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Fragments is a continuation of the one-story-from-each-decade project I thought to call ‘The Smithereens’ in jest, only to find the idea is gaining more popularity that I expected. I suppose there would be a game in guessing which of the stories came first and trying to place them in which decade, but I would win that game so it wouldn’t be much fun for anyone else.

Short Story Anthologies are not in much vogue anymore, but I do enjoy the medium and hope the sense of my first experiences of Anthologies comes through; snippets of different ideas, capsules of dreams.

In this Anthology:

Inferno: 

Trouble brews in the idyllic matriarchy. How any society deals with its dissidents is a measure of its maturity, and power and ideals are often uneasy bedfellows

Fragments of Morning:

An Ode to Insomnia. What keeps you awake at night?

Lawman:

The crime-beleaguered city of eGoli in the near future has one sentinel; Ndou, the Lawman.

No Heart for the Matter:

Myths being what they are, are often simply accepted. What if the truth behind the myths of Lucifer is even stranger?

The Folk and the Shellmen: 

The SS Kristos makes first contact with an ancient, technologically sophisticated alien society. This is that story.

Bonus Omnipresent Occultation Extract: El D’Or Dieux

This bonus extract details the mission card in which Rusty and Argus and the Bruja Dona Raffi safeguard the birth of Fifth Sun in the Aztec Empire, and defeat a cabal of diabolical chonchon.
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Chapter One - Inferno
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It was the most exquisite structure the World of Claudius had seen, but all the Architect was seeing was the end result of a long year of construction. Devo was his name, and he was troubled, looking at his work from across the Plaza. 

Devo was slightly below average height, lean, trim, and not yet thirty years old.  He was the perfect product of his society, his long Brown hair had a slight wave to it, framing clean features. Add to this, genius and an intense and powerful personality animating his face and his body; so that every thought, every pleasure was immediately reflected.  His ascetic but active lifestyle had honed his body definition to perfection, his charming wit reflecting a gifted and sharp intelligence. 

He moved through the matriarchal society of the planet Claudius as a tuning fork would ring out in a Library. At Gneiss City High Society events he would arrive alone, charm the crowd and then leave alone, sometime later, always unnoticed. If he consorted with any of the ruling Mothers, well then he was discretion itself and rumors of this one and that one always hugged the newscasts the next day, never confirmed, never denied.

Devo was perfect, but the Devo everyone thought they knew, was a fiction.

As a gifted, highly-sought freelance Architect, the capitol was adorned with his structures on the Acropolis. More and more often the populace was calling the Seat of the Mothers ‘Devo’s place’ in casual reference, and it was also no surprise that Devo had been pushed by the High Council of Mothers of Claudius to extend his celebration of style and function to adorn and enhance their personal Estates, and attached conurbation. Devo had found himself being commissioned for work after work, construction after construction and with each commission a higher priority than the last, or being expected to be delivered ahead of a High Councilor of lower status among the Mothers of Claudius.

If you were in the High Society Circle you would understand this logic because everyone in the Sector followed his work, and wanted to hear about him. He was The High Council of Mothers’ showcase, but unknown to them, one who would see them fail. 

Now that the Acropolis was complete, The Inner City adjoining it was his next playground and consisted almost entirely of his work. He had been forced to demolish the Old Settler quarter, which he had privately considered a work of Art, to build his Knossos Mall.  He had been urged to clear the Wetland next to the Lagoon, the biggest concentration of the last breeding grounds of the Gneiss Tern, to build his famous Hotel. In fact, as he stood in the center of the Gneiss City Plaza, everything around him for five square kilometers above, and one square kilometer below ground, was his work.

He could see Devo’s Atrium from where he stood, although it was still at least a kilometer from where he was. On scale terms, it dominated the whole East side of the city, over the Lagoon.

Devo’s Atrium... Devo sighed, a structure that he was not at all interested in completing, or seeing built at all considering the cost to the little alien avians that had nested there for millions of years before humans had arrived on this planet.

