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    Chapter 1 - Arrival




    Consciousness awoke within a dark shroud. A blackness that was void of light surrounded him, infinite silence within this dark realm, deafened. He felt as though he were floating inside an enclosed room, no light, no sound and – as he discovered – no feeling. He was numb, paralysed to all senses, and yet, he knew he was alive.




    Slowly, the darkness gave way to a lighter shade of black, darker greys now flickered and merged, lighter greys swam within the mix, like sunlight clawing its way through a dark foggy dawn. Pale distant colours emerged from the greys. However, he felt nothing, just a spectator with no apparent emotion.




    Sight was returning to him, a myriad of colours exploded silently before him, still, he could feel nothing, no fear, no panic, just … nothing.




    He knew that his eyes were open, but he could not focus on the images in front of him, dark grey shapes mingled with pastel blues, yellows, greens and reds, a dark shadowy shape moved across the confusion of colours, it lurched from his right to the centre then seemed to turn towards him. It hesitated for a moment and then loomed nearer to him, it was close and seemed to sway one way then another before retreating into the now solid pastel colours.




    The absence of sound, should, he thought, be un-nerving, but he felt relaxed and at ease with the situation unfolding in front of him. He let his mind wonder, far away from the dancing images. How did he get here? He could not remember, where was he. That, was also a mystery.




    Who was he? For a second that panicked him, he had no idea who he was, or, where he had come from. He felt the panic swell into his being, it took a hold of him, he wanted to scream, then, as soon as the panic washed through him it was smoothed away and he felt calm and relaxed, floating within the constant blooming of colours and greys.




    The dark shape he noticed, seemed to move quicker from one side of his vision to the other, it broke away from the myriad of pastel colours and once again loomed towards him. He watched unconcerned as it came closer.




    It stayed longer this time, then he felt something, a touch, gentle and soothing, and then without warning, a noise, it came to him from far away, a mixture of soft sounds entered his hearing, in the distance, various pitches of humming, a melodic sound harmonising at the edge of his senses.




    For a while he listened, and his mind followed its hypnotic throws as it moved from one melody to another. Above this were more sounds, more blocks of sound. One close by was deep, another further away higher pitched. Was this language? He wasn’t sure but he determined that there were three separate pitches of sound, the third far away. Of course, he thought, three separate people were in the room with him, talking. They were the dark shapes that moved from one side of his vision to the other. He concentrated on the noise, trying to break it down into words, but could not.




    A shape loomed towards him again and a block of noise, deep and authoritative filled his hearing, but he could make no sense of it. Once more he felt the soothing touch on ears, forehead and temples and another block of sound entered his hearing, not just one noise this time but small particles of sound, some with inclined pitch. ‘Words’, he thought, ‘I can hear words. I don’t understand them, but they are definitely words.’




    The dark grey shape moved away from him into the blurred regions of the pastel colours. Another shape moved to the same position and he heard the language being spoken again, one deep, almost guttural voice, the other softer, higher pitched. ‘Male and female’, he thought. One grey shape moved away and came back towards him. He felt the gentle touch upon his temples again, a shivering feeling washed through him, not unpleasant, not unpleasant at all. ‘Almost sexual’, he thought. He bathed in the sensation, feeling light and calm. Then he heard a noise. Not heard exactly, more sensed.




    ‘Barralama ka delim derom. ‘Words’, he thought. Separated from each other. ‘Syllables’, he exclaimed to himself. Definitely syllables, it was definitely a language, but the words held no meaning to him.




    Again, a soothing sensation flowed through his mind, the shape moved slightly to one side.




    ‘Barralama to hear derom’, the deep voice whispered.




    He concentrated. He had heard something that made some sort of sense. He tried to speak but could not. The shape moved back slightly and said something that again, he could not comprehend, a second grey shape appeared to his right side. They were both leaning over him, and again he was awash with a soothing, relaxing feeling.




    ‘Are you able to hear what I say, close your eyes if you do,’ he felt the relief cascade through his mind. ‘Yes’, he thought. ‘I can understand’. He closed his eyes.




    ‘Good …’ said the deeper voice, almost in triumph. The shape leaned over his field of vision to the shape at his left-hand side. A conversation in muted tones passed between them. He could not make out its content. The shape then turned to him.




    ‘Listen carefully, for now, you cannot move or talk. You are in need of a lot of,’ he paused, the smaller shape leant towards the larger, whispered voices were exchanged.




    ‘Restoration work,’ the deeper voice said hesitantly.




    ‘You are …, in a very bad …” the voice stopped. He then heard a deep sigh.




    ‘I am so sorry, but you are not in the best of shapes, I and my team are confident that we can bring you through this. I am Doctor Ghorbany, you are in my medical centre. We are on the Stella ship ‘Griffin’, we found you in a life pod canister. We are doing everything we can, but …’ his voice trailed away, and the sigh within the ‘but’ spoke volumes.




    ‘In the meantime, I am passing you over for psychiatric assessment: You will be linked with the Griffin’s Med-Comm system. Do you understand? Blink if you do.’ He had no idea what the Griffin was, a star ship, maybe, but what type of ship, a battle ship, a science ship, he didn’t know. ‘Am I crew, passenger or captive? Life pod canister’, he thought, but no recollection came to him. And what was a Med -Comm system? It all meant nothing to him. Again, he tried to talk but found he couldn’t. He closed his eyes, then reopened them.




    He didn’t fully understand what psychiatric assessment meant either, but the fact was that he was obviously in no condition to argue.




    The pastel colours around him swirled and converged back to various shades of grey, he noticed they were now spiralling around him creating a tunnel of dark and light. He felt no sensation of movement, although the vision before him gave him the impression of falling.




    Then, without warning, the grey dissipated, all he could see now was unbroken blue, and warmth, he could feel warmth.


  




  

    Chapter 2 - Isle in the Tropics




    A warm breeze ruffled his hair and he could smell the sea salt within it. He looked out over a turquoise lagoon, the white breakers exploding onto the white fine sand that he lay upon. The sky above was an unbroken blue from horizon to horizon. Behind him, some hundred metres away, the shoreline swayed with green palms. Above these, towered a large volcano, its steep sides rising to a smoking plateau.




    ‘Hello.’ He turned in the direction of the voice. An elderly man in his seventies, maybe eighties was walking down the beach towards him. He wore a white floppy hat that covered his snow-white hair, which was long, pulled back and tied and hanging to his shoulders. He wore a faded blue shirt with sleeves rolled up to his elbows and white shorts. His feet were bare, his skin weathered and tanned.




    ‘I’m Comm,’ he said cheerfully, as he leant down and held out his hand.




    From his laying position, he reached out and took the offered hand and was amazed at the strength held within it. With ease Comm pulled him to his feet.




    ‘I’m …’ he hesitated.




    ‘I’m not sure who I am,’ he said slowly. He delved into his memory, and found nothing. He was starting to feel anger and frustration, but the overriding feeling, was fear.




    The old man gently put his arm around his shoulders and led him across the sand towards the palm trees.




    ‘That’s what we are here for, to find out all about you, and …’ he said with a smile on his weathered face. ‘Until we do, I’ll call you … Sandy,’




    He turned to the older man puzzled.




    ‘Why Sandy.’




    The old man grinned, showing perfect white teeth.




    ‘Well, it’s pretty obvious really. You’re covered in it.’




    The younger man stopped and looked down at himself, Comm chuckled as he walked on towards the palms. He was covered head to foot in a layer of fine white sand. He brushed it away as best he could, then ran to catch up to the old man.




