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INTRODUCTIONS AGAIN
Hello again and welcome to Volume Two of some of my early written offerings.
The stories within lie more in the soft sci-fi genre than the previous high fantasy, sword-n-sorcery that you read in Volume One. (And if you haven’t picked up your FREE ebook copy of Volume One, get to it!) Though the genre may be different, make no mistake, the action-adventure elements are all still here and as exciting as ever. At least that was my goal in writing them.
So kick back with your favorite beverage, or turn on and turn up some hard driving music and hang on. These tales rock and roll.
Thank you again.
Peter Welmerink
Enjoying an adult beverage and jammin’ to some FiveFingerDeathPunch
January 2011
“War doesn't determine who's right, just who's left.”
--Anonymous
RINGING HELL’S BELLS
Balanus waited until AFTER the explosions began before stepping out the side door of the Hinmu World Government Center; the building where the majority of Hinmu III planet-wide decisions were made. To Bal's left, atop the six-foot concrete wall, the disabled surveillance camera angled towards the street. He checked his satchel to make sure it was securely attached to his utility belt, feeling the all-important square shapes of data disks within. With a running-jump, he scaled the wall through the opening in the barbed wire, the same one he had created upon entering the building two hours ago.
The Gernsey City Bridge spanned the wide, deep and slow-moving Gernsey River. It stood beside the HWGC building beginning its gradual arch just off the rear northern corner of the sixty-four-story building. The bridge was under construction at the moment. A center span was being replaced after a low-flying interplanetary spacecraft had been shot down and crashed into the structure. According to the news data, the ship hadn’t been full of civil rights activists but two civilian families and some business people; innocents who had mistakenly gotten mixed up in this terrible chaotic world of Hinmu III.
Bal stopped before turning onto the bridge. The two cars he had used as a distraction - the ones that had created the explosions a moment ago - were burning commendably, huffing black blobs of smoke high into the already polluted air. He had rigged them to burst into flames and not truly explode and possibly kill someone. He didn’t see anyone on fire from being too close to the vehicles nor anyone lying on the ground having a heart attack. As long as no one got hurt he considered his incendiary devices just a means of diversion to accomplish his mission.
A crowd of people gathered around the flaming wreckage, blabbering and pointing. Some even laughed at the spectacle. A few people with jetshoes hovered around the vehicles taking pictures. With the way this world was, they probably wondered if the destroyed vehicles belonged to their neighbors. And would be happy if they found out they had, Bal grimaced.
The bridge was cordoned off with tall orange barricades and traffic cones. Several construction vehicles parked in the center gave Balanus good cover as he double-timed it across the span. He could hear sirens in the distance and knew a mix of fire and police departments were on their way. The approaching police were for him for even he wasn’t a pro at breaking and entering secured government buildings.
He hoped his imperfection wouldn’t be used against him at the Mission Review Board back on his planet.
Bal stopped behind the wheels of a large dump truck and crouched, pulling the satchel he carried from its place over his shoulder. He undid the Velcro flaps and flipped them open to check the items he had confiscated from the HWGC. Three data disks flashed in the late afternoon sun. Personal profiles of the top WG execs and their activities were on the disks; enough evidence for the Administration to send in an armored and heavily armed force of Royal Guardsmen to start cleaning up the place.
He stuffed the disks back into the satchel, his hand glancing across his blaster. Surprisingly, he hadn’t used the weapon…yet. The mission wasn’t over.
Standing up but still using the truck as cover, Bal looked to the end of the bridge where the center span joining the two sides was missing…
“Jump! Jump!”
“What the?” Bal said to himself hearing the sirens loud from the street behind him and the crowd starting to chant. He glanced around the front of the truck, finding the crowd. He followed their upturned gaze. They looked at a building across the street on the side opposite the HWGC building. A young woman stood on the lip of a window looking down at the street a mere six-story splatter distance below. Already the media was on the scene, in the building, hanging boom microphones and video cameras out the windows on either side of the woman.
On the street, Bal saw the fire trucks bobbing gently on low-powered vertical thrusters. Two firemen at the telescoping ladder stood without activating the thing, looking up at the jumper, smiling with their wallets out, bets being made if the woman would jump or not. It was madness. It was all madness. Even the police cars had stopped; officers hung their heads out the windows, pointing and jeering.
Hinmu III was documented by the Administration as an Amplified Aggression Distinct or AAD world. All the people, plants and animals were, quite simply, dangerous. It was a place of no morals, no conscience and no consequences for the truly awful people who lived on the cursed world. Ruled by tyranny and terrorism, it was a place the Administration was interested in getting their hands on for the simple fact, Bal guessed with quite some certainty, it was a place to be CONTROLLED.
Hinmu’s vast rich mineral deposits found in its southern continents was a dangling carrot also. The Administration wasn't without their own vices.
