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Book One.


Privilege.




Prologue 1


In a rapidly expanding Empire, where longevity was the norm through gene manipulation, backed up by cloned body and organ transplants, it was a place where nobody went hungry.


There was no actual Emperor, only a society of wealthy, privileged families who governed this vast empire through The Laws of Privilege.


This meant - amongst other things - that everyone had the right to new organs and body parts, but some “rights” were different to others.


The highly-privileged and all empire employees received transplants on demand, the lesser-privileged after a certain age, depending on the privilege level - others had to pay, sometimes with their lives, literally speaking.


A vast army of Imperial Enforcers upheld the law and


enforced it remorselessly, with honesty and diligence. They meted out justice with total indifference, while following dutifully the letter of the law.


One of these laws was that every single human being wore a personal digital computer, similar to a normal wristwatch, on the wrist, an indestructible uncomplicated device containing all necessary details of its carrier, worn from the age of seven, until death.


 


The Empire contained approximately eight hundred and ninety billion souls with the number increasing by the second.


 


This is a tale of a few of them.


***


Prelude.


The wind caressed her body as she sat by a slowly moving river. Toni Klimsch watched as her husband played with their grandchildren in the shallows. She gazed about her and waved to the youngest of her married daughters walking with her children.


She recalled the time when she was single and working as an enforcer with the man who would later father all of her children, including the one kicking gently inside her.


So many years, in which she had seen death caused by greed, corruption and deceit. Years in which she and her husband, her partner, had managed to survive service with the navy before joining the Imperial Enforcers, with promotion following promotion, experiencing events that even now seemed impossible, yet…


So long ago, and she thought of how it had begun and of the people, relatives, friends and enemies.




Chapter One.


Terra Firma. AD 2192. 


The Astrogator.


Resplendent in his black uniform, bearing the insignia of a First Lieutenant Astrogator of the Imperial Navy, a young man waved goodbye to his parents as they stood at the door of their country home, before he entered the waiting navy vehicle, hovering on its retro’s’ by the roadside.


The door closed behind him and a man wearing a nondescript uniform faced him after he climbed the steps, and asked him, “Good morning, sir, your name please?”


He stood to attention and said, “Good morning, sir, Bentley, Josiah Moses.”


The other ran his eyes down his digital notebook, and then he stepped to one side and said, “Stow your gear and be seated, sir.”


Josiah placed his backpack with the other passenger’s


luggage, took a vacant seat by the window, and relaxed. From


now on, he would be receiving orders instead of giving them. No more important decision making for him, and any orders he would be giving would be the ones passed on to him.


He thought back to his work at his parent’s laboratory, of his cousin who was still bitterly determined to solve the problem of how to combine a healthy kidney, or any other organ or body part, with the body of a recipient whose DNA structure was totally alien to the donor’s.


The answer being by altering the organ’s DNA structure, a theory that he believed would remain a theory.


Convinced it had been the right thing to do, he had put his shares on the open market.


Well, it was too late now, in approximately three days he would be on his first journey into outer space, something he had put off for long enough.


Josiah Moses Bentley, was now a servant of the Empire, albeit, a rich one. He laughed quietly to himself, thinking of his now vacant place on one of the boards of the Imperial Families that governed the known galaxy.


 


The visitor. AD 2789.


Having had years of practice, wandering through the valleys of the southern Welsh mountains, she picked her way down the rocky slope more by instinct than by feeling in order to join her flock that grazed below her on the sparse grass. She stopped, sensing something and peered into the distance. She called out and her contemporaries looked up to her and followed her gaze.


A youth, aroused by his ward’s curiosity, took out his digital binoculars and raised them to his eyes. His noc’s focused automatically on an approaching red and yellow object that followed the contours of the valley. After a short time he heard the raucous reverberation of atomic-powered engines.


He looked on with mild curiosity as the object flew past in the distance, its departure, like its emergence, observed in silence by the herbivores. It left as quickly as it came, and the distant racket abated abruptly, bringing tranquillity once more to the idyllic scenery, then he turned to watch the prodigal sheep as she continued on her way towards him.


* * *


The red and yellow cruiser roared in defiance at the gravitational pull of the earth. Racing between ancient rocky structures, its exhausts blasting out several two-meter long tongues of blue flame, it tore down the green valleys; skimming over river torrents.


On a distant man-made plateau, the multiple antennae of a huge pyramid-shaped building of 300 levels, supported on one massive pillar of plasti-steel, caressed the passing clouds. Gaining height, the forty-meter long cruiser soared high above the building then descended noisily on its downward spiral.


Its braking jets raised a cloud of dust, mixed with exhaust fumes as it settled down onto the 400-metre square landing zone, set in the middle of the apartment block’s roof, and joined a dozen other craft.


The cruiser’s door slid open with a hiss and a gold-painted synthetic cowboy boot placed itself on the roof, followed by a second one. The door slid shut and the boots walked off, supporting a pair of white trouser legs, surrounded by a flowing white robe, along the designated pathway leading to the roof entrance.


Fingers manipulated the personal computer strapped to the left wrist of the figure as it approached the lift foyer situated on the roof.


The lift opened its doors to the sound of a loud beep and the man with waist-long blond hair entered and the door closed behind him.


On reaching the desired floor, the man left the lift, walked along a wide corridor, and approached an ornate door. A long-fingered hand reached for and pressed the chimer button.


From within, sounded the tones of a dozen Chinese gongs. A mini-camera situated in a recess above the door observed the whole scene, its red eye unblinking. The apartment door opened slightly and an eye peered through the gap. After a slight pause the door opened wider and revealed a man of similar height, behind him stood a huge Neanderthal in pastel green overalls.


The man stared open-mouthed at the newcomer, his pale-blue eyes set in aquiline features blinked forcibly, and he managed to speak in a hoarse whisper, “Who the hell are you and where in space’s name have you come from?”


The visitor chuckled and then said, “You know who I am; the rest is a long story.”


The man in the apartment stared at his visitor, then the newcomer put one foot forward. “Well, aren’t you going to invite me in?”


The man moved away from the entrance. “I don’t seem to have much choice.”


The visitor stepped over the threshold and confronted by the giant he stopped, looked up, and said, “May I?”


In answer to his request, the Neanderthal’s eyes rolled up. He toppled slowly backwards and landed on the corridor floor with crash that shook the apartment walls.


The man turned to his visitor. “Now look what you’ve done.”





Chapter Two. 


Dakota. AD 4007.


The air vibrated, filled with the sound of thunder and animals bellowing in panic. Clouds of dust billowed in the morning air as thousands of hooves pounded the earth.


On the planet Dakota, Heron White Cloud of the Sioux nation, sat astride her Palomino mustang, she was naked except for the empty quiver, slung over her shoulder.


Urging her steed on with the aid of her voice, she pursued an indigenous Bison-like creature as it pounded the earth across the alien prairie on the outer, leading edge of a massive herd while her long black hair, caught up at the back like a horse’s tail, streamed out behind her. She saw her brother, Running Cougar, as sparsely clad as she, on his mustang, several horse-lengths to the rear.


She grinned at him before taking the reins between her teeth, and turning to her prey, she notched her last arrow and spanned her recurve bow.  


She aimed at the beast alongside her and loosed her arrow. It penetrated the beast’s hide, pierced both its lungs and blood clouds sprayed from the animal’s nostrils. She breathed in through her nose and the scent filled her senses.


The dying beast faltered in its mad stampede and stumbled to one side and collided with the Indian pony, taking the woman by surprise. She cast her bow aside as her steed fell, vaulted free of the stricken animal, landed on her hands, somersaulted and sprang to her feet.


Shaking her head and throwing back her hair, she spun round searching for her brother and froze as another Bison, its eyes wild with fear, charged into her.


 


Ran. AD 4995.


Floating on warm air, gentle currents caressed her naked skin and pleasant odours assailed her nostrils as she lay there.


On hearing voices and footsteps she rose in a daze and gentle hands helped to her feet. She walked unsteadily, aided at first, across a smooth stone floor.


She could not remember how she came to be where she was or where she came from. She could not even remember her name.


After running her hand over her shaven skull, she discovered a thick length of hair at the back of her head and pulled it round to her. It was quite long, black and plaited like a pigtail and braided with golden threads.


Two young women, identical twins, accompanied her, one on either side. They led her from the room and she walked with them along a dimly lit corridor on a cool marble floor.


The only light source emitted through small apertures in the white marble walls.


Their hair, or what was left of it, as red as the setting sun, was fashioned like her own.


She peered intently at their bodies, and apart from a huge sapphire embedded in their navel and a long diaphanous veil, secured across their faces by a thin gold chain, they were both naked. The veil was long, but did not quite reach their pear-shaped breasts that bobbed and quivered with each step.   


She looked down at her own naked body; her only adornment was a thin gold chain hanging loosely about her waist, above her shaven abdomen.      


They smiled as she looked at each one in turn. “Where am I?” was all she could utter.


Twin number one grinned at her. “You are on the planet Ran and you are about to meet the Emperor, your saviour.”


They reached the end of the corridor and stood before two ornate doors.


Twin number two pushed them open, and the three of them entered.


The guard, a huge Negro, his naked, well-oiled body glistening in the candlelight, approached them and pointed with an ornately carved rod to the floor and growled, “Kneel.”


The twins took the woman by the arms, pulling her down as they themselves dropped to their knees, joined by the guard and a distant voice rang out, “Bring her to me.”


Stepping back the giant bowed deep, and the twins rose up, pulling their captive to her feet.