    At the tree line, he noticed a break in the palms, and in the shade a beach bar made of bamboo and wicker. In front, two wicker stools on which they each took a seat and considered each other. Comm seemed to have a permanent knowing smile, his face showing patience in abundance. He, on the other hand, although tall with long unkempt fair hair, wearing a white singlet and white shorts, looked nervous and unsure.




    ‘We seem to have a bar with no bartender,’ the younger man said, just to break the silence.




    ‘Oh, I’m sure one will be here soon,’ Comm said smoothly.




    ‘After all, you do have quite a vivid imagination,’ he said panning his hand across the vista. Sandy followed this indication, taking in the trees, the sand and the turquoise sea.




    ‘Me, oh no, this is your world, not mine.’




    ‘I can assure you, Sandy, if this was my virtual world, it would be completely empty. It may, however, be pale green or blue, and there would be two comfortable chairs facing each other, maybe a table between them. No distractions you see, but this, actually, I like it, and it’s all from your subconscious, not from me at all. The reason I like it, is, this is your inner being yelling out at you. All we have to do, is decipher it.’




    A noise behind the bar made them both turn in their seats, a two-metre-tall praying mantis unfolded itself and began cleaning glasses.




    ‘Hm, a lot of deciphering.’ Comm said with a chuckle. He leant forward towards the mantis:




    ‘A large Callina, please.’ The mantis grabbed a hold of various bottles beneath the counter and with dextrous ease poured the drink and offered it to the smiling Comm.




    He took a sip and held the liquid in his mouth before swallowing.




    ‘Oh yes, I like your world very much, far better than anything I could come up with.’ He put the glass on the bar top and leant back on his stool.




    Sandy wasn’t sure of the mantis, but slowly asked for his drink.




    ‘Apple juice, please’. He watched the intricate dance of limbs and Fore-legs and soon, a glass of iced apple juice in a tall glass stood before him. His work done, the Mantis reverted his attention to cleaning glasses. Sandy looked at Comm’s drink with fascination: The liquid within had started clear, but now as he looked on, swirls of colour exploded within the glass.




    ‘What is that?’ he asked, transfixed on the glass.




    ‘A drink from a miner’s outpost, the fifth planet of Tau Ceti.’ Comm picked up the glass and took another sip.




    ‘The flavours explode onto your pallet,’ he continued.




    ‘It looks fantastic, I might try one next.’




    Comm studied the young creature that sat before him, humanisque, definitely, he thought, but so different from the bi-pedal human creatures he had worked with on the Griffin. Something was different, a difference he could not quite define, but, early days, he had been given almost indefinite time, this young human was important.




    He thought on that, why did the medical team think he was important, who had told them that he was? Curious, he thought. Smiling, Comm leant forward and said, ‘I have never seen a creature quite like that,’ moving his gaze to the creature cleaning a tall glass.




    ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong, I know I don’t get out much, being the ship’s Com-link, but I have looked in every historical file, not only the Griffin’s, but Command files too, nothing, absolutely nothing comes close to it, and this scenario, it’s very nice, but what is it, and your accent, I don’t think I’ve heard that accent before, in fact, the medical team did have a problem in getting you to understand our dialect, and I have quite a large data base,’ his eyes sparkled waiting for new information. Sandy sipped his juice, and gave a puzzled look.




    ‘It’s a praying mantis,’ he said watching the creature remove glasses from the back shelf, and then with the intricacies of its forelegs shine the glasses crystal clean.




    He smiled, feeling no threat from such a large predator that stood less than a metre away.




    ‘It’s not meant to be that big, mostly they are about 5 to 10 centimetres long, and they certainly don’t do bar work … well, maybe they do here, they are known, or, the female is known to devour the male after mating.’ Comm’s eyebrows lifted, he turned to look at the mantis who was still busy cleaning glasses.




    ‘I think we will be quite safe; I can’t see us doing any of that’, Sandy said. He leant back on his stool and chuckled.




    ‘And this,’ the older man cast his arm wide, Sandy looked around at the tropical scene, he turned to Comm, and smiling, said.




    ‘Is a typical tropical island, complete with volcano, and you asked about my accent, I’m sorry, I can’t explain that, it’s just the way I talk’ Comm regarded the young man carefully. He was relaxed and open, it was now time to probe.




    ‘But, from where, what planet?’ he asked, and thought that that was a good opening. Sandy slumped down into his stool.




    ‘Well, erm, I, er. I don’t know, er, do you mean me, or the island, me, I have no idea, but the island seems familiar, in fact it’s so familiar I would say that it’s, stereotypical.’ Comm once again raised his eyebrows.




    ‘Stereotypical, you are very, very strange. You create a world that no one has ever seen, then use a word that I have never heard before, and I can assure you, I know billions of words.’ Sandy frowned, and then shrugged.




    ‘Having the qualities that you would expect a particular type of person or thing to have. This island is a tropical island. If you were to say to someone, think of a tropical island, this, is what they would think of. It is a stereotype, hence stereotypical,’ Sandy said, then sipped his apple juice.




    ‘But from where? Comm countered, leaning forward.




    ‘Well from …the tropics,’ Sandy said at last, shrugging his shoulders.




    Comm drank the last of his drink.




    ‘The tropics … many planets that orbit the habitable region of a star have tropical regions, but I have never seen anything quite like this, and I have been the Com-link aboard this ship for forty-seven standard years, and in that time the Griffin has visited over ten thousand planets. Not once have I witnessed anything quite like this, so, be more specific, which planet, exactly?’ he demanded, the smile fading.




    Sandy was taken aback by this sudden turn in the conversation. It was no longer jovial, more interrogational. He studied Comm, who was now sitting upright, his bright blue eyes boring into him.




    ‘You are after information that you know I have no access to. But I know whatever this planet is, this island is a part of it.’




    Comm relaxed and leaned back from the young man, the smile returning.




    ‘Then let’s look at the evidence, an island, the mantis, oh, and the apple juice. The first two I know nothing about, but an apple, now this has come up in my findings of over ten thousand searches. It is indigenous to a planet called Earth. The early colonists on a multitude of planets tried to cultivate the apple, and many other fruits and vegetables, but they just could not get them to grow. Now, the strange thing is, how do you know about the apple? I found mention of it in a report whose author is now long gone, like the planet it came from, a planet that was destroyed over five thousand standard years ago. So, tell me, mystery man, how is it possible that you, a person that has no memory, can imagine this whole scenario, with reference to a fruit that you could not possibly know.’




    Sandy sipped his apple juice and concentrated on the taste. It definitely was apple, he recognised it as the juice of an apple. If it were to be fermented it would turn into an alcoholic cider, he knew that. He knew that this was an island, although he had not walked its perimeter. The mantis however, was pure imagination, the creature shouldn’t be two meters tall, and would never be serving drinks, this was all imagination, with truths and fiction mingled together. But the revelation that Earth had been destroyed, unsettled him. He did not know why, he had never heard of the place, so why should it affect him? He leant back on his stool and studied the old man, a personification of a machine that collects data.




    He replaced the glass on the counter. He had drunk two thirds of its contents. The Mantis dropped in two cubes of ice and refilled it with juice before returning to its glass cleaning.




    ‘I don’t know, how I know, I just know that it is. I have never heard of the planet Earth, and yet,’ he leaned forward.




    ‘Why should I feel somehow upset when you tell me it’s been destroyed?’




    Comm’s seemed to be in a faraway place. His face was expressionless He had raised his right hand to his chin and his index finger tapped the side of his cheek.