He had been forced to finish the Plaza last year, pressured by the Grand Mother herself and although Devo had complied, it had rankled with him to be so summarily imposed upon. Devo had, after all refused the commission some time earlier and was not expecting to begin construction. Still, the land had been cleared, the Terns had been disrupted to near-extinction and the site had waited for him to begin as if his own volition was not necessary. For the first time in his life, Devo had begun to suspect that all not not as it seemed in the World, an exercise of power for power’s sake was not something he found particularly amusing.

In the year that it had stood over the large expanse of cobbled pseudo-stone Devo had begun to loathe it more and more. Eventually he decide to do something about it, something that had crept up in in unconscious mind from a ‘what-if’ private thought to something that had consumed his waking mind at almost ever opportunity. He had special plans for both of the structures.

Titus, Domitian, Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, Aurelius and Commodus had been settled for some time, but for reasons never quite explained by The Second Sol Senate they were mostly water-based worlds with mostly benthic populations. The Second Colonial drive had provided more of a terrestrial focus in their seeding initiative, and by then, some hundreds of years later than the first Colonial Drive most of the Standard Humans who elected to participate did so for ideological and aesthetic reasons.

There were tens of millions of Standard humans in the Sol System at the time of the Second Colonial drive and millions of humans in the First Systems all involved with their own matters, and living very comfortably with the routes that had been set up by the space-faring Out Systems for trade, information and production agreements. Ansibles that plotted and buffered conversations over stellar distances were commonplace and the Second Colonial drive had been an ordered affair with the establishment of Claudius, Galba, Caracalla and Otho forming the Second Systems.

Claudius was not a populous planet, and Gneiss City was not a large city. Claudius only had a population of two million, a tenth of them in Gneiss City. It was a frontier planet after all, and one that was not especially rich in anything, except alien wild life. Even that, while beautiful, was not especially unusual, nor especially useful nor profitable to exploit. 

Claudius was a tame planet, rolling hills, hardwood forests and shallow seas buttressing beaches with high cliffs. Devo loved the simple aesthetic tastes of this world, but realized that if it had been up to the High Council of Mothers, all of Gneiss City would soon disappear under his steel and glass constructions. The High Council of Mothers were resolute on having this Sector’s administration Capitol at Gneiss City honor and uplift them, and damn the cost. The first planet-wide, fully functioning Matriarchy in human history deserved some extra kumbayah.

It did not matter to The High Council of Mothers that Devo had grown to hate what his work meant to others. It did not matter to the High Council of Elders that Devo’s work was slowly crowding out what he loved about the world. It did not matter to them that Devo’s work was being used to represent their Lie to everyone. The numerous stabs at the Constitution that formed the basis of all Civil Society on Claudius rankled at Devo, as he was far more often the target of them, more so than any ordinary citizen, the expedient ‘forgetfulness’ to Good Practice. Those ‘little things’ that just had to be done quickly, and no-one needed to concern themselves about...

Devo alone sought the truth, before all that would ever remain was the Lie and...that... thing he had built, stretching out deserted over what used to be wetlands.

Devo stared over at the Atrium. It stood nearly one hundred and fifty meters tall and covered nearly half a square kilometer, based on the old Earth Domes at London and York.. It was a flimsy lace of glass and ceramic like the Plaza, supported by thin steel and plastic vines which appeared as if they could not possibly support the magnificent structure. Ordinarily, and under most instances, they couldn’t. But Devo was a genius, and the pattern of glass and ceramic held a secret that only he knew about, buried in the Plaza, exposed in the Atrium. Devo nibbled at one edge of a fingernail. Finally it was finished, a year in the construction, all his other Projects on hold.

He sighed and squared his shoulders. It was almost opening time, and he had to be there to receive his accolades. He set off over the Plaza to the walkway spanning the Lagoon. 

Mother Gaynor was present along with the High Council. Grand Mother Gaynor, The President of Claudius and Mayor of Gneiss City all puffed up, basking in the reflected glory of his work and he hated that. 

All except Caylor. Devo made another mental note about Caylor, then. He was young, native-born like Devo, and male, like Devo.

Police Chief Caylor was obviously not present because he was not party to Council plans. 

Devo would make sure that Caylor would become party to his plans.

