Vengeance. The Captain of that must have been a terrible man to destroy The John The Revelator while peace talks were still going on. After that of course there was no chance. Its thanks to that Captain that the war started…..”
That bit just didn’t make sense. Joe knew orders to destroy the Johnnie came from Earth via the Flag Ship. He had received them. But obviously the Earth Media were blaming the Captain of the Vengeance. They were saying war started because “He” decided to destroy the Johnnie. But in fact Earth Government ordered the destruction of the John The Revalator. So did that mean Earth wanted to go to war? Over a slug farm?
Come to think of it Earth had leaked the voyage of the Vengeance to Mirconium. That was what made them invade in the first place. They wanted to get it over with before the Vengeance arrived. So did Earth want them to Invade? So they could go to war over a slug farm? That was insane.
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Joe glanced into the cockpit, at the main screen. There were green dots, the other shuttles. Red dots, the Thunderbirds. Blue dots the destroyers. All aiming in towards a yellow circle, the Moon.
There had already been destroyer raids, lasering the main Mirconium targets. They didn’t cause much damage or kill many. Their main purpose was to cover landing parties of lispers. They had been scouting enemy positions and laying out safe spots for the main landings. Joe was in at the start of the main landings.
A point on the equator called Glitteringstones.
“TOT five minutes.”
He returned to Alicia’s message.
She was in his house. She wore the orange bikini she’d worn at Cape Maclear.
“I hope you still like the look of me. You haven’t fallen for any female slugs or anything. I know they drug you so you can’t make love. But I do worry. I’m still at the Embassy of course. There’s lots happening. Mostly secret of course. But we are helping Earth out. Were refurbishing some engineering ships. For you to use on the rebuild of Al Banduq. There’s even talk of us opening a production line for Thunderbirds. Our people are very impressed with them. We actually offered a Mother Ship but Earth turned it down. It seems like Earth wants to do it all on its own. We just help out on the financial side mostly. We’re freezing Mirconium credit and lending loads to Earth.
And now we have Heaven on our side. The Heavenly Existential Church is in favour of cleaning Mirconium up because it makes the universe a more heavenly place. So there.
Joe watched her as she talked. Brown eyes, brown hair. Her smile. The way she moved her hands when she was excited. The way light fell on her body. The way her body moved as she changed position . Her enthusiasm. The sheer lovely normality of it all. Outside the windows of his house there was sunlight. A glimpse of the Mediterranean between tower blocks rising from its surface. All this was right there.
Being fed straight into his optical nerves.
“TOT now. TOT now.”
“Standby” said someone.
Joe switched the message off. Reality. The Marines. The shuttle.
The man standing by the door.
“Two hundred meters.” Said the pilot. The back rows of marines stood.
“One hundred.” The marines lined up at the door, still chatting like they weren’t scared.
”Eighty. Fifty.”
The Marines lifted their weapons.
“Hold it. Hold it. OK. Get the door.”
The marines leapt into the dark and flew away. “Guards out” said someone “No enemy action. All quiet.”
“Forty meters. Thirty. Twenty. Hang on. Hold it. Five meters. Everyone out” Joe queued at the door. One by one the rest of the marines flew into the dark. Then Joe Pointed his finger out and pressed the base of his finger with his thumb. Just like practice back on the Zheng He.
“Aaargh”
It was dark and it was hard. Joe had instantly left the shuttle. To fast. He’d hit ice.
“Oh dear .Oh dear.” He rolled over on the ground till his backpack stopped him. The shuttle was already closing its door. The only light was being extinguished. The shuttle rose away. It was all dark. “Oh dear.”
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Very carefully he rolled to all fours and stood. There were stars above. Then he remembered. He “thought” at the suit controls. His visor changed to virtual. He could see the icy ground in different shades of blue. He looked up. There were shuttles all round, rising and falling with ever more troops and supplies. The far ones were just names and numbers. The near ones had red outlines. He must hurry.
He pulled at his backpack and got out the first beacon. He “thought” up a virtual map of Glitteringstones. Found the coordinate. Pointed to it. Flew over. Landed. Planted one beacon. Then a quick shuffle to the next. When all Joe’s beacons were planted he
“thought” them on.
Straight away there was an answering signal from the next shuttle. It hovered just above the beacons. Marines jumped out. Turned on their lasers and heaters and attacked the icy ground.
Boiling ice spurted out as vapour and liquid. Some refroze as weird almost organic shapes. Fountains of steam turned to snow. Liquid gushes turned to frozen waterfalls.
A plug of ice was pulled up by box handler.
Another shuttle fell out of the stars and dropped a containerised commcen into the hole. Ice was re-melted and flowed back on top. A small entry tunnel was burnt in.
The next shuttle dropped a signals container on the surface.
The crew shuttle returned. The marines boarded and left.
It had only taken seconds. Then Joe was alone. He opened a panel on the signals container. There was a socket. He plugged in a “thought” lead from his suit and got to work again. The container shuddered and opened up. Aerials and dishes and poles swung out and up. Joe “thought” himself into a camera at the head of a comms lead.
The lead unwound and flew down the tunnel towards the commcen. It plugged itself in. Joe “thought” his way into the commcen. He checked the systems, turned on the lights and the life support. It was all OK. He unplugged himself.
Other crews would be laying out other bases. All along a hundred kilometre stretch of equator midway between planet side and ring side.
In this area they could bring ships in from hiding in the rings. They could benefit from any reflected light from the gas giant. They were far enough from Mirconian positions near the North and South Poles to land without opposition.
At the exact opposite side of Al Banduq from Glitteringstones were more landings near Biddlestones. The plan was to advance from Biddlestones and Glitteringstones towards High Trewhitt at the North Pole. The southern hemisphere would be left to surrender after the fall of the North.
That was the plan.
“Orange Alert. Fighters leaving Mirconium. Four fighters.” The voice in Joe’s ear came via a spook from The Flag Ship. Then broadcast locally from a ship to his commcen.
“Fighters aiming for a point near The Fleet. Harmless reconnaissance mission.”
The Mirconian Fighters had as yet no idea there was a landing. They were still searching space for the Earth Fleet.
Meantime the sky was buzzing with shuttles and box handlers and marines lifting smaller cargos with their suits. Joe was already surrounded by dumped containers of air, food, and water.
Joe went down the tunnel, through the airlock, into the commcen. This would be home for a few hours till the Fighting 55 were ready to advance. He cracked open his visor and wondered about sucking some soup.
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The air lock hissed. These were the commcen crew.
“Hi Joe. All set up eh?
“Hi Joe. I’ll be glad to get out of this suit.”
“Hi Joe. Is there a lavatory working yet?”
Joe smiled and thought about taking his own suit off. But he’d only have to put it on in a few hours.
“Lets get busy folks. What’s in the air?”
Screens lit up. Speakers hummed and eventually spoke.
“Confirm Mirco fighters attacked The Swiftsure. Attack missile went straight through without detonation. Repeat. The Swiftsure is OK. The rocket passed through its hull without detonation. Crew are affecting repairs.”
“Believe three out of four fighters are destroyed. Thunderbirds are searching for wreckage.”
A virtual map of area soon filled the commcen above their heads.
“Hey look. The canteen has landed”
“That should be our barracks there”
“What’s this coming in?”
“It’s a news cast.”
A screen on the wall lit to show a desert landscape and…
“That’s a shuttle from the Vengeance,” said Joe. “Turn the sound up” A man in Mirconian officers uniform stood by the shuttle under a metal sunshade
“….so I der reckon as how this yer Vengeance was down yer to Mirconiul, see. Now I reckons as ow they be a trying it on with a bit of sabotage. That’s what I reckons. Up to no good see. They be the same ship as done for John the Revelator. Theym a bad lot. But any road up, they do come yer tryin it on and we done seen em off. I reckons weem almost quits now. Specially if the Vengeance be mortalled. I der reckon this shuttle be them tryinn to escape a mortalled ship. Most like theym all wondered off in the desert an got buried in the sand see…”
Joe just stared. Surely the Vengeance….How could Mirconium deal with an invisible ship? The Commander was so careful. What on earth were they doing near Mirconium?
If they had a shuttle on the surface it could only mean…
“I think I’ll go out for a bit,” said Joe “Find the canteen.”
“See ya Joe,” said someone as Joe closed his visor.
Outside there had already been big changes. Joe went to virtual on his visor. The place was full of ice mounds with aerials and dishes on top. Box handlers and lispers buzzed overhead. Shuttles brought down more containers from the freighters above.
There was already a litter problem with discarded slings and straps half buried in the snow.
But Joe knew what the Vengeance was doing.
He had told security that Bibi’s cover was blown. The Vengeance must have been sent to get her out. And something had gone wrong. And it was his fault. He should have kept his mouth shut. Left well enough alone. Not interfered. Not…
“Joe? Where are you man?”
It was the Captain of “HQ” Company. Joes new boss in the Fighting Fifty Fifth.
“Um. Just outside the Commcen Sir. Thought I’d get a breath of fresh air.”
“Very funny. You’re a lieutenant in the Marines now. Here’s your fall in coordinate” 4
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“Yes Sir.” The position lit up on Joe’s virtual view of the black ice ground. He got his backpack rigged up and flew up and along towards the rendezvous. He was getting fairly good at flying. But he was careful landing. Didn’t want to crash in front of “B” Company, Fighting Fifty Fifth Marine Commando Unit. A virtual shuttle showed up on Joes visor. It was labelled 55 CDO REGT. Joe made a fairly good landing beside it. He “thought” his visor back to reality and tuned in to the 55th comms band.
“Reporting for duty Sir”
“You’re Joe are you?” said the Captain. “Lets see your record.” The captain must have a virtual copy flashed up on his visor. “Impressive. Landing on Mirconium eh.
You were comms man for the Chimbuzi landing. Well you do get about. You’ve been here before. It could be our maps are based on your surveys. However you don’t have much experience at this sort of thing. So you will work for me at HQ Company. That should mean the Colonel can use your local knowledge in planning our….
Action now.”
“Yellow alert. Fighters leaving High Trewhitt. Red alert. Red alert all arms. Fighters in the rings. Red Alert”
Joe stared. Around him marines were aiming weapons at the sky. Their robots were rotating looking for a target. Men were shouting on the comms. The robots stopped spinning. Their lasers fired at the unseen fighters. Lights zipped off into the darkness above. More lights. Streaks. Lasers. An explosion on the ground. Spurts of steam erupting as bullets hit the ice. A line of small explosions headed towards Joe. He jumped. He still hadn’t seen any fighters. The explosions missed him.
The Sun came out.
No. It was an explosion high above. A yellow glow casting shadows on the ice. A flickering glow.
The light was from inside a freighter. It shone from its bows. It was making all the hull glow and burn and disappear. Bits flew off. Glowing panels and deck plates.
An explosion on the ice nearby. A blast of ice and snow threw Joe to his knees. At last he saw a Mirconian missile. It was low. Coming at him. Pretty little glowing lights flowed away from it.
Then a nearby marine shot at Joe.
He shot at the ice beneath Joe.
It melted. Joe fell into the steamy boiling liquid. He was covered in slush. It was freezing again. He was trapped. Frozen in the ice.
“Yellow alert. Fighters leaving Mirconium”
Never mind fighters. Didn’t anyone know a marine had gone mad and buried Joe?
There was light. Someone was heating the ice to rescue him.
“Out you come mate. Close thing eh? Those cutters could have had you. Remember.
If they come again. Shoot at the ground. Sink into it and the cutters got nothing to home on. OK?”
“Um. Yes.”
“Good oh” The Marine turned and flew off.
What was that about cutters? Joe remembered. They were little missiles that homed onto the warmth of a space suit. They cut it open, let the air out, and if that didn’t work they exploded. Was that what the missile was firing? Those pretty little lights?
“Red alert. Red alert fighters from Mirconium” 5
LAKE OF STARS
Chapter 17 Glitteringstones.
The “burning” freighter was lower. Was it heading here? There were flashes and lasers going off. High over head. Then a huge flurry of lasers. Then more.
Slowly another light grew. It was pink, then red. It was brighter than all the rest.
It was the red shift of matter accelerating to the speed of light.
It was a black hole. With a destroyers stern sticking out of it. The light faded. The hole was full and spinning and evaporating.
Just half a destroyer was left. A long shape covered in sparks. So far away. So small against infinity. Just another field of stars.
“Comms. Up date please. Now” That sounded like Captain HQ Company.
The ground trembled with another explosion.
“Sir.” Joe thought up his networks and started reading “Junta launched aprox thirty fighters. Five from High Trewhitt. Twenty-Five from Mirconium. Believe they have suffered thirty percent losses. We have lost two shuttles and three freighters. We have lost the destroyer Steadfast. Crew survival is unknown. Pods may be landing on Al Banduq or waiting space rescue. We have lost one Thunderbird. The landings at Biddlestones will be scaled down due to the losses of equipment in the freighters. The destroyer Swiftsure is underway and heading to Earth for repair. Major landed assets, workshops, hospital, and so on are undamaged. Head count of surface casualties is underway. Fear that some suits may be broadcasting after occupant has ceased vital signs. Um….That’s all for now.”
Joe looked above. The destroyer had moved north. It would probably crash onto the moon somewhere over the horizon. The freighter was almost above. Still glowing against the black star flooded sky. It seemed to be moving north as well.
“All marines rally. Lets get a headcount going” It sounded like one of the Majors.
Joe shuffled up and flew to the old coordinate.
“Are we all here?” asked the Colonel. “How many? I see. Right…Are they all assembled? Right. Officers and marines. We have had a little interruption. Luckily none of us are dead. We have only three serious casualties. Comms, can you set the image for us?” Joe thought up the image, sent it out and the Colonel went on “ If you look on your visors you can see them being lifted to the hospital. But we are still a fighting unit. And on we go. Our duty lies in keeping to the following schedule.
Comms, the maps. Now you see on your visors the three mountains north of here. The Chirnells. Not very high. We have given names to the three peaks. Blue Chirnells, Black Chirnells and Red Chirnells. Our plan is to capture the central peak, Black Chirnells and then force the surrender of any troops still occupying the other peaks.
Latest reconnaissance shows there are no enemy forces between us and Black Chirnells. But the enemy is mobile. They have many shuttles, and as we’ve seen they still have a few fighters. So we will advance in battle order with all sensors alert. And I mean advance because unfortunately that freighter glowing away in the sky had our shuttles on it. Therefore we shall all fly TAB by suit. Our remaining shuttles will accompany us with all necessary supplies. So Marines, all rise.” The colonel left the ground, his staff including Joe formed up around him. The Company captains sent out virtual TAB diagrams and their officers and men formed up behind them into a straight line Tactical Advance into Battle.
Basically there was a captain in the centre of the company with his marines and their robots spread out on either side roughly five hundred meters apart. Each Marine deployed his flying sensors out in front. The marines would see through their cameras and search out for any mines or booby traps. The company NCOs would be flying from one Marine to the next. Just checking up on things. As they advanced there was
“A” company to the left of HQ Company, with “B” and “C” companies on the right.
“Sir. Reports of engagement. The fighters have found the fleet. They have lost about twenty fighters. We have lost two Thunderbirds.” 6
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“Thank you Comms”
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CHAPTER 18. BLACK CHIRNELLS
Joe glanced up again. The “burning” freighter was slowly slowly coming down. There were only main beams and spars left. But it must have the remains of a grav vortex still trying to hold it up.
The glowing wreck was all he could see, apart from stars. Joe went back to sucking in his liquidised lamb, yam and bean stew, with added nutrients for an all round balanced diet.
“Yellow alert. Yellow alert. Two shuttles leaving Mirconium. Headed for Al Banduq” That was no problem. Not shuttles. But….
“Sir. Message from Fleet via Glitteringstones Comms. HUMINT believes Mirconians may be arming shuttles and smaller freighters to act as fighters.”
“They must have lost a good many fighters by now” said the Captain of HQ
Company.
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“Estimates vary from thirty to sixty percent.” Said Joe. “Fleet believes some Thunderbird pilots are a bit optimistic with their kill claims.”
“It was ever thus. Come on. That’s the signal to advance in one minute.” Joe wondered how long before he could take his suit off. He could actually pull one arm out of its sleeve and reach round inside for a scratch or to pull dead stuff from the corner of his eye or whatever. But it wasn’t the same.
“All Rise” came the Captains order. Joe floated up and saw, or virtually saw, the long line of marines on each side doing the same. Like an ancient line of infantry. The Thin Red Line of The Redcoats. The Thin Black Line of men in space suits. And they were mostly men. Not that you could tell looking at the virtual representation of a space suit. Joe guessed that if any women wanted to join up they’d change into a man for the extra muscle.
“Forward slow. Let’s keep all those sensors well out in front. There’s nothing on the aerial shots but we don’t know what’s under the ice. So just keep it steady.”
“Red alert. Red alert. Freighter set to cross equator at Glitteringstones.”
Joe “thought” up a trajectory for the incoming. “Its going to pass right over us sir”
“All Marines. Halt and aim for the sky. There’s a Mirco freighter going to run….here it is.”
The Marines and their robots opened up with everything. The Mirconian freighter pilot couldn’t have known a full infantry line was out here. He was flying into an almost solid wall of lasers and homing shells. The freighter seemed to slow under the barrage. Its belly was ripped out. Bits of freighter tumbling and falling or spurting up towards the stars. It looked like 100% kill probability. But amazingly the freighter got through. Amazing pilot. Heading towards the North Pole and High Trewhitt. Then it was just the stars and the burning freighter again.
Like those few seconds of mass destruction hadn’t happened.
“All into TAB form “W”,”
If the Marines stayed in a straight line then a Mirco fighter could get their co-ord from the freighter. Then a fighter could run down the line strafing the Marines. But the
“W” order meant they formed up in a jagged line. More difficult for a fighter to aim at. Joe saw the random “W” layout appear on the visor and flew to his position.
“Advance.”
They all turned north and advanced till….
“”Sir. Fleet reports that the Mirconian freighter, the one we hit, came under fire from Mirconian forces at Low Trewhitt. It was just inside their missile engagement zone. It made High Trewhitt but crashed at the spaceport. PSYINT say it indicates Mirconian forces are ill disciplined and nervous enough to shoot at their own ships”
“I’d say that’s stating the obvious. But thanks Comms. I’ll pass on their assessment to the Colonel.”
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“Yes Sir. Also there is something ahead Sir.” Said Joe “A” company have a small target seven kilometres to the north. Metal buried in snow. Here’s the image Sir. They think its just wreckage.”
“I’ll have them check it out” The captain cut his connection to Joe and presumably spoke to a Major or the Colonel. The Marines glided silently, over the dark frozen ground. Sailing between icy spikes they could only see as virtual outlines on their visors.
“Sir. Glitteringstones reports a Mirconian patrol has come in on skis and surrendered.”
“What Comms?” asked the Captain “What are skis?”