    ‘Er … you okay Comm?’ Sandy asked with concern.




    ‘Yes, sorry, er, yes. I am just receiving information from the Med lab team: You have just had a massive emotional experience, in a mind that has no memories. You are a fascinating study and I am sure that some of the answers to a lot of our questions are to be found here, in this wonderful place that you have created for us. We still have quite some time left, so, let’s go and explore.’




    Putting his empty glass on the bar, he stood and walked towards the white breakers. Sandy left the full glass of apple juice and followed him. ‘This Comm,’ he thought, ‘seems to blow hot and cold without hesitation.’ Something within him warned him to be wary, and yet, Comm, was here to help him … wasn’t he?




    He picked up his speed and very soon he caught him up. Comm stood at the water’s edge, turned and looked down one side of the beach then turned to look down the other.




    ‘Any preference as to which way?’ he asked.




    ‘If this is an island that means, whichever way we go, we’ll end up back here. So I don’t think it really matters … so, let’s go that way,’ he said pointing. Comm shrugged and turned to walk down the white sandy beach. Sandy followed two paces behind. After twenty minutes Comm called to the younger man.




    ‘We have been walking for some time, and yet, the sun has not moved. Your island seems to be stuck in time,’ Comm said without turning. He walked into the warm water and stopped.




    ‘This is an interesting feeling, very soothing.’




    ‘Paddling,’ Sandy said as he followed him into the surf. Comm turned, his face quizzical.




    ‘Paddling,’ he repeated, with a shrug of the shoulders. Sandy laughed.




    ‘Walking in water, or the enjoyment of walking in water,’




    ‘We do seem to have a breakdown in translation. Again you offer a word that has no meaning to me, this in itself, is, curious, but I quite like this, er, paddling’, he chuckled as he stomped his way through the shallow breakers.




    They walked in silence for a while looking for any evidence of an explanation of this imagined scenario. None came.




    The white surf aside a turquoise sea, the breakers splashing onto the white fine sand, the palm trees, and the dominating volcano with its small puff of smoke at its vent. It was all too idyllic. Comm walked four paces in front of the young creature who now represented an enigma to him. There were too many icons, nothing fitted anything, he was confused, and decided to relay the information, such as it was, back to the Med lab technicians who were eagerly waiting for his updates.




    ‘What exactly are you?’ said Sandy from behind. Comm turned to face him.




    ‘Well …’ he said slowly, ‘that’s what I’m here to find out. About you, who you are, what you are, er … Are you dangerous? Are you a threat to the Griffin, and of course to Command?’




    Sandy frowned, and slumped down onto the sand, his feet just touching the warm water. He revelled in the sensation as the gentle waves caressed his feet and calves. He leant back, his hands clasped behind his head.




    ‘I don’t think I’m a threat, and I’m certainly not dangerous, at least I don’t think I am, not to you, or the Griffin, or to, Command, whatever that is.’ Comm walked back to the young man and crouched before him. Smiling he leant forward and touched the younger’s hair.




    ‘I can feel that, do you?’ asked Comm.




    Sandy frowned. ‘What, you, touching my hair?’




    The older man smiled showing perfect white teeth.




    ‘Yes, can you feel me touching your hair?’




    Sandy raised his hand and gently moved Comm’s hand away.




    ‘Yes, I feel it, but what does that have to do with what you, or … I, are?’




    Comm sat crossed legged beside him.




    ‘It has everything to do with us, I see you and to prove you’re here I can feel you, and it is the same for you. But we don’t know each other, that is why we are here, in this incredible world that you have created,’ he looked up at the towering volcano. ‘We are here to find out, about each other.’




    Sandy followed his gaze up to the peak of the volcano and concentrated on the small puff of smoke that haloed the summit.




    ‘As I told you, I don’t know who I am.’




    Comm turned abruptly to him. ‘Ah, but all the clues are here, as I said earlier, we just have to decipher them. This is your mind that is speaking to us; we just have to listen.’




    ‘Yes,’ said Sandy turning to face the old man. ‘We have to find out about each other, so, you start. What is the Griffin and what is, Command?’




    Comm leant back and closed his eyes. To Sandy it gave the impression of deep thought, but in reality Comm was in discussion with the Med team and in conclusion to their debate both Comm and the team could see no danger in revealing answers to his questions.




    ‘The Griffin,’ Comm said softly as he opened his pale blue eyes and fixed the stare onto the young man who leant forward slightly.




    ‘It is my ship, or I should say that I am an integral part of the ship, the Com-link controls the ship, from its engines to its life support. However, I am a sub-routine of the main Com. I am assigned to the Med lab, although I do have access to the main data bases and antiquity archives. However, the Griffin, like me, is old, this is her last mission. We have just over three standard years left, then we head to Outpost Station 1436, a facility that will break her down into its component molecular parts. They will auction what they can before that, then scrap the rest. This is the end of days for us, but she has had a long and interesting life. Forty-seven standard years ago she was built as Command’s flag ship, the biggest and most powerful in the fleet. She has been in battle several times and for ten years was victorious, and then, as with everything, she became outdated. We lost a battle, but, we survived, we were repaired and sent back, but, on our next encounter, we were out manoeuvred and outgunned. The last battle saw seventy-five percent of our crew destroyed. For five days the Captain played dead in space, our enemy never boarded us, they just left us, eventually we limped back to Command and we were decommissioned as a fighting vessel. The Griffin then started a new life as a training ship, and we did that for thirty standard years, but, technology evolves and it was felt that it was pointless training new crews on such an old ship, so, for nearly twenty standard years we have been at the farthest reaches of known space, jumping from one asteroid field to another, surveying and sampling various ores and minerals so that they can be refined and used to create newer and better fighting ships. It is in this asteroid field, the largest we have ever encountered, that we found you.’ Sandy shuffled closer to him.




    ‘You found me here. Why was I here?’




    Comm frowned. ‘We don’t know, that’s why we are here, sitting on this beach.’




    Sandy lowered his head. ‘Yes, of course sorry, please continue’




    ‘The Griffin is now home to a squadron of heavy lift shuttles and freighters. They survey the field and then bring back samples to be tested, and if we have a good field, as I think we have here, Command will send a whole flotilla of factory ships.




    ‘It was on one of the larger asteroids that you were found, a heavy lifter was surveying it when an organic alarm was sounded. They couldn’t locate you at first, you were in a capsule, set deep within a cavern. How you got there we have no idea, and even the capsule itself bears no resemblance to any Command design. When they finally got you back, the engineers and the Med teams opened up the capsule, what they found, well, you weren’t recognisable as a human. You had deteriorated so much, your body had almost completely decomposed. It was only the life support system that had kept your brain and mind alive, for there was nothing else left of you. Our Captain felt it was beyond the reach of this ship’s capabilities to save you. The Med team however, felt differently. There was quite a disagreement, but the Med team won the argument, and they are right now trying to rebuild you. It will take some time.’




    Sandy frowned and gaped open-mouthed at him. He held up his hand, a stopping gesture that Comm recognised.




    ‘I am being rebuilt, what into, a robot or something?’




    Comm did not recognise the term ‘robot’ at first, but a deep scan of the older records brought up the definition. This was confusing however. The last records that involved the word, robot, were approximately five thousand years old. He sent the information back to the Med team.




    ‘How do you know such a word?’ he asked slowly.




    Sandy thought for a moment. ‘What? ‘Robot’?’ he asked, puzzled.