He made small talk and pat speeches, hating his duplicity. They were Old, the Mothers. Almost all from Sol, almost all of them abundant with the stock of Aquamarine Ooze, and almost all of them proponents of the peculiar sexual imbalance politics of ‘The Ebb’. 

This time in history was when the female sex due to its absurd scarcity, could dictate politics and privilege without fear of any recrimination, grow wealthy in their own right and scrub history clean of any sexual oppression by one sex or the other.

As the sexual ratios stabilized over time to about thirty percent of the population over all the human worlds, both in the Sol Systems, and a little later in the First Systems... irrespective of the group marriages and other social innovations that occurred in this time, the Mothers were the Regime.

The High Council of Mothers were, as much as any Regime could be present, in Gneiss City; those women who did not like the negotiated relationships of new-Human Society. They were all settlers on Claudius, who thanks to great strides in medical progress, had seen five generations of long-lived Humans pass into the world, and would see many more. 

They had lived long enough for all of those values from Old Earth to follow them to a new place but were more comfortable with the values that had destroyed a planet, choked it with filth and refuse, mined it out and polluted its waters, than of the fresh-start mentality the younger colonists espoused.

They had moved to another place, like Claudius, only so that they could get to repeat the cycle. Devo was determined that Gneiss City was not going to fall prey to them. Devo swore this under his breath, all the time trying to maintain his pleasant demeanor to the Worlds that were watching him via Ansible cut the ribbon to his Atrium. It had plant species from many different worlds, all completely out of place on Claudius. Jarring with what he thought Gneiss City should stand for. 

Set up only to impress others, not for the integrity that he had built into the structures, not for the integrity of the Wetlands that had been near-destroyed in order to create it.

“Build it to last a thousand years, Devo.” they had said to him.

But he knew what he was doing before he even put stylus to screen, he knew that in order to avoid the fate of Old Earth, Devo would have to destroy the one thing the whole Sector admired about Gneiss. The Ultimate defiance... 

Minimal defiance before had not worked, was almost unanimously ignored. Medial Defiance was quickly quashed by PR teams. His behavioral variations to unsettle the social order resulted in the remarks: “Devo just needs to find himself...” and was forgotten. So Devo had planned something else, something else entirely. Ultimate Defiance was his only option now.

***
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CAYLOR SAT AT HIS DESK and stared out of the window. It was late, but he was used to working late, he lived for it. Caylor did not have much crime on Claudius, and his use in tracking lost individuals on a still largely unexplored planet was largely uncalled for until winter. Still he stayed, a driven man, and an anomaly.

Caylor was the Gneiss City Civic Guard CEO, not yet thirty and occupying a position usually reserved for a member of the High Council of Elders. He stood below the average height for the natives of Gneiss, and kept his silver blond hair at shoulder length. He also possessed a cold marble beauty that was set at odds to his slightly dreamy ice-blue eyes. He knew that people tended to view him as decorative, and used that to his advantage. An advantage that had served him well, as Caylor was anything but decorative. 

Caylor was a gifted and Registered Psionic, one of only a handful in the Colony’s, a “Finder” a peculiar mix of Cognition and Telepathy that allowed him to hone in on any one thing or any one person who had gone missing.

Psionics were not welcome on Claudius, especially Telepaths for some or other reason - but Caylor had managed to find the daughter of The Grand Mother a few years back and had undergone mandatory Registration and Profiling as soon as it had been discovered what he was. The fact that he was not able to rummage through anyone else’s thoughts probably determined his current career, rather than face deportation back to the Sol System.

“Caylor?” his communications module announced softly.

“Receive Comm.” Caylor spoke to it. It responded and an image swirled into focus.

“You are still at work?” A youthful face, showing slight lines, and a few grey hairs. 

“Yes, Grand Mother Gaynor.” Caylor thought she looked good after her last rejuvenation. She looked forty again, but she was much, much older. She was one of the Elders that Caylor could actually relate to, she had taken Caylor’s career to heart.

“You push yourself too hard, Caylor.” Mother Gaynor smiled at Caylor, a smile that reached all the way to her eyes. It was a common chide, and one that had almost become a ritual between them.