“There’s a picture Sir. It looks like they were walking around on sort of skids attached to their feet Sir. You see Sir? They leave tracks”
“What a way to fight. Thanks Comms. I’ll pass the word to watch for tracks in the snow.”
Between running the comms connections and flying his suit, Joe had time to switch off the virtual world and look through his visor at reality.
The burning freighter was at last touching ground ahead of them. It must be melting the ground. There ought to be….There it was. A jet of steam and liquid gas bursting into the sky. Looking slightly lighter than the starlit void. Up and up. And another burst. Then more. The wreck was hidden. That lot would soon be falling as snow.
Maybe as big bits of ice.
“Sir.” Said Joe. “ I think the men should watch out above for falling ice and wreckage.”
“Good idea.” Said the captain.
“A message. To all 55th . Be aware of falling ice from the wreckage. Possibility E
forces hiding in blizzard.”
They were all on edge now. Then the snow started. Speeding little flakes of condensed “steam” pinging against Joe’s suit. If he put a light on he’d be able to see the delicate pinks and yellows and blues and greens. Methane, hydrocarbons, even water.
But it was all black. Only a virtual world on his visor. The snow was only a problem because it made radar penetration difficult. And it messed up the micro gravity waves.
There could be any number of homing bullets out there. Smaller than the snowflakes.
Bullets just hanging in space till a target showed up. Then they’d accelerate to a few hundred kilometres an hour and slam into it.
Slam into Joe maybe.
“A” companies contact was just wreckage. An old ice drill and a few thousand slugs.
The snow died away. Spout Hill was showing dark on the eastern horizon. A silhouette against the lighter dark of starry space. It was a “volcano”. When the
“continents” moved against each other under the gravity pull of the Gas Giant, then the heat could be enough to force melted ice out of Spout Hill. It would fall as more snow.
“Sir.” Said Joe “The Freighter wreckage is straight in front of HQ Company on this heading. Lookout robot images show frames embedded in re-melted ice. Scans of wreckage are confused. Some reports could indicate E activity sheltering in wreckage.”
“I’ll have it investigated. Thanks Comms.”
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The captain must have ordered marines to investigate. They sent back images of the twisted frames in the centre of a crater. There was no enemy activity.
The Marines flew on.
Then Joe came up to the wreckage. There was something odd. He turned from virtual to real. He could see what had happened. The hot wreck had melted the ice. It had burst out leaving a great hole. Then some liquid had flowed back in to the crater. It was briefly a liquid lake. Then it had frozen.
But it froze dead flat. Like a mirror. It reflected the black sky. It reflected the stars.
Joe flew over the image. It was like a frozen lake of stars. It was like a hole in the moon. Stars above and stars below. Except for the towering wreckage reflected in the centre. And….
Movement.
A moving reflection. A man with a gun. Joe pointed his finger at him. Joe hadn’t thought. It was the reflection. Joe crashed into the ice. The laser missed him. Flashed over. Another flash, reflected in the ice.
Joe rolled onto his back. Looking up at the wreckage. Looked up at a Mirco soldier looking down. The Mirco was pointing his gun. Pointing at Joe.
The Mirco went limp. So did the rest. A full patrol of Mirco’s was hiding in the wreckage. They were all limp.
“Well I’ll goo t Clent. You oright Sir?”
“What? You shot him? Shot all of them?”
“Oh ahr Sir.” Said the Marine “Bostin eh? Daynt let yoh coppit Sir. Hypo grenade.
Sends darts out all ways. Thas t lung an short owit. They ‘ome on non-Earth suits Sir.
“Um…thank you.” Said Joe.
“Any road up Sir. Good t know weapons work init. I’d catch up wi t rest of HQ
Company Sir. I’m the last on the “W” Sir. Don’t do to be on your own in a live situation Sir.”
“No. Thank you. I think you may have saved my life.”
“Loik I said Sir. It’s the werk I do. Actually, truth be told, it’s the first time I ever shot anyone Sir. Bit of an ambition rily. Shoot someone. Better than exercise, eh? Now best hurry Sir.”
Joe flew across the reflective crater and back into position on the “W” line. Joe never found out who the marine was. The shooter who’d saved his life. Of course the Mirconian Soldiers would be all right. They had been shot with darts. The dart would have penetrated their suits and filled them with narcotic. The Mircos would sleep and wake up in a shuttle back to Glitteringstones hospital.
Flashes.
Flashes in the sky
Laser fire.
Spurts of steam and ice. Hailstones.
Joe flew into the ground. Turned on his back. Fired into the sky.
All around marines and robots did the same.
Joe could see where the fighter was. Or rather where the laser blasts were coming from. Coming towards him. Cutting a trench in the ice. Joe flew up and across. He turned and spun and aimed again. He may have hit the fighter. Probably it was one of the dozens of others aiming at the fighter. But it may have been Joe. Joe could have fired the fatal shot. The shot that blew the fighter up. Joe may have killed the pilot.
May have turned the night to day. Lit up the ice from black to white and blue.
“Comms.” Shouted the Captain. “Where did that come from? Why was there no warning? Did you miss a message from Fleet?”
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“Sorry Sir. I’m checking Sir.” The exploding fighter grew dim and went out “I’m re running all the latest comms Sir.” The ice coloured to dark. “Ah. Sir. Fleet believe that fighter left light speed on the other side of the Gas Giant and crept round the Ring. It must have got our fix from the freighter we shot at. Then the Fighter Pilot thought he could leave his hiding place and come after us, Sir.”
“I thought the Vengeance placed bugs in the rings.”
“Yes Sir. We did.”
“Right Comms. Send this to all….
All 55th . Call up the chain. Lets see who’s missing.”
There were three who didn’t reply.
A shuttle came with fresh ammo and power packs. The Dead were found. The shuttle took their bodies away. There were no wounded. In the vacuum of space any injury came through a holed suit. They were supposed to self-seal. But they didn’t always.
The Marines glided on over the “ground.”
“Sir. The front Robots of “C” Company are entering the Spout Burn.”
“C” Company hold. Await orders. All companies dig in. There’s an hour, break before we tackle the Chirnells.
“Comms. All info to the Colonel’s staff.”
The marines fired at the ice, hollowing out shelters. The robots circled overhead..
Presumably the HQ Company staff and the Colonel were wondering how to cross Spout Burn. This was a belt of crushed and broken rock and ice where two
“continents” met. Mountain ranges covered in hillocks and boulders, ravines and caves, really ideal for ambush.
Three extinct “Volcanoes” rose from the Burn. Red Chirnell, Black Chirnell and Blue Chirnell. Then on the far right was the still active Spout Hill.
The plan was to defeat the Mirconian forces on Black Chirnell. Occupy the summit and use that position to force Red and Blue Chirnell to surrender. Then they would cross the Black Burn and capture the Slug factory and habitation domes at Snitter.
“Comms. Can we have live fed from the forward censors”
“Yes Sir”
Joe “thought” his way to the Fleet censors above in space. From here he could look down to the marines forwards censors and connect them to the HQ staff. A Major began to fly the censors over Spout Burn. Joe could see their images of broken ice, bergs and fathomless crevasses. Then there were the magnetometer, gravity and chem.
readings looking for metal. plastic or signs of life.
There was nothing. The Colonel or someone ordered another search. There was still nothing in the Spout Burn
The censors reached the foot of Black Chirnell. They rose vertically up. They were small. There was a chance they wouldn’t be spotted. The summit readings came in. At last there were signs of Mirco soldiers. There were about fifty of them in trenches round the peak of Black Chirnell. Within their positions were a few containers dumped on the ice. Probably for supplies and maybe sleeping accommodation. There were similar numbers on the peaks of Blue and Red, and a small shuttle by the Blue peak.
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“Message to all. Get ready to fly. There is no sign of E presence in the Spout Burn. It looks safe to cross. But do so on high readiness. All weapons armed. On reaching the far side of the Burn we will wait and re assess the situation. We will not use lasers to dig holes. Repeat we will not show lights. The enemy know we are out here somewhere. They are expecting us. They don’t know where or when. All rise.”
The Marines rose. Joe got back into his grid position and flew over the Burn. He was actually thankful the scenery was still all virtual. His visor was full of details like
“Chasm. No floor. Chasm liquid floor 600 meters. Chasm closing.” But he supposed that even in full daylight you couldn’t see much in “chasm no floor.”
“Stop.” said his visor. Joe hung a few meters above the surface.
His visor started to receive info from the remote censors. A virtual picture of Black Chirnells began to appear line by line. The trenches. The troops. The containers. It looked easy enough. Sort of. Joe guessed the Colonel would drop hypos on the troops and once they were asleep the marines would go in and detain them. Then the marines would use those same trenches to attack the ….
Joe wasn’t happy about that. He didn’t trust the junta or its supporters in the Officer Corps. He went back to the earlier images from the Fleet censors.. Nothing had changed. Nothing had moved.
“Sir. May I have control of a remote. I’d like a close up of those troops Sir.”
“Sorry Comms.” Said the captain “ But if the remotes get any closer they could notice our radio chatter. They may even see them. What’s bothering you?”
“I’m not sure Sir. Its just that none of those troops have moved.”
“We did check for dummies. Those troops have scanned as real live humans”
“Even so Sir. They should be moving. Going to recharge their air. Just chatting.”
“There’s no radio chatter,” said the Captain “ because we assume they are plugged into a field telephone. Its old technology but it stops us eavesdropping. They could be getting their air by hose from a central supply. I admit I’m surprised they had no robot guards out here. They don’t seem very professional or advanced. But there it is. They don’t seem to have any lasers up there either. Just bullet firing machine guns. No less effective for that though. Even machine guns can kill you.”
“Yes Sir. But I know these people and I’m not happy.”
“I shall pass your concerns on to the rest of the HQ Staff.”
“Yes Sir.” Joe knew when to shut up.
The HQ Company and “C” Company remained at the foot. “A” and “B” Companies spread round Black Chirnell and began to float up the slope. Still no action. Still no movement from the enemy. Joe began studying every image he could find of the enemy troops. Fuzzy distant virtual pictures. As the Marines robots closed in there was more information. His visor started to show weapons calibre. Suit temperature, how cold their feet were.
Gunfire. Tracer bullets spraying across the stars. A Mirconian had maybe seen a sensor. They all started firing into the night. Firing over the heads of the Marines. Joe wished he could hear what they were saying. No radio chatter at all was strange.
Surely someone would report in what they thought they were shooting at. But silence.
“Sir. There is still no physical movement of the troops on Black Chirnell and no radio noise either.”
“Yes Comms. I hear you. The HQ staff are as concerned as you. Please keep all information coming in.”
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“Yes Sir.” Joe started to “think” into more information from the sensors. The closer they got the more geo-chem and magnetometry there was. “Sir. The radiation. There seems to be something like a nuke nearby.”
“What? Colonel look at this. Comms thinks there’s a nuke.”
“All Marines hold position. Do not get closer to the enemy. “A” company one troop to circle the summit, but stay five kilometres from the enemy I believe there could be some sort of booby trap at the summit.”
“Right Comms.” Said the Captain. “They know were here somewhere so you can have your censor. Have you got the controls?”
“Yes Sir” Joe “thought” at the censor and sent it straight up to hover over the summit.
It was as though he himself was there, flying in a gentle circle inside the ring of Mirconian soldiers. They all had their backs to him. He looked at the containers. They were empty. The airlocks were ajar and there was no air inside. Joe studied the readings. He followed the radiation. There it was. A cylinder. A nuke. The summit of Black Chirnell had been abandoned. Apart from the troops in the trenches. And the nuke in the cylinder.
Joe flew the censor towards the Mirconian soldiers. Slowly. He was just a metre behind one now. The Mirconian soldier’s head and shoulders were all that protruded from a trench in the ice. He had both hands on a machine gun in front of him. Joe
“looked” down at the mans boots.
“Sir. Can you see this Sir? His boots are frozen into the ice. Someone melted the ice at the bottom of the trench under his feet and this man is stuck Sir. He couldn’t move if he wanted to. And he hasn’t got a laser or a pistol to cut himself free Sir. See his holster is empty. All he has is a machine gun. I think he’s been told to kill us and he’ll be rescued later.”
“Check some more of them.”
“Yes Sir. The next man is the same Sir. And the next. That’s everyone in this trench.
The next trench looks the same Sir. I think it must be all of them Sir. I think they have been left here as living decoys for us to fight.”
“I see. You may be right. All this is going to Fleet. It’s going to alter our strategy a bit.”
“Yes Sir. They’ve been left here to die Sir. I think we should do something.”
“OK Comms. Let me give the sensor controls to someone else.”
“Yes Sir” Joe was in shock now. He knew the Junta was ruthless. But this. This was real evil. What must those Mirconian troops be thinking? Trapped and abandoned by their officers. Did they think they would be rescued? Or did they know about the nuke?
“OK Comms. Can you network some diggers from the Support Troop. And give me some robots with hypo’s”
“Yes Sir.”
Joe felt a bit out of things now. He was just operating the switchboard, routing information from one section to the other. The Marines surrounded Black Chirnells and sent sensors to the other peaks. Red Chirnell was completely abandoned. Blue Chirnells had large concentrations of well-armed Mirco troops. It looked like they were there to set off the nuke when Earth forces got to Black Chirnells. Joe caught up with the news.
7
LAKES OF STARS
Chapter 18 Black Chirnells
“…..are upset at Earth refusing shared government for Al Banduq. The Junta’s latest parade had noticeably less military equipment than usual. Is the rest of it on Al Banduq? Or is the Junta trying to adopt a more peaceful image?….
….Mirconian channels are showing more uncensored Earth news than they would dared have a month ago…
….unofficially said that the Colonel in charge of the Mirconian Capital City Ballet was trying to get a position with a ballet company in the United Planets….
…..the missing Earth journalists were found alive and well and were handed over to the UP embassy by a Junta spokesman….
…..students arrested at a small rally last week have been released unharmed. One parent who feared his son was disappeared forever said this was a sign the Mirconian Junta were not all bad…
….more Earth troops leaving to re-enforce those already landed on Al Banduq…
There was nothing about The Vengeance. Joe watched on his visor as hypo robots darted the Mirconian troops and put them to sleep. He watched remote box handlers drill into the ice and pull the sleeping soldiers out one by one. A shuttle was at the foot of Black Chirnells to take them to Glitteringstones hospital for revival.
Light.
Bright light.
The image of Black Chirnells was wiped from everyone’s visor.
The images tried to return. Static. Blobs. Squirming lines of twisted ropes.
Then Joe could hear snow pinging off his helmet. It was obvious what had happened.
The Nuke had gone off.
Joe’s radiation monitor appeared on his visor. A frightening record of what caused the electronic chaos on the other side of the glass. Joe “thought” the monitor off, and slowly he made sense of the images. Black Chirnells was no more. It had been gassified. There was now the semblance of an atmosphere. Clouds of frozen gas condensed in the sky. Clouds that slowed in their swirling path and then stopped.
Stuck where acceleration and gravity had cancelled out. Clouds that pointed back to where the mountain had been. Eventually they would fall as more snow and hailstones. Maybe some would coalesce under their own minute gravity and drop as icebergs. Some would maybe sweep away from the Moon and spiral out to join the rings.
Joe could see the rings.
It was the start of dawn. Light was shooting past the gas Giant to illuminate the rings of Al Banduq. In a day or so it would be daylight, or planet light on the Moon.
“Comms. Lets have a roll call.”
“Yes Sir. It looks like….All Marines are transmitting Sir. We have only lost the robots on the summit Sir….We’re OK Sir.”
“Good” .
“ Message to all. Can all working Sensors concentrate on Blue Chirnells.” 8
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“I think they may be retreating Sir. The Shuttle has left. No. There are still men behind Sir.”
“Well Forty Nine Commando can take care of that. We are back to Glitteringstones to get our suits cleaned.
“Yellow Alert. Fighters are leaving Mirconian Space. Believed on course for Al Banduq
Joe instinctively looked up. But of course the fighters may not be headed here.
Message to all 55th. Hand all control of all Blue Chirnells censors to Forty Nine Commando comms section”
Joe “thought” at the network, linked with 49 CDO, and watched the censor ring round Blue Chirnells link up to their comms.
“Red alert. Fighter approach. 55th dig in. All dig in.”
Joe lasered the ice. Not very well, but it was a hole. He flew low and dropped in. At least they had a warning this time. He stared at the stars. Hoping to see one that moved. A burst of gunfire. Something.
But he missed it.
The ground erupted like a volcano. A kilometre away. Then closer. Missiles of some sort. No sign of the fighter.
Something flashed by. Too fast to aim at, let alone shoot at. Whatever it was it exploded a few kilometres beyond. Then quiet.
“Sir.” Said Joe “Fleet say that fighter was destroyed by the Thunderbirds.”
“Good Comms.”
“All 55th. Fall back to positions H3. The Forty Nine are holding the fort while we get twenty four at Glitteringstones.”
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Joe had spent the whole time in Glitteringstones base, either sleeping, bathing in real water or eating. He had sent a message to Alicia. There was no reply yet.
Now he was wearing a sweet smelling re-charged and reloaded suit and backpack near the airlock
There was a wait. No shuttles free or something.
“Sorry.” Said Joe “Did you say the Vengeance was OK?”
“Sure is. She did for a couple of Mirco freighters yesterday.” Said another Lieutenant
“So what was her shuttle doing on Mirconium?”
“Something hush-hush I guess.”
“But…” began Joe.
“Fifty Fifth. Airlock in ten with visors down.” That came over Joes skull phone. He found the airlock, said Hi to the other officers of HQ Company, snapped down his visor and shuffled through to a shuttle.
“All aboard?” asked the Captain. “Good. Settle down. Comms? Can you fix a link to all the 55th?”
“Yes Sir.”
“Good. The Colonel wants to explain his tactics to everyone.” 1
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Joe could feel the shuttle leaving the ground. “Yes Sir….You there? Address from the Colonel. Can you connect all of them?…Yes and all yours. Everyone from Captain down. Yes every Company. That’s right. Sir?”
“Ready?” asked the Captain of HQ Company.
“All ready and connected Sir.”
“All ready Colonel.”
“All ready. Good. I’m taking this opportunity to tell all concerned in the 55th what’s happening. It may be my last chance to speak to you all together. We are now flying towards Snitter in seventeen shuttles and we will all soon all be in action.
Now on your visors you will see the latest image and the latest positions.
Earth forces have taken the small Mirco garrisons at Biddlestone, Clennell, Brown Rigg and Burradon. They were mostly conscript soldiers abandoned by their officers and left to fend for themselves with little air or food. They surrendered quietly and easily. Some apparently rejoiced at being out of the fight.
(Pause for comic effect.)
While we have been having a decent nights sleep the 49th have taken all the Chirnell peaks and are now chasing stragglers. Seems a lot of them ran the wrong way and got lost in the Spout Burn.