    ‘Yes, ‘robot’, a term that has not been used since the early colonists. Again, along with the term ‘apple’ these are references that are over five thousand years old. Could it be possible, that you are … that old, that you have been in that capsule for that length of time?’ He sent back his report to the Med team and asked them to interact with the engineering Com-link that was designated to the study of the capsule that lay in pieces in sub hanger 6.




    ‘I don’t know,’ Sandy said, shaking his head. ‘Am I going to be a robot?’




    Comm sighed, then smiled. ‘No, not in the definition of the word. Your body will be cloned using the organic matter found in the capsule. You should look exactly as you do here. We did not create this image of you, this is all your own design, so we can only assume that this is the true image of yourself, an image that I have sent to the Med lab. When you awake, this is the body you will awake in,’ he said gesturing to the young man seated before him.




    Sandy relaxed and leant back, he sighed with relief.




    ‘That’s good to know. So, getting back to the story. You’re at war. Who with? Some alien monstrosity that is determined to destroy everything you stand for? And you have been fighting them for, how long? Nearly fifty years, that’s a long time,’ he paused and thought for a moment.




    ‘Are you winning?’ he asked slowly.




    Comm was confused for a second. This young man’s terminology was difficult to follow. He decided he would answer the questions as they were submitted to him, perhaps, he thought, he was looking too deep into the meaning. That of course could come later.




    Comm used the ‘hand up’ gesture that he had seen the young man use earlier. Sandy stopped.




    ‘Aliens,’ Comm said slowly.




    ‘Do you mean sentient beings from other cultures, different from our own? Would that be your definition?’ he asked matter-of-factly.




    ‘Well,’ Sandy said, slightly puzzled.




    ‘Creatures from other planets, er, not human?’




    ‘There are many creatures on many of the planets that we have visited. None, however, capable of waging war on Command. In four thousand or so years of exploration we have never come across any other species that is as sentient as humans, not even a structure that has been left by any ancient race. Humans are the only dominant species in this sector of the Galaxy, of that I am sure.’




    Sandy glared in disbelief.




    ‘We are alone, but there are billions of star systems. Surely …?’




    Comm held up his hand. ‘I am not saying that the Galaxy as a whole does not contain other such beings, just the ones we have encountered,’




    ‘And how many is that?’ Sandy interrupted.




    Comm closed his eyes for an instant. ‘One hundred and thirty seven thousand planets or moons have either been colonised, or at least visited by remote unmanned probes, so, in the great scale of the Galaxy hardly any. So, to answer your question, we are not at war with an alien race, but as we have always been, with ourselves, or, in this case a supposedly higher caste of human. They believe they are superior, and we have not been at war for nearly fifty standard years. It has been more like four thousand years, and, as to winning, no side has gained any strategic advantage. Ever.’




    ‘So, what is the point?’ Sandy asked, slowly shaking his head. Comm smiled.




    ‘That philosophical question has never, ever been totally answered.’ Sandy thought for a moment. A four thousand year war.




    ‘How many have died?’ he inquired at last.




    ‘Billions’, Comm said quickly. ‘And probably billions yet will die,’ he added solemnly.




    Sandy held up his hand, a puzzled look on his face.




    ‘So, I have been rescued by a ship of war.’




    Comm studied the face of the young man as he struggled to come to terms with his own predicament. He was aware that there would be a denial to his situation, maybe anger at some stage, but as for now he would answer the questions as calmly as he could.




    ‘As I said, that was many years ago. At her height, the Griffin had four thousand five hundred crew members. They were distributed over Griffin’s thirty-five levels, this ship once pulsed with activity,’ Comm closed his eyes and his face drooped into sadness. He took a deep breath and his eyes opened.




    ‘We have a crew manifest of one hundred and seventy-five now, all on just six levels, Oh,’ he finished, his face brightening and the smile returning.




    ‘And of course, one passenger.’




    Sandy leaned forward, his jaw dropping.




    ‘There are thirty-five decks on this ship! It must be huge!’




    Comm leant back and looked at the cloudless sky. He calculated its hue, brightness, and contrast in relation to the sun’s luminosity. There were many discrepancies but it was, he thought in conclusion, just an illusion, a visual display, imaginary. He returned to the question.




    ‘She is just over 1.3 kilometres long and just under 400 metres wide. She is pretty big, but the newer ships are bigger.’ A sadness flickered over his eyes. Sandy thought he could see his eyes glaze with moisture: He leant closer and forced himself to stop reaching out to comfort the older man.




    ‘Most of those levels have been decommissioned now, just empty spaces, even the air has been sucked out of them.’ He shifted his weight upon the sand, altering his position. He noticed the concerned look on the younger man’s face and slowly shook his head to allay his fears. ‘Each time we docked, whether that was a space station or planetary orbital dry dock, Command would order another level to be stripped away.’ He glanced away and focused on the towering volcano, the constant cloud of smoke that haloed the vent wasn’t right he thought. It hasn’t moved, but then, it, like all of this, is just an image. Sandy waited for him to regain his composure. ‘Strange,’ Sandy thought to himself, that a computer sub routine could feel the pain of the slow destruction of its home.




    Comm took in a deep breath and turned back to him. ‘The Griffin does not have a glorious death awaiting her. She will die slowly, one piece at a time, a pitiful end for such a courageous entity, it is …’. Sandy now stretched out his hand and gently held Comm’s arm, Comm looked down, smiled, and patted Sandy’s hand and looked up into the young man’s face.




    ‘It is … shameful,’ he finished.




    Sandy nodded, feeling the pain that Comm’s face revealed, he turned and looked along the expanse of sand and surf that they had yet to explore. He turned back to Comm.




    ‘You said that apart from the ship being broken up, there will be an auction, maybe somebody will buy you and you will be installed in a brand-new ship.’ Comm suppressed a laugh.




    ‘No, I don’t think so, when we get to the auction, Griffin will be fifty-standard years-old, technology that old doesn’t sell well.’ Sandy frowned.




    ‘Standard year, what’s, a standard year’ Comm cocked his head to his right shoulder.




    ‘It is how we perceive time, every planet has a different rotation and orbit time, so rather than adapting to local times, we use a standard time, which is, twenty hour days, segmented into five hour work, five hour rest and ten hour sleep.’ He answered with a shrug. Sandy thought on this, slowly, he nodded.




    ‘Yes, that makes sense, but, getting back to the auction, you have to hope, you never know. Something might come up.’ Comm was impressed with this young man. He had something that he had never seen in a human before. He searched for a definition, again, his search led him to chronicles written thousands of years previously – ‘charisma’ – that’s what this boy has. He passed the information to the Med team. They were confused and asked for clarification. Comm sighed inwardly, I will state it on my debriefing, when I return.




    ‘You have spoken about Command, on quite a few occasions. Is that your military hierarchy?’ Sandy continued. Comm closed down the Med link and contemplated the question.




    ‘No …er … yes, it’s both, its …’ Comm was surprised, the question was simple, and yet the answer was probably the most complex he had ever dealt with. There was no answer, but surely there is an answer. ‘What is Command?’ He decided to re-establish the link to the Med lab team.




    Sandy watched surprised as Comm’s face distorted into a frozen glare, his jaw had slackened and had dropped slightly, his face now gave the expression of horror or shock.




    ‘I’m sorry if I have offended or insulted you, I don’t mean any offence.’ Comm regained his composure and gently took hold of Sandy’s shoulder, the smile with the perfect teeth returned.




    ‘No, you have not offended me, Command is such a huge part of our lives, Command is everything, it just seems strange when you question it, it … doesn’t seem to have a definitive answer.’ Sandy was again puzzled.