They marched her down the length of the vast hall along a pathway surrounded on both sides by a large murmuring crowd, men and women, youths and young girls lying, or kneeling on divans, all of them were naked; their limbs decorated with gold and assorted jewellery.


Their coiffure and their makeup showed a similarity to the ancient Egyptians.


The captive woman now stood before an old man, seated on a golden, bejewelled throne. He wore a purple robe, and his face was a mass of wrinkles and he was completely bald except for a thick length of braided, silver hair, hanging over his left shoulder.


He beckoned to her and said quietly, “Come forward.” The twins brought their charge to the man. “Closer,” he said quietly, as he ran his eyes over the newcomer’s body.  He looked to the twins. “Turn her.” 


The twins turned the anxious woman around, each grasping her wrists in a vice-like grip, twisting them, causing her to lean forward. Then they both held her by the back of the neck forcing her to bend over completely.


The old man rose from his throne, disrobed, and descended the four steps, he bent his naked body over the woman, and the twins kicked her feet apart, trapping her feet with one of their own.


At first he caressed her intimately then he grabbed her by the hips.


She cried out in pain as he forced his way inside her.


The crowd cried out and applauded, rejoicing at the cries of the woman as she was deflowered, struggling in the twins grip while they too looked on in pleasure.


The man reached his climax and eventually stopped; panting as he withdrew from her trembling body. He looked around at the crowd and smiled and watched the woman as she fell slowly to her knees, moaning softly.


One of the twins brought the man his robe.


He donned it and walked off towards a door behind the podium. At the doorway, he stopped and looked over his shoulder at the twins. He called out in a solemn tone, “A true virgin, clean her, bathe her, and reward her in the high privilege manner.”


They hauled her to her feet and regarded her tear-stained features. One of them smoothed her hand over the woman’s cheek saying, “Now you are one of us, you are to be given high privilege, which means you can have anyone of us, male or female.


The Emperor likes you. What is your name?”


Heron White Cloud of the Sioux nation stumbled as they led her away. She told them weakly, “I have no name; my name means nothing to me. I wish I were dead.”


They smiled on hearing her words, but were not privy to her innermost thoughts. ‘My only wish, right now, is to have a knife to cut out your livers.’


One of the twins called out, drowning Heron’s thoughts, “My name is Cerce and this is my sister Jezebel. From this day on you will be know as Excelsior.”


Excelsior glanced from one to the other and nodded. ‘And one day, by the grace of Manitou, I will have my revenge on all three of you.’


 


Kidnap. AD 5000.


Excelsior lay naked on her bed, contemplating ways of arranging the Emperor’s demise. She had no weapon; weapons were not allowed inside the palace. All she had were her hands and her strength, but, she was never alone with him, as at least one of the twins and a bodyguard was always present.


She looked around at Cerce’s pale body. ‘Oh, how I would love to strangle the bitch and her sister.’ She contented herself with watching Cerce seated before a full-length mirror combing her hair, hoping it would somehow catch fire.


They turned as one to the bedroom door as it drifted open. On seeing their visitor, they fell to their knees before the Emperor who was dressed in a red, silk kimono with white Chinese dragon designs.


He approached them slowly and laid his gnarled hands on their heads. He spoke in a quiet manner, unhurried, his voice old and yet plain to hear, “Excelsior, my sweet lotus, and Cerce my little lamb, you are to accompany me on a journey, dress yourselves.”


He turned to the door and called out softly, “Jezebel, you may enter.”


The other twin, also naked, entered with three grey, hooded cloaks and distributed them, after which the three women dressed and waited.


The old man looked at the blond woman and smiled. He walked out with the twins on either side of him, and Excelsior followed them obediently.


They moved silently through the palace along a brightly lit corridor until they stood before a massive steel door. The Emperor took out a remote control from inside his robes, pressed one of the buttons and the door rumbled open.


They entered into another well-lit corridor and the door closed behind them with a click. They proceeded onwards towards another, wooden door, secured with a number of heavy bolts. Jezebel drew back the bolts and pulled the heavy door open. They entered the dimly lit room, and Jezebel closed the door behind them.  


Excelsior looked about her curiously. In the centre of the room stood a white object, an altar decorated with gold symbols. After following the old man, the three women stood behind him at the altar.


Excelsior watched his fingers intently as he operated the keyboard set in the altar. He turned around to Jezebel and stepped to one side, his voice echoing around the walls of the circular room bare except for a large flat vidi-screen, “Operate the scanner my dear.”


Jezebel ran her fingers over the keyboard and Excelsior looked at the moving configurations on the vidi-screen and the picture as it appeared.


The large screen depicted a room with soft lighting. A woman appeared. She was naked and she carried a child at her breast. She walked slowly over to a railed cot, laid the child down, and left the room, after which they heard the sound of running water.


After three long minutes, the old man turned to Jezebel; he held up his hand and commanded her. “Initiate.”


The redhead pressed enter and same scene on the flat screen appeared before the altar, surrounded by a thin iridescent globe.


The old man indicated the scene and spoke to Cerce, “Take the child.”


The woman obeyed and entered the globe’s confines and returned with the child, which she promptly gave to Excelsior.


He turned to Jezebel. “Cancel.”


Jezebel ran her fingers over the keyboard with Excelsior still looking on intently, the globe disappeared and the screen turned black.


“Split time,” he said, “repeat the procedure.”


Jezebel’s fingers raced over the keys once more and the same scene appeared on the screen and inside the globe.


The woman entered with the baby, placed it in the empty cot, and left the room.


He looked at Cerce once more and said, “Take the child.”


Cerce obeyed and returned with the second infant.


He said softly, “Excelsior, quickly now, return the first child to the cot.”


Excelsior obeyed and returned to the group.


They watched as the woman wrapped in a bathrobe returned. She picked up the child and left the room.


“Exit!” He called out and the iridescence globe evaporated and the image on the screen on the wall diminished. The Emperor took the infant from Cerce’s arms, Jezebel unbolted the door, and they left the room in silence.


 


Son of the Emperor.


Excelsior, followed by the twins and the Emperor walked into one of the palace rooms, painted a soft pastel blue, with a golden cot standing in the centre. In the cot lay a child.


The Emperor turned to the women who quickly knelt before him. He looked down at his subjects, picked up the child and held it above him. “This is my son, who would have died in a meteor storm along with the woman who was caring for him, his mother died in childbirth in my absence. Care for him, he is to be my heir.”


He placed the child back in the cot. “Wash him as you wash me and protect him with your lives as you protect me, nobody else is allowed to touch him, on pain of death.”


 


Retribution. AD 5020.


Excelsior, together with Jezebel and Cerce, was second only to the emperor and she was now a trained physician.


She fingered the large white diamond embedded firmly in her navel, apart from a heavy gold chain around her hips it was her only adornment.


Her blond hair was fashioned in a short Mohican cut, ending in a dozen, gold and pearl braided plaits that hung down her back. She knelt with her depilated thighs spread wide on a rug by the side of the emperor’s throne, she gazed scornfully around the lavishly decorated hall, at the lesser concubines and servants standing there, but nobody dared meet her challenge.


She wondered what the emperor had in store for them all; they had been waiting in complete silence for over an hour.


She beckoned with her head to a naked half-caste girl of seventeen, kneeling a few dozen metres to her left, the only person allowed to observe Excelsior.


She rose immediately and came to her, her tiny delicate breasts bobbing and quivering as she ran. She fell to her knees before her mistress and waited her head close to her lips.


Excelsior said, “Aluminae, massage my shoulders.”


The girl rose, head bowed and knelt behind Excelsior and kneaded the stiffened muscles.


After several minutes the stillness in the huge chamber broke as the huge doors opened. Two well-muscled men dressed in short kilts, cut in the Egyptian style entered leading a shaven-headed youth of around seventeen towards the Emperor followed by the twins who were naked and extensively bejewelled.


All those seated or lying, sprang to their feet and fell to their knees, their heads bowed.


The youth, bearing a remarkable resemblance to the emperor, clothed in a white robe with a purple border, neared the podium. The Emperor raised his hand. “He shall approach, alone.”


The two guards and the twins stopped and knelt down.


The young man walked on and halted before the emperor seated on his golden throne.


The old man wore his usual purple robe, together with a golden kilt around his lower body. He spoke as he looked down at him, “You are my only son and heir, and you have been raised by my concubines, you have now come of age, and soon you must take my place. But first to my burial place, please follow.”


Excelsior sprang to her feet, along with Aluminae who she dismissed with a wave of her hand, startling the young man. She took the emperor’s arm as he rose up, supporting him.


The young man followed them out of the room through the door located behind the throne, with the guards and the twins keeping a respectful distance.


They walked along a brightly-lit corridor until they arrived at the steel door; the old man took out his remote control from inside his robes and pressed down on one of the buttons. The door opened and he entered with his son, Cerce, and Excelsior.


The two guards and the other twin, Jezebel, took up their station outside in the corridor.


The door closed with its usual click behind them and they walked on towards the next door, Cerce opened the door and the quartet entered. With the door closed securely behind them, they approached the white ornamental altar.


The emperor turned to his companions and operated the keyboard. He looked at Excelsior and Cerce, operated the keyboard, and the usual globe appeared.


Excelsior took his arm once more and they walked, followed by the youth and Cerce towards the sphere. She experienced the usual tingling sensation as they moved into the iridescent orb, the area expanding immediately and they walked on to another door.


