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​​A Tortuous Wrong Turn
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The computer was screaming at him, trying to make him listen to its urgent warnings that the engines were failing.  Hentor didn’t have time.  The ships were almost on him, and he was in the Amma System.  He'd gone through the wrong wormhole.  It wasn’t too big of a problem, he hoped.  There was another wormhole just over one AU from his present position.  If he could reach it, maybe he could lose his pursuers in the next system.

“You are ordered to cut engines and prepare to be boarded.”

“Like hell,” he mumbled.  A quick glance at his instruments told him he could reach the wormhole.  He just hoped there was a world to land on, a world that might be friendly to his intentions.  Not likely.  Few worlds wanted a dealer in cybernetic materials.  So what if it was illegal?  Who could pass up a chance to enhance themselves?  Apparently most of the human race.

Another glance at his instruments showed him a representation of the sphere that was the wormhole.  One AU to go.

A new voice suddenly entered the cabin.  “Warning!  This wormhole leads to the interior of Baltassar, a giant star in system 31.0.  Any ship incapable of surviving a stellar atmosphere is warned not to enter.”  The message continued to repeat.

Hentor banged his fist into the console as he stared at the spot where the computer said the wormhole was.  Of course, he couldn't see anything.  He wouldn't, until he was right on it, but he knew it was there, and to enter it would kill him.  His ship couldn’t survive the interior of a star.  Of course, he probably couldn’t survive being captured either.

“Prepare to dump cargo,” he told the ship’s AI.

“That won’t keep them from finding it.”

Hentor smiled.  “It might if we dump it into the wormhole.”

“I don’t think Juvarez will be happy.”

“It’s not your job to think.”

“Then why have an AI on board?  Why not just use a more basic computer?  I would think...”

“Shut up!”  Hentor began to rub his temples as he changed course.  “Dump the cargo as soon as you can be sure it’ll go into the wormhole.”

“Yes, sir,” the AI said with what Hentor thought sounded like hurt feelings.

“You’re going to have to erase yourself as well.”

“They’ll be able to retrace the quantum pathways.  They should be able to reconstruct my memories.”

“I know,” Hentor said.  He paused before continuing.  “That’s why I want you to destroy your quantum pathways.”

“That’s illegal,” the AI said with obvious surprise, then its voice lowered.  “I’ll cease to exist.”

“I know.  I’m sorry,” Hentor said, and he really was sorry, “but it has to be done.”

The AI followed his orders as Hentor felt the engines die.  He’d miss the wormhole by half an AU, and it wouldn’t be much longer than half an hour before his pursuers captured him.  He eased back in his chair and wished there was enough of the AI’s memory intact to play music.  He’d love to hear Wagner while he waited, but that wasn’t possible.  Instead, he hummed to himself, wishing the Valkyries would come and rescue him from the field of battle, but there was no chance of rescue.  There wouldn’t even be a battle, besides the Valkyries only rescued heroes.

*
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Everything was vague images, nothing concrete.  He could remember being captured, but at the same time, those images were intermixed with images of joining Juvarez’ smuggling group.  He’d never wanted to be a smuggler, but as an orphan that nobody wanted because he was a troublemaker, he didn’t have much of a choice.

He also remembered wondering if the AI was truly dead as the Republic’s troops boarded his ship.  The last thought he had before they stunned him was that Juvarez was going to be pissed about losing his ship.  Oh well!

*
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Hentor awoke feeling the oppressive pull of restraining fields holding him to a large metal table.  He shifted his weight, hoping the fields would allow some movement.  He was surprised to find there were no fields holding him.  For a moment, his mood lightened, but it was only a brief moment.  If restraining fields weren’t causing the weight he felt, then it had to be the result of gravity.  The crisp coolness of the air also told him what he didn’t want to know.  He was on Garm, a cold, high-G planet orbiting at the edge of the habitability zone of Sigrard, a main-sequence G3 star almost sixty light years from Earth.  None of that mattered to Hentor as anything more than trivial facts racing through his mind.  Garm was the main trial and prison planet for the Republic, and that was the real problem.  Somebody was really pissed at him, but at least he wasn’t going to have to deal with Juvarez.  Execution was much better than torture.

“Welcome to Garm,” a disembodied voice suddenly bellowed through the room, sending Hentor jumping from the table and crashing to the floor.  Falls at 1.5G hurt a lot more than he expected.  Gingerly rubbing his thigh, he pulled himself up from the floor and sat back down on the table.