(Pause for comic effect)
I think the 49th are now on more of a rescue mission than an offensive. However the main group of professional soldiers fell back to Snitter.
Snitter is now our main authorised acquisition objective. As you see, Snitter is the usual collection of domes. The Mircos are in all of them except this small one on the North Side. That’s where they have herded the civvies. So don’t flatten it.
(Pause for comic effect)
Now here you can see the spaceport. It’s fairly basic. Just metal sheets so the ships don’t sink into the ice. There are as you see several wrecked ships around. They could offer cover to the infantry. Any working ships will have casing sentries. Here is the main heat and water works for Snitter. Its still working so try not to hit the reactor.
The Mirco’s have dug in along the Black Burn here and here south of Snitter. They believe they are facing our advance from the Chirnells. The 49th are making a lot of noise along there, radio noise, gunfire and so on, to make them think we are massing in that direction. But of course the shuttles will take us west of Red Chirnells and leave us here at the Wreigh Burn west of Snitter They could still lay down effective direct fire over this whole region. But simulations show our clandestine entry to the forward engagement zone should fool them.
As you can see Wreigh Burn is another mountainous area of broken terrain. Mainly Ice peaks. It’s still dark and there’s enough ground clutter to mask our approach from their sensors. We will fan out using the Wreigh Burn as cover. Here are your pre positions. Lines of communication and re supply will be along the eastern edge of Wreigh Burn.
There are HUMINT reports of trucks, box handlers, forklifts and slug carriers being fitted with weaponry and armour. I don’t think these will offer any serious opposition, but I don’t want any of you to be surprised when one suddenly pops up. Again any of these not surrendering will be a legitimate target. But hopefully the Thunderbirds and Destroyers should take care of them before we go in.
To avoid blue on blue casualties we will not advance until the aerial bombardment has ceased and the way is clear.
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We will then advance towards Snitter from the west. I want a quick dash to reach the domes before the Mircos realise we are not attacking from the Chirnells in the south.
In this phase of the operation you may consider any Mirco who is not surrendering as a legitimate target of opportunity.
Having reached the domes, we will occupy them as humanely as possible. That means hypos instead of bullets or lasers. I know this can be a problem, but politically we want few deaths. Don’t forget a lot of the Mirco’s have been pressed into the army and have very little love for the Junta. Threat simulations show they will probably take the first opportunity to surrender.
The Officer corps and the professionals are a different matter. They are proud of their calling and will put up ruthless opposition once they know where we are.
However when we have the domes I believe the Mircos in the field will be compelled to surrender. They can’t fight long without air or food.
Lastly I’d like you to know that all Earth is behind us on this. We are standing up for our rights. Al Banduq is Earth property and we are just taking back what is ours.
I know you don’t need luck. You are professional. You know what you’re doing and how to do it. But I’m proud to be with you and good luck anyway. Thank you.”
It wasn’t easy to clap in space suit gloves, but Joe could hear muffled applause in every shuttle. The Captain of HQ Company was watching, so Joe joined in with some halfhearted applause of his own.
“It’s all rubbish.” Said the Captain. “But just for a moment, at times like this, it doesn’t hurt to feel your part of a great and glorious enterprise for the good of all humanity.”
“Time on target in ten minutes” said the pilot
“You should have got the Colonel to put that in his speech.” Said Joe.
“I tried, but he thought it was over the top. It is only a slug farm.”
“That’s true.” Said Joe. But he still wondered if that’s all it was. It looked like the Vengeance was OK after all. Maybe Bibi was OK as well.
“TOT in five minutes.” Said the pilot “All visors closed. I am removing the air from the hold.”
People started checking their suit operation. Joe hovered an inch above the floor and slowly somersaulted. The he took a sip of groundnut stew and tried to pee. He
“thought” through all his connections to the other Companies and to Fleet. Then he started….
“TOT now. TOT now.” Said the Pilot.
It was too late for Joe to start anything
“This is it then.” said someone.
“Two hundred meters.” Said the pilot. Joe turned to face the door
“One hundred meters.” Joe finally managed to pee.
”Fifty meters. All lights out.” The cabin became dark as space beyond.
The Marines lifted their weapons.
“Door open. Open. All out. All out.”
Joe followed the queue stepping out from the door and flying into the night. He was pretty good at it now. An old hand. A veteran.
In reality through his visor he could see where the Gas Giant ended and star lit space began. He wasn’t sure but maybe he could just see the beginnings of dawn there. He could certainly see the sunlit part of the rings. Beyond the Gas Giants shadow. It would soon be a sort of dawn here on the Moon of Al Banduq.
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He changed back to virtual. There was an in depth diagram of Snitter. The enemy.
The point where Joe was supposed to be in the rear of HQ Company. He flew there over the jumbled jagged ice peaks of the Wreigh Burn. He switched to reality. He could see the domes of Snitter on the horizon. They were built from ice re-melted over inflatable shapes. Cheap but serviceable. Until they got hot. Like with a bomb or laser.
Joe waited. He turned his visor back to virtual. They all waited. Out in space the destroyers and Thunderbirds would be setting their complicated courses. Ready to swoop and fire from unseen heights at the poor wretched Mirco conscripts in the frozen trenches out there.
“Thirty seconds to action. Twenty.” Said one of the HQ staff Majors. One with a good voice who didn’t sound just a bit frightened.
Joe peed again.
“Ten. Nine Eight.”
Joe didn’t care if he was peeing or not.
“Three. Two. One.”
From out of the dark starless shadow of the Gas Giant there came light.
Great beams of it. Almost solid beams.
Joe couldn’t count how many. Their direction changed as the destroyers moved.
He could see the ice melting. Weapons trenches exploding. All away on the right.
That’s where the Mirco’s thought the attack would come from.
It looked accidental. A few laser shots ploughed into the ice between Joe and the domes. Of course it was deliberate. These random mounds and craters were carefully dug positions for the marines to advance through.
“First wave get ready. First wave go.”
Joe watched the Marines move to their new positions.
“Take cover.”
A truck or something flew up from the Mirco positions on the right. A single blast from space and it glowed and fell and melted into the ice.
“Carry on the advance”
Joe watched the Marines second wave go out and fly low from hump to crater. The first were at the nearest domes.
“Amber alert. Fighters leaving Mirconium. Course for Al Banduq.”
Then Mirco’s started running towards the domes. On their feet. Not flying. Slipping and sliding in the dark. Colliding and getting up and running more.
“Stand by with hypos.”
One of the Marines got a missile from his backpack and sent it flying over them. It looked as though it had a smoky exhaust just hanging behind it in space. But it wasn’t gas. It was thousands of hypo needles. Each one found a target, fired up and hit.
Mirco space suits were punctured. Narcotic was squirted in. They fell and slept.
The Mircos in the far domes, at |Snitter North Side, now realised what was up. There were parties exiting the air locks and firing blind into the dark.
“We’re ready to take the doors.”
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“Go ahead.”
Marine robots went to the door controls. They opened the outer doors. They entered the air locks. They were shot at with lasers. Joe recorded images of panic struck Mirconians trying to stop the robots with lasers. Some tried hitting them with box tops and bits of rubbish.
The robots were unharmed. They opened their vents. A spray of hypo needles shot out. Some Mircos escaped from a small side air lock and headed for the North Side Domes. Most Mirco’s screamed and fell. Asleep, not dead, but they probably didn’t know that.
“We’re entering the first dome. No opposition. Light and air working. All Mirco’s sleeping.”
“I’m in the second dome. Same here. Target secure.”
“This is dome three. Taken and secure.”
“Red alert. Fighters approaching.”
“Entering Dome Four. They’re all asleep.”
“Comms. Signal all HQ Company to enter the nearest dome, Dome Five on their visors. It’s going to be our new HQ.”
”Yes Captain” Joe passed it on.
Just before it was Joe’s turn to enter the airlock a flash caught his eye. He turned back. There was a sparking glowing streak in the sky. It faded and there was only darkness. A thunderbird had despatched another Mirconian fighter. It had come to the rescue of Snitter. It had become a cinder falling into the Gas Giant.
Joe went on into the airlock. It must have been a warehouse. The Mircos had turned it into a barracks with sleeping bags and boxes in rows on the floor.
There were bodies everywhere. Marines were leaning over them with plastic handcuffs and antidotes to the hypos.
“Dome declared safe Sir.”
“Thanks Sarge. Comms? You can set up your stuff here. The Colonel would like a big screen.”
“Yes Captain.” Joe got out of his backpack and undid a screen transmitter. It flashed into action and a stylised representation of Snitter hung in the air. The five domes of the Southside were coloured blue. Northside was still red. Marines were spreading round. Ready to take those as well. As soon as the order was given.
The Colonel and his staff were consulting their Captains and Fleet. Marine robots landed on the enemy domes. Then the HQ Company Captain turned to Joe. “Comms.
Link up to those robots on the domes. All channels and sound. The Colonel wants to send a message.”
“Sir” Joe “thought” his way to the robots. They were already drilled into the dome ice. They would broadcast on all channels and vibrate the ice at the same frequency.
The domes would become massive loud speakers to those inside. Sensors were already giving an indication of where the enemy personnel were and the Colonels Staff were guessing what sort of threat they represented.
“All ready Sir” said Joe “I’ve put all their frequencies together on this speaker so you can hear their replies.”
“OK Colonel.” Said the Captain. “You can speak to them now.” 5
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“You can all hear me. You are surrounded. You have few domes left. You have no hope of being relieved. Your food and air will not last for ever. I would prefer that you surrender now. Do not force me to use hypo robots on you all. There could be fatal accidents. I want any of you who have space suits to put them on and exit the domes with your hand in the air. Those who have no working suits should stand in the centre of the domes with your hands in the air. You have two minutes before the robots come in.”
The marines waited. The Mirconian frequencies became a jumble of argued shouts…Joe set up links to cameras outside and another screen flickered into existence in mid air. The Colonel and his staff could watch what was happening.
An airlock opened. Mirco’s walked out into the night, hands up. Sensors showed no weapons.
Three marines with torches started waving at them to line up.
Another airlock opened. More Mirco’s exited with their hands up.
It was all very quick.
Some of the Mirco’s at the second airlock dropped to their knees.
They opened fire. Mirco’s surrendering were hit. Some fell. Some ran. Some exploded into pink evaporating blood.
A Marine was hit. A tangle of severed limbs and suit pipes.
Two Marines. Marines out in the open lining up the Mircos. Comrades of the Marines watching.
Mates of the Marines who started firing without orders.
Killing the enemy. Avenging their friends. Dropping the Mircos like flies. Exploding the Mircos like candyfloss.
Mirco’s were running all over before being hit. Before exploding out of their suits.
“Cease fire. Cease fire.”
The Marines stopped. The screen showed Mirco bodies all over the ice between the marines and the domes. Bodies blown open. Blood and guts in the shape of frozen explosions. Pink snow falling onto pink ice.
The pink snow was rather pretty though Joe. Then he was ashamed. Fancy thinking his comrade’s blood was pretty.
“Oh no.” said the Captain “Oh no. They’re all dead. All dead. Yes Sir. Of course Sir.
Sorry Sir. Comms have you recorded that?”
“Yes Sir….And it will be recorded at Fleet Sir.”
“Yes of course.”
“I expect the media will be picking up the signal as well.”
“Oh no.”
“Look Sir. There are more of them coming out.”
“Allo? Yer. Yer out thur. Bist you ‘earing us? ‘Allo? This yer be us a surrendering.
Dun ee take no notice of them officels. We all been and bained em. We aint shooting.
‘Allo? Be you hearing us? Look. Tis bleedin awlful in yer”
“Sir.” Said Joe “That sounds like the Mirco troops want to surrender Sir. I think they have turned on their officers.”
“Right. Colonel? Are you getting this? Yes Sir. Yes Sir.”
“Comms. Can the Colonel transmit on their frequencies?”
“Yes Sir. Right now Sir.”
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“Any of you who still wish to surrender will line up on the ice away from the air lock doors. We will not fire unless you fire first.”
They poured out. A rabble. Dozens of them. Hundreds. Waving and smiling.
Cheerful. They were happy. They had turned on their officers. At last they were free.
From all the remaining domes. They came out.
Then they tripped over the dead bodies. Then they panicked. Some wanted to run back. They argued.
“Do not return to the domes. You will not be shot. Please line up. You will be marched into the South Side domes. You will be fed. You will be looked after.”
They were frightened again. Wary. But they were also subdued. They lined up. They followed instructions.
Joe sucked on some soup while he watched lines of Mirco’s being marched back to the domes in handcuffs. One by one their suits were removed. They dressed in overalls and were lined up sitting on the floor. A mobile kitchen was opened at one side of the dome with portable lavatories at the other.
This was going on in all the domes while the Colonel and Fleet organised ships to come and get them.
To Joe it seemed an easy victory for Earth
7
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“Hey Joe. Where you going with that gun in your hand?”
“What?” It had come over his skull phone.
“It’s me. Bibi.”
”Bibi? You’re alive?”
“Oh yes. Thanks to you.”
”Where are you?”
“Behind you.”
Joe turned and looked into the visor of the suit walking up to him. On the surface of the glass he could only see a reflection of The Rings.
“Not easy to see a face as black as mine eh?”
Joe held his hand to her visor, blocking out the reflection
“Bibi. I thought….Bibi. I thought you were dead. On Mirconium.”
“Oh yes. I could have been dead.”
“Oh Bibi.” Joe put his other arm round her shoulder.
“It was you warned security about that idiot on the Zheng He?”
“Yes.”
“I knew it was.” She had both hands on his chest. Not that she could actually feel his chest through all the suit’s attachments.
“I did it anonymously. So how did you know it was….?”
“I worked it out.”
“So what happened?”
“I think the idiot was posted somewhere far away. The idiot who was showing the videos off. Then I got warned. I was with the Vengeance at the time. We were sabotaging their black hole establishment. So I just stayed with the Vengeance.” 1
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“Oh. You didn’t leave with the embassy staff?” Joe tried to hold her tighter
“No. I stayed at the UP embassy. I had plans to become the mistress of someone important. Didn’t happen though. Now I’m here to help question all these prisoners.”
“Oh.” Joe couldn’t get his arms round the bulk of her suit, so he just held her arms.
“Yellow alert. Freighter leaving Mirconium.”
“I suppose you get used to these warnings.”
“Warnings? Oh that. Yeah, we got used to it.” But Joe searched the sky anyway. The Moon of Al Banduq was orbiting round to the daylight side of the Gas Giant. It seemed as though half the sky was a swirling pattern of crazy bands of colour. All the bands melting and twisting into each other. Whirlpools of pink and yellow. Billowing clouds of blue and grey. Impossible to follow the ever changing patterns...
“So what about the question you really want to ask?”
“Well….If you don’t want to say…..” began Joe.
“Oh yes. That’s all right. I suppose you think I’m a bit of a freak.”
“Well. No. I mean….I still…..I’m very fond of you.”
“Really?”
“You don’t believe me.”
“I suppose I do. Just lately though. I’ve met some rather untrustworthy people.”
“Right” Joe glanced up at the Gas Giant again. Its great half crescent was casting a pale pink light on the icy ground. Highlighting the dark blue shadows.
“Right.” Said Bibi. She knew Joe was looking at the sky.
Not at her. Not into her eyes.
“So what on earth is that in your hands?”
Bibi saw Joe’s eyes flicker down to her hands. He looked concerned, maybe fearful.
Then at last up into her eyes.
“Not just my hands Joe. The bones in my whole arms are titanium. My shoulder blades are really power packs. Just shaped like shoulder blades. I charge them up through a socket in the back of my head. Hidden in my hair. You never spotted it did you?”
“No.” Joe relaxed his grip on her arms.
“Do you remember me naked?”
“Of course.”
“You’re not just a tiny bit revolted?”
“No. Bibi. You’re being…You were beautiful. Are beautiful. You’re a friend. You’ll always be a friend. No matter what.” Joe held her tighter again.
“Well….You used to love me. I thought you did.”
“I did.”
“But not now?”
“No….I don’t know.” Joe looked up at the dark part of the Gas Giant. Then at the rings. Snitter was half way between the equator and High Trewhitt at the North Pole.
From here you could look down on the rings. Look through their diaphanous twinkling ice crystals to the stars beyond. “So what is….?”
“It’s a flux pulse.” Said Bibi. “ Same wavelength as brain activity. It neutralises thoughts for a few hours. I put the helmet on them and I can organise their brains.
Find out what they remember. Well you’ve seen the video. They wake up and suppose they fell asleep naturally.”
“Oh”
“Which videos did you see?”
2
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“Just one. You were on a beach. Then it looked like a shed in a rubber plantation.”
“Oh yes. He was a Colonel. I thought he was in charge of their atom bombs. But it was all boasting. He just did crowd control.”
“Oh.”
“Oh yes. Most of them were like that. Just boasting. Nasty stuff though. The way they treat people. They treat crowds worse than farmers treat cattle. Some of the weapons are... It’s awful. I think I go a little bit insane very time I think of them.”
“Oh. Were there many?”
“Yes.”
“Red Alert. Red Alert. Mirconian ship on course for Snitter.”
“Oh.”
“You don’t want to know the details do you?”
“No.”
“Well thanks for saying no. Even if you’re dying to know the works.”
“Look….. When I saw that video. What he was doing to you. The way everyone else was enjoying it. I mean…..Well….”
“It’s all right Joe. I know.”
And Joe realised she probably did know. “Will you be doing it for much longer?”
“No. My cover’s gone on Mirconium and I really don’t want to start somewhere else.”
“So….What is it like? I mean do you hear their thoughts like a voice?
“Oh yes, eventually. At first its just music.”
“Music?”
“Oh yes. That’s what the brain does when its got nothing to do. That’s how tunes get stuck in our heads. They always go away when we concentrate on something. When we use our whole brain. Otherwise the unused parts just play music.”
“Oh. I didn’t know, but come to think of it, I suppose its like that with me. I think.
How did you start in this anyway?”
“I volunteered. I was in the Navy remember? After you left surveying Chimbuzi? I was in the stores on Mars. Getting bored. This sounded exciting. Fun. So I suppose I did volunteer. I think I made up my own mind. Anyway I volunteered and they sent me to a hospital on Newstralia.”
“In the United Planets?”
“Oh yes it was all their idea when they were planning this war.”
“Planning?”
“Oh yes. They thought someone like me could be useful on Mirconium. I could feed the right info to Earth.”
“Did you say ‘planned’? The United Planets planned it? The war?”
“Oh yes I think so. But what would I know? What do any of us know? I wonder if maybe we’re all thinking what someone else wants us to think.”
“Why would they want a war?”