After using the remote, the emperor opened the door and they walked out into a high-ceilinged golden shrine with a dozen armed guards dressed in golden armour, in the style of the Egyptians, lining each wall. At the end of the room on a raised platform, was an ornately carved, white marble, sarcophagus embossed with gold. The old man pointed to it. “This will be my final resting place, one billion years into the past, on the planet Hades, it is the most dangerous and uninhabitable planet in my universe.”


He turned to the women. “You have helped raise him from baby to man, and you will serve him as you have served me when my time has passed, now let us return.”


Excelsior bowed and she held out her arm once more, the old man took it and they returned to the domed room.


Standing at the altar, the old man repeated the process, and then they walked towards the door with Excelsior leading.


She stopped before the door, turned and punched Cerce in the throat, the redhead dropped like a stone to the floor, croaking, and twitching. She grabbed for the youth, but he slipped out of his gown and ran naked to the door, calling for the guards as he opened it and ran through into the corridor.


Excelsior slammed the door shut and bolted it. She turned and knocked the remote out of the old man’s grasp as he looked at her, eyes wide and mouth agape. She turned him round effortlessly, ripping off his robe and kilt; she hooked one muscular arm around his neck and slowly applied pressure. “Now it’s my turn, old man.”


The Emperor struggled, his actions growing weaker and he sank into unconsciousness. She let his body slide down hers to the floor. She then sat down behind him and wrapped her thighs around his skinny waist, she waited a while until the old man came to and she whispered, “This is the last time you will find yourself between my thighs, you pathetic bastard.”


After circling her arm beneath his chin she leaned back, straining, stretching the old man’s neck.


She waited a few seconds, listening to his harsh breathing before slamming the heel of her other hand against his temple, twisting his head to the side, rewarded with the sound of his vertebrae disintegrating.


She released her hold and his head fell loosely onto his chest. After scrambling to her feet she went to where Cerce lay, staring


with lifeless eyes. She looked up to the roof. “Thank you, great Manitou, for allowing me my revenge,” she said aloud.


She dashed over to the altar where she ran her fingers over the keyboard, oblivious to the pounding on the door. She smiled as she entered the password and ran her fingers once more over the tabs, after some adjustments, she hesitated, shrugged, then her finger descended onto the enter button.


As she walked to the centre of the room a globe appeared, silver and shimmering, casting an eerie glow. Without hesitation she stepped inside and the globe promptly vanished and Excelsior with it.


 


Philipp Danno. AD 2220.


 It was when she walked out of the shelter of the palm grove with the sun and sea breeze caressing her naked body that Excelsior saw him, wading through the shallows. He was naked too; his muscular thighs carrying him effortlessly through the water, the sun reflecting off his well-formed, sun-tanned body.


She assumed she was on a nudist beach on one of Earth’s islands, as a naked, dark-skinned couple raced past, the man chasing after the woman, who giggled loudly as she disappeared into the undergrowth. Her assumption was certified as her gaze wandered down along the seashore where nude young men ran through the shallows, jumping onto their skimming boards, watched by their equally nude female companions.


Continuing her way along the sandy beach, she gazed about her. Families, adults and children bathed and played in the azure water. She breathed in the fresh salty air and sighed, and then she heard someone call out behind her. “Hello, you must be new here.”


She stopped and faced him. It was the Adonis from the sea. She looked him over as he neared her, his hair was a natural blond, and he was a little taller than she.


Her gaze travelled slowly over his youthful body, taking in every detail from his muscular shoulder to his well-formed abdomen.


She saw his face close-up and it was then that something happened. She heard his voice once more and her heart missed a beat, “I hope I am not intruding on your privacy.” 


Her head spun, but she managed to say, “On the contrary, you may approach if you wish.”        


His gaze ran over her figure and she sensed her own body movements as her stance changed to one of display. As his eyes wandered down, she felt a primeval urge building inside her and her loins burned. His eyes faltered at her adornment and indicating her navel said, “Is that a real diamond, for it lies in the shadow of your beauty?”


She covered it at first, then lowered her hand and fingered the thick gold chain around her hips. She looked up and said, “What is this place, what year?”


“We are in the early twenty-third century and this is a holiday camp, it’s used mainly by Wheaton Corporate employees, and I’m one-.” He stopped and said abruptly, “What is your name?”


Her head swam once more, her knees turned to jelly and she tore her eyes away, then she answered him slowly, “Jean, what’s yours?”


Her heart hammered as he held out his hand to her. “Philipp Danno. Are you alone here, as I am.”


She took his hand and he gripped hers firmly. She held onto it, chasing away the past as he pulled her to him. She whispered hoarsely, not caring what happened; only wishing it would happen soon, “Yes, I am alone. I’m a little confused after the cryogenic sleep, are we on Earth now?”


“Yes, of course we are. Where have you come from, do you have a trade, a profession?”  


She gazed into his eyes, and she felt herself drowning. They were not only blue, as tiny, golden flecks flickered around their edges. She managed to whisper, gazing at his full lips, “I’m a doctor of medicine and it’s a long story.”


He released his hold on her hand and stepped closer, she edged nearer to him until their bodies almost touched.


She breathed in through her nose, she could smell the musky scent of his skin and she felt the animal heat emanating from his body.


He placed his arm around her shoulders and they walked on along the sandy beach, close to the trees.


She stumbled slightly, several times. She forced herself to relax, unable to take her eyes off his face.


He steadied her as she stumbled once again and without thinking, she took his hand and pulled him into the undergrowth.


After a few meters she stopped and he embraced her from behind.


She turned quickly and knelt down, pulling him down with her. She leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. He responded and they stayed that way, affixed to one another by their lips alone.


They broke off gasping and she fell back. She held out her arms to him and said, “Make love to me, and please be gentle.”


 


Departure. AD 2235.


Jean Danno, her husband Philipp, their two sons William and John and their daughter Annie, stood before the stairway leading to the entrance of a huge glass and metal-framed building.


They climbed the dozen steps together, holding hands. After they reached the top, they entered through the doorway into a foyer. They stopped and gazed a while, open-mouthed at dozens of artists’ impressions of space travel covering the high walls.


They walked over to the reception desk where a young man stood, dressed in the jet-black uniform of the Wheaton Corporate Freight Lines, an exact copy of hers and Philipp’s, except for the insignia. He called out to them as he came out from behind the desk, “Doctors Philipp and Jean Danno and family, I presume?”


Philip nodded and he and his family greeted him. The young man indicated the long corridor. “Good morning to you all. Come this way please.”


They greeted him in turn and followed him along a marble floor and arrived at another door. They passed through into the sunlight and stopped open-mouthed once more. There before them, some five hundred metres away, lay a lozenge-shaped vessel, some four hundred meters in length, on its rocket sled at the bottom of a kilometre-long starting ramp.


William, the youngest at ten years old, pulled at his father’s hand and pointed at the long broad pedway stretching up to the passenger entrance. “Is that our ship, Dad?”


The midshipman answered for him, “No, young man, that’s the shuttle, the mother ship is more than a hundred times bigger; she’s up there in orbit awaiting the rest of the passengers.”


 


Disaster.


The colossus moved at a tenth of light-speed across the void after dropping out of hyper-drive its particle disruptor transforming any likely space debris into atoms, keeping the ship’s wards safe inside


its metal bowels.


Doctor med. Jean Danno left the vast room containing the cryogenic pods where her husband and three children lay in deep sleep, and returned to her place of work in the control cabin.


She gazed at the huge view screen depicting the space quadrant the gigantic vessel was travelling through at a tenth of light-speed after dropping out of hyper-drive, its particle disruptor transforming any likely space debris into atoms, keeping the ship’s wards safe inside its metal bowels.


She studied the charts on the computer screen as she sat in her chair in the control room with four members of the skeleton medical crew from her sector waiting for the next jump. 


She paused, holding the image before her; the star arrangement didn’t match the one in the log as she made comparisons. “Are we on schedule, Tom,” she said to the assistant navigator.


Tom Brand looked at his instruments. “I’m not sure, Jean, the captain may have made some changes. I’ll have to run some checks through the main comp; Franks should know in any case.”


She ran her eyes over her section of blinking instruments, all lights were green.


She thought about her and her family’s future as settlers on a newly-discovered planet, one of many that were Earth’s twin.


When her six-month stretch of duty, checking the life support systems of the crew and passengers in cryogenic sleep came to an end in a few days, there would follow for her and her family a three-year cryogenic-sleep, then she, her husband and children and the rest of the passengers and crew would awake shortly before they arrived at their destination, a distant un-named planet near the Rim, called BZ-679.


She raised her arms and stretched.


She looked forward to waking her husband in order to catch up on some sensual recreation for a few hours before retiring for the long slumber, while he carried out his duties as ship’s doctor.


She gazed out at the multitude of stars and wondered if there was life akin to humans out there.


Her curiosity was shattered together with the silence as the alarm klaxons sounded, reverberating stridently throughout the entire ship, almost deafening her and her colleagues.


She sprang out of her chair; the emergency evacuation signs flashed bright red, casting an eerie colouring to her surroundings.


The computer syntho-voice added urgency to the noise as it repeated constantly. “All personnel are ordered to assemble at the emergency escape pod section. This is not a drill. I repeat, this is not a drill. All pers...”


Together with the others she rushed out of the compartment and along the gangway, intent on locating her family.


The overhead lighting flickered to blackness, forcing her to slow down, sending her groping for the sidewall for a hold.