    ‘It …you mean ‘them’ don’t you.’




    ‘Them,’ Comm said, a frown emerging across his face. ‘There is no them,’




    Sandy leant back feeling the warmth of the fine sand sift through his fingers and the warm sea as it lapped up onto his calves. It was idyllic, the sea, the sand and the sun directly overhead, bathing him in warmth, it soothed him to calmness.




    ‘Command must be ‘they’,’ he said at last.




    ‘A combination of military high rankers telling the lower ranks what to do, and what to expect if they don’t do it.’




    Comm exploded in laughter, his eyes filling with moisture. ‘No … I’m sorry, you’re so wrong,’ he said through fits of chuckles and laughs.




    ‘Command is definitely not a ‘they’, it is an ‘it’. It’s difficult, it is so entwined into our life, it gives us standards and goals, it gives us aspirations, yes, it tells us what to do and how to do it, but it also gives us rewards, once those goals have been achieved. Command is … everything … everything that we are, whether you are organic or synthetic or photonic, Command is the very structure of our lives, which is why it is so hard to define.’




    Sandy studied the old man. He was the personification of the Griffin’s control system, and, at best, he thought, just a sub routine, but the old weather-beaten sun-tanned face with the impossibly perfect teeth showed convincing emotions, expressions of seriousness, humour, sadness and now, awe.




    Sandy realised that Comm wasn’t just answering his questions he was excited to answer them – the answer on Command, which Sandy thought should have been the easiest for this sub routine to deal with came across with an element of pride and passion. Sandy softened his voice and smiled as he asked his next question.




    ‘What then would happen if you did not live up to those standards. Are you punished?’




    Comm thought for a while, his face blank.




    ‘No,’ he said slowly.




    ‘Not punished, re-educated, maybe removed.’




    Sandy was shocked. ‘Removed, as in, eliminated,’ he said quickly. Comm was physically jolted as if the young man had slapped him.




    ‘No, no, removed, as in replaced, taken away from a situation that you possibly do not understand, re-educated then reassigned,’ Comm blurted.




    Sandy leant closer. ‘And the people that you are at war with, they refused to be educated, is that what happened?’ Sandy watched as the smile dropped from Comm’s face.




    Comm sat up and leant towards the younger man. Sandy instinctively recoiled and leant back from him.




    ‘No, you are wrong. Command is our way of life. Yes, it has standards, the humans that decided eons ago to pursue a different lifestyle left us. Command was not in place at that time. We advanced to a peaceful existence: it was they who attacked us. We adopt a defensive strategy, keeping them at bay, we do however push them back to their own sector, but we never attack. I promise you Sandy, we are not the aggressors.’




    Sandy re-examined the Comm link. He was part of the ship’s systems, a ship that was no doubt designed and built by Command, originally as a craft of war, then later as a training vessel. Of course the Comm would be biased, it was all down to programming. He decided not to argue the point, instead he altered his seating position and relaxed. Comm also leant back. nodding his head slightly in agreement. Sandy continued.




    ‘So, Command has not always been a part of your lives,’ he said in a smooth soft voice.




    Comm relaxed, whatever confrontation he was expecting had now passed, but he was surprised at why he had been so agitated. It was just a question, why had it evoked such a response from him, he had for a second felt anger. He relayed this back to the Med team, they did not respond.




    ‘No,’ he said, the smile returning. ‘It has not always been a part of our lives. It came into being some …’ he stopped to activate historical records.




    ‘About two thousand standard years ago. We had been in confrontation with the Breakaways for a few thousand years before then, skirmishes and land grabs mainly, never a full scale war, even now, the confrontations mainly involve border control, nothing, I assure you, this far out, so, we are extremely safe here. However, two thousand years ago we were losing star systems, we were being pushed back, we needed to unify, so the standards or rules were put together, standards to live and to fight for, then slowly they evolved into what we now call ‘Command’.’




    Sandy looked out to the horizon of his imagined world, this was all so surreal, he thought, why did he want to know so much about this ship and Command, but not about himself? He had dismissed any notion of asking of his own wellbeing and the life capsule in which he was found.




    ‘Something else troubles you?’ Comm asked, trying to gauge the younger man. ‘Sandy, I am here to answer all of your questions, no matter how painful they are … well, as best as I can,’ he finished with the perfect toothed smile.




    Sandy stood and brushed the sand from his shirt. He glanced up at the volcano and took a deep breath.




    ‘I feel nothing regarding myself, my memories start at the water’s edge where I met you. I know nothing of my past. I don’t even know who I am, and yet,’ he paused and waited for his older companion to stand.




    ‘And yet, I feel nothing, no remorse for lost family and friends, no frustration from the predicament that I am in, no fear, no anger. I should at least feel fear.’




    Comm gently draped his arm around the younger’s shoulder and led him back onto the white sandy beach.




    ‘That,’ he said with a sigh, ‘is most probably our fault.’ He stopped and turned the young man around so that they stood eye to eye. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. His stature drooped. Slowly shaking his head he said.




    ‘The Med team, under my direction, has buffered out any emotional stimulus. I will allow some emotions to surface as we continue our journey, but do not worry, I will only do this if I believe it is in your best interest to do so.’


  




  

    Chapter 3 - Pyramid of evil




    They were now over five kilometres away from the mantis and the bar. The scenery had not changed, one kilometre looked identical to the previous, but onwards they trudged. Sandy followed the older man two paces behind. This trek, he thought, was becoming so monotonous, he kicked at the water and laughed as he drenched Comm. Comm turned and for a while they soaked each other, both enjoying the experience of each other’s play. Sandy stopped, his eyes strained to focus on the cliff, its shear wall almost vertical ascended to the vent some five hundred metres above, but, a hundred metres down the beach. Something in the landscape was different.




    ‘What is it?’ Comm asked, turning to follow his glare.




    ‘The volcano has a sheer cliff, and it comes right out onto the beach down there.’ He pointed to the outcrop further down the beach.




    ‘That’s different to what we have been seeing, I mean.’ Comm did not need to follow his pointing finger. He could see the outcrop of rock. He turned to look back the way they had come. There was no diversion in the pattern of the scenery that they had walked past, only this. He turned back and strode determinedly towards the cliff. Sandy watched him ‘What would they find?’ he thought. He jogged towards the distant outcrop and soon caught up with Comm.




    ‘There is something on the cliff wall,’ Comm said softly. Sandy looked to the wall and could see nothing, but then small bulges became evident in the otherwise smooth surface of the cliff wall.




    ‘Oh my …’, gasped Comm, and leapt into a run. Sandy found it difficult to keep up, but after a hundred-metre sprint almost collided with Comm as he came to a sudden halt. They both stared in disbelief at the statues that had been carved into the cliff wall. A pedestal, two metres high and half a metre in diameter, stood at beach level. At its centre a large gold embossed ‘O’, and standing upon it a two metre statue of Sandy. He held a scroll, unfurled, and blank, above him to his right another statue with its right foot on his shoulder, to the left another, with a foot on his left shoulder, above them three others, and above them four others, creating an inverted pyramid of statues all holding unfurled scrolls at their midriff.




    ‘Who are they?’ Sandy asked at last. He walked closer to the perfect sculpture of himself.




    Comm studied them all in minute detail for some time before he commented.




    ‘They are not the nicest of people, and it’s surprising that you are among them. Or, maybe it is not surprising; we do not know exactly what you are,’ he said and flashed a glance at the younger man.




    Comm sat himself down leaning back on the warm sand looking up at the statues.