“To make the Universe a better place I suppose. That’s what the Heavenly Existential Church would want. To keep our dead ancestors happy. The Junta were really nasty people. Still are. I’ve been inside their brains. I know. Wading through loads of banal rubbish to find real muck. Sort of unthinking evil. There’s no guilt in them. They do these amazingly cruel things for no real reason. Just a whim. There’s no plan or ambition or purpose. Just survival. They don’t even enjoy life. They can’t get no satisfaction. Not the old ones. The young ones are full of ambition. They still find sex exciting. Satisfying for a moment. They still want anything that makes them feel 3
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good. Including me. The sweet Black Angel. The diplomat from old Earth. They like to dominate me. They like to show off to other officers. They have had me. They controlled. Controlled a bit of Old Earth. And because I’m a couple of centuries older than any of them there’s a sort of Oedipus desire as well. Through me they can pretend to control their mothers. Like they want to control everything. But there’s no constructive purpose to it. No ambition. No desire to create anything. Just control.
Just momentary rocks off satisfaction.”
“I see.”
“No you don’t see Joe. You can’t know. You’re a good man. That night in the Embassy I was torn and frayed and you held me and stroked my back. You did it because you liked me and you want me to like you. You value me. You value my opinion of you. If I think you’re a good person then you feel you’re a good person.
You like being with me without wanting anything physical from me. Not like a young Mirconian man. Desperate to have sex with anyone. You just did it, stroked my back.
So I felt safe and went to sleep on your shoulder. First decent sleep I’d had in ages.
The thing is those Mirconian thugs could never do that. They get bored easily. Give them a woman and they want sex. If they can’t get it up then they feel less of a man.
They take their frustration out on the woman. They torture instead. People are things to them. So they think they own this thing and its theirs to have sex with. Have miles of big fun with. Amusement. Or if they….Something to stop the boredom.”
“Oh.”
“Is that all you can say? Oh?”
“Sorry. Can I put my arm round you?”
“In a space suit? Can you actually get your arm round me with all this gear?”
“Hold hands then. Do you like it?”
“Of course I like holding your hand.”
“I meant…”
“I know. Do I like feeling a man’s body between my legs. Do I like having total power over them. I suppose I should say no. Be high minded and civilised about it.
But I do. I like taking revenge. It’s a secret revenge because they don’t know I’m doing it. What I really want is to do it to the Junta. Or maybe just to the Generals here.
After they’re defeated militarily. I want to see the fear on their faces. Feel them tremble. Give them one final humiliation. Let them know…..Well…I don’t know. But yes, I suppose I do enjoy it. I’ve become some sort of…Oh Joe. Is that the Mirconian ship?”
Joe stared at the dark portion of the Gas Giant. There was the usual fireball leaving a streak of sparks in its wake. Another victim of the Thunderbirds. Another battle between two brave pilots. Another death.
“”Yes. That’s a Mirco ship. Bibi…Did you ….Um….Did you look inside my brain?”
“Joe. Of course not. Joe. You’re a good man Joe. You are.”
“Well…”
“Joe….I could never….Look are you still in comms? Can you show me the latest news of Mirconium?” She was changing the subject.
“Yes…Um….” Joe “thought” at his controls. A screen appeared in the vacuum before their helmets.
“…….out on the platform at the end of the hall. These chief leaders of the Junta try to smile, try to stand proud and tall. But nothing can hide their exhaustion. General Gervaise is supposed to be conducting secret military matters. But rumour of his hospitalisation in….
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“….parades are much more muted than previously. We still have the formation flying to amuse the crowds, but these are all atmosphere jet aeroplanes, not space fighters.
So can we assume that…..”
“….that Earth still refuses shared government of Al Banduq and demands the withdrawal of all…”
“….spokesman said the Mirconian Police could no longer break up unofficial demonstrations because of a shortage of manpower in…..
“Thanks Joe.”
“For what?”
“Holding my hand. Your Alicia is very lucky.”
“Are you…? Do you have anyone?”
“No. I don’t have anyone.”
“I thought that embassy driver.”
“In his dreams. He was as bad as the Junta. He couldn’t wait for me to coax it out of the swine. He used to try beating them up and things. Useless of course. But he was a good body guard.”
“Oh”
“But I will. I will have someone. I’m going to look for the perfect man and settle down. Have children. And if he doesn’t exist than I think I’m going to be an artist.
Maybe a sculptor.”
“Good for you. You know I wondered if I could….
There was someone shuffling over the ice with a torch, wearing a cheap civilian suit that couldn’t fly. “Cooee Mate. Joe? Is that you My Dear? Who’s your sheila in the new clobber? Now don’t pretend. I can perv a hornbag’s dudes a mile off.”
“Halo Dorothy. This is Bibi. She’s come to interview the prisoners. This is Dorothy and she lives here.”
“G’day Bibi. Oh yes ya beut. I was a slug chopper. Cut em into yellow bricks till the brown-eyed mullets swam up the gurgler. Rats it was. Hell west and crooked since.
My dear, them Mircos were strangling darkies on the office floor. Dumping coils like a rabid kelpie with the squats.”
“We’ve got em cleaning the place up now,” said Joe.
“To right, what the drongos need. None of ‘em got a brass razoo though. And they got nowhere to hit the sack. Not a scratcher between ‘em. They got zonked they just crashed like a dero. Never got a fair suck of the sav. We felt sorry for ‘em. Couldn’t come the raw prawn. Just larrikins some of ‘em. The head dags used to keep all the food and air. Real Bondi cigars they were. We used to sneak air and grub to the young ones. All we could do for ‘em, Poor Dears. Terrified they were. Twitching like slugs in the abattoir. Galahs shooting their own shadows. Even donged their own dunny budgie. Really came a gutser. That’s the wreck there.” Dorothy pointed to a Mirconian shuttle half buried in the ice. She wiped some snow from her visor and went on.
“A cobber dobber grassed to the walopers. They spit the dummy, mad as cut cane snakes. Then the mongrel off the top of the waza come down from High Trwehitt for a gander. A right figjam he was. He lines the ockers up. Chucks a wobbly on how he ain’t chuffed at their whack on the ute and they’re cactus. Gives em a right gob full.
Shuts em in the abattoir. So any tick it’s a dead cert he’s going to cream em. Well Leo 5
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The Tinny, he’s a true blue hero round here, Leo says we give em a fair crack of the whip. So Leo and me gets up the back passage. We only gets to half. They’re like stunned mullets. But we gives em a dilly of air, nosh and adams and tells ‘em buzz off to the mula. Leo figures they get swaggie out back of Bourke then Earth Marines could fossick the black stump for ‘em. Don’t know if they made it. Poor sods. Like bandicoots on a burnt ridge. Karked it most like.”
“That was very brave of you.” Said Bibi.
“We do have patrols out looking for stragglers like that.” Said Joe
“Only half though. They got the big bounce from a standover man. He gave ‘em lead injections and dropped em down the thunder box. In the abattoir seppo now. Waiting for the garbo I guess”
“Then we’d better get em out.” Said Joe. “Use the bodies for evidence if they ever get a war crimes going.”
“And treat the remains with proper dignity.” Said Bibi.
“They need that” said Dorothy. “Never got diddly squat when they were alive. You know those officers even shot at Sa’d M’alik when he was out down the steam pipes.
Really shite. Didn’t hit him though. Couldn’t hit their own strides with piss if they were wearing ‘em. Mind you, the state of their suits, wouldn’t show if they did. They messed up everything they touched.”
“Well, some of the prisoners are tidying the place up now.” Said Joe
“I know. I know. It’s only fair. But I’ve got to make tracks. I’ve the donk to start down the reactor.”
“Yes” said Bibi. “We must be on our way as well.”
“Of course My Dears. Of Course. But if you ever want to have a naughty. I mean, I’ve got my unit back now. Still a dogs breakfast, but if you lob in sometime, chew the fat, then no worries. But call me an old chook, I don’t want to yaber a load of cods wallop. But, thing is, if you two ever got pash to push percy in the clam, your welcome to get nuddy under my doona anytime….But the furphy is you blokes got your doodle drugged? Can’t crack a fat on duty?”
“I’m afraid so.” Said Joe.
“Just have to munch the muff then. Get peckish on percy. Make it corroboree time for the norks and spuds.”
“Is it that obvious?” asked Joe.
“You’re both walking too close together to be just mates My Dears. Now I got to shoot through.”
“We’ll see you later Dorothy.” Said Joe. “Maybe.”
“Come on” said Bibi. “I have work to do. In that dome I think.” She was changing the subject. She was good at it. Away from romance. Back to the real world.
Romance? With a woman who could hold your head and…Joe wasn’t sure.
Was he scared? Of Bibi?
Inside the dome the Mirco’s were being lined up in front of desks made from old boxes. At each desk a marine was doing his best to get some sort of sensible answer.
“I’ll see you later” said Bibi. “Might even take up Dorothy’s offer.” Joe made to answer but she was already off speaking to a Major.
“Hey Joe. Can you fix this camera? I want it to pick up the guy standing in front of the desk but it keeps floating sideways.”
“Oh. Yeah OK.” Joe stopped watching Bibi and went to see the interviewer’s camera.
He reached up and twisted the stabilisers. “That should work for a bit. You really need to get the vortexes tuned.”
6
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“Now don’t you never mind that durn cameral.” It was a Mirconian officer. They were all complaining. Not like the men who seemed to enjoy their officer’s humiliation. “I do be a Major see. An I can’t be coopeyin down with this yer rabble. I der want me own bed an that. Half o’ they do most like want to do I in.” Another way to tell officers was by their greater height and weight compared to the half starved cancer ridden troops.
“Now ee listen yer. I baint none of they rabble. An I baint gonna bide with ‘em. I needs a bed an my own bog. An there’s the food. Ee dursn’t spect I ter eat that thur muck?”
“Be quiet please and wait your turn, thank you.” Said a Marine who looked like he would like to do a lot more than stand there and be polite.
“Please could you tell me your name?” asked another interviewing officer.
“Arfur” said a Mirconian trooper.
“And your rank?”
“Trope”
“And your address?
“You what?”
“Where do you live? Your home on Mirconium.”
“Thighbone Swamp Sugar ‘state.”
“Is there anyone you want us to contact? To let them know you’re OK”
“Oh arr. Ar Muh an Dada.”
“And where do they live?”
“Down ‘ome. Thighbone. Labour Lines down back the mill. Ar Dada do trukin and ar Muh do trashin.”
“And what’s their phone number?”
“Phone? They baint got non o that.”
Then an argument started.
It started in several places at once. Three places in the dome where Joe was, and in the other domes. All of them. At the same time.
Joe saw three Mirco’s stand up and just go berserk. A few more started kicking. They fell over. They punched and writhed and bit and tore at the other prisoners.
Then more. Joe couldn’t tell who was berserk and who was acting in defence.
“Shoot them.” shouted Bibi “Shoot them now. Hurry.” Joe saw the nearest berserker had pulped his knuckles by punching the floor.
“What?” said a Captain looking at Bibi “What’s up with her?” Another nutter tried to bite at a box. It was too big for his mouth. But his jaw muscles wrenched his jaws apart anyway. His jaw full of broken teeth hung on his neck.
Flapping as he ran after a new victim.
Three nutters tore into each other. Bits of blood soaked skin and clothing were flung over everyone.
Prisoners were backing away. Shouting. Falling over. Scrambling over each other.
Looking for somewhere to hide. To escape from their maddened comrades.
“Don’t go near them.” Bibi was shouting “Stay away from them.” But it was too late.
Marines had waded through the prisoners to try and hit the nutty ones on the head.
“Get our men away from the prisoners.” Shouted Bibi. “Shoot those nutty ones.”
“All fall back” shouted a Major. “Needles to sleep. Aim for the active ones. Fire. And again. Fire.”
Joe could hear the Colonel speaking to the other domes. It was happening there as well.
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The berserkers subsided into sleep. A sort of sleep full of violent twitches. More like fits than sleep.
Then they were still.
Or maybe they were dead.
There were a lot of dead and wounded.
It didn’t make sense to Joe. Why would they tear into each other like that?
The remaining prisoners had nowhere to run. Weren’t sure what they were running from. They stood waiting.
The Marines just stood watching. Everyone was taut. On edge.
But nothing happened.
Even the screamers subsided into moaners. Then the a few Mirco’s got a bit of courage back and started shouting, making demands.
“I’m sorry. You’re Bibi?” It was the Colonel himself. “Can you explain this?”
“Yes Sir. The Junta have developed a crowd control technique. They fire hypos into the crowd. The drug makes them go mad. They tear apart anything in sight till they burn out and die of exhaustion. It uses part of the crowd to destroy the other part of the crowd. I suspect some of these troops had the drug inside them. In an implant. It may have been done in case of mutinies Sir.”
The Mirco’s were shouting more. Starting to argue with each other. Taunting the impassive Marines.
“Was it set of by a signal?” asked The Colonel.
“Yes Sir. Probably from close by. I mean somewhere on Al Banduq.”
“Right. Did you hear that at Fleet?” The colonel was speaking on his skull phone.
“So why wasn’t I informed of this beforehand? Did it not occur to anyone they may use civil disturbance weapons in a war? Right. Yes. Yes. That makes sense. Make it a fleet wide instruction. Comms?” The Colonel turned to Joe. “Broadcast this please.” Joe got the new instruction in his brain and broadcast it round Snitter.
“New orders. To counter the threat of weapons secretly implanted inside Mirconian Prisoners. From now on all Mironians will be rendered unconscious until they can be medically examined in a prison hospital. I know it means extra work hauling unconscious bodies around, but I don’t want to take chances.”
“Thanks.” The Colonel went back to his staff.
Bibi went after him to explain the situation a bit more.
One of the marines threw a stun grenade into the air. It hovered at the middle of the dome. The prisoners were watching it nervously. The grenade burst. The prisoners shouted as the cloud of tiny needles headed for them. They tried beating the needle back with their hands. Tried hiding behind someone. But in seconds they were all dopey, drooping, sitting, sleeping.
Joe went to help straighten the bodies out before the stretchers came in.
He bent over one of the Mirco’s.
Joe stretched out his right arm.
The prisoner’s eyes opened. The prisoner looked sleepy. Then strange. Sort of puzzled. Sort of terrified.
Joe noticed an orange cloud. More red really. Like blood.
It was just above the prisoner’s chest.
The cloud grew.
The cloud was up to his arm.
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Joe was awake. He tried to open his eyes.
The lids were full of something sticky. Made thing blurry. He couldn’t move his right hand. So he moved his left. Felt round his eyes to wipe away the crud. He must have been asleep for ages to have that much muck in his eye. He had some sort of hat on as well.
He could see a white ceiling. It seemed to be white.
Joe could hear something as well.
“Joe? Can you hear me?”
Joe tried to open his mouth. He felt his tongue against his teeth. He tried to speak.
“Uh…” his mouth felt like the insides of a crocodile’s jock strap. A gorilla’s armpit.
Drier than a dead dingo’s donger in a drought. Hotter than a….something.
Like lots of things he couldn’t remember.
Or who had said them.
Had Joe said them? Had others said….Said what? What was it he was trying to remember?
“Joe. It’s me Tremonisha.”
“Uh Tremie?” No this was a dream or something.
“Wake up Joe. Joe come on. Its time to wake up. Open your eyes. Don’t try to move your arms or anything. Just open your eyes.”
“Oh. Uh. Where…?”
“Your on a hospital ship. You had an accident to your arm.”
“My eyes….”
“I’ll dim the lights. Is that easier?”
“I think so.”
“There was an explosion. It hurt your arm. At Snitter on Al Banduq.”
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“Snitter. Bibi.”
“You have had a message from someone called Bibi. You can see it soon.”
“You? Tremonisha?”
“Yes it me”
“How did you….?”
“I’m a doctor here on the ship. I saw it was you and asked to be here when you woke up.”
Joe looked around. It was a cheap plastic cabin. The cheap deck on a liner. Probably very hygienic without much in the way of plush fittings.
“But I was on Mars. Our son said you were on a cruise liner….”
“Yes I was. This cruise liner. The Mbuzikazi Cele. They commandeered it and now it’s a hospital ship.”
“He’s had a sex change you know, our son. I don’t think he should have.”
“Joe this is not the time or place to arg….To discuss it.”
“Oh….You said my arm?”
“Yes. I’m afraid this is a new arm. Your old one was blown off.”
“Its not titanium is it? Titanium bone? Have they…?”
“Stop worrying. Its just ordinary bone. Why would anyone use titanium?”
“Oh….Nothing.”
“It’s just the same as your old arm except its newly grown so it could take a while to learn how to use it.”
“Right. New nerves and things. You’re gorgeous.”
“Thank you.. But so is everyone these days. If you have the money.”
“I mean. Your eyes. You’re a good person. You’re gorgeous. I know you’ll get me through.”
“And you Joe. Can you remember what happened to your arm?”
“My arm? I was in the dome. Prisoners. Prisoners were…Were fighting. Mirconian prisoners being questioned. They started fighting. I’m not sure after that.”
“Do you remember Snitter?”
“Yes.”
“Remember what it looked like? How you got there?”
“Yes.”
“We have also fixed all your cancers. You were riddled with them. What have you been doing?”
“I did a lot of work in a space suit. Outside the ship.”
“You were part of the Dauntless rescue weren’t you?”
“Yes. Its not only that though.”
“Well I’m glad you’re awake OK. I think your memory is OK. Your brain waves are fairly normal. Well, normal for you anyway. Now I must go, and you must rest. I’ve got work and the nurses want to see to your arm. OK?”
“But”
“I’ll be back this evening. We can have a long talk. OK?
“OK.”
The nurses smiled. Joe smiled back. He was prodded and washed. Things were stuck in and pulled out. He drank some water. He ate a sandwich.
He tried to move his right arm. It would twitch a bit. Still there were loads of tubes and bracelets and things, holding his arm in a plastic cradle. The skin was brand new with no wrinkles or hairs or anything. The rest of him looked really battered in comparison. Maybe it was time to have a complete new body. How old was it now?
Seventy? Eighty? Less than a hundred. Probably. He couldn’t remember.
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Couldn’t remember having his arm blown off either.
Maybe Bibi’s message would help. Joe got a nurse to plug the lead into his skull. He closed his eyes and saw Bibi.
“Hey Joe. They say you should come round in a few days. I hope you’re all OK. All of you that is. I’m not good at this sort of message. I guess you want to know what happened. Do you remember the berserkers? They would have had their drug implants set off to make them mad and stack whoever was nearby. Luckily it was mostly other prisoners who were hurt. Then they were all made unconscious and you went to help move the bodies. Remember? Well the Mirco you were leaning over had a bomb in his lung. I don’t suppose he knew bout it. It would have been put in during a routine medical or a torture session or something. I suppose he was a bit breathless afterwards. It was developed as an anti personnel weapon. They would catch the member of some group that was anti Junta. He’d get the routine torture. He’d have the bomb put in and they’d put a sensor on his optic nerve. That way they could watch whatever he saw. He’d be released and when his handler saw he was with the group they’d detonate the bomb. I had no idea they were putting it in soldiers. I suppose it’s obvious with hindsight. They would plan that sort of thing in case of a mutiny or coup or something.