Somebody ran into the back of her as she stopped. She called out, “Wait until the emergency lights come on.” As the lighting came on she turned and found her superior officer, Commander Timothy Franks, standing there wide-eyed.


She asked him as he tried to pass her, “What the hell is going on?”


“We are being pulled down to a heavy gravity planet,” he shouted, his features contorted. “The computer is down, we are out of hyper-drive and we are falling, we have to abandon ship.”


He brushed her aside and ran off and she ran after him.  She soon caught up with him as he skidded to a stop at the first available rescue pod.


As he opened the pod door a woman pushed past them and climbed inside screaming, “Close that frigging hatch, we have to abort.”


Franks swung feet-first into the two-man pod after her and indicated the next pod, its door already open. “Get in there, quickly now,” he said, before slipping inside.


She said to the half-closed hatch, “I must find my family, Tim.”


He called out as the other woman yelled at him to close the hatch, “It’s too late for that, Jean; get in the other pod now.”


She stepped forward and closed the hatch in his face. She saw other members of the skeleton crews as they scrambled into the rescue pods.


‘If I don’t leave now I won’t survive.’


She thought of her husband and children and decided. 


‘I’ve had enough of life; if I am to die then I will die with my family.’ 


With that in mind, she set off to find them at a run.


As she headed out of the emergency sector, a young woman from the medical section rushed up to her, she had wet herself and she was sobbing and gasping uncontrollably.


She took hold of her and dragged her to a rescue pod hatch, she opened it up and shoved her inside, but before she could close the hatch something similar to a five-ton sheet of metal flattened her.


She saw a multitude of stars, sparkling and dissipating before her eyes as she lay there with her back glued to the deck, but the stars she saw were the ones in her head as she fought to stay conscious. She realized the artificial gravity control had gone haywire leaving her in what she assumed was a 4g gravity, as she forced air into her lungs, her vision reddening.


Before she blacked out, the gravity changed thankfully to zero and she found herself floating. She looked around for a handhold, fighting the sudden nausea. She turned over and reached out to a hatch doorway.


Without warning she dropped the one and a half meter like a stone, slamming onto the plasti-metal floor once more, the air whooshing out of her lungs through her open mouth..


As she lay there, semi-conscious, her nose bleeding slightly; her past life ran before her. That day on the prairie, her parents, her brothers and sisters - she snorted as they were not even born yet - then her kidnapping, her escape and her new family, three different lifetimes had passed, 235 years of hell, peace and love.


‘I cannot give in, I must survive, I will survive.’


Winded and bruised she forced herself up onto her elbows and knees, straining every joint and muscle.


Almost deafened by the screech of tearing metal, as the floor beneath her buckled and reared up, its jagged edges offering to rip her apart if she fell or came into contact with them.


She realized she could never reach her family in time, and with her tears streaming down her cheeks she moved, systematically sliding one arm and then one knee a few centimetres at a time across to the escape pod.


As she reached the pod doorway she grabbed the door handle and despite the overbearing G-force, was almost sucked away as the hull’s inner integrity collapsed, losing life-giving oxygen.


The artificial gravity slowly returned to normal leaving her at the mercy of a tornado-strength wind, pulling at her clothing. After saying a mental goodbye to her family amongst the shriek of rending metal, she fought against the escaping air and light debris, took one last look around and clawed her way inside the pod.


She closed the hatch and strapped herself in.


She looked at her companion, strapped down and quietly sobbing, opposite her.


She fastened her own harness and hit the eject button.


As the pod left the stricken ship she experienced once more a feeling of complete weightlessness.


Shortly after, the retro rockets screamed as they hit the atmosphere.


After what seemed to be an eternity the pod landed with a heavy jolt and turned over, and over until it eventually stopped.


With her head spinning, she lay there waiting for her vision to clear after which she checked the info screen; all the lights were green except for one, and that readout showed 2.2 gravities. She said to herself, “Great, couldn’t be better.” 


After releasing her harness she popped the hatch, her movements sluggish, her limbs heavy. She recalled Franks telling her about a heavy gravity planet and the toll it took on the pioneers, the broken limbs only after a short fall, but him telling her that had not prepared her for this, when the ship had malfunctioned she’d experienced a short period of severely increased gravity; this increase, however, although less, would be permanent.


Her companion was struggling and gasping for air.


She released her from her harness and dragged while crawling on her elbows and knees towards the open hatchway, breathing quickly and deeply.


Half-blinded by a brilliant-white descending sun that crowded the horizon she emerged and crawled round to the nose section, panting steadily and opened the hatch on the side. She pulled out two backpacks and stood up with an effort, her head spinning. Stars popped before her eyes, forcing her to pause for a while and breathe deep and slow.


She looked down at her companion and heaved the young woman out of the pod and onto her feet as she could hardly stand.


She was just skin and bone, but she still weighed as much as a full-grown six-foot Adonis in the present gravity.


As she held her steady she felt a tinge of sadness for she knew she wouldn’t survive in these conditions. They were now standing on the edge of a vast desert as it fell into shadow.


She looked at the huge sand hill and the trail made by the pod where it had rolled down the side. She took out her digi-nocs and searched the surrounding landscape until she spotted the wreck of the mother ship.


She turned to the other woman, looked at her nametag, shouldered both packs and said, “Okay, Lieutenant Briggs, hold on to me, time for a hike.”




Chapter Four.


The lovers. Earth. 2800 AD.


Cries of ardour rang out, two voices passionately intoning in a shameless chorus. The sounds abated and the air filled with frantic breathing, akin to two souls who have returned to the surface after being close to drowning.


Orson Bend and Scarlet Delver, scientists at the Textron Laboratories in Sittingbourne in the south of England, gazed at each other as they lay together on their double bed, lost in eternity, awaiting the return of passion while kissing and caressing one another. Scarlet sighed in contentment together with her tormentor and said to him, “Now that is how I like to start the day.”


She turned over onto her stomach and regarded her partner as he lay on his back, his body wet with perspiration. She watched as he stretched his lean ebony torso, shining black in the morning light and in complete contrast to her light olive cast. She leaned forward. “I told you we would be good together,” she said, “these past six months have changed our lives, don’t you agree?”


He nodded. “Oh yes. But why did we wait so long to find out?”


She licked her lips, rose up slowly, and then walked off to the bathroom, her hips swaying and she called out. “It’s time for a shower.”


Orson sprang off the bed and followed her, he caught up with her at the bathroom door, he pulled her to him and she responded by pushing back, moving seductively, sighing softly. He whispered, “Just a shower you understand, nothing else,” and stepped back.


She turned on him. Her hand reached out and grasped his wrist. She said hoarsely, “You have to be joking.”


 


The Lozenge.


If it had not had gone out of fashion Eons ago, Orson could have been mistaken for a tennis player, dressed in a white polo shirt, shorts, white socks, and new, old-fashioned sneakers.


He waved to his partner as she stood naked on the doorstep of their cottage-style abode, with its flower garden, oblivious to the smiling stares of the passers-by. He blew her a kiss and stepped into his ground car.


He tapped in his destination, setting the vehicle on automatic and the bubble-shaped car pulled away, with its air conditioner cooling the interior and the plexi-glass covering darkening, shielding him from the suns rays.


The machine zipped smoothly with other vehicles along the road towards Faversham inlet, a three-kilometre journey along the auto-road that would take him to Herne Bay.


Once there he boarded the hovercraft for the short journey across to Dorley Harbour on the Island of Sheerness.


After driving down the ramp and joined the queue for the main road, he tipped in the new destination and changed to automatic, letting the computer take over the job of slipping into the next free lane-space. He sat back and thought about the coming interview, he looked at the plasti-board carton and patted it affectionately.


After seven kilometres, the computer beeped and a red light blinked, demanding new instructions. He switched over to manual, took hold of the steering wheel, and then turned off at the next junction for Sheerness Spaceport, a vast complex that occupied the west half of the island.


On arriving at the gates he showed his pass to the guard, who waved him through. He stopped at the main building and parked in the space allotted to him, climbed out and took the carton with him, and ran up the stairs two at a time.


The plexi-glass doors opened automatically to him, and he walked through to the reception desk. The red-haired receptionist indicated to her left. “Privilege and respect, Professor, Mr. Davis is waiting, you may go straight in.”


He smiled and answered, “Respect and privilege, Susanne.”


He walked briskly toward an ornate wooden door that opened up to him.


Carrying on through he saw a man with skin as black as his own, standing behind a large desk, dressed in an old-fashioned business suit. He greeted him as he neared him, “Respect and privilege, Respected Jesnick Davis.”


Orson laid his package on the desk, took the proffered hand, and greeted him in turn, “Privilege, and respect, Professor Bend, you’ve told me all about this miracle of yours, now show me.”


Davis looked at him expectantly as Orson opened up his carton, took out an eighteen-inch lozenge-shaped metal object. 


Placing it carefully on the desk he slid back a small hatch on the top of the object.


Davis watched as he carefully eased out a square metal container. 


He held up the cube for inspection and said quietly as if in deference to the object. “This is the drive unit, inside an energy constrainer, I won’t go into detail, but the whole unit has to be assembled in a total vacuum. Its output is controlled by a small vacuum pump inside the experimental medium running on the same energy source.”


He removed from his jacket pocket a small remote control device, “Which, in turn, is operated by this.”


He placed the tiny box back inside the lozenge, closed the hatch, and pressed a switch on the remote.


Davis raised his hands gasped and said, “Oh my goodness,”


as a barely perceptible haze surrounded the object and it rose five centimetres off the table.