    ‘They are dressed exactly as my historical data records show them, and you, at the bottom there, are dressed exactly as you are now. They all hold a scroll, with their names carved within, except you.’




    Sandy sat down beside him.




    ‘And the pedestal, the ‘O’, does that mean anything?’




    Comm shook his head. ‘I know nothing of you, but I know a lot about the others, and the ‘O’ does not match any cross records. This is amazing, absolutely amazing. Why, are you amongst them? They stand upon your shoulders, you hold them aloft. Hmm, perhaps, the O is not an O, but a zero, that might make sense, the pedestal is zero, you are 1, then the 2 above you, the 3 above them, and then the 4 could be some kind of code, 0,1,2,3,4.’ Comm cocked his head to one side as he pondered the statues.




    ‘Not much of a code,’ Sandy interrupted.




    ‘What about a countdown, if you read it from top to bottom,’ Comm turned to him, a frown forming on his face.




    ‘That’s very astute, and, if I may say so, somewhat disturbing,’ he said slowly.




    ‘Who are they?’ Sandy whispered. Comm turned to face him.




    ‘You do not know, seriously?’ Sandy slowly shook his head, Comm turned back to the statues.




    ‘They are monsters, all of them, some of them have killed billions, others millions, in one way or another, whole civilisations have either been wiped out, or, at the very least altered, Planets in some cases have been left charred or dead. They have moulded us and destroyed us, we are what we are today because of them, but the strange thing about these statues is, they match a timeline. On the top line, the first two, were the first to appear in our history, then the next two, then the next line, and so on all the way down to you.’




    ‘Are they tyrants, war lords?’ Sandy asked in awe, looking up at the statues.




    ‘No, some were scientists, others administrators, but billions have died because of them.’ Comm turned to look at Sandy directly.




    ‘And they all stand upon your shoulders, so, how many billions will you kill?’




    Sandy felt a shiver run through him. He turned abruptly to the older man, his face a scowl.




    ‘None, I would hope,’ he growled. ‘‘I do not know these people. I have no idea why I am with them.’




    Comm did not return the gaze and sat leaning back on his hands staring up at the statues.




    ‘All this, the island, everything, is from your own mind, a mind that is empty of memory. Do you know, I am fast coming to the conclusion that all of this is being fed to you, probably from the capsule that we found you in. There can be no other explanation. It could be that all of your memories were removed and kept in storage, yet our engineers have not found any storage devices, but the fact remains, you are here, this island with all its peculiarities is here, and it all comes from you. I can assure you, I have not had any input into this place.’ He then turned slowly to face the younger man.




    ‘You, my friend, are being drip fed information, which is just as new to you as it is to all of us. The question is, why? So let’s just take one step at a time, let’s find that common denominator – this island, the mantis, the apple juice, this exhibit. Let’s take the first two people on the top line of the statues. Can you read the names on the scrolls?’




    Sandy turned his head away from the older man and looked up at the line of four.




    ‘Sindra Chandra and Ilya Kowaski,’ Sandy said slowly, squinting at the top row of statues.




    ‘And the common denominator is,’ Comm said holding his hands out expecting an answer. Sandy looked back at him with a blank face.




    ‘Earth, we come back to Earth again. And yet, it was destroyed five thousand six hundred and twenty-five years ago,’ Comm said with a frown, he raised his hand to his chin and tapped his index finger upon his cheek.




    ‘You could not have known the Earth, our engineers say that the capsule in which you were found is only a thousand years old, though as good as our engineers are, they have been known to be wrong sometimes.’




    Sandy looked back to the two statues on the first tier. ‘Do you know their story, maybe, in the telling of it, I might recollect something.’ Comm turned to him nodding his head.




    ‘Yes, that’s possible, but what you have to remember, is that reports, or truly accurate accounts of what happened over five thousand years ago, are to say the least, a lot of hearsay. Command, has put together a historical account of the events that took place that day, but they may not be exactly accurate. It was a very confusing time.’




    Sandy shrugged his shoulders. ‘I think that it’s important to try,’ he said trying to gauge the frown on Comm’s face. Comm thought for a moment.




    ‘There are of course, other archives, diaries, personal logs and journals of the people who were there at the time. These documents are available, but many are incomplete. But they may help to, well, to give a flavour to the events.’




    Sandy turned away from the statues and faced the older man.




    ‘Ok, I’m ready; tell their story, as best you can.’


  




  

    Chapter 4 - Distant pasts




    The sand below Sandy’s’ feet slowly congealed to become a much harder surface. In a slight panic he looked around him, the statues and the high cliff face slowly melted away, and for a few moments they were laying in a place that had no features, just a greyness that fell about them. He turned to focus on the older man, but Comm seemed to have frozen. Sandy was about to speak when slowly the structure of the beach and the cliff face reformed about them. They were now lying on the floor of a broad carpeted corridor that seemed to run for hundreds of metres in both directions, crowds of people pushing and jostling to be nearer the far wall.




    ‘Where are we?’ Sandy asked in a whisper. Slowly, Comm rose to his feet and offered a hand to Sandy, who accepted it and pulled himself up.




    ‘This is the cruise liner ‘Orion’, positioned fifty kilometres from the Stella portal, which was known as the disc. These people have paid a high price to witness the first interstellar maiden voyage. What they will actually witness is the destruction of their own planet.’




    Sandy felt an emotional pang. Was this, his own planet, his ancestral home, no, surely, that was impossible, but the emotion was triggered by Comm’s matter of fact description of a planet being destroyed.




    ‘Can we get closer to the observation windows?’ he asked, trying to look over the crowd of at least ten deep in front of him. Comm watched amused as he jumped to try a capture a glimpse of the spectacle beyond the enormous viewing windows. He then received a report from the Med lab regarding the emotional spike that had just occurred. Sandy didn’t seem to be phased by it, or he was hiding it well, but, thought Comm, this planet Earth definitely means something to him.




    ‘We are not actually here,’ Comm said, raising his voice above the drone of the hundreds of people around him. He turned and walked to the back of the pushing crowd. Without conscious thought they parted to allow him access. Sandy watched amazed at how Comm eased his way through the throbbing crowd. Shaking his head in disbelief he caught Comm up and walked alongside him to the window.




    Outside the enormous observation windows of the Orion, hundreds of space craft of different sizes and shapes lay in wait above and below them, but they alone had an unbroken view.




    The space portal was disc-shaped, concaved in the centre, and it glistened in the sunlight. Sandy could just make out a large ship stationed at its centre. The disc had a diameter of five kilometres. It was, he thought, a spectacular scene. To his left the blue green planet with wisps of white cloud, and just coming into view from behind the myriad of ships on the far side of the disc, the planets satellite, its moon.




    Comm was in communication with the Med lab, the science technical team were asking whether Sandy would react to more of the history of the planet. Comm had argued that to go back further into the planet’s history would be stretching the validity of the personal journals to their limit and could not guarantee the accuracy of any events they would witness. The Med team then argued that the violent history of this planet’s past could trigger some lost memories. Comm thought this through and reluctantly he conceded, and agreed.




    Sandy was leaning up against the observation window, transfixed by the spectacle. Comm leant towards him and over the drone of a thousand voices spoke into Sandy’s ear.




    ‘We are twenty minutes from the destruction; let us go back to just before the alliance unified the planet.’




    Sandy turned puzzled.




    ‘Back … but … I want to see what happens.’




    Comm smiled.




    ‘Let’s build this story from its beginning, then through to its spectacular finale.’