“Not really, Grand Mother Gaynor.” Caylor fretted with a hem sleeve.

“What is it, then?” Mother Gaynor realized that he was tense, expectant. She knew why, although Caylor did not. She let him fret.

“I don’t know, just.... something.” Caylor found he could not put words to his rush of tension, of anticipation, of an impending hunt. He paced his office. He did not see the look flash over Mother Gaynor’s face then, quickly, then gone.

“I’ll leave you to it then.” Mother Gaynor cut the connection. Her face darkened as soon as the viewport dropped. If only you knew, my boy, if only you knew... 

She smiled grimly and smoothed the front of her frock. Caylor’s secret file, the one only she had access to, indicated that he was a Registered Psionic Seeker. It was the reason he had been made the Gneiss City Civic Guard CEO. Mental Powers were mostly illegal, and sometimes dangerous. Still, the Elders were using them as a front to consolidate their power. Caylor was useful to Gaynor. He found things. It didn’t matter what she wanted found, he would do so. 

The Registration papers were in her secret file because the other bitches would be all over him, if they were to discover his Talents. That would mean sharing something, and Gaynor discovered that sharing was something she really didn’t like doing. Stifle information and eliminate opposition, that was more her style. 

It seemed that once there used to be so few Psionic awakenings, even two hundred years ago. Now they were appearing all over Claudius and control of the process was becoming difficult. Caylor was the ideal tool to seek them out, and have them nullified.

If Caylor knew what The Elders were doing, he would no doubt rebel against them. His work consisted of arresting individuals who displayed a range of anti-social behavior when their Psionic Ability reached a certain level and started to operate sporadically. 

The Claudius Constitution had inherited a Clause that stated if any individuals manifested psa over a certain magnitude, they had to be trained by the Sol Senate Psicademy. Below a certain level, they were ‘rehabilitated’ - or rather blocks put into place to allow them to function normally in society. 

If the individual concerned manifested above a certain range of psa, the Sol Senate would reimburse the Government the cost of transport and training and offer a conscription contract to the individual’s Government. Below a certain psa, the Sol Senate would reimburse the Government for the cost of the blocks being applied. Each Government or Planetary Union kept stock of blockers, regularly re-supplied by the Sol Senate Psicademy under the control of one of the Haroun Clones. Currently this was Haroun E. Gaynor shuddered at the thought of the Psicademy.

Haroun E thought they were being rehabilitated, he did not know the truth of it. Gaynor took the money anyway, she had much better uses for it and the latent Psionics...

The truth was that they had to be caught then, because after a time it was too late. After they were Registered, they were operant, pure and simple. They would discover things ordinary people could not. 

Such as the fact that The Council of Mothers, unknown to the rest of the Sector, “retired” them, and anyone else who stood in their way; to work camps and illicit asteroid mining camps.

Mother Gaynor knew that Caylor himself was incapable of the concept of killing, he was the ultimate pacifist. It was his insistence that the Civic Guard all conform the settings on their neuro-guns to stun, his insistence that all of the City Guard patrols not carry armaments at all, his insistence that all off-world visitors were searched thoroughly, and deported immediately they were found to conceal any lethal weapon. Mother Gaynor could imagine the ambient tension flooding through Caylor, as his Seeker-sense mounted. She knew she had to find a task for him soon, distract him with yet another blind alley before his Psionics latched onto something she didn’t want found.

She knew Caylor had no sense of fear, and was adept in many forms of non-lethal combat. The conflict within himself to defend his convictions often led him to become morose and sullen, but he had risen to every challenge and had kept his integrity. The cost of his internal focus was her ability to distract, divert and deflect him... unless he had a target to find; a lost thing or a missing person he would hone in on to the exclusion of all else, he would begin to direct it himself. This she could not allow. Her control of his Civic Guard was absolute, almost everyone was on her payroll and he didn’t even know that. That was the easy part. 

His entire Bureau fed him with distractions she provided, him thinking they were loyal to him. They thought they were loyal to him, they really did... but Gaynor pulled the strings.