Orson just grinned and said, “Watch this.” He operated the remote and the object moved sideways off the desk maintaining the same height and then shot forward at blinding speed towards the plexi-glass window, covering the twenty metres in less than a second.


But, instead of bursting through, it stopped dead and remained in position two centimetres away and using the remote he brought it back into position.


Davis stared at the lozenge as it hung stationary, one meter twenty above the carpeted floor. 


Orson coughed politely. “Have you conducted the ceramic tests?”


Still locked in incredulity, Davis turned to him. “That is unbelievable,” he said, “is it really inertialess?”


He nodded and said, “The ceramic tests, how are they progressing?”


Slowly returning to his normal state, Davis looked at the scientist and said, “We have built everything to your specifications, we were just waiting for the energy source, and you have as promised, delivered the most important thing, the shield.”


His jaw dropped. “You have started production already?”


Davis grinned and nodded. “Of course; we trusted you would come up with what you promised.” 


Hr said, “The shells were easily produced and the drive assembly will be installed according to your designs and specifications.”


Orson said, “I would like to go on the first flight.”


Davis nodded. “We’ll go together; I have a pilot’s license.”


Now it was Orson’s turn to stare, he had never expected things would move so fast. 


Davis came closer and said with a slight trace of emotion, “I trusted you, you were very convincing and now you are going to be very, very rich, high privilege in fact, you will join me with the families.” 


He paused, enjoying the look on Orson’s face. “The first flyer, the prototype, will be prepared as soon as you deliver.”


Then he lowered his voice and said, “This has to remain top secret you understand, and you must inform all others to keep this to themselves?”


Orson nodded. “But of course. In fact, you, my partner and I are the only ones in the know. As for the drive and support systems I have ten thousand small, five hundred medium, and two dozen large units already waiting at the laboratory, the program on their function and capability is in the lab’ computer under the password ‘progress’,  I’ll mail it to you on my return.”


Davis took the remote from Orson’s hand. “Arrange for their delivery immediately and I will see you at the lab on Monday; have a nice weekend.” 


Orson shook the proffered hand, and turned, smiling, searching for the door.


Davis pressed the lock release on his desk and the professor hurried out.


Full of joy, he drove through the gateway, hardly noticing the pale-brown ground cruiser, not seeing the hooded driver at all.


 


High-privilege.


Back home again, he told Scarlet everything, adding, “From now on we are going to be highly, highly, oh my God, high privileged.” 


She hugged him once more, she let go of him, and started to undress, she said, slightly concerned, “Pinsky will try and claim the credit as usual, as if he deserves any.”


As they both stood there naked facing each other Orson said, “He had absolutely nothing to do with the discovery.”


They moved closer so that their bodies touched.


She writhed sensuously saying, “It was by pure chance that it happened, and we were there when it occurred, he wasn’t. Just let him try to claim credit for any of it as I have patented it in our name; anyway, he should have paid more attention to the future instead of the past, him and his silly pyramid.”


 


Settling up.


It had metal skin, one metre thick, though half that much would have been enough to prevent implosion. At the moment its innards were exposed to the atmosphere allowing Orson to move around safely inside the huge globular artificial vacuum test vessel at Textron Laboratory, without body protection.


He was as usual, working, experimenting, this time on a new type of micro-laser as he bent over a metal bench.


 Outside, two white pressure suits complete with air tanks, hung up on their frames under the flickering overhead lights, imitating redundant, sci-fi scarecrows, reminiscent of the old space suits of yesteryear; a large one for Bend and a slightly smaller one for his wife and assistant Delver. 


His gloved hands, seen by the light from the doorway, closed cautiously around a small circular object. He placed the object inside a rectangular container, reached for a Geiger counter, and switched it on.


The room suddenly grew dark.


He looked up and saw the unmistakable silhouette of Delver in her white syntho-silk laboratory suit, a copy of her partner’s.


She paused in the doorway after returning from delivering their official findings to the director of the laboratory.


Well behind her, in the flickering light, he noticed a man in blue overalls as he entered the large room carrying a long folding stepladder.


She blocked his view as she climbed through the doorway and approached him.


He switched the machine off, placed it on the metal table and opened out his arms to her.


She clung to him urgently as if they had been separated for eons. They kissed feverishly, caressing one another intimately.


Lost in lust, they were totally oblivious to the sounds outside.


They broke off and gazed into one another’s eyes.


He pulled open her top and kissed her breasts.


She sighed and told him excitedly, “Director Lon Textron wants to see both of us. He is delighted with our discovery and our findings and was ecstatic after watching the results on the hologram display. After speaking with Jesnick Davis he said we are definitely looking at high privilege and he wants us to join him on his sea yacht at the weekend, there we can meet some of the families.”


Orson hugged his partner fiercely, tears of joy ran down his cheeks; his lover wiped them away and they kissed once more. He whispered hoarsely. “I love you!”


She smiled. “I love you too,” and they resumed kissing. 


Then the door closed with a clang.


 


Sad news.


Jesnick Davis of Jaydee Enterprises, looked at the metre-long model of a space vessel set out on his desk before him; it was a prototype model of one of the new flyers already under construction. 


He ran his hands slowly over the smooth surface and said to himself, “At last, we can not only reach for the stars, we can posses them, and extend our Empire throughout the galaxy and one day the whole universe.”


A soft beeping interrupted his one-sided conversation, he reacted to the incoming call by calling out sharply, “Jaydee!”


A section of his desktop elevated immediately to an angle and displayed a life-size image of the head and shoulders of a man dressed in white, his black hair tied back behind his neck. The man’s pale blue eyes were red-rimmed and he spoke quietly. He called out the official greeting, his voice slightly hoarse, “Respect and privilege, Respected Jesnick Davis.”


He replied, “Privilege and respect, Respected Job Pinsky, what ails you?”


Pinsky took a deep breath before he spoke, “There has been a terrible accident at the laboratory; Orson Bend and Scarlet Delver are dead.”


He stared at the image for a number of seconds before he managed to say, “Dead! What happened?”


“Due to an unfortunate accident, they died while trapped inside the vacuum test vessel. Apparently, a technician fell off his ladder while inspecting the light tubes in the test room.


He fell against the vacuum’s door causing it to close, after which the ladder dropped onto the control panel and caused a surge in vacuum as it crushed one of the buttons. Orson and Scarlet, trapped inside without their pressure suits, met their tragic demise instantly. It happened just under an hour ago. I’m speaking from the laboratory at the moment.”


Pinsky turned away, and buried his face in a large tissue.


Davis, his face crumpled in grief, replied in a broken voice, “Oh what sadness at such a victorious time for the departed, their efforts rewarded by a journey to Elysium.” 


He paused to wipe his face with a tissue from his pocket dispenser and blew his nose, after which he dropped the soiled tissue into the desk disintegrator and continued. “The good news however, is that the first batch of flyers will be ready in two days time and the first of the battle cruisers is ready for its maiden flight.”


Pinsky showed no apparent interest and cleared his throat. “I myself was hoping today that I could bring some new and interesting news, only to find it overshadowed by this terrible tragedy.” He paused and coughed once more. “Last week, my team and I discovered an ancient pyramid, a gigantic construction, and the biggest yet.” After pausing to blow his nose, he smiled. “You will never guess where it was discovered.”


 “In Petra or Gizeh I imagine,” he said, dabbing his eyes with a fresh tissue.


With a smile, Pinsky shook his head, leaned forward and said, in almost a whisper to the enthralled one-man audience, “On the dark side of the moon, our moon!”


He paused slightly then continued as Davis just stood there, wide-eyed. “It was under our noses all this time. It was probably built by our ancestors who settled this planet,” he grinned at the other’s awed features and went on to say, “It was I who discovered the entrance at the base of what we had thought was a large hill. I was heading the geological survey team on Luna because, as you know, the moon is being Terra-formed at high-speed, and will very soon be ready for visitation. I have already been inside the pyramid, the walls are covered in ancient murals, and it is so exciting, so unbelievable.” His saddened expression returned as he said, “It is a pity that our beloved friends Orson and Scarlet are not here to see my newfound wonder. I for one will surely miss them.”


He started sobbing once more and raised a hand in farewell.


Davis looked at the image on the screen, his awe dissipating and said, “I will inform our associate the respected Josiah Bentley, thank you for your call, Job, now I must pray for our departed friends.”


The screen turned black and Davis looked to the ceiling. He would have preferred to have received this news from another, as he detested Pinsky and his condescending ways, but business was business. He crossed himself and held out his hands with his palms upwards and tears rolled down his cheeks as his lips moved in silent prayer. 




Chapter Five.


Antonia Charisma Fell.


An olive-skinned reflection gazed past its owner as Senior Enforcer Toni Fell, standing at her office window, looked at the distant horizon, then up at the unclear sky and down at the Thames river with its tiny sailing boats.


She turned around as a man of African descent walked in without knocking.


He asked her, “Any news on that smuggler ship, Toni?”


She replied quietly, “Sure, Jeff, Cosmo called in, they found it on Io, half submerged in the Kato swamp where we said it would be, disguised as a wreck. They picked the crew up at one of the Holiday Inn hotels. They were all blind drunk.”


As he walked towards her she regarded his thighs, watching his muscles rippling beneath the synthetic skin.


As Imperial Enforcers, both of them wore the customary dark green and black summer uniform, consisting of a pair of body-hugging shorts that ended just above the knee with a short-armed top.