    Sandy turned back to the enormous observation window to look at the space portal, just as it started to dissipate. They were again in the non-place, the grey featureless world that he had experienced before. Soon features appeared, and after blinking away the brightness of a noon day sun that had just materialised around them, he realised that they were now standing on the brow of a hill looking down over a deserted, desolate place.




    ‘These are the barren lands, two thirds of the Earth have been taken over by this wanton devastation. It was orchestrated by an organisation called the Elder House. I have very little information on who or what they were, but, before they came into being, it is reported that twenty billion people populated this planet. Two thousand years later, which is the time that we are now witnessing, the population has been reduced to just a few million, planet wide.’




    Sandy surveyed the sparseness of the land.




    ‘We are in a desert,’ he said, scanning for any manufactured structure or vegetation he could focus on. He could not see any.




    ‘Yes, it is one now,’ said Comm slowly.




    ‘We are in a place that was once quite fertile, but the overseers of the Elder House have at this time reduced people to a nomadic existence, the weather satellites in orbit have failed due to non-maintenance. As a result, the solar mirrors are fixed pointing down onto the planet’s surface. over the last two thousand years the temperature has risen to create desert conditions on every land mass.’




    Sandy slowly shook his head, the desolation of this burnt land was starting to awaken the realisation of the total devastation and the wanton destruction of society. He then slowly turned to face Comm.




    ‘What is the Elder House?’ Comm turned away from Sandy’s inquisitive stare.




    ‘It is a travesty that they were powerful enough to do this, and I have to apologise Sandy. The personal journals that mention this period of time are very few and far between, most of the history of this time was destroyed in the destruction of the Earth, but I think that what we will see is a reasonable account of what happened. But it will not be exact, remember, these are from the private journals of the survivors of the destruction. I have cross referenced all stories concerning the Elder House, and have come up with this one scenario, I fear it is not complete.’ Sandy felt that as Comm was part of the Griffins control system he probably would not like the idea of portraying a history that may or may not have existed in this scenario. As the Com-link of a Stella cruiser he would be called upon to take on trillions of bits of information per second, this, was guessing, and Sandy felt that it would not sit right with him.




    ‘Comm, you’re doing fine, I’m sure this is as close to the truth as it could be, after all, I think all we need is a flavour of what has passed, it does not have to be perfect, so, do you know what the Elder House was?’




    Comm turned back to him, a smile returning to his face.




    ‘No, I have no reference as to what or who they were, but they ruled for over three thousand standard years. At the time we are standing here is within the last of those thousand years, the Earth is about to change.’ Sandy panned his gaze from the furthest east to the furthest west.




    ‘So, where are all the people?’ he said slowly.




    Comm brightened.




    ‘There is a tribe, a few hundred kilometres away, do you wish to see how they lived?’ Sandy frowned.




    ‘Are you going to supply transport or are we walking?’ Comm gave a wry smile.




    ‘You can walk if you want, but I’m, going to fly.’




    Sandy watched in astonishment as Comm soared up into the sky, arching his back and then dropping softly onto the ground in front of him. The look on Sandy’s face made Comm chuckle.




    ‘We are not here in body Sandy. All this,’ he swept his arm across the desert that surrounded them, ‘is just a program – think up and you will go up, think down and you will go down.’ Sandy stared at him puzzled.




    ‘You’re telling me, that we can fly? Why didn’t you tell me that on the island? We could have explored a lot more, and we wouldn’t have had to trudge around the island hour after hour.’




    ‘Ah yes, but …,’ Comm said slowly, ‘we could have missed more than we found, we may have missed the statues.’ Sandy shook his head, not fully convinced.




    Comm set about teaching Sandy how to fly. After an hour or so of tuition he had the rudiments and they set off together westward.




    The terrain below was just barren. It never altered. Sandy flew cautiously behind Comm watching carefully every move he made. After a while he felt more confident and started to soar higher into the sky then swooped down towards the ground, rolling and arching before he finally stopped.




    ‘Comm,’ he shouted. Comm turned and saw that he was no longer following, but standing in mid-air with his arms folded. Comm turned and flew back, concerned.




    ‘What is it?’ he demanded. Sandy stood rigidly before him.




    ‘I feel nothing. This should be exhilarating. I should be getting a rush of adrenaline and I felt nothing. I need something. I know that somehow my feelings are being smoothed out, but I want to be able to feel something.’ Comm listened to his rant. He felt that the younger man’s pleas were justified, perhaps it was time, he thought, that he should receive more emotions. He contacted the science team, but at the same time spoke to Sandy.




    ‘I agree, I think you should receive more emotional stimulus, but, for now, not too much, we do not wish to over burden you.’




    Sandy looked down to the ground, some three hundred metres below him. He immediately felt sickened with vertigo.




    ‘Yes … yes, that’s fine,’ he stuttered.’ Comm nodded, turned and continued his flight. Sandy followed carefully behind.




    ‘Up ahead! look!’, shouted Comm. Sandy looked towards the far horizon, a thin trail of smoke stood out upon the pale blue sky. He watched as the small village of makeshift huts came into view.




    ‘This is what Humanity has become,’ shouted Comm. Sandy stared down in disbelief. They were just skin and bone, most of the children were naked. The adults he noticed wore either rags or animal skins. Comm pointed to a hillock twenty metres to the north, Sandy followed him down.




    ‘This is a representation of five private journals, taken from the Techno-Alliance, so, they are reasonably accurate.




    ‘Techno-Alliance,’ Sandy whispered, turning to the old man.




    ‘It will be our next port of call, I will explain everything once we are there, but what we are seeing here is almost the extinction of the human race.’ Sandy turned his attention back to the tribe. They accounted for about twenty individuals. Three females tended the fire, one stirring a blackened pot that straddled the flames. Further away he could see adult males butchering a small animal, some children looked on eagerly, they all looked starved, this was possibly their first proper meal in a month. The animal was more likely to have been found dead than hunted, Sandy thought. They just didn’t seem to have the strength for any hunting activities. Comm tapped Sandy on the shoulder, then indicated the valley between two hillocks some one hundred metres away.




    ‘This next part of the story is taken from one journal. If true, it shows how brutal this life is.’




    Sandy looked to the dust cloud to the east of the village that Comm was pointing out to him. He could make out animals within the dust. As they drew closer, he could see they were horses and they were being ridden.




    ‘These are the overseers. They are from the Elder House,’ Comm said softly.




    ‘Have they come to help?’ asked Sandy, hesitantly. Comm turned to him.




    ‘That’s very naïve … no, they have come to collect taxes.’




    The horsemen surrounded the small gathering of the village. They branded whips with barbed ends. Sandy noticed that each rider had ancient daggers and cleavers hanging loosely from their roped belts: The only technology that had survived from a people that had once been the space farers that had put the weather satellites into orbit, thousands of years ago. He watched as they separated the men and children from the females. Sandy then looked on in horror, as the women were subjected to beatings from four of the overseers. One of the male villagers found the courage to step forward and pushed one of the attackers to the ground. The overseers on horseback burst into laughter at their comrade’s misfortune, but the merriment was short lived. Two other horsemen pulled the courageous villager back and they whipped him into unconsciousness.