Grand Mother Gaynor stood up and walked to her window, the Lagoon shimmered opalescent in the lights of the city. She wondered if this trait, this two edged sword, would qualify him for “retirement” if he discovered what the Mothers were doing... 

Like Devo, Caylor had tremendous popular power. He would have to be eliminated if he became aware of the machinations and Machiavellian process behind Claudius government. Unlike Devo, Caylor had the acumen to pose a threat. She hoped he would not, she was fond of him, and he had saved her daughter from an untimely and politically embarrassing demise.

But then... if she used her power to save him were he to turn on them, the Council of Mothers would lose... she would lose. The Councils grip on things depended largely on her being President. Gaynor sighed and sipped at her absinthe, but Caylor could certainly prune some of her Rivals, were he to start digging... that would increase her relative influence, throwing a few of her rival bitches under the bus. Perhaps she should consider that, knowing when enough was enough. She could come out of that in a better position and still keep Caylor oblivious. Oh well, power was its own reward. Mother Gaynor cherished it...

Caylor sat and fretted in his office, thirty floors above the City Plaza. It was late evening. All the Families and the lovers had left the city, left the Lagoon, left the Atrium... left the Gneiss City districts and the empty space it became after sunset behind them, commuted out to their suburban homes. They were now safe in their cocoons of light and laughter. Usually about now he would relax, his job for the day would be over. 

Only he wasn’t. Something, someone... He didn’t know how or why, he didn’t know who. He just knew that something was going to happen.

Caylor felt dizzy, tired. It was not lack of sleep, and he was in perfect health. 

It was puzzling. He leant his head on the full length glass window, and it cooled his forehead. His ghostly reflection loomed before his vision, sprinkled with the lights of the Plaza. Everything seemed so quiet, so peaceful.

The Atrium loomed some distance over the Lagoon, ghostly tan and ivory luminescence sparkling in the mottled lace canopy. It really was magnificent. Though why Devo drove himself so hard to complete all of these structures remained a mystery, Caylor could appreciate Devo’s drive.

The Atrium. The Atrium! Caylor’s eyes snapped open... It was there! The wrong thing was there at the Atrium!

It exploded with a blinding flash, he took three steps back, stumbling against his desk. The afterimage had seared his retina, and it was all he could see for long minutes afterwards. 

Caylor sat on the floor and clasped his hands together, willing his sight back, fighting the panic only when he started to see dark spots at the edge of his vision, and slowly the room returned to normal. He stood up and quickly moved to his computer console. A few hurried commands to the automated squad to cordon and search the area, and then to sleep, he knew he would have need of every moment tomorrow. Caylor curled up under his desk.

As soon as it was light, Caylor slipped down to the ruins of the Atrium, to release the cordon and collect the results of the search. The explosion had created much media interest, and the remote camera drones had flocked to the scene. They hovered like butterflies above the scene, and he had to run a program through the Civic Guard Automatons to set their limit to five hundred meters. The damage was extensive but there were no casualties at all. 

Someone had rigged the explosion to coincide with the first time the Atrium was empty of people. Caylor was immensely relieved. The Atrium structure was completely destroyed. There was virtually nothing left. The plants were razed and the canopy was simply not there anymore. Ash was everywhere. Caylor shuddered, an Inferno.

The media reports coming in from all of the Channels had a steady stream of outrage that he had begun to associate with Council indignation. “Heinous Terrorism”, “Planetary Dignity”, “Sabotage” were some of the words filtering through the information Caylor steadily gathered. Caylor ignored them and processed everything useful. Traces of magnesium ash, but no explosives. 

Nothing.

Two hours later there was still nothing. There was no thermal charge, no evidence of anything untoward, no blast radius to indicate the position of the charge, no evidence of any-one buying or otherwise moving enough incendiary stuff to blast this structure to kingdom come. No evidence of satellite attack, no registered flight paths from any other Sector ships, nothing.

Caylor was scared.

It was as if the Atrium simply disappeared. Disintegrated.

His wrist communicator buzzed. It had to be Grand Mother Gaynor. It was. “What do you have to report, Caylor?”

“Nothing.” Caylor whispered into his communicator. At least at five hundred meters, the Media could not hear him, and if he covered his lips, could not see what he was saying.