The man, Senior Enforcer Jeff Klimsch, neared the woman – his superior due to her years in service – her height almost equal to his, and took her in his arms.


She placed her arms around his muscular neck as his arms circled her body.


He asked her quietly, “How about a swim when we finish our shift?” He paused as he looked at the wall timepiece. “Which will be over in approximately, thirty-eight minutes?”


She nodded and they kissed lightly, almost politely. Then everything changed as she dropped her arms and leaned back.


He responded by tightening his hold on her. “Is that all, a swim?”


The atmosphere in the room altered, the air became heavy as their lips, slightly parted, closed in and softly joined as one.


They broke off as the visi-phone on her desk beeped. She walked over to it and switched it on, turning the monitor around. A face appeared on the screen and she called out, “Hi, Victor, what have you got for us?”


The face broke into a smile, ‘Hi, Toni, Jeff! Something came up, your shifts are extended.


Toni’s right eyebrow rose. “Extended - again.”


“It’s a change from the old routine though, a triple accident at the Textron Laboratories on the Isle of Wight, two scientists and a technician. Gordon has you two detailed to collect the gory details. Special services are already there, and Gordon wants you to report in person tomorrow at eight sharp. Aren’t you lucky?”


She sighed and said, “Thanks, Victor, we’ll see you at the squash court this evening and don’t forget to bring your loser partner with you, bye, till then.”


The screen went blank on the smiling face and she turned to her partner as he buckled on his chest harness. She took hers down from the rack and slipped her arms through it. She said, jerking at the fasteners. “Well that should round off our day nicely, whenever that will be.”


She followed him out the door as he collected their headgear.


He handed hers to her and said, “We’ll be back before you know it.”


She shook her head, “Somehow, Jeff, I don’t think so.”


 


Investigation.


At the Textron laboratory accident scene Toni and Jeff inspected the area where the dead technician had lain.


Markings, left by the laboratories own security personnel showed the position of the fallen ladder and the corpse.


Toni noted the damage to the vacuum controls.


Jeff set his electronic notebook in record mode and played it around the room. The three bodies, already removed, now occupied cooling drawers in the cadaver inspection section deep down inside the subterranean vaults of the Imperial Special Services building.


Apart from the bodies and the ladder, which now stood in the corner, nothing else had been touched or removed. Three light tubes, still in their unbroken cellophane packing, were lying on a nearby table between several used glasses and an empty carafe.


Toni took her notebook out of its slot in her body harness and fitted it in place behind her personal computer on her left forearm. She took a tiny chip card out of her harness pocket; she inserted it in her notebook, extracted it and placed it in the laboratory computer slot.


Jeff joined her and she watched as he ran his fingers over the keyboard. “Let’s see what information they have left for us.”


He opened the folder left in the computer file by the security technician, and opened the video section. He stepped back as a moving picture appeared on the flat screen monitor.


They saw the body of the electrician lying next to the vacuum sphere door. The camera zoomed in and showed the angle of the corpse’s neck. It panned slowly around the room, halting at the table to show the light tubes. It turned to the vacuum sphere that rose from the floor to the six-meter high ceiling. It zoomed once more in on the vacuum’s circular door with its bright red emergency release knob and the freeze-dried faces framed in the Plexiglas window.


He watched as the camera closed in on the corpse’ faces. “Well, Toni, at least death was quick for them.”


She froze the image and moved her face close to the flat screen, examining the picture intently. She turned to him and answered in the same tone, “Yes, and they saw it coming too, look at the anger in their eyes, it is much greater than their fear, doesn’t that arouse suspicion?”


He looked at her with one eyebrow raised and said, “Suspicion?” He looked at the massive globe and said as he turned back to her. “I’d be angry too if I got locked in there with the vacuum turned on.”


She ignored him, having got used to his flippancy a long time ago and asked him. “Who were they, these scientists?” She looked closely at the images of the dead couple once more; their faces, along with the rest of them, were mummified, but the expressions were quite clear and their eyes seemed to be, or was it her imagination, focussed on some near object just outside the door.


His voice interrupted her reasoning as read from his notebook. “Orson Bend age 201 and Scarlet Delver age 167, both nuclear physics professors, they were working here at Textron on a top secret project.”


She looked over at the heavy vacuum suits, hanging from their supports. She walked to the vacuum globe, and examined the locking mechanism and the open door. She pushed the heavy circular door, over two metres high, towards the opening, straining slightly with the effort and stopped. She allowed it to swing back slowly by itself and watched is it came to a halt.


She walked over to her partner, still standing by the computer monitor. As usual he hadn’t been watching. She said, “Tell me, Jeff


what were they doing inside the vault without protective clothing?” 


“What do you mean.”


“Look at the door, doors like that don’t close by themselves; so somebody must have closed it.” Her voice lowered to almost a whisper as she pointed to the screen, “Look at those faces, Jeff, they definitely saw this coming. Their murderer locked them in and they probably knew him. People are seldom murdered by strangers.”


Her features tightened as he continued entering their findings on his notebook. He spoke without looking up, “This wasn’t reported as a suspicious death, Toni. The security chief reported a triple fatal accident.” He hesitated then said, “I don’t know, Toni, murder is a strong word, even coming from you.”


Her brow tensed as he read from his notebook. “According to this they were working alone after finalizing their research work on some top secret, new clean-energy experiment.”


He walked over to the globe and inspected the door mechanism. He gave it an experimental push with one hand and nodded to himself. “Yes, heavy stuff, but so was the technician.”


She hid an eye-roll as she moved away from him and examined the three light tubes on the table. She looked up to the ceiling and her brow creased once more.


He joined her as she called out to a dark-haired female, dressed in grey overalls, standing by the doorway with her colleague, Josie Kerhan. “Technician Swansong, tell me, who reported the incident and who entered this room after the incident was reported?”


Babbit Swansong, an Imperial Forensic Technician from Special Services approached them, leaving her younger partner at the door. She stopped directly in front of Jeff and spoke to him in a sultry manner. “The incident was reported to us verbally by Professor Job Pinsky, he was alone, and the room was empty. The dead technician, who came here to exchange a defect light tube, reported by the late Orson Bend, fell off his ladder causing the accident. He fell onto, or against the door, locking it in the process.”


She paused, giving Jeff’s body the once over and said. “The professor saw the unfortunate man lying on the floor when he arrived. He rushed to his aid and found that he had already diminished. He saw the ladder near to the vacuum controls and on seeing the lever depressed and the two safety suits on their hooks, he went to the vacuum sphere and found he was also too late to help the people trapped inside. The poor man broke down after giving his statement.”


After pausing for breath and still ignoring Toni’s presence, she continued, “After conducting our initial inspection, we left the room, I locked the door, leaving Josie on guard outside and brought the professor to the infirmary. There, the head physician gave him a sedative. He left for home at his own request. I came back here and we remained at the door until you and Toni arrived.”


She gasped as Toni, senior to Jeff, pulled her firmly by the arm away from him. She marched her to the centre of the room and pointed to the ceiling above the marked area. She looked at Babbit’s fearful expression, moved her mouth close to her ear and said, “When I ask you a question you will answer me, understood?”


She beckoned Josie and said to Babbit, “Look up there, all the lights are functioning.” Toni released her grip and raised her voice some more. “So, the defect light tube, where is it?”


Josie Kerhan looked on; wide-eyed as Babbit looked at her and rubbed her arm. She gazed with Babbit at the ceiling, at the tubes on the table and up at the light fittings and then gazed around the room.


Babbit running her fingers through her short black hair, shook her head, saying, “I don’t know.”


Toni continued, “Who else has been in here apart from Professor Pinsky, the security team and you two?”


“Nobody, I mean nobody has been here since we arrived. As we entered, the security team had just finished recording the scene and they removed nothing from the room. We examined the bodies, determined their demise and the med’s took them away.”


Toni moved closer, her breasts almost touching the other woman’s almost flat chest. “Tell me exactly what you and your associate did.”


Babbit swallowed dryly, wondering what sort of mess she and Josie were in, as she believed Toni hated her. “We removed and sealed the bodies in the usual containers and brought them outside where they were collected by our people. We saw to the professor. I sealed the door, shutting down the computer lock with the special code, and we reset it when we opened it on your arrival. You saw us do it, and what happened to the spare tubes is anyone’s guess.”


Toni’s voice rose once, causing the others to flinch, “None of us are here to guess, Technician; we are here to gather facts and to think, you can think can’t you?” Without waiting for an answer, she walked back to her partner. “What are your assumptions, Jeff?”


He looked up casually at the fluorescent lighting, turned back to her and moving closer to her, keeping his voice low, he said, “The absence of a defect tube doesn’t mean anything, Toni. As I see it the technician climbed up the ladder to remove the tube and found it wasn’t fitted properly, he re-adjusted it, lost his balance, and fell off the ladder. These old-fashioned light tubes are a bit finicky sometimes. It was a tragic accident, Toni, that’s all.”


She saw the logic in his answer, but felt no satisfaction, she asked him in the same quiet tone, “Who closed the vacuum door, Jeff?”


He pointed to the lights and the door. “I assume the technician did in order to facilitate access to the light fittings above, but he didn’t check to see if anyone was inside first, or as Babbit suggested, he fell against it from his ladder. The post mortem will help us to be more definite, if we report a triple murder now we will be here till midnight, so let’s wrap it up, and go for our swim.”


“Jeff, there is an interior emergency release button by the door. They could have opened the door before the technician had time to climb the ladder.” Her eyes hardened as she said, “They weren’t able to do so during pre-vacuum stage. Do you understand that?”