I don’t think there’s any depth they won’t go to.
Anyway this bomb went off. Maybe someone was watching you bend over him through his optic sensor. Luckily you were in a suit that deflected most of the shrapnel. One of the marines fired a hull sealer over your shoulder. I thought he was crazy as the Mirco’s but apparently all that goo sealed up your blood vessels and stuff and kept you alive. I wanted to go with you on the shuttle, but the colonel wanted me to explain things. Your friends in Comms came up with a search programme to find the signal from the optic nerve sensors. There were a few more in the dome at Snitter and probably many more in the Mirco forces. I’m trying to imagine what else they could have come up with. It’s like wishing myself into insanity.
Well I can’t tell you where I am or what I’m doing. But if I zoom the camera back a bit things could look familiar. And there’s someone else here to wish you all the best.
We both send you all our love. And we both hope to see you when this nonsense I over. Bye. Get well soon.”
The camera zoomed back and panned a bit. It was the Commander’s cabin on the Vengeance. There was the Commander’s bright red hair.
“Hi Joe. Its me. Uh Pernell. All the best. And um…well, all my love.” Joe always thought of her as the Commander, but now he remembered her name was Pernell.
Just before the image flickered back to become the insides of his eyelids, he had seen something. He ran back a few seconds. Yes. Bibi and the Commander of the Vengeance were holding hands.
Joe wasn’t sure how to feel about that. They were both great people. He liked them.
Loved them. Loved Bibi anyway. But they were too….what. Too Big? Too individual? Too self centred? They could never be part of a couple. They could only be individuals. Or was Joe just not man enough for them? Or was that a male fallacy?
He certainly couldn’t have made mad passionate love now with his libido turned off.
Bibi didn’t mind that though. Did she? Would he see them again?
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Could men and women ever be just friends?
He didn’t believe much in premonition. He just had a feeling he wouldn’t see either of them. Not soon anyway.
There was nothing from Alicia. Probably nothing to worry about. She would be sending to the Fighting 55th, not to a hospital ship. She’d worry when she found out.
He’d have to send something now. Let her know he was OK.
“Right Joe. How are you?” Said Tremonisha as the cabin door slid open.
“OK. I think….”
“So. You weren’t born slippy. I thought you had a nice safe job in the Colonial Office. How did you get into all this nonsense?”
“Nonsense? Well, I was in the reserves. Ex navy, you know.”
“You surveyed new worlds. You didn’t go round killing people.”
“Well. The Mirconian Secret Service tried to kill me.”
“What?”
“With a sort of missile thing. It looked like a piece of wire. It was sent after me by some of their secret service. Do you remember that Mirconian ship at Earths Moon?
The condemned one where the crew weren’t paid? Well that was their base. They were killing off everyone who had been down to Al Banduq or Chimbuzi. They thought it would help their invasion I suppose. Anyway I was on the beach at Cape Maclear, that’s in Africa. There was Alicia, on the beach, she saw this thing falling from the sky and pushed me out of its way. The two agents then put a bomb under my house. Luckily it fell off before exploding. Then they crashed a truck into the office. I told security and I got called up because I knew the area. I came out on the Vengeance.”
“Is this all true Joe?”
“Yes”
“It sounds….I remember that business with the truck. It was on the news. That means the war started before the John The Revalator was destroyed. Before they invaded Al Banduq.”
“Yes.”
“The media blame the Commander of the Vengeance for starting the fighting.”
“That’s wrong.”
“They say there could have been a negotiated peace if the Commander hadn’t gone crazy and destroyed the John The Revelator? Why did he do it?”
“It was a she. The Commander was a woman. She had orders from Earth COMCEN
via FLEET.”
“No. The media say……”
“The media are lying. It was direct orders from Earth. I was there. I was Comms on the bridge. Its like someone on Earth wanted to start the war deliberately.”
“Why? The Mirconians would have left peacefully after a bit of negotiating. Does a slug farm mean that much to them?”
“I don’t know. Someone thought it was actually the United Planets planned it all.”
“I can believe anything of them. Power mad. But why?”
“The UP is a democracy. They don’t go torturing their people. The Mirconian Junta do. Getting rid of the Junta is a good thing to aim for.”
“So why does Earth have to do it and how is fighting over a slug farm going to get rid of the Junta?”
“I think maybe there could be a civil war. The Mirconian people could take their planet back.”
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“What about that mother ship of theirs? Its keeping out of the war. The Junta can use it to enslave the planet again after we’ve all left.”
“I know. Well no. I don’t know. I just try to guess at the truth.”
“You’re right about the Mirconians though. The troopers are in dreadful condition.
They’ve been treated like dirt. They’re hungry. They have disease. They lack basic things like vitamins. The men still have to shave hair growths on their faces. The women menstruate. They’re like animals. They can’t live long like that.” Tremonisha looked sort of angry and sort of sad. It was a look Joe remembered and loved.
Tremonisha standing up for justice and humanity.
“They live about sixty or seventy years if they’re lucky.” Said Joe
“What? That can’t be.”
“It is. The rich are more like us.”
“I’ve worked on the officers. They’re a bit better, but all their implants are rubbish.
Really cheap. And old fashioned.”
“Have you found any with berserker drugs in them?”
“No. We were told to watch out. But that’s just an excuse to bring them here unconscious isn’t it?”
“No. I’ve been on the receiving end. That message from Bibi said I was hit by shrapnel from a bomb hidden in someone’s lung.”
“That’s ridiculous. No one would do that. Not even the Junta.”
“I think they would. She said it was something they did to released prisoners. They set the bomb off when they get back to their family or a bunch of rebels in hiding or something. Bibi thought they might do it in the army in case of mutinies or something”
“You’ve been there haven’t you? Mirconium?”
“Yes. I was there recently. Collecting sensitive docs from the Embassy registry.”
“So why couldn’t you have stayed doing a nice safe clerical job like that.”
“Well it wasn’t that safe. But….Anyway….Actually Mirconium isn’t that bad on the surface. Just everybody is so scared.”
“Really?”
“I’ve heard things that….Any way. How are you? Got a man yet?”
“After living with you? You’d put anyone off living with a man?”
“We were together for over a hundred years. It wasn’t that bad.”
“No. It was….It was OK. It was. I remember all the good times. When we went to Jupiter. I’ve still got that picture of us on Amalthea.”
“That was Saturn.”
“No it was Jupiter.”
“Well…” Joe couldn’t remember. “Anyway. It was a good time. We had a good marriage.”
“Yes.” Said Tremonisha “It was. You’re a nice man. That’s why I can’t understand why ….”
“Look. The Junta are the bad guys and I’m with the good guys. That’s it. Nice and simple.”
“You wouldn’t say that if you had to patch up the wounded. The waste of it all. Its insane fighting over a slug farm.”
“Well. Maybe you’re right.” Said Joe.
“There’s something else I’ve noticed about the Mirconians. That word they use all the time when they get excited.”
“You mean fulk or fork or something.”
“Yes. And you can’t say it either.”
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“Well….Its just trying to get the accent right.”
“I think it’s more than that. You see they are descended from older genetic stock. You see some of the first colonists there left Earth before modern medicine was really up and running. You and I are from modern Earth and we have many more artificial genes than they do. That’s why we are healthier and live longer. But…I know this sounds silly. Someone in the past wanted to stop us saying this word. Look let me write it down…There. I can say the letters, eff you kay, but I can’t pronounce the word. You try.”
“Well, its fulk isn’t it?”
“No. I haven’t put an ell there.”
“Folk? Fork? Fark?”
“You can’t do it. None of us can. Someone long ago actually wanted to stop us saying that word. So they actually altered our brains. And we pass this alteration on from generation to generation. The thing is if we have genes forbidding us to say a word, then it’s altering the way we think. It’s altering the way we plan or imagine things.
We are controlled.”
“Its only one word. What does it mean anyway? Does it mean anything?”
“Its not in the Earth records. The closest I can find is a language called Old Swedish.
Its something to do with breeding horses.”
“Weird.”
“On Mirconium it means making love. Or more accurately it implies that someone should go away and make love instead of whatever they are doing. It’s a strange concept. It’s a concept that would never occur to us. But what else is there? Our thoughts could be controlled in many ways we don’t know about. There could be hundreds of words or concepts that never occur to us.”
“I see. Or maybe the opposite.”
“Meaning what?” she said.
“I don’t know. Ideas that someone wants us to have. Or someone generations ago wanted us to have. I don’t know.”
“You’er tired. I shouldn’t be bothering you.” She said.
“Its OK. I still think of you, you know. Our life together was wonderful.”
“You know we only remember the good bits.”
“I know. There were lots of good bits. The thing is I trust you Tremonisha. I trust you with my life.”
“I know Joe. But we can’t go back. We had the past. It was a wonderful past. It still is a wonderful past. But we can’t go back to the past. Let’s just carry on remembering the good times. You should think about building your future. Thinking about making that as good as the past. Or making it better. Now you rest. I’ll see you later. Shall I turn the screen on?”
“Yes please. Something quiet.”
“Right. I’ll leave you with, um….A travel programme about, um Saturn. Nice music.” She said.
“Thanks.”
“I’ll drop by later.”
She left. Joe watched. Joe got bored. He got curious. He turned on a news channel.
It was awful.
“…….small shuttle full of injured being brought to this temporary hospital. In the sky above the marines are using trucks and box handlers to collect the falling bodies
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before they crash into the ground. Many of these tumbling Marines falling from the sky are still alive and….”
“……two liners crashing onto the ice bound surface of Al Banduq. It seems Earth seriously miscalculated the number of fighters Mirconium had available to stop this landing….”
“….the loss of an Earth destroyer hit while being used as a ferry instead of defending Trewhitt Steads from attack….
“…allegations that Earth Marines pressed ahead with the landings before the Navy had put up a fighter screen. A screen to protect the vulnerable liners full of Earth Troops. Liners that were stationary above the surface while the troops disembarked.
Liners that presented a huge stationary target. There is also the possibility that Mirconian fighters were hiding in the rings making it almost impossible for the Navy to spot them before they shot out of hiding to attack the liners….”
“….should never have disembarked the Earth infantry before air defence lasers and missiles had been set up to guard the landing zone. Was Earth in to much of a hurry to take these normal precautions…”
“…..is not actually a defeat for Earth. Five thousand Earth Marines are on the ground. The Mirconians have lost most of their remaining fighters. But it is a very hard won victory. What Earth hoped would be an unopposed landing has become a blood bath. Apparently Mironian forces had deserted Truwhitt Steads, which is why the Earth Marines thought they could land there unopposed. We must now ask ourselves if this was a Mirconian trap….”
“….Junta are trying to portray the Trewhit Steads landing as a victory for the small underdog against overwhelming Earth forces. They seem resigned to eventual defeat but hope to maintain their dignity…..”
“….are wondering why the Junta have stopped using their black hole weapons. Just a few black holes at Trewhitt Steads could have totally destroyed….” Joe remembered Bibi said she was doing something about their Black Hole establishment with the Vengeance. Joe guessed Sarge would have a hand in it and wondered where they were now.
The pictures on the screen were repeated over and over again. Liners hanging motionless against the swirling back drop of the Gas Giant. Marines jumping out of shuttles and flying to set up their gear. Fighters coming one by one, low over the icy ground. Shouts. Lasers. Explosions. Liners lit up by their own glowing interiors.
Fireballs and sparks streaming from holes in their sides. Wreckage and bodies and bits of bodies raining down. Ammunition going off as it fell.
Chaos.
Then more fighters. This time the Marines were ready. This time Mirco fighters were trying to dodge through a wall, a lace curtain, of lasers and missile trails. Fighters missing their targets. Fighters crashing into the ice. Eruptions of liquid gas. Frozen splashes like giant flower petals, clustered round the tunnel the wreckage had melted into the frozen ground.
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The frightening beauty of high tech death.
“…..have at last recovered from the disastrous landings. Earth forces have advanced from Snitter to Silverside. With the landings at Trewitt Steads on the other side of High Trewhitt they have the North Pole effectively surrounded. The Mirconian garrisons at Windyside, Lorbottle and Low Trewhitt have surrendered without a fight.
It now seems that Earth Marines are just one mountain range away from final victory at High Trewhitt….”
“Joe? You shouldn’t be watching this.” Said Tremonisha at the door. “I told you to rest and watch something nice.” She changed channels to a ballet performance.
“How long before I can get back?”
“Back? Back to what?”
“The Fighting 55th.”
“Don’t be silly. You’re going to Earth. We need this cabin for the latest batch of wounded. Hundreds of them.”
“I need to go back. Be there at the end.”
“Why? It’s all almost over. You’ll be no good to anyone with an arm you can’t move properly.”
“I can move my fingers now. But they won’t want me for fighting. I should….”
“What?”
“I don’t know. I just think I should be there.”
“Joe. It will be a few weeks before your arm is back to normal. You would be a liability on the battlefield. The war is almost over now. Haven’t you done enough? No one will call you a coward if that’s what’s bothering you.”
“My friends. I should…”
“I hear the Vengeance is heading back to Earth for a refit. The Fighting 55th are staying at Silverside to rest and re-arm. So if you did go back to an old unit you wouldn’t be in at the end anyway.”
“Well….”
“Joe. I know you’re faithful. You were faithful to me. You want to be faithful to the military. But really, you should go to Earth and be faithful to Alicia. She’ll be worried. Bibi will be worried if you’re back at the front. I will be worried.”
“How did you know about…?”
“Alicia? It’s in your records. Next of kin.”
“Has Bibi gone back on the Vengeance?”
“I don’t know. She doesn’t seem to be on record anywhere.”
“No.”
“Who is she?”
“I used to know her. We met while I was surveying down here. She worked for the Earth Government. I suppose now she’s a sort of diplomat. A researcher or something.”
“Well….Do you love her?”
“No….Well…Maybe.”
Well do you want to live with her? Make her pregnant? Bring up children?”
“No…No, never”
“You feel you ought to be faithful?”
“Just friendly.”
“If you don’t make her your lover you’ll end up arguing. Like you and I do. Like all men and women who care for each other. Sex or arguments. Perhaps both. It’s the
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human condition. You have another life before you with Alicia. Live it. Don’t try to live old lives at the same time. Let the past be. No man can serve two masters. Or mistresses.”
Joe was too tired to know if Tremonisha was really wise or talking rubbish.
But she seemed wise and caring.
That’s why he had loved her.
- 9 -

Like Ice Like Fire
Chapter 22 Bibi
CHAPTER 22 BIBI
“Hey Joe. Well as you know the war is sort of over. As you see I am at last out of a space suit. I have just had a bath in real water in my own en suite bathroom. I am on board the Zheng He. It’s parked just above High Trewhitt as an accommodation block. Not for long though, because the owners want it back. That means big contracts for whoever gets to build barracks and stuff on the surface. It’s going to cost Earth a fortune to stay here, but they can’t really leave after having fought for the place.
It’s a bit embarrassing me being here. I’m sure everyone on board sees me as a porn queen who’s suddenly going to strip off and render some poor bloke a gibbering idiot.
So here is my naked body. Take a good look because I’m going to change it. That way I can hide. I just want to make a new start with a new body. People wont look on me as a famous freak.
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And I’m tired with being black.
There’s a hospital at Lun near Ulaanbaatar that does a great colour. It’s a sort of deep copper. But the skin shines so the copper changes colour slightly with the light. That’s as well as the usual light and shadow, you know. Have you seen anyone like that? It’s quite a new idea. Anyway I rather fancy the thought of that. I think my curves would look great. Well you know.
Anyway, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be flaunting myself on camera this way. I suppose I want to think that you still find me attractive. Despite knowing what I do. What I did.
Anyway I shall stop dancing about in the nude and put a gown on.
There. I’m now respectable. Or as respectable as I’m ever going to be.
Well I suppose you want to know about the war. Know what excitement you missed.
Well there wasn’t much of that. Just mistakes and deaths.
I told you what happened after your arm got blown off. We got all the prisoners scanned and shipped out and we carried on tidying the place up. There were a few new arms dumps we discovered buried in the ice and those wrecked shuttles had to be made safe.
Any way I went to Silverside with the 55th. It was fairly uneventful. We flew over.
We took up positions round Silverside. The Mirco conscripts ran so we took their positions. Then they ran further and we took more positions. Eventually there was just the Main domes left with us wondering what to do next.
So we got on to all their frequencies and asked them to surrender. Then we got a reply from the officers. The Mirco Colonel wanted to surrender in style with a procession of his men onto the ice and him giving orders to lay down their weapons. He wanted to be dignified. I think if he’d had a band and banners and flags he’d have been really happy. I guess he joined the army for the pageantry, not to kill people.
Well, we let him do all the marching and saluting and stuff. Then we told ‘em to march past and dump all their hand weapons in a big heap. Then we lined ‘em all up and we rendered them all unconscious and started loading them onto shuttles. Then we thought there was some sort of trick attack because there were still loads of them inside the domes. Well I spoke to them. Normally. No trickery in case you wondered.
It seemed these people didn’t have suits. They did have suits to begin with but they stopped working and they were breaking these suits up for spares to keep their other suits going. They hadn’t brought any spares from Mirconium. Or if they did they were still stuck at High Trewhitt.
It was then your friend Dorothy phoned. She said she had a friend at Trewhitt Steads and all the Mircos had pulled out of Trewhitt Steads. Well that made some sort of sense to consolidate their positions at High Trewhitt. Anyway I told FLEET. They sent over the Vengeance to collect me. The Sarge and I went to talk to the locals at Trewhitt Steads and we found it was true. The Mirco’s had all left. Left all their usual rubbish behind them as well.
So the Sarge and I laid out beacons in a landing pattern.
Well as you will have seen on the News it all went wrong.
I think The Marines were in a hurry. You know what they’re like. Very competitive.
And I suppose they wanted to land unopposed in case the Mircos came back. The thing is they landed before FLEET had set up a fighter screen. And the Marines’
infantry landed before the ground-based screen was running. I mean they landed the missiles and lasers but they hadn’t got the network set up properly. Another half hour and we would have slaughtered the fighters. But as you know the fighters appeared from nowhere. Well, out of the rings actually. They came in low and they hit the liners. And a destroyer.
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It was awful. A shambles.
Well, you will have seen that on the news.
I actually used a box handler to try and catch the men as they were falling. They were falling slowly in that gravity. Well, you know that. But there were lots I didn’t get to in time. I could hear them on the comms. They were just chatting. Saying what was happening to them. They even joked. You know the stuff. “I’m not frightened of dying, any time will do, I don’t mind. Why should I be frightened of dying? There’s no reason for it, you’ve gotta go sometime.” You know the sort of thing. But even in low grav, if you fall for long enough you build up speed and…
Well you know.
Well, after that we got set up and the next wave of fighters were destroyed.