    Sandy had to turn away as the poor man’s body was ripped to shreds. He fell, and the dry barren land hungrily drank in the free-flowing blood from the fallen hero. When Sandy turned back to the horror, he watched as the incensed overseer that had been pushed to the ground stumbled to his feet. He then attacked one of the women that had been tending the pot on the fire and ripped at her tattered clothing that fell to pieces as he clawed his hands over her. With her breasts bare he fell upon her and as she fell into the fire she frantically fought back, trying desperately to pull herself out of the intense heat, her screams and flailing punches only spurred the other overseers into a frenzy of howls and screeches to jeer their comrade on. As she pulled herself out of the flames, they beat her with their staffs, pushing her back into the thermal hell. A couple of the younger men of the tribe that were being held back by the now incensed and chant-driven psychopaths, found some deep anger that surfaced into pure brutality. It was short lived as they were beaten to their knees and what life they cherished left without looking back. The overseer that had originally been thrown to the ground, now on top of the bucking and writhing woman brutally raped her. But her ordeal was far from over, spurred on by the act, his comrades then took it in turns to hold down the now submissive woman as they all ravaged her.




    Sandy turned his head away, sickened at the sight.




    ‘Comm, that’s enough, please, I don’t want to see any more,’ he shouted, but the shout was almost a hysterical sob, and the woman’s screams throbbed in his mind.




    The image before him vanished. They were once again in the grey non-place. Sandy felt sickened and buried his head in his hands.




    Comm was once again arguing with the science team. They had wanted to smooth away his emotion and Comm had argued that it was these emotional spikes that may give an insight as to who this man was. He had won his argument and now turned to Sandy.




    ‘We will take a rest; I think we need to re-evaluate.’




    The greyness faded, shapes appeared: They were standing in a cavern, an ice cavern, crowds of people moving in a determined path, not rushing, yet motivated. He sensed that they needed to be somewhere other than where they were. The rape of the woman from the small family tribe still conveyed horrific images to his mind. He felt weak and almost stumbled. Comm took his arm and led him to a bench situated at the side of a large thoroughfare.




    ‘Where are we now?’ Sandy stammered, looking down the length of the cavern which covered some five hundred metres. He noticed buildings protruding from the ice walls, people moving at a pace to get from one place to another. Above him small vehicles hovered silently past.




    ‘Just catch your breath, relax awhile. We are a thousand years before the destruction and three standard days after the vicious attack of the family tribe. Only two of them survived, an adolescent boy and a young girl, just a toddler really. They hid for weeks until they eventually were found. They were lucky, especially when we find out what happens next. It was the young boy’s story that was put into print and that journal is the basis of the scenario that we have just witnessed. Do you have any recollection of the sights that we have seen, any at all, no matter how small?’ Sandy shook his head.




    ‘No, none.’ He looked about him, from one end of the cavern to the other.




    ‘The people here seem … panicky,’ he said, almost dreamily, still trying to rid his memory of the images from the previous scenario.




    ‘Yes, yes, they are, they have lived in these caverns for generations, just over two thousand years. These are the Techno-Alliance: When the Elder House came to power their laws were quite simple – do as we say or die. Death was quick and, in most cases, public. A few however, banded together and stood up to them but they could not win.




    the Elder House influence was everywhere, the Alliance was easily infiltrated and in a lot of instances their resistance cells were compromised and they were made an example of. So, they retreated, year after year they moved south, other groups joined them. I do not have specific documentation of this era – just a footnote from a command publication – why they were not just permanently removed. I have no idea, the Elder House at this time were definitely strong enough. Whether they were herded or chased, we will never know, all we do know is that they ended up in the frozen wastes of the southern pole. With the technology that they had brought with them they carved a home, until today, today is when they fight back. Many journals mention this day in some detail, they call it …’




    ‘The swarm,’ Sandy whispered. Comm spun around, cutting off the communication from the science team.




    ‘You know it!’ He held the younger man by the shoulders and looked deep into his eyes.




    ‘What do you know of this, Sandy? It’s important.’




    ‘All I know is that they left this place, and retook the land, and those that stood before them were destroyed, totally destroyed.’




    ‘And how do you know this? Is it a memory? Were you here?’ Sandy looked away from him.




    ‘I don’t know, I don’t think I was here. I think it was a story.’ He turned back to Comm.




    ‘I’m sorry, it was just a flash, a fragment, just the word “swarm” came into my mind.’ Comm glared into the young man’s eyes, trying to look deep within, into the mind of this fascinating individual. Is it the truth that he speaks or a script that he is unknowingly adhering to. The elderly Com-link could not tell.




    ‘It’s a start, we have something that we did not have before. We can build on it.’ Comm let him go and sat relaxed beside him. The science team conveyed that a memory had arisen where before there had been nothing.




    ‘It is curious that a mind that is completely void of anything, can create, and now, all of a sudden, remember,’ Comm communicated back to the science team. ‘I still believe he is being fed with information.’




    ‘So why now?’ Sandy asked, watching the populace rushing from one place to another. Comm turned slowly towards him, and noticed that he had calmed considerably. He followed his stare, to the people that gave them no notice, just rushing past, determined to get to where they should be.




    ‘It is their time. This is the time that they reclaim their world.’




    ‘But why now, after two thousand years or so?’ Sandy asked again.




    ‘The journals, diaries and historical records of the time say that five years previous to where we are now, they had discovered the gravitational beam, a mass of energy that could be manipulated to increase or decrease a gravitational force. This beam, was refined to become an energy field which would eventually make Stella flight possible, but at the moment, they would use it as a defence shield. Oh, and at that time they also developed the first obliterator.’ Sandy turned to face the older man. With a puzzled expression, he added, ‘Energy field, obliterator.’ Comm smiled.




    ‘These people had nothing but their technology. Slowly over the generations that technology had been refined. When the energy field was discovered and they found that they could manipulate it, some used the technology to coat the surface of the cavern, which stopped the many cave-ins, and of course heat loss. Some used it to seal the entrance, others to create the first anti-gravity vehicles, those that you see passing us now, Sandy looked up to the underside of four vehicles as they passed.




    ‘And the obliterators?’ Sandy asked, bringing his gaze down to the old man.




    ‘They were developed from the graviton beam, a tool to create new caverns for expansion. It scattered the atoms of anything the beam touched. It was very quickly developed into a weapon.’




    Sandy scanned the cavern, the almost silent hovering vehicles, the structures that were seemingly impossibly fixed to the curving heights of the cavern walls, the clothing that the people wore. He scrutinised them all as they passed him by.




    ‘The Elder House had no technology, just whips and ancient daggers, how did they manage to keep these people imprisoned for so many generations? I mean this society is thousands of years more advanced.’ Comm followed Sandy’s gaze around the cavern, turned to face him, and with a smile shrugged.




    ‘I just do not have enough recorded information to share. I admit, it does seem ridiculous, but, if I were to surmise, the Elder House had one weapon that these people do not possess, and that is, fear, and I mean absolute fear and terror.’




    He turned to the enormous cavern entrance some two hundred metres to his left. Sandy followed his stare.




    ‘It has started, hasn’t it?’ Sandy asked softly, almost in a whisper.




    ‘Yes, hundreds of thousands of them will leave this place and they will destroy everything. The Elder House will crumble in three days, the Techno-Alliance will show no mercy. In just over a year the only people on this planet will be the Techno-Alliance and some of the less fortunate, the Elder House and all that it stood for will crumble before them, including most of the tribes that they encounter. So great was their bloodlust that they allowed almost nothing to survive, they will then make their home on the land masses within the southern hemisphere. The deserts will once again be fertile, great cities will rise, and in a thousand years, it will all be gone.’




    Comm stood and turned to Sandy.




    ‘These are bad times Sandy, but …’ He panned his arms around the cavern.




    ‘For all these people, these bad times are over, but we must continue our journey. I am taking you to five years before this planet’s demise.’




    The ice walls of the cavern seemed to melt out of existence; they found themselves back in the grey non place.
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