He shook his head. “They may have panicked,” he said, “or didn’t realize the possible danger until it was too late.”


She clenched her jaw and turned away from him. “Death under suspicious circumstances and that is my final decision.”


She dispatched her report, which ended their shift, and retracted the chip from the computer slit. She walked over to the two technicians and gave them their instructions. “I want this place checked for fingerprints, especially that light-fitting directly above and the vacuum controls. Take care not to fall off the ladder, Babbit, as you could hurt yourself,” she said, “as if I frigging cared.”


* * *


Outside the building, Toni, her anger dissipated, slipped her hand into her partner’s and explained as they walked to their flyer, “You must excuse my suspicious mind, Jeff, but that accident looked a little too pat for me, the electrician was no idiot, he’s been working there for fifty-four years, and was aware of all the safety precautions. So, I don’t think he closed the door on purpose, nor did he by falling against it, that is not at all plausible, as that door weighs ten times more than he does.”


His brow wrinkled. “You’re talking about illegal termination. We have no definite proof of it, there is no suspect and there are no witnesses.”


“Our witnesses will be the silent type, if your ex-girlfriend does her job properly. Then I will be proved right or wrong, but I know I am right, I can feel it. As for motive, there is always a reason for untimely death, even one that looks like an accident.”


He took her in his arms and pulled her to him. Her insides melted as their bodies touched. He kissed her on the lips then said, “I’m sorry for doubting you, if you feel so strongly about it then there must be something behind this so-called accident, but I am bound to give my version. Do you still want to go for a swim?”


She kissed him in return, her mind now on his last sentence. “Is that an apology Jeff Klimsch? If so save it for when we are alone.” They kissed long and slow before heading for their battered enforcer cruiser. Toni whispered as they climbed inside, “Now you can take me for that swim.”


 


The Pool.


Toni’s naked form burst from below the rolling surface of the low-gravity swimming pool with the force of a dolphin in its natural habitat. Her streaming body trailed water for five metres, her sun-browned skin gleaming in the overhead lighting as she poised momentarily as if posing for a video-take, pirouetting slowly before descending gracefully, feet first once more into the pool, leaving water droplets dancing on the waves.


Below the surface, she met a form resembling a giant furless otter as Jeff crashed into her, startling her momentarily, just before she wrapped her thighs around his midriff and assaulted his mouth with her own. They remained in their coital embrace as their tongues writhed, sinking to the bottom as one.


Eons later, two heads disturbed the water’s rolling surface and Toni, with the help of her partner, came to rest in a sitting position on the side of the pool.


He pulled himself up and landed beside her. He removed his artificial nasal-gill apparatus and they faced one another.


He whispered, “Let’s do it in normal gravity, this is making me light-headed.”


She called out, “Computer, normal gravity.” She felt the change in weight as the pool’s unsettled surface flattened.


She grinned lasciviously and said, “You can’t stop once you get going can you?”


“Is that a complaint or a compliment, my sweet Antonia?”


“No, Jeff,” she said, “just advice.”




Chapter Six.


A change in procedure.


She stood to attention before a small black-haired man, with Jeff standing behind and to the right of her. The man was, to say the least, annoyed. In fact, he was always annoyed and understandably so, for Judge Xu Gordon - nickname ‘Giftzwerg’ or ‘Poison Dwarf’ - head of Imperial Enforcement, had thirteen wives and fifty three children and every single one of them called him every day at least once, to ask him how he was.


He was of full Asian origin and the smallest man in the Imperial Enforcers and wanted to retire in peace and quiet, something that he made apparent as he spoke to them.


He looked up at Toni. “Senior Enforcer Fell, you are entitled to your opinions just like anybody else in the service, but I am more inclined to believe Senior Enforcer Klimsch’s version. I’ve been in service 237 years and I have learned that we cannot go hunting around for culprits for every, what you name, ‘accidents under suspicious circumstances’.”


She suddenly felt the urge to kick Jeff in the shins or maybe somewhere else.


Gordon carried on. “Very soon, we are to receive the new enforcer vehicle, the original craft has undergone trials and was beyond expectations.”


He paused once more, and shook his head slowly before continuing, “You two have been chosen to test the enforcer version, why they chose you two I have no idea as it is quite a simple task.”


He glanced down at his desk view screen, read for a while and his eyebrows rose slightly as he looked up at them. “This is not an order; it is a high privilege request, an honour in fact.”


His brow smoothed and he continued, “You are to report firstly, that same morning, to the new head of enforcement, when he or she has been chosen and then on to Jesnick Davis’s Workshops at Sheerness Spaceport.


Jesnick Davis is not only the owner but also the head of manufacture, so do not mention the Bend and Delver accident, he was very close to them and I do not want you to go upsetting him with any of your fool questions.”


He eyed them and a semblance of a sneer altered his features. “You are to present yourselves at his factory in two weeks time at 0800 hours. In the meantime you are to have a rest. You both need it after your ordeal on Europa and Io.”


She watched him as he held on, with barely disclosed effort, to one of his rare smiles, which one could compare with a grimace or a constipated chimpanzee’s facial expression as it tried to defecate.


Then pride altered his visage and tone as he spoke, “Congratulations are in order. You and your people did a fine job capturing those pirates, also thank you for your assistance in discovering the smuggler ship and its crew. As a bonus, I have booked you for a ten-day stay on one of the Jupiter Holiday Inn resorts; the choice is yours as to which one you choose.


Another thing, you are both invited to the unveiling ceremony of the new ‘Enforcer Flyer’, as it will be known, as part of the honour guard of which you, Senior Enforcer Fell, will be in charge. It takes place the day before you carry out the tests. So be it. Now go.”


The two enforcers performed an about-turn and quietly left the office.


Outside in the quietness of the corridor they both stopped and looked at one another, Jeff gave her a kiss on the lips.


As she failed to respond he tried again.


She jerked her head away and his brow wrinkled. “I’d much rather bite your tongue,” she said. “That was murder at Texton, but you had to go and give old shit-face a contrary report that made me look incompetent.” She watched his reaction and added, “I love my job, I take it seriously, Jeff, twenty-four hours a bloody day.”


He looked at her from under his eyebrows. “Sorry about the report, maybe I should have backed you up as well.”


She stepped back, “That would have been worse. Stick to your guns, Jeff Klimsch, but don’t forget who’s in charge. Now give me a kiss, you big twerp.”


They embraced and kissed. She broke off slowly and said, “Well, I’m glad our final interview with the Poison Dwarf is over, he can be a right pain in the arse sometimes.”


Jeff looked back at the closed door. “I know he wants to leave, but I would rather have the devil I know.”


“To be honest, I will miss the old fart; they say he has his good points.”


“Yes, so I’ve heard, but nobody in enforcement has ever seen them. He must keep them hidden in some special, secret place.”


She grinned, their fight now forgotten. “I can imagine where.”


He nibbled her ear lobe and said, “With regards to our well-deserved bonus, what about the new water worlds on Kallisto? Cosmo told me they are not to be missed. We can have a jungle-style apartment with a pool all to ourselves too, what do you say?”


“Yes please.”


 


The Mass Displacer.


From the opening in a huge space dock that almost half as big as Earth’s moon, a silver egg-shaped gargantuan vessel floated out into the void, its glass-like surface barely clearing the massive dock walls; a mere two hundred meters away on either side.


Dozens of black and yellow servicing vehicles exited out of the numerous flight bays arranged along the sides of the dock and swarmed around it, like bees waiting to invade an unopened honey pot.


Clear of the dock the massive vessel turned on its axis. Then it moved forward slowly, picked up speed and disappeared completely.


The servicing vehicles, each one some five hundred metres in length, disappeared in pairs in the same manner.


This left the space dock open for a vast array of massive robot cargo ships and defunct refinery barges waiting silently, all in need of servicing or repair. Two hundred of them were allowed entry, after which the doors closed behind them and sealed with a hiss.


 


The Flyer.


High-privileged family head, Josiah Bentley, wearing a flowing gown of deep red bordered with the imperial purple, stood on a large podium before an immense crowd of richly dressed people, on the roof of the Enforcer building.


They were the Empire’s high-privileged families with their youngest offspring. He was himself accompanied by three of his wives and a nominal collection of his not yet adult children. To his left below him, was an object covered with an imperial purple covering.


To his right, standing at ease, resplendent in their full-length Emerald-green and gold ceremonial uniforms were Jeff Klimsch, Toni Fell and ten other senior enforcers, in a perfectly straight line.


Josiah Bentley’s partly shaven head sported a shoulder-length section of black hair, growing at the back, high on his skull, it was plaited and gilded in the ancient Egyptian style in honour of his ancestors. His light-brown skin was without wrinkles and his almond-shaped eyes gazed at the crowd.


He raised his arms as he spoke, “Respect and privilege, to all present, I, Josiah Bentley will shortly present to you, the Imperial Families, the new mode of transport in enforcer form, these inertialess vehicles were made possible through the discoveries of the late and lamented Professors Bend and Delver. In respect of their passing, I beg a minute’s silence of you all.”


The line of enforcers came to attention on Toni’s quiet command and the multitude before the podium stood in silence, with heads bowed under the midday sun. A cooling breeze blew over the gathering. Men and women quietly brushed away errant tears and softly murmuring children looked around them questioningly, several of them tugging enquiringly at their parent’s hands or clothing not understanding the prevailing quiet.