They must have been brave. And skilled. They were incredibly low for the speed.
They just flashed by. But we had a full screen up by then, so they all died as well.
I think they are still trying to work out how many people died in this war. And when they do work it out I expect they’ll keep it quiet.
Well, we went slowly then. Our strategy was to keep the Mircos surrounded and build up our forces to just overwhelm them before too many more got killed. There were raids on their outposts and I got to question the prisoners. Normally this time. Then they were sent unconscious to our hospital ships. The Vengeance’s last job was to plant more bugs at High Trewhitt and send messages over all the Mirco wavelengths telling them how to surrender. Put down their weapons, put their hands in the air and maybe wave a white flag. Though how you wave a flag in zero atmosphere I don’t know. Well I do know, but it’s not easy.
Well, then the Vengeance went back to Earth. I rather miss the crew. I suppose you do as well. Do you? They all remember you all right. They want to invite you to their reunions. Will you go?
Well, anyway, some of the Junta were resigned to defeat. But others in the Junta thought we weren’t attacking because we were out of supplies. They thought they could still win and refused to take back the prisoners we were holding.
At the same time we thought High Trewhitt was running out of supplies and didn’t know why more of them didn’t surrender.
Well it turns out that Mirco freighters were getting through to High Trewhitt all the time.
They were coming up the Wreigh Burn and the Back Burn very slowly. They really were at ground level. Hiding between the ice peaks and geysers. The thing is our censors were only programmed to report things in the sky and moving fast. Otherwise there was too much interference from the geysers and snowfalls. That Spout Hill
“volcano” was always causing FLEET havoc. Every now and then it would shoot out some really large lump of ice and the Thunderbirds would be sent to destroy it. And there were icebergs dropping out of the rings. Any way High Trewhitt was still being supplied right up till the last day.
But it was your ex wife Tremonisha who got moving with the prisoners. I suppose in a way its lucky you lost your arm.
Well I don’t mean that…You know what I mean.
You told her who I was. She asked me who to speak to on Mirconium to set it up.
Then she did the deal to move Mirco prisoners from our hospital ship to their hospital ship.
That was all in secret of course. I mean our ship meeting their ship without both sides killing each other.
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Well anyway the Junta wouldn’t let the prisoners land on Mirconium. They still didn’t want a load of disgruntled troopers telling the people the truth. But their media started to rebel and were telling the truth anyway. There was already talk of a new government and the Grandmothers of the missing were on permanent vigil.
Well, at High Trewhitt the Mircos were getting really nervous. There were our raids and messages over their wavelengths.
And their weapons started to break down. They had a few missiles falling back on them whenever they tried to shoot at a Thunderbird. They had almost no supply and repair facilities. The troopers didn’t even have kit to look after their own suits. Several died because of leaks. Usually in their sleep. We could see they were burying quite a few.
And their officers started to get worried about what we would do to them when they were captured. They started being nice to the scared conscripts. They stopped looting.
They shared out food and everything. They tidied up all their mess and let the civvies go back to their own flats.
We didn’t have it all our own way though. The professional Mirco’s put in loads of positions that we had to fight all the way for. And their snipers were really good. We had quite a respect for them. That’s till we realised who and what they were sniping at in peacetime on Mirconium.
Well we took more and more of their positions and their officers asked permission to surrender.
The Junta finally agreed.
Well the professionals and officers surrendered in groups properly, but the conscripts just hid and we spent ages finding them.
I suppose you saw the surrender ceremony on the news. That was all set up for the media. It was chaos before hand trying to find the senior officers on their side and get them in position with our lot.
Well you know what I said I wanted to do to their commanders? Well when I finally met the big shot we recognised each other. He was a general I had already “had” so to speak. But the thing is he wasn’t one of the really bad ones. He killed people, but he didn’t like torture. He was kind to his family. He actually supported charities on Mirconium. And when he made love to me he was quite considerate. I mean he was still hung up on all that Oedipus Old Earth thing but he didn’t want to dominate me.
He just more or less did it out of politeness and curiosity.
And I think he was sent to run Al Banduq because the rest of the Junta thought he was a bit of an old woman. So in the end I sort of felt sorry for him. He was certainly sorry for himself. I think he could see what fools the junta had been.
Well meantime the Junta were refusing to take back the prisoners again. We wanted to send them as soon as possible but they were still afraid of what so many unemployed troopers would do to them.
There were some real junta supporters who thought the junta had betrayed them. The junta were failures. They demanded that the war start up again. They demanded weapons to do the job properly and they attacked the Earth media folk when they got to Mirconium. There were anti Earth riots going on at the same time as anti Junta riots.
Well it was the UP who persuaded the Junta to allow the prisoners back. Again it was me who told them who to contact. What their weaknesses were and all that. I suppose I did some good in my career as a femme fatal. Except the prisoners were all put into concentration camps.
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But with the new Junta taking over and promising free elections, then I suppose they will be able to go home at last.
I suppose you know the latest figures? We took about twelve thousand prisoners. We killed about a thousand of them and they killed about two hundred of us.
I must stop thinking of us and them now we are at peace.
Well I will be going back to help reopen our embassy. But then I am going to Earth to get a new body and a new life.
I don’t know if I’ll ever see you again Joe. I hope I do. Your one of those people who just pops up from time to time.
But you certainly won’t want me around if you are having a grand love affair with Alicia. I hope you are both happy. Maybe you and I will get together one day one day? Who knows.
Well bye and lots of love.”
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“Queue here to hand your suits in. Keep your bags with you. It won’t be long” called a Pretty Petty Officer.
Joe shuffled after the others in his bare feet. Naked men and women who just wanted to get home. And get there quickly. They just wanted the medical and go. But The Navy wanted suits handed in with all the records kept.
There was a woman with the sort of skin colour Bibi had talked about. Coppery.
There was another woman the same black colour Bibi was now. Joe wasn’t sure copper was better than black. But it was none of his business.
“Lets have your suit. Thanks. It’s a bit scratched.”
“I was at Al Banduq in that.” Said Joe.
“Oh” The quartermaster wasn’t impressed. Most of the people he’d seen today had done the same. Or more. “It says here you were issued one at Rose Red for use on the Vengeance. What happened to it?”
“I last saw it on the Zheng He. They said I had to have this one instead.”
“You should have left it on the Vengeance. That’s the ship it was issued for. Either there or here for onward return to Rose Red. Its an irregular transaction. I expect you’ll be phoned about it.”
“Right.”
“Next.”
Joe followed the rest into the medical section and queued again.
“Next. Put this into your naval please.” Said a doctor. “Connect this to your skull port.
Stand still. Wait a few moments. Wait. What is wrong with this thing?” The doctor hit the mankwala feed with his hand and Joe could feel the liquids enter the pouches in his abdomen. The doctor studied the graphs and numbers in the air in
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front of Joe “I suppose they’ll get a new one sometime.” He hit the mankwala feed again. “That should do. I should see your own doctor in a few days though. Just to be on the safe side.”
“Thanks” Joe unplugged himself and joined another queue for new overalls.
“This is awful.” Said a woman running her hands over her hips “I’m not going to light any fires looking like this.”
“Mi cyan help yuh with dat ya lagga head.” Said the Quartermaster “You too gravalicious an cubbitch for dis ya Navy clot. Galang bout yuh business. All dat labrish”
Joe was next at the counter.
“Cuyah, she gwan like she nice ee. Come yar grindsman, you got wood eh?. I elp yuh widdat clot now?”
“Yes please.” Said Joe
“Come flight bad in de morning, hackle to dis satellite. Den time longer dan rope if ya slevin fo Babylon. Dis ya clot man.”
“Thank you.”
“One love.”
Joe got out of the press of people and stood by a window to get dressed. Below was Africa. This station was right above the north shore of Lake Victoria. The water was blue. The land was mostly covered in concrete buildings. Marching in from the Atlantic right across the continent, and on out into the blue Indian Ocean. All the industry of Old Earth. The commercial heart of the old Empire. The difference between this and Mirconium was staggering. Judged by their standards there were no poor or sick on Earth at all.
Around him everyone was talking on their skull phones. Joe joined them
“Alicia? Alicia? Hi, its me.”
“Joe? Wow Joe. You’re on Earth net? Wow. Where are you?”
“In a ferry port over Africa. Queuing for a ferry.”
“Oh Joe. That’s great.”
“I love you.”
“Love you too. But I’m at work.”
“That’s OK. I’ll be ages yet.”
“But you’ll be home tonight?”
“Oh yes.”
“Oh wow Joe. How was the medical? I heard about them, you know. You can’t get a, you know.”
“I know. And its OK. Or it will be by then. I’m a bit tired at the moment. Did you get the carving I sent?”
“Oh yes. Someone sent it here from your office. It’s beautiful. It must be worth a fortune on Earth.”
“I just gave a few food coupons for it on Mirconium.”
“On Mirconium? Joe….”
“I must go now. I’ll tell you all about it when I get home.”
“Love you Joe.”
“And you. I’ve got to get on the ferry now. I’ll phone from Earth.” It seemed so slow. Getting down the tube. Down the isle. Finding a seat by a window.
(Lucky). Sealing hatches. Casting off. Powering up. Sinking down. Moving at hundreds of K’s. Earth did get bigger. Joe could see less of it in the window. But it was still slow.
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The ferry finally swooped down to Winam Gulf and slowly settled on a large barracks block. The place was centuries old. Left over from when Earth troops sailed away to police all the worlds. Proud regiments of Marines, long since amalgamated and disbanded as the Empire shrank.
“Alicia? I’m down. In Africa by Lake Victoria.”
“Wow Joe. Love you lots. I’m leaving work early to do some shopping.”
“Some what? What for?”
“A surprise.”
“I thought we had everything.”
“Not quite. You wait and see.”
“OK. It looks like I get a bus from here. There’s loads of em outside. I’ll phone later.”
“Love you.”
“Love you to. Bye.” Joe walked out of the barracks. Overhead the ring of geosync satellites round Earth stretched from horizon to horizon. The sky between was full, really full of craft. People and cargoes bound to and from the known Galaxy. Big and small. Sleek streamlined, and boxy or technical looking.
In front of the doors, sprinklers watered a green lawn that stretched to Lake Victoria and its speedboats and yachts sailing between the fish farm pens.
Earth was beautiful. Even here under the industry of the ring.
Joe walked to the line of buses along the lawns edge and found one with Cairo flashing on its loading ramp.
“Alicia? I’m on the bus. I think we’re heading for the Nile.”
“Hi Joe. I’m down town. There’s a shop here somewhere.”
“Loads of em. Which one are you looking for.”?
“Houghmagandie Andy. A friend at work suggested it. Says their stuff works wonders.
Its your surprise.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Oh yeah. Woops. I’ll say bye now. I think I see it.”
“Bye”
The Mountains of Ethiopia were on the right. The huge irrigated fields of Sudan were below. Green as far as the Lake Chad fish farms.
“Hey Joe? I’ve got it. I hope you like it.”
“Well if you told me what it was…”
“Once I get home I’ll give you a peek.”
“OK. Love you.”
“Love you too. I’ll say bye. The trains coming.”
“Bye. Love you.”
The mountains dropped away and Joe could see the heat haze over the Red Sea. Down below were all the irrigation dams along the Nile and its tributary canals.
“Hey Joe. Can you see me?”
“Oh yes.” Joe suddenly had her image down his optic nerves.
“I guess this is the way every space man wants to see his girl eh?”
“How did you guess?” She was standing in their house naked.
“Just a hunch. Just to test out your medication.”
“Its working fine.”
“Good. Now watch. This is it.”
Alicia stepped to the centre of a black mat on the floor. She pushed at it with her toes to turn it on. Her hair began to flow away from her head.
“Now look.” Alicia carefully raised one leg in the air. Then she raised the other. Her naked body floated above the mat
- 3 -
LAKES OF STARS
CHAPTER 23 LOVE MINUS ZERO
“Careful.”
“Wow. This is something. All of me is floating. Weightless. Wow this is fun.”
“You do look beutifull.”
“Thank you.” Alicia did a pose.
“I do love you. Look I’ve got to go. We’re just getting into Cairo station. Bye.” Joe walked down the isle, and onto the platform, his eyes getting used to reality instead of the virtual view of Alicia.
The station was crowded as usual, but this was almost home. Joe knew where the Jerusalem train was.
“Hi Love I’m on the train. I’ve got a seat.”
“Oh Joe….”
“What is it?”
“Ah…Um. The thing is, now I’m floating here I don’t know how to get down.”
“Oh”
“I can’t move. Joe I’m stuck.”
“Oh. I said be careful.”
“How do I get down Joe?”
“Did that switch thing have a timer?”
“Uh…I don’t know.”
“Did you read the instructions?”
“Well…Maybe not all of them.”
“Well…I’ll be home soon.”
“I can’t stay like this till then. Think of something”
“Um, ah, the thing is, uh, if it was water I suppose you could swim.”
“I’m in air, not water.”
“Then, er, maybe you could blow.”
“Blow?”
“Blow air out of your mouth. It would be like a rocket.”
“Oh?”
“If you aim right you could move your head down towards the carpet and turn the switch off.”
“Oh. Um OK.”
Joe could see her blowing “Its working. Blow a bit more.” Her head was moving down as she blew upwards. Her feet were slowly rising. She was turning on an axis somewhere in her hips, her centre of gravity.
“I can reach it.” Alicia grabbed at the rug and felt for the switch.
“Careful. Your standing…”
“Ahhhh”
“….on your head.”
“Not any more. Oh that hurts.” But it wouldn’t for long. Already the medicines and implants in her system were moving to repair the bruising.
“At least you’re down.”
“Are you laughing at me?”
“No.”
“You are. Oh Joe I’m sorry. I thought tonight we could, you know….”
“Hey we still can. We will.”
“But not how I planned.”
“ We’ll just have to work things out. Not go too high or something.”
“Oh I’m sorry. Do you still love me.”?
“Course I do. Don’t be silly.”
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“Oh dear.” Alicia was getting up. “I thought it would be a nice surprise”
“It was. Is.”
“Oh wow. I’ll fall back on plan two then.”
“Fall Back?”
“You are laughing.”
“No I’m not. Of course not. Come on. What was plan two?”
“A decent meal. I’ll get things started. Bye. See you soon.”
“Love you lots. See you soon.
The train rushed silently down its tube over the Delta and under the waves. For the first time ever, Joe thought he saw a large fish.
“I’m at the station”
“So am I”
They met
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“Of course you must wear your uniform. You look really good in Navy Blue.” Said Alicia.
“Oh. I don’t know. I’m a civvie really. There’s going to be lots of real Navy there.”
“You are real Navy.”
“I mean full time Navy.” Said Joe.
“It’s going to be full of UP Navy men who have never fired a shot in anger. Like my son for instance. I’ve told him all about you. He will expect to meet my hero in a uniform. A smart Navy Blue dress uniform.”
“I don’t know. What did the invite say?”
“I’ll show you again.” Alicia “thought” the invite up and sent it to Joes skull phone.
Joe saw the UP ambassador’s image once more. She was a tall lady with silver hair and a long silver gown.
“Hallo. As you know our Minister of Defence Procurement is visiting Earth to sign the first draught acquisition protocols for the Thunderbird Production Line contract.
This is just one more aspect of the ever-growing trust and cooperation between our two governments. To mark the occasion I want to invite you to a formal ball to be held on our visiting mother ship, The Liberty. I do sincerely hope you accept.”
The ambassador smiled. Her image was replaced by the small print. Security, times, transport.
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“Now come on Joe. Up you get.” Alicia was already wearing black knickers and watching her image in the mirror. She reached for a long black gown and held it in front of her. “I suppose black will be alright. The trouble is half the women there will be in black. It’s supposed to be a formal sort of colour.”
“Then wear the blue” Joe got off the bed and walked towards his best uniform, newly cleaned, on its hanger.
“Are you sure?”
“Oh Alicia. You look great in them all. What’s the problem?”
“You are useless. Alright. The blue, but…”
“But the orange suits you better.”
“You only saying that because I wore an orange bikini when we met.”
“Yes. What’s wrong with that? You look great.”
“I can’t wear orange to an embassy ball. It will have to be the blue.” Alicia slipped the flowing shimmering dress over her head. “Now you can see my knickers. Does that matter?”
“I only notice them because I’m looking. They’re black. Its not like they’re white or anything. Right. I’m ready.”
“Oh that suits you. It really suits you.”
“How now. How now? Mistah Man? Ranka Dede?” Said a voice outside.
“That’s the cab,” said Alicia.
“Kabu-kabu done come dis place. Better begin go.”
“Cab?” said Joe
“How now. Dis kabu.”
“Yes of course a cab. We can’t go on a train dressed like this.”
“Why?”
“Because we might get our clothes dirty. Come on. This will have to do. Halo cabby.
Oh dear. Is this your cab?”
“How now. Dis my kabu now. Come ariya. Which level eh? Plenty front eh. Lakuli bobi geboyen, opeke. Dat ya cut an sew make finish for onani. Cross no gutter, di bobo deck o ah-ah.”
“Hi.” Said Joe.
“Ah dis yua Baba eh? ”
“ Lock the house dear.”
“Oho woman lapa.”
“ It’s a bit smelly in your cab. Are your seats clean?”
“Eh sisi babi. No hear de smell too much. Because why? Is come some Alan Poza, feferity area boy. Sweat like Christmas goat. Is drop block. Is drop block like drain duck. I say na wha? Over stone. Yua make mouth? Yua fool way pass Mamfe? Yua get home wahala? Is kabu-kabu no dorti-dorti soak away. Yua gi mi dash one time.
He head no correct. No wan heah. Is be gra gra to me. I find my mouth. I no deh fear you. Wetin de de do you. I no egbe for uselu. No dash, no go. He say what dash?
Nada. Is come free cinema. Plenty wahala. I say Listen well. Idonkeya yua sabi, I say yua drop block. I put im for ground small time. I quench all fire for omota. Remember day yua mama born you. He say, nko, who born, open eye, open ya sense, vamoosh. I say…”
“Could we get going?” asked Joe
“Put leg for road. One time straight. Lef now. Wetin venue for una?”
“Could we go to the UP Embassy please and land on the south side of the roof?” asked Alicia as the cab lurched into the air
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“Eh eh, is come nyanbu nyanbu gbagbati that bubble. Lepa shandy for show pompoo.”
“Really,” said Joe alarmed at the strange vibrations from the grav vortex.
Then another cab rose from the sea below and flew on a parallel course. The cabbies window opened and someone waved their arm.
“Bow. Na wah? See blood dat side. Moto belong Forcados Chi. He say super mechanic he fix this tokunbo. But is same same toroki when go. Is get wuru wuru.
That oppressor Chi is parapo to me but got omo ale trousa. Is ogbologbo for juju. Is atake gari my mouth.”
The cabbie opened his window and started shouting at the other cab.