“Jump! Jump!” the crowd chanted.
The woman, who was now outside the building on the window ledge, looked down and slid her feet closer to the edge. The television crews in the adjacent windows shoved their microphones in closer. The woman’s ragged breath and weeping could be heard from the street, emitted from news vans with giant speakers mounted on their rooftops.
Balanus shook his head in disbelief. This was definitely a crazy place. It might not be much crazier than Earth - where he was from - but he knew even the firefighters from his world would not be joining in the merriment for this poor woman to jump. It was just plain insanity.
“Central, this is Planethopper. I have the goods but I need a few minutes to take care of a situation here,” Bal said, his throat mike picking up his words. The dropship waited for him above the planet’s surface in stealth mode to keep Hinmu’s weaponry from blasting it out of the sky.
“Bal, your jump window is in three minutes and will be available for two. I see what you’re looking at,” the gruff voice of Administrator Denton said in Bal’s earpiece. “Don’t jeopardize this mission by trying any heroics!”
Bal reached up to his earset. Another news van slid to a stop between him and the crowd, a man with jetshoes, with leg bracers attached, hopped out of the vehicle and started dragging out his video camera.
“And don’t you dare switch me o—”
Bal secured his satchel around his head and shoulder, pressing it snuggling between his left arm and side of his chest. He glanced over to the police cars. The men inside were still distracted and watched the pitiful show above the streets. He looked to the cameraman who was still fishing out his gear. He wore the common jetshoes. They were ignited and kept him aloft about three feet off the ground. Staying low, Balanus jogged across the short distance, sneaking up behind the newsman.
“Excuse me,” Bal said tapping the guy on the shoulder.
“I’m fucking busy, jerkoff, you mind—”
Bal grabbed the cameraman by the neck and slammed his forehead solidly against the reinforced door beam. The man collapsed.
Bal gently set the limp body to the ground, the man’s feet floating up in the air due to the powered-up jetshoes.
Pressing a red button on the side of the shoe’s support legging, Bal stripped the items off the man and clamped his own boots into the shoe stirrups. He secured the leg supports all the way up to his kneecaps and checked the fuel reserve on the dial above the left legging.
A scream filled the air amplified by the boom mikes shoved in the woman’s face by the news crews in the building.
Bal looked up right as the woman launched herself from the window ledge. The crowd didn’t scream with her but instead cheered and laughed as if they were spectators at an exciting circus act.
There would be no nets; the firefighters hadn’t budged from their truck seats.
“Shi--!” Balanus fired the jetshoes, flexing the toe of his right boot into the sensitive accelerator pad. Jets roared beneath him as he flew up into the air above the joyfully howling crowd. The crowd quickly broke into angry shouts and curses as they saw him rush up towards the woman with arms outstretched.
Bal cursed also as he caught the woman in his arms at the third floor level. She wasn’t a big girl but the weight and gravity of her fall felt like his spine was mashed down a few agonizing inches. The force snapped him backwards and he bit off a scream of his own as the leg supports dug painfully into the pits of his knees. He twisted, trying to keep himself and his catch from doing a flip and tailspin to the pavement below.
The two dropped and shot over the crowd of angry people, Balanus keeping them steady as he flew back over the news van. He dropped to the street, landing hard, and did a little skip-n-shuffle until the jetshoe thrusters cut out.
The woman, her long dark hair a tangle about her face, touched the pavement on dainty feet, then turned and immediately swung at Balanus.
“You sonofabitch! Whatcha do that for? Ingrate! Degenerate!” she swore connecting once with Bal’s cheek. Before she struck again he caught her flailing arms and shoved her away.
He opened his mouth to speak but decided against it. Hinmu III was useless along with its people. Let the Administration decide what to do with the place.
“Stop where you are!” Bal fired the jetshoes again as a blaster beam took out a chunk of conrete where he had just been standing.
Another shot sizzled through the woman who glanced down at the hole in her chest. She crumpled to the ground.
Bal flipped on his headset. “Central, what’s my status?”
“I oughta let you burn down there, Cambarus!” Denton’s grinding gravelly voice snapped over the earset. He knew the man was truly miffed off when Bal's last name was used. “This will be going on my report. If you’re lucky the closest you’ll get to being a Tracker-Operative is sweeping up the floor around a real Operatives work cube!”
A blaster beam hissed in front of Bal as he zigzagged down the street. The abrupt twists and turns reminded him of his old skateboarding days. Sometimes he thought about home, his real home, away from the Administration and their dealings. His parents would like to see him back, settling down with a girl, enjoying quiet days and quiet nights. He reminded himself that he had wanted to get into this line of work, be a Tracker-Operative like his uncle had been, serving the planet and the universe for the better good…and finding a little adventure in life.