“What do you mean, nothing?” Mother Gaynor was irritated, he could see that much.

“I mean exactly that, nothing.” Caylor sighed, no debris, no clues, no motives, no anything at all. Nada. Zip.

“This Atrium was commissioned by the Council.” Mother Gaynor was not impressed “An attack on it is an attack on us.” Her tones turned icy, “Find who did this, Caylor. Find them and that is an order! Disconnect.”

Caylor cleared the Automatons and released the cordons. Find them, right... The destruction was so complete, one light rain would wash even the trace of the Atrium and the Plaza away. It would be Wetlands again, as if the structure had never been there in the first place. 

Devo sat at his penthouse apartment and sipped a cordial. His view over the plaza extended out to the Lagoon, shimmering in the noon sun. His slight smile disappeared as the door announced a visitor.

“Enter, Caylor.” 

Caylor walked through the spacious apartment and stood before Devo.

“Sit, Caylor, comfort to you.” Devo motioned towards a set of wooden bench-chairs set off to the side.

“Thank you, Devo.” Caylor winced slightly at the sight of those chairs. Obviously they were designed to seat someone for a while, and a short while at that. Comfort?

Devo sat opposite the Civic. “What can I do for you, Caylor?”

“The Atrium.” Caylor got straight to the point.

“Ah, yes, the Atrium. My finest work.” Devo sipped again, “I hope there were no casualties, I would hate that even more.”

“No. No, there were none.” Caylor was surprised at this. Devo had always appeared the dilettante. Why should he suddenly be concerned? It was not in character for him. “Why do you ask?”

“I would not like my reputation to be sullied.” Devo caught himself.

“Ah.” Caylor noticed his reaction.

There was silence while Devo and Caylor studied each other. Both knew each other from reputation. Both realized that they were circling each other, measuring, re-evaluating.

A servitor drone arrived with a cordial for Caylor. The moment passed.

“Very austere.” Caylor motioned at the decor.

“I hate clutter.” Devo said simply.

“Was there anything in the design of the Atrium which would cause its incineration.” Caylor asked suddenly.

“No. The Council insisted it must be built to last a thousand years. I did. As it stood, it would have.” Devo sipped again and regarded Caylor through his lashes.

“Who would you suspect would want to blow it up.”

“I would suspect no-one.”

They sat in silence for a few moments longer, then Caylor stood.

“I have other people to see, Devo. Thank you for your time.”

“You’re welcome.” Devo placed the empty glass on the servitors tray. “Clean.” It purred away on shiny tracks.

“I hope you will not be too busy to answer any further questions I may have.” Caylor looked at him as he stood up. Catlike grace, a slow uncoiling. The movement intrigued him.

“I doubt I will be busy building for a while.” Devo walked him to the door.

“Thank you again.” Caylor left the apartment.

Devo watched the door close before he relaxed his calm. Damn! Caylor! Devo thought furiously, standing staring at the closed door. He suspects something. With Caylor’s reputation preceding him, that was as good as knowing. Well, let’s see if he’s fast enough, then.

Caylor stood silently in the lift as it ran down the building’s exterior. The Acropolis lights flashed past in reflections off glass that Caylor did not see, saw beyond. To his mind, innocently, Devo had answered all of his questions honestly and simply. Why did Caylor feel as if Devo had told him nothing? The way he moved when he stood up, where had he seen that before? What, exactly was bothering him? He had come to see Devo because he had nothing else to do, or leads to follow. Perhaps the creator of the Atrium could shed some light? Now he was sure he was onto something, but what?

Caylor walked over the Plaza back to his office, lost in thought. 

Caylor looked up surprised, his console blinking before him. He was slightly annoyed because he could not remember how he got there, but let it pass. All he could remember was the movement Devo had made. That movement! It clicked suddenly.

“Call archive.” Caylor activated the communicator.

“Archive accessed.” It responded.

“Psychokinetic file.”

“Psychokinetic file open.” Its pleasant feminine tones complied.

“Replay arrests of Nove and of Thaley.”

“Replaying...” The screen dissolved into images.