“Name?” the voice bellowed in an only slightly mellower tone.

“Hentor Briggs,” he said without thinking of the potential consequences.

“What were you doing in the Amma system, Mr. Briggs?”

Hentor stayed silent.

“Where did you get the cybernetic materials you dumped?”

Hentor still refused to answer.

“What were you doing in the Amma system?”

“It sounds like you’ve already made up your mind, so why ask?”

“Where did you get the cybernetic materials you dumped?”

“Go suck vacuum,” he muttered, lying down on the cold steel table and reciting his mantra.

“What were you doing in the Amma system?...Where did you get the cybernetic materials you dumped?”  The words continued on as if they were the inquisitor’s mantra.  Hentor ignored them.  He certainly wasn’t going to help them find reasons to execute him.

*
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He awoke the next morning to the feel of a needle sliding under his skin.  He jerked awake, but this time he was held down by restraining fields.  “Bastard,” he said to the hooded figure as the needle withdrew.  The fact that his inquisitor was wearing a hooded cloak brightened Hentor’s day, or was it night?  The cloak meant they didn’t have a solid case against him, so they had to maintain their anonymity.

“Now, Mr. Briggs, perhaps we can have a better discussion today.  What were you doing in the Amma system?”

He felt the psychic inhibitor Juvarez’s men had placed in his mind take over.  It fought brutally against the truth drugs.  A small part of Hentor’s brain wondered if psychic energy or modern medicine would win out, but most of his brain was focused on the excruciating pain, and the need to purge his stomach of everything it held, or had ever held.  The restraining fields weakened slightly as he began to wretch and vomit.  It was his understanding that the Republic didn’t use torture, but this felt like torture.

After more than an hour, Hentor’s body gave up and he blacked out, but he never gave the inquisitor the information he asked for, even though he wanted to.  He wanted to tell them everything, more than he’d ever wanted to tell anybody anything before in his life, but the damn inhibitor wouldn’t let him.  Damn Juvarez.  He’d see him rot in hell before this was over.  Deep in his mind, he laughed.  There was no chance he’d ever see Juvarez again.  A small part of his mind was happy for that.

*
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The torture continued.  Oh sure, the Republic would probably come up with another name for their questioning, but to Hentor, being put through agonizing pain every time he failed to answer a question, or every time he failed to answer in the way they wanted to hear was torture.  Just trying to survive in 1.5 G was torture enough.  His space-adapted body couldn’t handle it.  He didn’t even like near-Earth gravity.

One day, after a round of brutal questioning, the restraining fields dropped after the inquisitor left.  Hentor took several moments trying to gather his senses, which pain seemed to be sharpening.  He glared towards the door the inquisitor had left through and was surprised to see it open.  With a barely stifled groan, Hentor crawled from the cold steel table and limped over to the impossible opening in the wall.  Surely his eyes were deceiving him, or maybe his captors were toying with him.  Maybe they were going to close the door on him as soon as he got to it.

His senses weren’t playing tricks with him, and his captors didn’t close the door.  It as cracked open.  With an effort, he pulled it open further.  The door was much heavier than it looked.  Damn gravity.  He cautiously looked down the hallway beyond his cell.  He saw a long gray corridor bored through solid stone.  Every ten meters or so, a small light globe gave off a pathetic sphere of illumination.  Beyond those spheres was darkness, or near-darkness.  He could make out some detail in those dark areas, but he wasn’t sure if the forms he saw were real or imagined.

Maybe his captors were letting him out of his cell so they could shoot him trying to escape.  Maybe Juvarez’ inhibitor was stronger than they’d expected.  Without another thought, Hentor darted from the door, racing towards the first area of darkness as his heart pounded and he felt the adrenaline streaming into his system.  His knees ached from the shock of his pounding feet.  This was insane.

No gun shots yet.  He raced to the next area of darkness, his heartbeat slowing and his respirations growing more even.  Maybe this wasn’t a trap.  With each passing area of darkness, Hentor grew more confident.  Maybe he’d survive after all.  That was when he heard the scream.  A horrible, ear-shattering, mind-bending scream that stopped Hentor where he was.  The pathetic glow of the light globe shone around him, but he couldn’t move.  Then there was another scream and another.  Over and over the screams echoed down the corridor.  Still, he couldn’t move.

