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CHAPTER 1

Rain and sleet pelted down upon the rural fields of Willowdale. Situated around forty miles north of Mapharno City, the county of Willowdale retained a certain degree of cleanliness and charm, but it wasn’t immune to the freak bouts of chaotic weather brought on by climate change. 

A wet tarmac road snaked its way across the hilly landscape, and upon this slickened road a car cruised along at a steady speed; the car was headed towards the Planet’s Reach complex. The vehicle was electric and driverless, allowing the two passengers inside to chat and converse with each other while it followed its programmed route.

‘What’s the latest from Astral Energy, Harriett?’

The question came from Paul Tringley, who sat in the nearside rear seat with a tablet in his manicured hands. 

Harriett Harmann, who served as COO at The Universal Mining Agency, responded without looking up from her own screen: ‘They’ve confirmed that they’re interested. If we can supply a shipment, they’ll purchase it.’

Paul’s smooth, clean-shaven face lit up with a smile, and he spent the next few moments scrolling down through some business emails in a contented manner. The relationship between Paul and Harriett was professional, but there was also a touch of genuine kinship between them. They were often seen together during the course of an average day at the agency’s headquarters, and they shared a high level of trust. Harriett was basically Paul’s second in command, although those who worked close to them recognized that she was more than that. Some would say that Harriett held the operation together, providing the brains and organizational skills that Paul himself lacked.

‘What about that asshole over at Cosmo Power?’ asked Paul, looking up from another email.

Harriett fidgeted in her seat, and adjusted the collar of her crisp, tailored suit. ‘I’m still working on him. He likes to haggle over unit prices.’

‘Well, we like to haggle too,’ huffed Paul, his smile fading slightly. ‘So don’t let that prick pressure you into a bad deal.’

Harriett’s expression was stern. ‘Don’t worry, Paul. I’ve got it under control.’

The electric car continued along the slippery road, edging closer to the infamous Planet’s Reach complex.

When it finally came into view, the complex looked baleful under the grey, cloudy sky. The buildings rose up from the damp grass like giant fragments of broken glass, and the surrounding circular hubs puckered the ground like boils. 

It took a while for the car to maneuver itself around the entrance roads of the HQ buildings, but it eventually entered the spacious main car park and drew to a halt directly outside the reception foyer. Paul and Harriett then disembarked the shiny, rain-spattered vehicle and walked inside.

A young lady at the reception desk greeted them as they entered, and called over to Paul.

‘I have something for you, sir.’

Paul approached the reception desk, and gazed down at the young woman with a lustful look in his eyes. ‘Something for me? It must be my lucky day!’

Harriett turned away in embarrassment.

Ignoring the flirtatious tone, the receptionist handed him a large, hard-backed envelope. 

‘More fan mail, I bet,’ winked Paul.

‘Probably,’ smiled the receptionist, although Harriett saw it more as a smirk.

Envelope in hand, Paul walked with Harriett over to the elevator. 

The elevator ascended to the top floor, and the doors opened with a ping. When the two of them reached Paul’s office, a cleaner was busy polishing the gold plaque on the door, but he hastily made way for them. 

They both entered the large office, and prepared themselves for business.

Ensconced in his big leather chair, Paul took a couple of puffs from his favourite vape pen, and stared at the envelope that sat atop his desk. 

‘Aren’t you going to open it?’ asked Harriett, as she powered up her laptop on a table on the other side of the room.

‘Yeah,’ muttered Paul, taking another toke of flavoured vapour.

Something was causing Paul to hesitate, though. He couldn’t put a finger on what it was, it was just that...he had an unsettling feeling about something. It could’ve been the unusual shade of the brown envelope paper, it could’ve been the address label with the odd font, or it could’ve been unconscious intuition, but something made him very hesitant to open the letter.

Taking one last pull on his vape pen, Paul exhaled and grabbed the envelope from his desk. Tearing the seal, he looked down into its open top and saw an A4-sized glossy photograph. 

What the fuck is this?

He pulled out the photo.  

After studying the image for a few seconds, his face screwed up in confusion. ‘What the fuck?’

Harriett looked up from her laptop. ‘What is it, Paul?’

‘You better come and look at this.’

Three people were in the photo. Two of them wore dark robes, while the third person was stark naked—and dead.

Harriett now stood behind Paul, gazing over his shoulder. ‘What? What on Earth is this?’

A full minute passed, then another, and all the two of them could do was stare down at the photograph, completely and utterly dumbfounded. The photograph had been taken in a dingy room of some kind, possibly a basement, and a naked, mutilated body was splayed out on the floor. Two cloaked figures stood over the bloody corpse, seemingly unperturbed by the gashes, bruises and claret that seeped from it.

One of the cloaked figures looked horribly familiar. Paul recognized him first, then Harriett did too.

With a trembling jaw, Paul blurted, ‘That’s my father.’

Harriett could only nod in response.

But there was more. Squinting down at the picture, Paul thought he recognized the other cloaked figure as well, although he couldn’t yet work out why.

‘Is there anything else in the envelope?’ asked Harriett.

Paul reached over towards the torn envelope and looked inside.

Indeed, there was.