“You touch me carbu I go murd you. Eh? I got gauge of odudoof. God don buttah my bread same day yo blokkus go for tap leather.”
The other cabbie made a gesture and flew off.
Joe said, “Never mind him. You could maybe sort out your family feuds later?”
“Could we just get to the UP embassy?” asked Alicia.
“Is better.”
“Thanks.” Said Joe
There was silence except for the odd buzzing whine from under the floor as the cab as they sped over Gaza towards downtown Jerusalem.
“That embassy. I go south side.”
The cab made a fairly good landing and Alicia almost ran to the security guard while Joe sorted out the dash.
“Una you get miliki. Plenty small chop eh. Una you dance blues, tap electrons that chikito. Yua ikebe yua give dem bottom power finish. All, no day take eye see woman.”
“Thank you, I think,” said Joe
“You dance blues.” The cab rose shakily into the warm evening air.
“I think he thought you were rather good looking.” Said Joe.
“At least he was cheap.”
“You alus get what you pay for, eh?” Said the security guy. “Hi there Alicia. You’re looking good, eh? Off to The Liberty Ball, eh? Can I just plug this wee thingy into your socket? Just a formality. And you Sir?”
“Oooh. I went dizzy then.” Said Joe “What is that?”
“Just a brain scan Sir. Just a brain scan. Just to check out your invitation. If you could follow on over yonder to Gate Seven. That’s it there Sir. Your shuttle will arrive just now. Take you both up to The North pole.”
“Up where?” asked Joe
“The Pole” said the security guard. “Seems that The Liberty could be in the ways of traffic if it was near to the Equator. But its up out of the way at the Pole.”
“Thanks. Come on Joe” said Alicia.
“This roof is enormous. I’ve never been up here before. Where do you work?”
“About a hundred floors down I think.”
“You think?”
“I’ve never been up here before either. That must be gate seven”
“I suppose we join the queue.”
People stood around nervously. Not sure if they should talk. Not sure if someone was important or not.”
“Oooh. Up there. Look at that for a shuttle. That is quite a finish.” Joe was impressed.
“Its like a mirror.”
“Very smart. Its almost as big as a destroyer.” Joe was very impressed.
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Alicia’s dress shimmered as a breath of warm wind started across the roof. It was all that marked the shuttles descent through the atmosphere. The streamlined hull settled on the roof and opened its doors. Off duty crew poured out, eager to see what a night in Jerusalem could offer. They looked more interested in good times than culture. But Joe had known many who turned to culture as the hangover wore off.
“Please follow me to the boarding ramp” said a flying flashlight.
Joe and Alicia followed up the ramp. “Wow this way. If we sit here by the screen we can see where we’re going.”
The shuttle closed its doors and silently rose into the summer night. They flew between Beirut and Damascus and over Antioch. Then over Turkey and above The Wine Dark Sea.
“Wow look at all those lights. Where are we?”
“Well, That’s the Caspian Sea on the right and I suppose Moscow is up there somewhere. That’s a big city. Mind you they all look big. That must be the Baltic Sea, so that could be Saint Petersburg. I think…So that’s the White Sea, so that must be Archangel. That’s The North Way and this is the Barents…”
“What’s that?”
“Oooh. The Aurora.”
The what?”
“The Aurora. Northern Lights. Its Earth’s magnetic field. The North magnetic Pole is up here somewhere and particles from the Sun are trapped in it and brought here.”
“Is it dangerous?”
“No. Its just pretty.”
“Wow. It’s that alright. It’s difficult to make out how big it is. Look at that green.
Why is it waving? Like a curtain.”
“I think its something to do with the, um, lines of magnetic force? Magnetic field? I don’t know actually. But it’s not dangerous.”
“Oh well. Wow, look. It sure is pretty.”
“There’s a destroyer. In the purple and blue.”
“Where?”
“We’ve passed it. I think it was one of The Liberty’s escorts.”
“Oh yeah. They had six destroyers with em.”
“Look…That’s The Liberty” said Joe with what sounded like awe in his voice. “It really is big.”
“Were Earths mother ships like that?”
“They weren’t half that size. Mind you in Imperial times earth had about fifty mother ships and there were hundreds of destroyers. Now we have less than fifty destroyers.”
“You don’t miss The Empire do you?”
“No. All the worlds needed to be free. At least that’s what we’re supposed to believe now. The politically correct understanding. And Earth seems to be richer now as well.
We aren’t paying taxes to police the known Galaxy. But at least we did police it. So I don’t regret its passing. Not really. But when you look at a ship like The Liberty and remember…Well. It’s all gone. Never to return.”
“But was Mirconium better off as part of the Empire?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know about a lot of worlds. There’s all sorts of bad governments sprung up. Dictators and tyrants. They say planets get the government they deserve. Just about all of them started out as democracies when they were given independence. Then things went bad on some. But Earth can’t do anything about it.”
- 4 -
LAKES OF STARS
CHAPTER 24 POLE DANCE
“Why not? You just rescued Al Banduq. The Mirconian people realised what bluffers The Junta were. And now they’re going to have elections and a decent government.
Earth could do lots more like that.”
“Yeah. I still don’t know why we did that. I expected Earth to agree Mirconium could keep the place. Just another bit of Empire to be got rid of. Then we go to war over the place. Its like Earth had a complete change of policy. Instead of giving places independence we start to hang on to them. I don’t know. Hey….What’s that sort of blister thing sticking out of The Liberty’s shield there?”
“I don’t know. No one mentioned it. It looks like a glass bubble or something.” The shuttle turned to run along the dark side of the mother ship. Joe could see the landing cradles for the fighters. But some looked big enough for a Destroyer. The shuttle slowed and stopped. Then it matched the rotation of the Liberty. It sank onto a cradle and latched on with a slight bump. Slowly it descended down a shaft through the shields. Past floors of stores and fuel cells and into the inner ship. There were brightly lit corridors leading into the lives of the crew. Then the tunnel opened up into a hanger. Neat lines of fighters covered the floor. All aimed for the launching tubes.
“This is really big,” said Joe “We never had anything like this. Its like a space station, not a ship and…. Oh no. Look at that notice. This is Hanger number Four. Does that mean they have three others just like it?”
“I don’t know. It’s very impressive. It must cost a lot.”
“Oh yeah. Earth could never afford it.”
“Come on. I want to see my little boy.”
“Ok” Joe followed down the ramp and saw his beloved Alicia swept off her feet by a big hunky guy in UP Naval uniform. “Hi Mom.”
“Oh give me a big hug. Oh son. Oh wow. Oh how are you? You look well. You look really fit. Oh boy. Wow. I think I’m going to cry.”
“Oh Mom. Come on eh. Hi. Are you Joe?”
“That’s me. Pleased to meet you.” The two men, son and lover sized each other up over Alicia’s head.
“Mom’s told me all about you. Hi. Well…Do you want to follow me?”
“Sir.” said a Petty Officer. “These guests should stay with the main party and head for the Ball Room”
“That’s OK. It’s my Mom. I’ll take them up there by the scenic route. It’ll be OK.”
“Very good Sir.”
“Come on then. Well this is Hanger Four. We have six just like it.”
“Six?” said Joe.
“Indeed we do. Mind your head on the wing there. Those doors lead to the launch tubes for the fighters. Don’t trip over that Mom. Someone should have cleared that mess away. If we go down this shut you can see my workshop.”
“Oh yes” said Alicia jumping after her son. Joe followed and thought it was a good job Alicia was wearing big knickers. Her dress floated everyway there was with no gravity.
“Here we are Mom. Hold on. Joe. You’ve gone too far.”
“Ooops.” Joe grabbed the next handle and threw himself back to where Alicia was entering the workshop.
“Well what do you think? That’s my office up there in that glass box. That’s because of the noise. I control all the robots from up there. Programme the lot. I can turn out just about all the spares we need here. More of a factory than a workshop really.”
“It is.” Said Joe “ Just like a factory. I had no idea your mother ships had all this. No idea at all.”
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“Hey well come on. There’s time to see my cabin. Check my latest images.” Joe followed along another chute and a corridor. There Alicia entered a world of photos and videos and family memories. Well-loved images flying through the air from her sons projector. An old family world that Joe could never really be part of.
“Oh there’s your brother. Is that his girlfriend? I’m glad you keep in touch.”
“Oh sure Mom. But we better move. You don’t want to be last one at the Ball.” Joe followed Mother and Son. Both larking and smiling and talking of times long past and people Joe had never heard of.
“Here we are Mom. This is the main companion. Just follow the crowds.”
“Can’t you come?”
“Oh no. Its bridge officers only. But you’ll have a great time. You won’t believe where it is. They were going to have it in a hanger. Then someone realised that this was Earth and we were inside the van Allan belts. So we could actually have it outside. On the outside of the hull. Thing is we have these big bubbles we can inflate round a ship to do outside repairs. So we put half a bubble on the outside of the ship.
Its great. Its like you’re walking around in space without a suit. You’ll love it.” He kissed his Mom and hugged one last time.
“Now you will come and stay with us won’t you. We can show you all round Jerusalem.”
“I told you Mom. I’ve asked for leave and I’ll be there. Now off you go. You take her Joe or she’ll be here all night.”
“Bye Son. See you soon. Oh Joe. You do like him don’t you? Oh wow. He is a lovely boy. Oh well. It must be this way.”
They followed the crowds up a carpeted ramp and into space. Well not really. But Joe was glad it wasn’t a total surprise. He knew about the bubble outside the hull. Several people didn’t. Some seemed a bit shocked.
“Its incredible” said Alicia. Joe just nodded. There was what looked like a wooden floor stuck on the outside of the ship. There were tables and chairs and a stage and an orchestra of what looked like real people, not robots. There were chandeliers hanging from the transparent dome.
And overhead, beyond the dome, blue and white and shining with the summer midnight Sun, was the North Pole of Earth.
“Wow”
“Hallo there and welcome. Glad you could come. Pleased to see you. Hallo there.
Hallo. Wonderful to see you.” The UP Ambassador to Earth’s breasts were trying to escape from a bright red gown trimmed with silver, the same colour as her hair. She beamed and smiled at Joe and Alicia and made them welcome. As she made everyone welcome. She was good and she kept it up for ages, till the last shuttle load had arrived and finally sat down.
Most of the men were either in uniform like Joe, or wearing very sober colours. Most of the women did as well. But here and there were a few who set out to attract attention. Bodies that had had a lot of work on them. Near naked skin covered in stripes or spots. Bright coloured gowns that swirled and flowed and got caught up in the chairs. Joe just watched. That and the view.
“Could you come this way please?” said a real live human waiter. “These are your seats here and here.”
Joe and Alicia sat opposite each other near the centre of one of the long tables. Trays of starters and drinks flew over their heads and settled down on the table before them.
“Wow”
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“Yes siree bob. Jim Bob, Billy Joel, Billy Joe an Sue Ellen is ma grandchurn” said someone at another table
The Earth seemed to move overhead and start to set in what seemed to be the west. It was an illusion, Joe knew that. The ship was revolving. The Earth was still. Except the Earth was spinning on its axis as well as going round the Sun. And the Moon and all the satellites were going round the Earth. It made him dizzy comprehending it. He just gazed in awe.
“Joe. Joe.”
“What?”
“Someone’s talking to you.”
“That’s all right. It’s quite a view. Quite a view. I was just wondering what you thought about Earth going to Al Banduq.”
“Well…I was there actually…”
“You were there. Well well. So what did you think on it?” asked a woman with black skin, black hair and black dress. She was nowhere as beautiful as Bibi though.
“I suppose we did the right thing.”
”So wha bout the Captain o The Vengeance? Was he up to the notch in destroying that battleship doohickey o theirn? I mean there couldn have been no wah without that. I aint saying he were no scalawag mind, I just….” The man with blue hair tailed off as Joe interrupted.
“The Captain was a woman actually and she was ordered to do it by FLEET.”
“Well now I heard that rumour a lot of places.” Said a lady in red
“Its no rumour. I was there. She was just following orders.”
“Well I reckon if that is true, then it’s the sort of thing most people don’t want to know. You see folks like to be patriotic.” Said a UP officer.
“ They like to believe their government is good and just.” Said the black lady.
“They don’t want to hear they go round starting wars.” Said another UP officer.
“I suppose so.” Said Joe “But…”
“Now you want to tell stories about the war then you tell of the good times.” Said someone down the table.
“Take my tip.” Said another “Folks don’t want blood and death. They want a bit of humour. Anecdotes. Now you best remember that.”
“I suppose so.” Said Joe
“Halo. I think I’ve just seen an angel.” Said a man approaching a woman in yellow at the next table.
“You see, we always retell the past like we wanted it to be.” Said the black lady
“Git oot o ma face ye glaikit wee scunner,” said the lady in yellow.
“I suppose we remember the good times best,” said Joe.
“Nostalgia is a great revisionist.” Said the lady in red
“I suppose so.” Said Joe
“Thers nae rigwiddie nag gets oot ‘is staegi tae stroan up ma ming. Ye girt mowdiewark.”
“I’m sorry madam.”
“Awa to Freuchie an bile yer heid ye hamshankin muntit.”
“First off, we need myths and legends. A past we can believe in. That way we can believe in the next war. Believe it’s right to fight tyranny and injustice.” Said the UP
officer.
Joe looked up at the dome.
Earth had disappeared below the dance floor “horizon” It was all black now except for the stars shining dimly beyond the chandeliers.
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“It has to be Earth that fights. People remember the Empire. Remember the old stories. They know Earth.” Said someone.
“They trust Earth.” Said Alicia.
“Sure they do. No one else up to snuff on the trust like Old Earth.
Joe looked back down and smiled at Alicia “You can see Jupiter up there. I think I can actually see its moons.”
“Oh. That one?” asked Alicia.
“People have to fight for their own freedom. Make their own myths and legends.
Have heroes they can emulate.” Said another officer.
“Yes that one.” Said Joe. “It’s a miniature Solar system out there. And at Saturn.”
“Its our religious duty to make everywhere like Paradise. Our forefathers are watching our efforts. When we go to join them we have to answer for what we’ve done to help the great cause.” Said a man in a grey suit.
“You believe all that?”
“Ach. Ah cannae be arsed wi a this blether.” Said the lady in yellow “Ah’m away fur a skive.”
“Right at the go-get, its no good if you’re given democracy. You have to earn it and fight to keep it. That’s what the independence struggle was all about. The bad empire that had to be defeated by our own heroes. But in some worlds like Mirconium it didn’t quite work out. Now they have a new chance to rebel. To gain freedom themselves.”
“But surely the people in places like Swodniw or Xunil could fight for their freedom?
They live like slaves.”
“I wus there. I was askeered so much by that place I gets chillbumps jus rememberin.”
“Then Earth must go to their rescue. Find some excuse to declare war and walk in and take over. If Earth did that then the UP would back them all the way.”
“But there are so many world gone bad.” Said Joe. “Where would it end? Earth would be in a permanent state of war.”
“It was like that in the independence struggle.”
“We have to turn the whole Galaxy into a paradise fit for the ancestors and ourselves to live in.”
Then Joe heard the opening strains of an old melody. Waltzes were back in fashion again. Joe was listening to the opening bars of The Blue Danube.
“Come on Joe. You can dance to this.” Alicia held his hand and pulled him up.
“I suppose so.”
“There. You hold me there and there. OK? And off we go.” Joe s head started to swirl. His feet danced to the one two three waltz time.
He and Alicia went round and round the other couples.
The Liberty rotated over The North Pole.
Earth turned on its axis below them.
The satellites and Lagrange and The Moon went round and round The Earth.
More moons went round Jupiter.
The whole lot orbited The Sun.
The entire galaxy swirled away.
Yet more galaxies beyond were dancing to their own beat.
Joe smiled giddily down at Alicia. Her swirling electric blue gown. Her face smiling back. He felt all the ballroom must be admiring him. Perhaps even the dead were smiling in their dreams. Watching him, the luckiest man in the galaxy. Dancing with the most beautiful woman there had ever been.
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Through it all electrons danced round nuclei. Particles that never really existed went on a wave from present to past and back. Into and out of existence. The whole fuzzy universe seemed to be twirling and twisting. Matter and energy interchanging, Swapping partners. Writhing and wriggling and embracing through existence. To and fro between time and creation.
A creation that was not yet over.
“Alicia. How would you like it if we got our own ship, and went exploring beyond the outer worlds?”
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The baboon sat watching. It could see the Moon, and the stars. It could see the ring of geostationary satellites. It could see the aircraft flying silently overhead. It could see light reflected off The Lake. It could hear the deep belly laugh of mvuu hippos on the Lake. But it couldn’t eat them and long ago had learnt to ignore them.
It could see ndege bats, and the larger chirombo insects. It could eat those. If they came close enough.
It could not see the nfisi hyena. But it could hear the hyenas rasping intake of breath.
It could hear the breath exhaled, the tone rising into the long drawn out banshee whoop that followed. It was telling the rest of the pack where it was. Off in the distance more of them whooped back. Keeping in touch as they scoured the bundu for food. Living or dead, these night walkers didn’t care. Food was food.
A distant lion roared. Just to remind the hyenas who was boss. Or was even the lion a little nervous?
Another older baboon came and sat beside the first one. They were both scared.
Behind them amongst the rocks they could hear the rest of the troop, stirring in their sleep. Starting awake from dreadful dreams. Staring into the terrifying dark. Hoping, (praying?) for dawn.
Now they could smell the Hyena. Up wind. On the other side of the rocks. The two baboons got up on all fours. The hyena was close.
One picked up a stick.
The scream. The shriek of terror and pain. Woke them all. Then the cry was cut short.
The hyena’s wide jaws were closing. Crunching into a baboon’s skull. For a split second there was silence. Or maybe it just seemed like silence, before the baboons started barking and crying.
Then another louder noise came. The hyena was laughing. A huge triumphant cackle of laughter. It had killed a baboon. It had food.
It was calling the pack to feast.
“Ah”
“What is it Joe?” Asked Alicia
“Oh. A dream. Just a dream.”
“What about?” Alicia was concerned.
“Oh. It was night. I was walking through a graveyard. Mounds of earth under the trees. With Hyenas. It was too dark to see but I knew they were walking with me.
They were following me. Like I was their leader. I had a something in my hand. It was a sword or a gun or something.”
Joe was scared. Just a little. He was in his bed, in his house, on Earth. The Lake ripples were gently plopping on the beach outside.
“Wow Joe. Have you had these dreams often?”
“Yes.”
“So have I.”
The hyena laughed again.
“What? We have the same dream?”
“Not quite. It’s usually me standing in a graveyard waiting for people to wake up.
Then we all go walking along the riverbank. Or maybe it’s the seashore. Or it could be this Lake…. The thing is there are old men riding hyenas. Sitting side-saddle with one foot on the ground.”
“I dreamt I did that. This is insane. The same dream?”