Caylor sat and watched the arrests. Then he watched them again. Then he saw it. Nove was a Psychokinetic who had become active about three years ago. It was one of his first acts as Civic Guard CEO, and one he remembered. Nove had been apprehended at home, sitting watching the comedy channel. 

He had surrendered quietly, standing up to accept the hand Caylor had offered him. His was a mind powerful enough to exert control over physical matter. He had inadvertently destroyed a Tea-pot at an eating house, just reaching for it turned it to ash. 

Ash! Of course... 

He was a good citizen and turned himself in. His movements were distinct enough for Caylor to remember, now. 

When Nove had wanted to stand up, his physical world had accommodated him. Caylor saw how the rippling muscles complied with the powerful will, how the distinctive odd grace a Psychokinetic Mental Power provided compressed a human body’s movement. The angles, the ripples, the oddness.

He accessed the Thaley file. She had been apprehended running through an orchard, leaping twenty, thirty meters at a time, until there at the sea cliffs, she had stopped. Her energy depleted, and there she had surrendered. The same physical connection, the same movements.

Caylor cleared the screen and sat for a moment, fretting at his sideburns. Thaley and Nove had been sent to the rehabilitation center, to be blocked and returned to society. They were new to the extent of their powers, and no-one knew how exactly how strong they would get. How much of a menace could they become, given time? Who knew how long Devo had been like this? 

Wait a minute. His scandals, his naked procession through the city? Caylor drummed his fingers on the desk and tallied the dates. Five Years!

Devo had had all this time to hone a renegade Psionic skill. He had to speak to Nove and Thaley, and find out how the process progressed.

“Communication,” he activated the console again.

“Ready...” It announced.

“Contact citizen Nove.”

“Citizen Nove deceased...” The tones purred. 

Oh?! That was something he had not known.

“Contact Citizen Thaley.”

“Citizen Thaley deceased...”

Caylor was stunned, what the hell was going on?

“Request dates of deaths.” He asked of his console. It told him. Three days after their internment in the rehabilitation center. 

“Close File.” Then, suddenly, Caylor knew. Caylor just knew.

His reverie was suddenly interrupted. A flash of light, then another, then another, and many more in quick succession. Caylor ran to his window and looked down at the Plaza. It was riven with holes as explosion after explosion at regularly spaced intervals tore up the paving. Media drones were swarming above the plumes of smoke, but there seemed to be little debris aside from ash, and although there was scattering bunches of people, there seemed no casualties to speak of. It was late, almost all of the Citizens were either already home, or at the Public Transfer about to leave for home.

“Devo, you fool!” Caylor swore. He grabbed his wrist communicator and headed down as quickly as possible shouting orders and instructions until his voice was hoarse.

Caylor ran out onto the ruined plaza in time to see a figure in a grav-sled shouting at the media drones. The Plaza itself had turned into an fiery expanse, but as quickly as a section exploded, the debris turned to fine white dust and scattered in the winds, the flames winked out before searing flesh. 

A squad of Civics gathered behind Caylor and advanced with him over the ruined ground.

Then suddenly, it was quiet, Devo’s work must have been done with this action.

Instinctively, Caylor knew that Devo was here, with what he knew of his own training, the upper limits of a Psychokinetic, he had to be here somewhere in the clouds of smoke.

There... out of sight of his eyes, but plain to his Seeker-sight, a lone figure on the edge of what was left of the wetlands. It was him... Caylor knew this without seeing and without any doubt.

“Devo! Devo, it doesn’t have to be like this!” Caylor shouted to the prodigy.

“Really, Caylor?” Devo shouted back, every word of their conversation broadcast to fifty worlds. “Did you think I would allow The Council of Mothers to contain me in their Death Camp?” Devo fidgeted nervously, continued “Did you think I was going to glorify them? Have we learnt nothing since Earth?”

“You can’t be sure of that, Devo.” Caylor shouted over to him. 

“Oh, yes I am. Look at our adult society, no crime, harmony amongst our civilians and lead by what? People that have lived for centuries, making the same mistakes they made then, resorting to the same tactics. Infantile tyranny? I have harmed no-one. Do I deserve to die for this defiance?”