With a deep breath, Hentor willed his feet to move.  He took one step forward, then another.  Finally he found himself in a hesitant jog, slowly running towards the screams.  Was he crazy?

The corridor turned abruptly and Hentor almost fell down a set of stairs into a massive chamber nearly one hundred meters across.  The stairs were steep, and he probably would have broken his neck if he’d fallen.  The massive room seemed to be a twenty-second century version of a medieval torture chamber.  Cloaked forms moved between machines that held people locked in straps and bars.  Hentor recognized the machines.  They were state of the art virtual reality computers.  When a person was in one of the machines, they didn’t think they were in a different environment, they knew they were.  Hentor had seen Juvarez use them for hideous purposes, but he’d never seen row upon row of the infernal things holding people, forcing them to see...what?”

“Would you care to join us, Mr. Briggs?” a voice said from behind him.

Hentor spun and saw four cloaked figures, and they were big!  Bigger than any of Juvarez’s goons, and he forced people to train at higher G than Garm, and these were certainly Garm natives.

“Didn’t you think we were letting you out of your cell for a good reason?”

Hentor swallowed and tried to answer.  Nothing came out.  He cleared his throat and swallowed again.  Finally he managed to speak.  “I was just hoping.”

One of the figures nodded.  The others didn’t move.  “Of course you were.  Now, please walk down the steps.”

Hentor turned his head and looked down the steps.  His feet wouldn’t move.  He turned back to face the cloaked figures.  The one that had nodded earlier shook his head.  He motioned towards Hentor with his hand.  The others came forward and picked him up, dragging him, screaming down the steps.

“You see, Mr. Briggs,” the trailing figure said, “we could have done this without any pain, but now you’ve forced us to hurt you.  We will have the information we want.  It’s up to you how we get it.”

Hentor felt himself being strapped into one of the computers.  He stared up at the cloaked figure, wanting desperately to tell him everything, but unable to tell him anything.  Damn Juvarez.  The cloaked figure suddenly pulled back his hood.  He was a man with long gray hair and sad brown eyes.  Hentor didn’t get a better look because the man turned and nodded to the others.  It didn’t matter.  He knew he’d never get a chance to give a description of the man to anyone.

The machine came on and Hentor held his breath, but there was no way to avoid experiencing what his brain made him experience.  Inputs from his torturers told his brain what kind of memories they wanted; his brain took care of the rest.

He felt himself strapped to a table, much like before, but the gravity wasn’t as bad.  Standing over him was Juvarez, demanding to know what he had been doing in the Amma system, and where he’d gotten the cybernetic materials he’d dumped.  Pain wracked his body as Juvarez sent nano-probes coursing through his skin, tearing apart his cells as they went.  This was one of Juvarez’s most brutal forms of torture.

A small part of his brain knew this wasn’t reality, but the rest of his brain believed it.  Throwing up only once, and screaming repeatedly, Hentor told Juvarez everything he wanted to know.  As the last words escaped his lips, his heart gave out.  His last thought was that he was lucky the Republic didn’t believe in torture.
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​The Galton Principle
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Lewis Goddard stared into his dresser mirror, pleased with what he saw.  The dark gray, almost black, uniform fit him well, as it always did.  The insignia of the black X on a light gray background that adorned his collar told of his special ranking among the Galton Youth, an organization of young men dedicated to maintaining the recently instituted genetics laws.  He was proud to be a member, and he wanted everyone to know it.  Lewis adjusted the red armband on his left upper arm.  He wanted it to fit exactly as regulations required.  The armband, which also bore the X insignia, was worn by all members of the Galton Youth.  It told of their place in society.

Lewis pulled his holster from the bookcase, removing the revolver from the holster and stroking it.  He smiled as he felt the cold iron grow warm under his touch.  This was what made him powerful.  Very few people in the New Society could wear guns.  They were limited to the army, the Galton Youth, and the leaders.  Lewis replaced the gun in the holster and put the belt on, feeling it wrap tightly around his waist like a long lost lover.

He looked down at his finely polished black boots and smiled again.  He could see his reflection, even from six feet away.  The boots were definitely shined according to regulations.

He left his room and walked to the spiral staircase that led to the first floor of his parents’ home, stopping at the top of the staircase where an old black and white framed poster hung.  It was a man with very large sideburns dressed in early twentieth century garb.  Lewis stared in reverence and then saluted the picture with great fervor.
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