‘There’s a note,’ he said. ‘A printed note.’ 

Holding the note up against the light, Paul Tringley read it out loud:

12th May 2085

As I’m sure you will know, just like anyone else who sees this photograph will know, this is a photograph of your father, Terence Tringley. The man standing next to him is Dolph Veale, a crewmember of the generation ship, Conservation. The heap in front of them is a dead body. 

This image carries enough weight to bring your whole entire corporation down to its knees, and I have the original copy, sealed and stamped and ready to send over to the press. 

The good news is that there is something you can do to prevent this from happening: launch a surveillance probe in search of the much-neglected vessel, Conservation. 

Your utter disregard for the crew onboard that ship has not gone unnoticed, and if you do not publicly announce the launch of a surveillance probe within two weeks from the date at the top of this letter, I will release this photograph for all to see.

The clock is ticking.

Paul’s hands were shaking, and he threw everything back down on his desk. ‘Dolph Veale...Dolph Veale...’

‘Isn’t that the crewmember you spoke to during the video call last year?’ said Harriett.

Jumping up from his chair, Paul paced around the office like a demented orangutan who’d just been given a shot of adrenaline. ‘Fuck! Fuck! That’s him! That weird crewmember! Oh, shit! What the hell’s going on, Harriett?’

‘Paul, we need to speak to your father.’

Paul ceased his maniacal pacing just long enough to give Harriett an indignant stare. ‘Forget it!’

Folding a lock of chestnut hair behind her ear, Harriett persisted. ‘Paul, this is serious. And serious problems require—’

‘I’m not talking to that fucking loser, Harriett. No way!’

‘I understand that it’s been a long time, Paul. But—’

‘But nothing! This is my company now, not his! I don’t have to ask him for anything!’

‘Of course this is your company now. But this photograph here, wherever it came from, could bring your company down. We have to do something about it.’

Paul slowed his pacing and circling and walked over towards the window. Leaning against the frame, he morosely stared out at the drizzly sky. ‘That stupid ship. That cursed, stupid, pathetic fucking ship. Why can’t it just go away?’

‘We need to speak to your father, Paul.’

‘We’re not speaking to my father.’

Now Harriett grew restless. ‘Well, if we can’t speak to your father, we’ll have to speak to...our special contact.’

This got Paul’s attention. ‘Really?’

‘Yes, really. We can’t ignore this, Paul. Somebody’s trying to blackmail us.’

‘OK, speak to our special contact,’ said Paul, gravely.

Harriett dipped a slender hand inside her suit and pulled out her phone. Something then occurred to her. 

‘What is it?’ asked Paul, sensing her hesitation.

‘Even if we get our contact to help us, it could take weeks, or even months, to find out who sent this photograph. We don’t have that much time.’

Paul knew what he had to do, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to say it.

‘You’re going to have to announce the launch of a surveillance probe, Paul.’

Paul grimaced. ‘But it’s possible that our contact could find the culprit within two weeks. And if he does, I will have committed to something that’s completely unnecessary.’

Harriett’s analytical mind went to work for a while. ‘Look, I’ll email our contact and brief him up about what’s going on. While I’m doing that, you go and speak to the PR department and get them to prepare a press release for a forthcoming surveillance probe.’

‘But Harriett, I—’  

‘It’s OK, we won’t make any announcements unless we really have to. But it’s a good idea to have everything prepared, just in case.’ 

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ nodded Paul, moving away from the window.

‘You could also speak to the manager of the engineering department,’ added Harriett. ‘Ask him how long it would take to design a probe of this kind.’

‘But...what if people start asking questions?’

Harriett shrugged. ‘Tell them you’re concerned about the crewmembers and passengers up there on the ship.’

Looking down towards the floor, Paul gave another weak nod. ‘But what if—’

‘If our contact finds the culprit within two weeks, we’ll tell the PR department and the engineering department to scrap everything on the grounds of it being economically inviable. Bloody hell, Paul, we can say anything we like.’

A semblance of hope surfaced on the smooth contours of Paul’s face. ‘OK, it’s a plan.’

Harriett smiled, then scrolled down through her email list for a special contact that was listed cryptically as: *

CHAPTER 2

The sun set over Mapharno City, as another evening crept in. Over in the south-easterly corner of the great metropolis, the rooftops of Drewdale sat proudly, soaking up the last of the warm rays. Under one of these grand rooftops, in a house situated alongside the Gonsai River, David Kingston sat in his study.

After arriving home around an hour ago, he’d showered and cooked himself some dinner. His day had been fairly usual: he’d conducted a lecture to an assemblage of students over at his animal conservation foundation, then travelled over to the Mapharno City Wildlife Museum to put on a presentation for a group of tourists.

It was on the way home that he’d encountered something unusual. Sitting in the back of his driverless taxi, he’d switched on the radio and let himself unwind during his homeward commute. Gazing out at the littered streets of District 1 and District 4, he calmly listened to the latest news bulletins. Most of it was bad news of course, as it always was, and after a while he began to zone out as the vehicle headed towards the port at District 7 where the Drewdale ferry ran back and forth. He might’ve fallen asleep, in fact, if he hadn’t heard a certain name being announced by the radio presenter:
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