“Not quite the same. We have linked our brains up. Lots of times. So I guess the thoughts could get mixed up between us.”
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“Maybe” said Joe “There’s that hyena again…. Maybe we both heard it and it started us both off.”
“The thing is Joe. My first dream was with Tem or someone giving me a spear.”
“I can’t remember. But maybe it was the same with me.”
“Wow. Well….Come on. Lets try to get some sleep.”
“Yeah” Joe entwined his legs with hers and put an arm across her shoulders. The air conditioning made it quit cold in the bedroom. “I wonder if people used to laugh like hyenas. When they killed. Calling the family to eat or something. Ancient man, hunter-gatherers. You know.” The chip in Joe’s brain started to look that up. He turned it off.
“Go to sleep.”
The wind got up around dawn and larger waves started crashing on the sand. It was almost cold enough for clothes, but not quite. So Joe had his old shorts and Alicia put on her old orange bikini.
“Come on Alicia. I’m starving.” Joe held her hand across warming sand to breakfast in the thatched bar.
They selected the usual mush from the vending machine and sat on the khonde, watching waves turn to spray on the grey granite rocks. The brown dog was still trying to look pitifully hungry. A few brave souls were already in the water. Preparing the sails on a small yacht. Rising heat was turning the blue horizon to white haze.
Soon it would obscure the Geostationary Ring.
“Hey voetsek you skelm.” Said the manager to the dog. The dog slowly walked out with much looking back. “That lompie animal will get this place shut. You folks all OK then?” The Cape Maclear manager gave Joe a smile and looked at Alicia. “How was yesterday’s fishing eh?”
“I didn’t catch anything and this robot told me my time was up.” said Joe.
“Ah that’s for shame. Maybe you should try for tiger fish, eh? On the Lower Shire or the Zambezi. I can get you a licence if you want.”
“That’s OK, no thanks. Tell me, was that hyenas last night?”
“Oh for sure, yeah. Sounded like they were tearing into the bobejaans up the kop there. The baboons, you know.”
“Poor baboons.” Said Alicia.
“Well we all got to eat eh? How’s our food? Grazing up to scratch eh?”.
“Yeah its fine.” Said Joe.” But last time we were here there was a guy named Tem who cooked us some fish on a wood fire.”
The manager looked away from Alicia’s orange bikini. “Oh don’t tell folks that.
That’s illegal man.”
“We thought it might be.” said Alicia
“Oh health and safety man. Germs an all sorts. Hawhaws and chirombos. Fire risk.
Smoke inhalation. Loads of regulations. And it’s just not up to factory standards of purity. No added vities or anything. Bad enough me letting that dog in.”
“Yes, well….I don’t suppose you know where Tem is do you?” asked Joe
“Could be anywhere. Madala owd ou. He’s always on ulendo from here to the Zambezi and back. Sticks to the Shire River. He uses an old bike. You know, with wheels? Gets a bit of chingwe to tie his katundu together and he’s off.”
“Wow.”
“So where might be the best place to look for him?” asked Joe
“I think he usually gaps it down the Matope. There’s this flat concrete road from the end of the Lake. Follows the Shire along the Rift Valley. They built it so hovercraft
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could get up here from the Zambezi. Don’t think any ones used it for yonks. But I think he heads down it on his bike. Maybe you could spot him somewhere.”
“Thanks. We’ll try it.”
“No probs.” Said the Manager before moving to the next table.
“So do we look for baboons again?” asked Joe. “Or elephants or rhino or something?”
“Maybe we should look for Tem.”
“I hoped you’d say that.”
They ate up and strolled arm in arm across the beach. The beach where they’d first met. Now and then Alicia would lean her head on his upper arm. Smiling, knowing she was making single women jealous. Joe was interested in a reproduction lake dhow anchored a hundred meters offshore. Alicia saw what he was looking at and said
“Take your eyes off those women you.”
“What women?”
“The ones on that ancient looking boat.”
“I was looking at the dog chasing the waves.”
“Of course.”
Back in the house Joe “thought” at the controls. A map appeared to float in mid air.
Joe zoomed in on the Lake and followed the shore.
“Look here. This is where the River Shire leaves the lake and this must be the old hovercraft road.”
“Lets go then.”
It was already too hazy to see very far. Alicia could only see details on the ground directly below the windows. The lake and the yellow scrub on the shore “Wow. Stop Joe. Look. Elephants on the beach. They’re in the water. There’s a baby one. Look.”
“Yeah. They look like they love it. Look that one’s squirting water at the other one.”
“Wow. They’re all doing it. They’re playing. They really having fun.”
“That one’s swimming. I didn’t know they could swim.”
“Wow. I thought they just stood on the bottom. Look the little ones in the waves. He’s jumping through the surf.”
“That one’s leaving.”
“They’re all leaving. That must be their leader.”
“Shame. Oh well.”
“Oh no” said Joe “There’s some sort of advert stuck on the map.”
“Lets see?” Alicia turned to see the floating words. “Visit the ancient Fort Johnston Yacht Club and Museum. The history of the Lake. From dugout to racing blade.
Voyage aboard the Chauncy Maples.”
Joe “thought” the advert off his navigation map and Alicia said “Here’s where the game reserve ends and the farms begin.”
Joe could see the straight border. Drawn on a map with a ruler. Yellow grass and trees on one side of the fence. Green fields on the other. Artificially preserved nature on one side. Organisation, giant genetic plants, robots and agri business on the other.
“That must be the hovercraft road.”
“So how did Tem get through all those elephants and lions if he was using wheels?”
“Maybe his bike flies. I suppose it must.”
Joe steered his house over the ramp where the concrete road emerged from the lake. It was probably three hundred meters wide. And obviously not used for a while. If a big hovercraft had been up it then all the dead leaves and bits of brush would have been blown off its dead smooth surface.
“Can you go a bit lower? Asked Alicia. “I may not see him from this height.”
- 4 -
LAKES OF STARS
CHAPTER 25 WALKING WITH THE DEAD
“OK. I’ll go right down. There’s a lot of aerial traffic up ahead.” The house sped down the centre of the wide concrete road.
“It seems really fast at this height. What are we doing?”
“Just a couple of hundred. Can’t be too fast in case there’s something in the way.
There’s another Lake ahead called Malombe.”
”I can see it. I think its all fish farms.”
“Here’s the river again.”
“Still no sign of anything on the concrete.”
Joe kept the house heading south till Alicia shouted.
“Stop. There’s an elephant. On the road. Look. Stop.”
“Well. I wonder how that got here with all these farms around.”
“Oh no. There’s Tem. Look. He’ll be killed.”
“Is he just standing there?”
“Wow…. I think he’s talking to the elephant.”
“Like it was a pet?”
“Wow.”
“I wont get to close. I might frighten the thing.”
“Wow. That’s amazing.”
“Yes. But they used to do it a lot in the old days. They even used elephants for logging and for carrying people and stuff.”
“We could fly on a bit to the first falls and wait for Tem there.” Said Joe studying the map. “There’s a café and stuff.”.
“Fine with me.”
The landing ground at Kholombidza Falls was half full. It was mostly busses, trucks and small cabs that had stopped for a break.
Houses were arranged on terraces up the slopes of Chipalange Hill. Facing west to watch the Sun set over Shalashacongue, and The Kirk Range, and cast pink and purple shadows across the Rift Valley floor.
At the falls the river dropped over a sheer cliff maybe twenty meters high. The river had been wider in the past but now only fell across the centre section. Down below near the east bank a large tree was trapped in the whirlpool. Only the trunk and main branches remained. Spinning round and round and jerking as part of it hit the rocky bed. It had maybe got washed away in the last rainy season and been stuck here ever since.
A notice said “Ancient Stone Steps. Do Not Use” Instead there was a modern staircase down to a café on the lower level selling Dairy Den Whirlpool Ice Creams.
“Fancy one?” asked Joe.
“We might miss Tem. Better wait here where we can see the road.”
“Tell you what. You wait here. I’ll get some ices, then we can take the house over the river and park it on the road.”
“Fine”
Alicia watched Joe walk down. She watched the birds in the air. Insects in the air.
Insects landing on her arms and legs. There was life everywhere. All over Earth. Sure there was life on other worlds. Single cells. Complex amoebas. Microscopic stuff. In fact given half a chance life would evolve anywhere. But Earth was the only place with life like this. A beetle on her bikini bottom. Maybe she should have put more clothes on. But this beetle was a higher organism. It could walk and fly. There was nothing like it anywhere else.
“Here’s your ice cream.”
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“Thanks. Wow nice.” Alicia walked up the house steps and Joe flew it slowly across to the road on the west bank. They both walked down and sat on the concrete wall at the road’s edge.
Tem’s two-wheeled bike was an ancient thing. Much modified by some friend, to run on modern power packs. Alicia saw its dust cloud before she could see Tem himself.
“He must be doing a couple of hundred. So his elephant can’t keep up with him.”
“I hope he slows down in time. Maybe we should lift the house up in case.”
“OK” Joe “thought” the house up a few meters. Tem must have seen it. The bike slowed and stopped in a cloud of dust and leaf trash.
“Hi Tem” said Alicia.
“Hallo? You back from Nkhondo. This war over? Yes?”
“Yes its over Tem.” Said Joe
“Is good.” Tem got off his bike. It stayed balanced on its two wheels, so it must have grav stabilisers. It probably flew as well. That must be how Tem got over the game reserve. “You come for ice cream.”
“No we came to see you.” Said Alicia.
“You want see me?” Tem smiled with pleasure.
“Yes” said Joe. Now it came to it there was no way he could ask Tem about the dreams. That would be plain stupid.
“Its about dreams.” Said Alicia.
“Oho. Dream for sleep.”
“Yes. Joe and I both dream about hyenas.”
“Nfisi.”
“Yes. Nfisi. And dead people. In grave yards.”
“Oh yes. Nfisi go dead peoples. Is walk to night. Is come grave. Is eat peoples. Bad peoples go with nfisi. Make bad muti. War. Plenty dead peoples. Nfisi and bad peoples go to nkondo. Dead peoples want heaven. Bad peoples want dead be to them.
Bad peoples is want rule heaven. So Mbona send Tondo to you. Tondo his give you spear. So you fight bad peoples. You win war. So then bad peoples is not king to heaven. Yes?”
“I don’t know. Who is Tondo?”
“His sodja for long time back. His take all place. Here to Malindi. Is Maravi. Mbona first man this place. Mbona is friend to me. Mbona his want you. Is better you help Mbona fight. Keep bad peoples from be king to heaven”
“Fight in heaven?” asked Joe. What sort of crazy religion did Tem follow?
“But who do you think rules heaven now?” asked Alicia.
“People rule Earth. Same same. When chief die, chief go heaven. His father is to heaven. His father father to heaven. All dead still follow chief. So better chief to Earth his good man, then when to heaven is good chief to heaven.”
“Wow. So if you’re a chief on Earth, then you’re a chief in heaven?”
“Inde. Chief for Earth. Chief to heaven. Big bwana to Earth. Big bwana to heaven. Is same-same.”
“Wow. So if you have many followers on Earth when you’re alive. Then those people still follow you when you are all dead?” Said Alicia.
“Inde.”
“Oh, wow.” Alicia wasn’t sure about this.
“Inde. So Peoples good to chief. Chief good to people to heaven. But bad chief ?
Peoples still be good him. Plenty chief bad. Inde. Is kill all peoples. Is must stay chief till is dead. Then is be chief in heaven”
Joe had vaguely heard of this before.
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Kings becoming gods. The divine right of kings. The Roman Emperors had tried to be Gods. The Egyptian Pharaohs had done it. The old African President Despots were desperate to be President For Life. Was that so they could remain President in the afterlife as well? In fact the Existential Church was still doing it. They said that all creation still existed in the past, along with all the good and bad deeds people had done. So we must all try to do good, so we wouldn’t have enemies in the hereafter.
We must try to make the Universe a better place because we would all be stuck in it for eternity.
That was sort of the opposite of The President Despots. They wanted to kill everyone to stay in power. It didn’t matter to them how much they were hated. Just as long as they could remain in power for life. Then they would remain in power for ever. Was that what The Junta of Mirconium thought? Was that why they dare not risk their mother ship in battle with Earth? So they could dominate Mirconium till they died?
It was all a bit much. Joe would change the subject.
“Ah well. So where is that elephant of yours?”
“Elephant? Njobvu? You see elephant? You see to eye?”
“Yes” said Joe, puzzled.
“We both saw it” said Alicia. “Is it a secret?”
“Iai. Not secret. But….Many not see to eye. Only special peoples see to eye. I tell you is special. Time I cook fish. Chambo.”
“What do you mean? Not many people see it.”
“Elephant his Mpimbi. His chief to this place. All this place.” Tem waved his arm up and down the rift valley. “Mpimbi keep all elephants to this place. Hunter is come to elephant. Is take big axe. Cut leg to elephant. Elephant is fall ground. Is one teeth is go ground. Is one teeth go sky. Hunter take teeth go sky. Teeth go ground belong Mpimbi. Hunter he must take Mpimbi for tax. For pay hunt elephant. Yes?”
“I think so.” Said Joe. If you kill an elephant it falls over. On its side. One tusk touches the ground. The other doesn’t. So you can keep the tusk in the air, but the tusk on the ground goes to the chief as tax.”
“Inde.”
“But didn’t hunters shoot elephants with a gun?”
“Ah. Inde. Is come men guns. Yao ndi Swahili. But. Before time is no gun. So big axe. Must go slow-slow to elephant. Quiet-quiet. Must chop leg. This place.” Tem tapped the back of his knee. “Like chop tree. Cut this place. Elephant is not walk. Is fall ground. Then….Take knife. Take spear. Plenty nyama. All peoples eating. All peoples happy. All peoples music.”
“So what about your elephant now?” asked Alicia.
“Is Mpimbi. Is Chief. Now to heaven. But….Is old friend to me. Is now elephant. His come walk his place. For how is his land.”
“What?” said Alicia
“Sorry Tem. You mean this Mpimbi, who used to be the chief here. He comes back from the dead, and he looks like an elephant?”
“Inde. But you see for eye.”
“We saw a ghost elephant?” asked Alicia.
“Inde. Is come. Now, is go his friend Mbona. Say me also, I go see Mbona.”
“Mbona?” asked Alicia.
“His live down river. His want know how war is it.”
“Right.” Said Joe, sort of dubiously.
“Joe. Could we get Tem’s bike into our house?”
“What?”
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“We could give him a lift down to see….Bone?
“Mbona. His place by his hill. There to Nsanje.”
“Well.” Joe stood and looked at the bike and his front door “I guess we could, if its not too heavy.” Joe “thought” at his house. It settled further onto the ground and the steps twisted to become a slope. “Lets give it a go.” The bike wasn’t that heavy. It shed a lot of dust and bits of dead grass onto the floor, but nothing that couldn’t be cleaned automatically.
“Right, lets see the map.” Joe “thought” and the Shire Valley map appeared in mid air. “So where is…?”
“There” said Alicia pointing. “Nsanje. Visit the magic Mbona shrine and pool.
Ascend the sacred Malawi Hill. See a reconstruction of HMS Herald. All rooms and chalets available on easy group rates. Free parking.”
“So it’s a real place then.” said Joe.
“Wow. A shrine. A magic shrine.”
“Is Mbona his house.” Said Tem. “Friend me before time.”
“Off we go then.”
The house rose and turned down stream. There were more falls and rapids and more estates and small factories. The highlands in the east were covered in fields and towns. “Visit Zomba plateau. Fishing and horse riding. Historic Zomba University.
Business units to let in Limbe. Stay at Ryall’s. Dance at CCL. Visit Old Blantyre Mission. Eat at Chikwawa’s renowned Bunkie Forest Bar.” Said adverts popping up on the virtual map.
The lower Shire valley at the south end of the Rift Valley merged with Sena country and the Zambezi Valley. From here to the sea it was mostly irrigated sugar and cotton with isolated blue mountains rising from the green plain.
“That mountain there. Home to Chiperoni. His send plenty cold-cold to Mulanje side.
That there is Mountain of Morumbala.” Explained Tem. Though neither Joe or Alicia really knew what he was talking about. The mountains to the west of the Shire had been growing shorter the further south they went. The automatic pilot slowed at almost the final hill and descended into a large flat parking area.
“Zigomo. Zigomo kwambiri. Eh….Zigomo. Very good you bring.” said Tem “ This very good place. Malawi eni-eni.”
“That’s all right.” Said Joe. Maybe next time we meet at the lake you can cook us some more fish?”
“Inde. Nsomba. Very good. Eh chabwino, zigomo.”
“I’ll help you get your bike out. If we….”
“Tien.” Tem leapt onto the saddle and the bike charged down the ramp shedding more dust and leaf trash.
“Well” said Alicia. “I suppose we should forgive the eccentricities of anyone who plays like he does.”
“I suppose so.”
“ I guess we see what’s here. I’d better get properly dressed. And you can put a shirt on.”
They held hands and stepped out into the heavy, almost solid heat. Past parked busses and houses. Past the hotel and chalets. Past the tree lined pool. Past the reproduction mud hut shrine. And up a flower lined path to the summit. There was an old brick building holding the irrigation control for the gardens. All around, wherever they looked, the haze was a physical cloying mist. Wet warmth that drenched the skin and invaded the nose and lungs. A fug that tried to hold them still as the flowers and the distant sugar and cotton fields.
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“It’s sort of interesting, but it’s not much of a religious site.” Said Alicia
“No. I guess that’s why Jerusalem is capital of Earth and not this place.”
“Did the first people really evolve here?”
“So they say. Here or the Rift Valley or somewhere in East Africa.”
“So this is sort of home to all of us.”
“I prefer to think I evolved at the Lake.” Said Joe “On the beach.”
“There should be a nice view here if there wasn’t all this haze.”
“Yeah. Well, shall we get back home?”
“Yes come on.” Said Alicia
As they walked down the path they heard music. Drums, ulimba and guitars.
Tem playing guitar to his friend Mbona.
Music learned from bars and cemeteries, up and down the Rift Valley.
All the way from New Sofala to Jerusalem.
Painting sound pictures of old wars and famines.
Men throwing spears and launching rockets.
Men fishing the lakes in dugouts.
Mining on the Rand. Mining on comets.
Women giving birth in ditches and palaces on far off worlds.
Babies living in woven baskets and cardboard boxes and space suits.
Songs of bravery and love.
Killing lions and exploring Mars.
Searching space for heaven. Building it on Earth.
“Or maybe we could stay a bit longer.” Said Joe.
THE END
A city so silent and lone, Maggie,
Where the young, and the gay, and the best,
In polished white mansions of stone, Maggie,
Have each found a place of rest,
Is built where the birds used to play, Maggie,
And join in the songs that we sung;
For we sang as lovely as they, Maggie,
When you and I were young.
George Washington Johnson. Toronto, 1865
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