“I didn’t know about the Camp. I don’t know of what you are talking about. I will close it if it exists, if they are missing, I will find them!” Caylor said quietly enough to carry in the post-firestorm stillness to Devo.

Caylor's wrist-com crackled suddenly, breaking the unnatural stillness. 

“Caylor! Kill him!” It was loud enough to carry to all of the Media drones.

“Grand Mother Gaynor...?” Her face was livid on the screen.

“Kill him!!!” the screen turned dark again.

“You heard her, Caylor.” Devo smiled suddenly, grimly. “But you have to catch me first...” With that, Devo stepped back onto a hover-sled and banked and bolted out South, towards the Ocean, followed by all the drones swarming after him like insects.

“Damn you, Devo!” Caylor swore and commandeered a one man sled from a Civic. Caylor pursued, easily out-distancing the slower two man sleds in pursuit. Devo’s sled did not seem to be concerned with the powered Civics vehicles, he must have some seriously customized torque on his ride. Caylor set his power bands to maximum and pursued as best he was able, outdistancing his support and doggedly tailing the lightning-fast runner.

Some hundreds of kilometers later, Caylor caught up with Devo.

He had pulled up his sled and was standing on the edge of the Sea cliffs, waves crashing on the boulders two hundred meters below. The drones had clustered around him, and Caylor dismounted and walked to within fifty meters of Devo, pushing some of the little remotes aside.

“Devo, give yourself up. Please?” Caylor felt exhausted, mentally and physically drained.

“No, Caylor, they’ll kill you as well, now.” Devo stared at him intently.

“I cannot kill you, Devo.” Caylor sighed “I simply cannot.”

“That’s where our generations will fail against the Mothers, they can, and we cannot. But I am afraid that one of us has to die, Caylor. I know who it has to be.”

“Devo, No!” Caylor shouted and rushed to the empty space above the cliffs where Devo had stood moments ago... just gone...

Caylor blinked, his mind went blank. Citizen Thaley... he moaned to himself. She had tried to do this and he had stopped her, and now apparently she was dead. His fault! Grand Mother Gaynor shrieking at him to kill Devo, on live feed to three systems! 

He had never seen her so out of control, had never considered her to have that aspect to her. Devo had mentioned ‘Death Camps’... what had he meant by that? What else was going on... suddenly he remembered he was on live feed himself. He saw the lights of the Civics on the skyline, still playing catch-up.

“Stand Down!” Caylor ordered the media drones. “We have other work to do. I must investigate the validity of Devo’s claims. Now that he is gone, we have to understand what drove his tortured mind to these conclusions before we can properly close this case.” Caylor hoped that would be enough as he sat down in the seagrass and waited for his men to land.

***
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CAYLOR CLIMBED ONE of the striated boulders, and saw the man sitting in the slight drizzle before his cave, waiting for him. He, unlike Caylor, was perfectly dry. Caylor supposed that if his  Psychokinetic power could enable him to survive a fall of that height, rain was nothing.

“Well, Caylor you found me. I thought you would, sooner or later.” Devo smiled at him. His nose was skew, it had obviously been broken, and there were some healing scabs on his face, but he looked otherwise hale. “I’m a Rank 4 Psychokinetic, in case you were wondering. If you were capable of shooting me, it would have been on the cliff. I guess I am in no danger from you, I hope you realize that.”

“I’m a pacifist, not a coward, nor am I stupid.” Caylor sat in soggy discomfort on a nearby rock. “I’m not under any impression that I could overpower you, my only hope is that you are rational. You shocked the Sector, though.” Caylor panted, resting against a boulder, dizzy, though not from the climb. “Claudius is a pariah in the Second and the First Systems... and it is only a matter of time before Sol gets their news and their backs up. Grand Mother Gaynor’s ‘suicide’ made bigger news than the Death Camp. Most of us in the Civics don’t believe it was a suicide, we’ve opened a case against the Council itself. It will be a sad day when the Council think they can treat our Constitution with Impunity. I intend to follow due process all the way through the muck I rake up.” Caylor sighed, hugging his knees against the chill. Devo sat impassive, watching him.
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