“Your window is open in 48 seconds. Be there.” Denton’s voice growled over the earset. “Or send us a postcard from Hell. Maybe you can go try to bring that girlie back to life.”
The weapons fire quit as Bal heard more sirens in the distance. That sound couldn’t bode well for him.
It didn’t pay to try to do anything right, Bal thought. He wondered if there was any code of ethics anywhere, any higher law even his people aspired to. Everything was policed yet everything seemed corrupted. It never seemed to be for the good of the people just for the good of a few. You could break a sweat, even break your neck, and your cause didn’t matter but only if your actions insured some higher-ups survival and advancement. It was the way of the world.
Bal reached the middle of the bridge where the huge span was missing. He could still see blackened bits of pavement from the wreckage he read about in his briefing.
Flipping off the switch on the jetshoes, he dropped back to the ground. He checked to make sure the satchel was secure then glanced down over the edge of the bridge. The Gernsey River moved slowly 100 feet below, the water's surface black and oily.
“Here come the mounties,” Balanus said as he returned his attention to the activities back at the foot of the bridge.
A police cruiser slid around the corner almost rolling sideways as it made the sharp turn. Its vertical thrusters kept it from flipping and the look on the faces of the mean-spirited officers inside showed they were enjoying the antics. The car - flashers a whirl of red and blue, siren screaming - hit the orange barricades, knocking the sign that read DANGER: BRIDGE OUT into the crowd of bystanders. The evil cops didn’t bother to look back but headed full-throttle in Balanus’s direction.
“Central, the heats on its way,” Balanus Cambarus said into his lapel microphone as he glanced back down over his shoulder at the river. He looked to the open air between him and the water.
“Little trouble up here. We got you on the box but we’re getting a bad signal. Got a GEOsat bouncing the exact triangulation all over the place,” Denton said in Bal’s earpiece. “You got the goods locked down?”
“Strapped on and tight. I’m not going to drop them,” Balanus said as the police cruiser slid sideways again and stopped.
Another squad car headed onto the bridge. This police cruiser slid sideways also as it came to an abrupt stop about 20 yards away. The afterburners cut out, backfiring like a string of firecrackers. The two cops in full battle dress threw open their doors and dropped behind them with weapons drawn.
“Central? I’m going to get my butt blown off in a second!” Balanus yelled into the commlink.
Balanus looked down at the river. In the air midway between the water and the bridge, a glowing square of sparkling light appeared.
“Stand where you are!” one of the police officers yelled as he pointed a heat-seeker at Bal.
No chance, Bal thought and took a step backwards off the bridge.
The cop fired the weapon. A small red projectile roared after Balanus.
Bal dropped into the center of the glimmering square and it shrank away in a blink.
There was a muffled explosion as the missile hit the water.
Balanus got back to his feet, feeling the familiar steel decking of the drop ship underneath him. His eyes adjusted to the dim light of the Jump Chamber and he swallowed the bile rising in his throat.
“Good job, Balanus,” he heard Denton’s voice and footsteps behind him. He felt a hand on his shoulder and the satchel pulled away from him.
Bal turned and blinked in Denton’s direction, trying to get his eyes to focus. It was like coming down from a drunk, like blinking away a watery image.
“You almost caught one up the ass. Good to have you back, boy,” Denton said as Bal’s vision returned and he watched the Administrator turn and head back towards the door out of the Jump Chamber. “And good work. My report will be available to you in one hour. Head to your quarters and I'll see you once we get back home.”
Balanus suddenly felt very tired. The jetshoes felt like lead weights. He moved slowly out of the Jump Chamber, squinting against the light of the outer corridor. He made his way down the narrow hallway, feeling the ship jerk below him as they began to make the long trip home, back to Earth.
His quarters were little more than a closet but he knew he’d sleep right through the jump back to his solar system. He thought only a moment about Denton’s report and what the man would say about Bal’s mission. He had gone against the Administrator, something one doesn’t do especially while still in training. Denton was in full control of Bal’s destiny at the moment.
But, at the moment, Bal was just too tired to care.
#
Administrator Brekkan stood at the large podium shuffling through a tablet of reports. The podium glowed a brilliant white though there was no light shining down upon it; in fact, the room was completely void of lighting. The glowing podium shone up against the Administrator's face, his high cheekbones casting his eyes in shadows. He wore the ceremonial lavender
Administrator robe with a gold collar and epaulets. The shoulder pieces were badges of his position as a High Administrator. Balanus stood upon a white square that glowed beneath him, the rest of the room except for the podium being cast in the deepest blackness.
“Balanus Cambarus, you are here today to learn the final response the Administration has arrived at in regards to your latest training mission,” Brekkan said, his voice loud and echoing in the dark chamber. “This final response will determine you advancement into the ranks of the honorable Tracker-Operative and placement within the Administration.”