He raised his hands once more and the enforcers resumed their ‘at ease’ stance on another quiet command. He coughed softly and continued. “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, and now the Empire presents, the new enforcer flyer.”


To a fanfare of music, coming out of the loudspeakers, two junior enforcers, dressed in light-green and black uniform, tugged on two white tasselled ropes.


The purple cloth floated down onto the roof platform, gathered up smoothly by the two enforcers. They stepped back and revealed a long shining-black object with a pointed prow and a rounded-off rear end. It hung suspended 50 centimetres above the roof’s flooring. On its side printed in gold was the imperial seal, a human eye enclosed inside a stone triangle, with the letters IE embossed beneath it.


He continued. “The old model enforcer cruiser that was only capable of near light speed is now obsolete.” He added, smiling. “The imperial enforcers are now a force to be reckoned with.”


He peered down and indicated a dark-skinned man standing at the front of the crowd, as he smiled up at him.


“It now gives me great pleasure to introduce to you the flyer’s manufacturer, the respected Jesnick Davis.”


Jesnick Davis walked forward amidst resounding applause and climbed the dozen steps up onto the podium and shook hands with Josiah. He wore the traditional mourners black armband around the sleeve of a twentieth century style, white suit, over a white modern day collarless silk shirt.


He turned to the congregation. “I stand here in the shadow of my respected friend the late Orson Bend and his companion the beautiful Scarlet Delver, without their diligence and hard work this day would never have arrived, they will be sorely missed by all. Thanks to both of them, the transport industry is now booming and I also mean the transport to the stars.


Man’s dream of exploring the universe is at last realized, no more deep-sleep, no more interstellar accidents which have cost millions of lives. Safe and secure space travel is now permanently in our grasp, planet terra-forming can now begin on a larger scale than ever before.”


The crowd applauded as Davis left Josiah and joined his family at the front of the crowd. 


Josiah raised his arms once more and the applause died down. He said, “As you all know, Judge Gordon head of the Imperial Enforcers is retiring, and I have been chosen by my peers to be his successor.” He paused for effect then said, “A post which I accept with honour, privilege, and respect.”


The crowd applauded once more, He bowed, surrounded immediately, by his delighted family.


Toni gave the command and the senior enforcers fell out and mingled with the crowd, talking with friends and relations.


She whispered to Jeff as they made their way over to the flyer, “Well that’s a relief, I was thinking of resigning with Pinsky as my boss, despite his reputation as a forward-looking scientist.”


They stopped in front of the sleek vessel and saw it was, after all their expectations, only a hologram. 


She saw Jesnick Davis, standing some way off. She’d never met him and wondered how he would greet them.


She nudged Jeff and said, “Let’s say hello to one of the flyer’s inventors.”


They walked off hand in hand, Jeff said, “What do we call him, Jaydee or by his full name.”


 


Jaydee.


He turned as they approached and held out his hand first to Toni then to Jeff. “Respect and privilege, Enforcers, you must be Antonia Fell and you will be Jefferson Klimsch.”


Hiding her surprise, she answered for both of them. “Privilege and respect, Respected Jesnick Davis, that is correct and we are honoured to be here.”


He smiled widely. “Please call me Jaydee when we socialize, I may call you Toni and Jeff, is that alright?”


She returned his smile readily. “Sure, Jaydee, anytime, you are aware we are to test the new enforcer flyer.”


“Yes, Josiah told me a few moments ago and I am not to say anything except that you two are in for a pleasant surprise.”


Jeff looked around him. He turned back to Davis. “I don’t see the Respected Job Pinsky anywhere, was he not invited?”


Tone said, “Neither I nor Jeff have met the great scientist, we only know he had been a candidate for the head of enforcement.”


Davis nodded gravely and answered softly. “Er, yes he was, but he was so upset over that terrible accident-.” His voice trembled, he continued after taking a deep breath. “He has buried himself in his work; he is in charge of the Luna pyramids excavation, and he has spent all of his spare time up there, ever since the discovery of the new means of transport. He alone planned and organized the complete terra-forming of New Luna; he even took part in the re-routing of the canal system.”


He paused and the corners of his mouth turned up and his tone changed. “The pyramid is a sight to see. All the imperial families will visit it when the terra-forming program is completed.” He glanced about him then added. “When the last of Luna’s artificial gravity generators are ready we are going to surprise everybody with the next phase when Luna moves into orbit around the sun.”


Jaydee winked and placed a conspiratory finger against the side of his nose. “Let that be our little secret for a while though.” He looked down at his finger chronometer and said. “Well, I must leave you now; I might see you tomorrow when you pick up the real flyer, then we -!”


He stopped as Josiah joined them and placed an arm around his shoulder. “Toni, Jeff, my office 0700 hours tomorrow and don’t be late.”


He whisked Davis away leaving Toni open-mouthed.


Her right eyebrow dipped and she whispered, “What did you make of that?”


He glanced around briefly before asking, “You mean Josiah’s familiarity in the presence of a hi-priv’?”


She shook her head. “Don’t be silly, Josiah is an in-law of my grandmother’s, he’s treated as an uncle in our family, so he’s allowed that. I meant that vocal “tremor” from Davis about Pinsky. Do you think it was for our benefit?”


He shrugged. “I’m not sure.”


Rolling her eyes she said, “Why don’t you commit yourself, Jeff? He was very defensive of Pinsky wasn’t he?”


“He obviously knows we queried the accident at the laboratories which he owns.”


Her eyebrows rose. “Yes, but I didn’t point a finger at professor Pinsky did I, I only reported suspicious circumstances?”


“Pinsky did discover the bodies,” he added, smiling.


“And that makes him a culprit in crime detection guidebooks.”


“Maybe somebody made Jaydee aware of that.”


“Do you mean your dear, er, uncle?”


Her mouth made a small ‘oh’. “Maybe that’s why we are here, Jeff, my dear, a sweetener.”


His right eyebrow rose. “A gift, on Jaydee’s orders maybe?”


“Yes, he has shares in the Textron laboratories.”


“How do you know?” He asked.


“It’s my job to know.”


“Why were we invited here today?” he asked.


“Somebody has singled us out for some reason,” she replied.


“The reason’s quite simple; Josiah used to be on the board of families, eons ago, he knows how things work and favours you.”


She gazed about her, watching the other enforcers as they chatted with their relations.


“I think you are right, we are being unduly suspicious, Uncle Josiah must have done some arm twisting, and you heard what he said - 0700 hours – So let’s leave this place; it’s starting to get on my nerves for some reason.”


 


Chastity Laws.


Josiah Bentley sat behind is desk in his official robes.


Toni stood with Jeff at ease in front of him.


 She wondered what sort of comments Gordon could have left behind concerning her handling of what he referred to as ‘The Textron Incident’.


Her apprehension subsided as he addressed both of them, “I suppose you two are wondering why you are standing here before me and not two other privileged people.”


He looked from one to the other before continuing, “Well, not only are you amongst the most senior amongst the Senior Enforcers, but also the most successful. After all the good work you have put in over the decades, we at Imperial Enforcement agreed that you should be the ones to take the Imperial Enforcement Flyer on its virgin flight.”


He smiled and continued. “You will now depart to the Jesnick Davis Workshop at Sheerness Spaceport, hangar 231, be sure to arrive no later than 0800 hours. You can travel in your enforcer cruiser and leave it there. Chief Enforcer Whedon and I have flown the prototype and I assure you, you are in for one hell of a surprise, now be off with you.”


As they turned to leave, Josiah called out and they turned and faced him once more. They saw him holding up a digital notepad and he spoke as if he had a nasty taste in his mouth. “Just one more thing, everyone, and it states here ‘everyone’, is now bound by the new Imperial Chastity Laws; the law was passed yesterday at the monthly Imperial Families meeting in order to stop the increasing illegitimate births. That means sexual intercourse is forbidden outside association and any consequent pregnancies will result in imprisonment.”


He paused, smiling, he lowered his voice a little, and he winked and said, “Maybe it will be abolished when we start to spread through the Galaxy, who knows?” He continued in a normal tone “So, you have been warned, you are now dismissed, have fun, and give my regards to Jaydee.”


After the enforcers departed, he pressed a button on his console. “Call Special Services and tell Technicians Babbit Swansong and Josie Kerhan they are to report to me in person, immediately.”


 


Theft and execution.


A gargantuan space vessel moved agonisingly slow in its endless orbit, fourteen hundred and ten kilometres above Jupiter.


Inside the voluminous loading bay a lone security guard watched the last of a long line of black and yellow, engineering flyers as they left the bowels of the ship through the 1,000-metre distant, 400-metre-wide opening, on their journey back to Earth, appearing similar to a squadron of dignified hornets leaving their nest.


While sneaking another gulp of illegally-made whisky from a plastic flask, he gazed from the bay’s platform and out into the void at the flashing landing lights of an approaching flyer. The red craft covered the distance in seconds. It entered the bay and hovered silently above the deck of the platform twelve metres away from him. The flyer’s door popped open and a smartly-dressed, dark-haired man, in flowing scarlet robes over black silk overalls stepped out with a dark flat rectangular object held firmly under his left arm.


A dozen grim-faced, heavily-armed male and female individuals exited from the same craft and followed Job Pinsky along the platform, wearing space armour over their black uniforms.


The partly inebriated security guard swaggered up to the visitors, meaning to assert his authority. As he neared them, Pinsky produced a small blaster and shot him point-blank between the eyes. The blast, although small, was enough to halt the guard in mid-stride and knock him backwards.
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