Bal did not expect good news. Denton had been the harshest judge and had been known for turning down hopeful candidates if he thought they even looked at him wrong. The Hinmu III mission had gone off without any problems except for Bal going against Denton’s orders and trying to rescue the female jumper. After they had touched down the man had royally ripped into Bal for going against his commands. Denton was so upset Bal thought he might not make it back to base except in a black bag.
“I have read Administrator Denton’s report and discussed your missions, especially the recent Hinmu III mission to gather some very important data for the Administration.” Brekkan’s voice was without emotion, almost machine-cold.
“The information you gathered was put in jeopardy by your actions before your retrieval. You took great chances with the data and yourself, not seeming to care that if you were caught the Hinmu government would surely interrogate you and find out about Administration dealings and maybe even our technology.” Brekkan moved forward to show his stern gaze upon Balanus.
“This is unacceptable as a student of the Administration.”
Balanus lowered his head. His heart sank. He had blown it; blown it all trying to be a hero, trying to do what he thought was right.
“Administrator Denton reported what you did and his final words to me were not kind.” Bal could imagine the Royal Guardsmen ready to step into the room and drag him away. They were the heavily armed and armored military force and protectors of the heirarchy of the Administration. They weren't people to be trifled with when you were a splotch of dirt on the lower rung of the ladder.
“However, Denton and I have not always seen things eye to eye. In my opinion, we need more people like you, those who take chances, to try to right wrongs even in a backward place such as Hinmu. Lord knows that is not the only planet in our small part of the universe that runs like it does.”
Bal felt his heart lift, his chest swelled with pride. He struggled with the grin that fought to spread across his face.
“Welcome to the Administration, Tracker-Operative Balanus Cambarus,” Brekkan said as a Royal Guardsman DID step from the shadows. The giant armored man slowly walked to where Bal stood, the floor squares illuminating then fading as the military guard of the Administrators stepped from one to the other.
The Guardsman stopped before Balanus, raising his left hand to Bal’s head. A gold earring caught the floor light and twinkled, then the Royal Guardsman roughly snapped the earpiece to Balanus’s lobe. Bal bit back the searing pain as the stud drove through his flesh and the tingle of tiny filaments, the electronic device known as the Jump Ring, embedded itself into his skin.
He was now a full-fledged Tracker-Operative for the Administration, a certified "street cop" for his planet and their little slice of the universe.
Somewhere beyond the room, Bal could swear he heard church bells ringing. Probably not for him but a cold shiver ran up his spine nonetheless.
The bell's peal reminded him of the bleak announcement of a funeral procession.
With the Jump Ring making his earlobe throb, thinking about the recent mission that had landed him here, he hoped the bells weren't a grim foretelling of his newly acquired career path.
ADMINISTRATIVE DUTIES
“This is the last one. I swear it, Gar. I can’t stand this crap anymore,” Balanus Cambarus said in a plain voice though it was partially tinged in despair and frustration. The external throat mic picked up the sound and he watched his partner from across the dirty litter-filled street nod his head.
Gar, dressed in the blue shirt and pants of a corporate building cop, stepped up to the crumbling curbside as a beat-up Ford Daimler Pinto II chugged up to his location. “You always say that. Now shut up and let’s do this.”
“I’m serious this time,” Balanus said but expected no response as the rusting red car stopped in front of Gar. The vehicle looked ready for the junkyard yet it had tinted windows and chrome wheels; the wheels probably stolen for no one could afford stuff like that in this area of the undercity.
Bal hugged the corner of the old office building, peering from his spot in the darkened alleyway. The Pinto’s brakelights shone in the gloom of the undercity, lighting up his partner’s face as the man approached the driver’s side of the vehicle. The windows of the vehicle went down revealing the hooded features of the citizens within. He bit back the curses trying ti leak through his gritted teeth. It was another dirty job for the Tracker-Operatives and he was tired of the dirt while the big megacorp city shined above.
“You boys got reason to be rolling around here?” Bal heard Gar through his ear buds ask the car occupants. Number one, civilian regs weren’t allowed to linger in the streets after dark and especially not around the corporate sector. Number two, the Pinto contained a wanted corp terrorist—a thug named Samuel Marrcos.
Bal saw the head of the driver turn and glance up at Gar who stood leaning against the car’s sideview mirror. Gar’s right hand was on his belt holster, the securement strap loose and sticking up from behind his wrist. In Gar’s other hand was a penlight shining weakly but casting enough clarity on the driver’s face. The driver wore a long black goatee and a black thick-lined spiral tattoo around his left eye.
It was Marrcos.
“You got reason to be bothering us, corporate pig?” Marrcos snarled.
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