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      The freighter shuddered from end to end. Debris bounced down the listing corridors, knocking the droid, Harlan5, off his feet. Unperturbed, he engaged his magnetic realignment system to return him to upright, then held still until the under-fire spacecraft’s internal gravity control came back online. With a frustrated look back over his shoulder as more photon cannon fire battered the side of the ancient ship, he took hold of a rail to support himself, and brought Caladan up on the intercom.

      ‘I haven’t yet located the captain,’ he said.

      A crackle of static was accompanied by another shudder. Lights flickered. A flashing computer map set into the ceiling showed where the hull had been breached: two levels above him. Ships this old weren’t designed well enough to take such a battering. He had minutes left at best before the freighter began to break up.

      ‘Level Four cargo hold. Not sure which bay. That’s the last location on her tracker before she switched it off.’

      Harlan5 nodded. ‘Going there now.’

      ‘Hurry up. The freighter’s crew is sabotaging the systems to prevent the Barelaons getting hold of the cargo. They’d rather the ship fell apart.’

      ‘That’s what my programming told me to fear.’

      The link cut off. Harlan5 scowled, the rolls of his metallic brow folding up enough to let a little oil dribble down his chrome face. With a puff of exhaust fumes, he hurried down the corridor toward the elevators.

      As expected, they were broken. Harlan5 broke a hole in the floor’s casing and climbed down the shaft, moving quickly, hand over hand, his feet hanging free. His programming explained to him the fear a human would have of falling into the hundred-metre-deep elevator shaft, but he felt none of the tiredness such an activity would give to a human. There were benefits to being a droid, after all.

      Breaking through the elevator doors on Level Four, he found himself in a corridor clear of all the debris on the levels above. Dim strip-lighting on power-saver mode illuminated lines of cargo bay doors, some standing open, most shut.

      ‘Captain?’

      The word echoed down the empty corridor. It was met with a sudden blaring alarm as the ship rocked again.

      ‘Evacuate. Evacuate. We are under attack. Barelaon troops have boarded the ship.’

      Harlan5 groaned. Activating the only one of his three defense blasters that still worked, he moved on down the corridor to where his internal transmitter gave him the last known location of the captain.

      The stench of alcohol as he opened the cargo bay door told him all he needed to know.

      ‘Captain….’

      She lay between two open crates, clutching in both hands one of the few unbroken bottles in a sea of smashed glass. She had drunk half of it, and during the process of passing out, poured the rest of it over her upper body. Her thick black hair was a matted, stinking clump, her skintight blue tunic slick and wet. The pale skin of her legs, visible between her skirt and black boots, shone with wetness. Harlan5 looked at the angle of the empty bottle and hoped he could attribute that to the liquor as well, otherwise Caladan would jibe her halfway across the known galaxy about a failure to control herself.

      ‘Captain … we have to leave. The freighter is under attack. Barelaon troops have infiltrated the upper levels. They’re currently looting the cargo, after which they’ll destroy all working ships in the hangars, then rape, maim, or simply kill any living crew members they find. It really isn’t a particularly nice situation. My programming suggests that now is a very good time to leave.’

      He was answered with a groan.

      ‘Captain?’ He kicked out at her leg, aiming for a purple bruise she had picked up a couple of Earth-days ago.

      ‘Ouch!’

      ‘Ah, you’re alive. That’s useful.’

      Lianetta Jansen opened her eyes and looked up. ‘Sod off. Today’s the day, Har. Today’s the day Little Lia pops her clogs. You can go away now. Tell Caladan he’s not the worst pilot I’ve ever known, but he’s close. Perhaps third.’

      Harlan5 gave the best human-like shrug his shoulders could give, then reached down and took hold of Lia’s ankles.

      He had heard that men found her intensely attractive. Caladan often claimed that had the bionic repairs to his body after years of military service not rendered him sexually inert, he would have fallen at her feet. Certainly, there had been occasions when her alluringness had got them out of tight situations, but to Harlan5 she was only what she was: a lump of human flesh that had a propensity to get itself into trouble.

      Without a word he hauled her up and swung her, grumbling and moaning, over his shoulder.

      ‘It might be better to unholster your weapon, Captain,’ Harlan5 said, as he carried her with effortless ease back to the elevator shaft. ‘We are likely to meet Barelaons at some point before we reach the hangar and it’s hard for me to engage my own weaponry while carrying you. If you see any, just shoot them, please.’

      ‘Leave me behind,’ Lia muttered. ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘I do,’ Harlan5 said. ‘My programming says so. And Caladan can’t fly the ship without you—at least not unless he fixes the autopilot—so by default he cares too.’

      ‘Sod off,’ she said again, but made no attempt to wriggle out of his grip.

      Climbing the elevator shaft while the freighter rocked around him was a little more difficult with Lia slung over his back, but Harlan5 set to his task with systematic concentration, while Lia moaned at regular intervals, as though to prove she was still alive.

      ‘Just drop me,’ she said, more than once. ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘My programming says—’

      ‘Shut up.’

      They had left the Matilda in the Level Two hangar bay. As Harlan5 traversed the labyrinthine corridors and stairways of the stricken freighter, the sounds of battle rattled through the air ducts ahead of them. Harlan switched his only functioning defense blaster to standby, aware that more than five shots would be effective suicide. He had already gone too far from his charging port, and would run out of battery if they were engaged in a firefight. Hung over his back, though, Lia stirred.

      ‘Damn it, let me down.’

      ‘Certainly.’

      He dropped her on the ground at his feet. Lia scowled up at him, then pulled herself up, holding on to Harlan’s arm as she adjusted her top, pulled down her skirt, and pulled up her boots.

      She ignored her hair, but did take a moment to wipe a mixture of sweat and dried blood from the side of her jaw.

      ‘I dropped the bottle.’

      Harlan5 nodded. ‘Caladan would suggest that was a good thing.’

      ‘Shut up. Which way is the ship?’

      Harlan5 pulled up his computer memory of the freighter. ‘It’s—’

      An explosion rocked the corridor, throwing them to the ground. An airlock to their left burst open, and black-masked soldiers in thick body armor rushed through, heavy proton rifles held across their chests.

      Lia had dropped into a crouch and shot down the nearest three before Harlan5 could react. His programming told him he ought to be impressed.

      ‘Move, Har!’

      Lia dived right as proton fire crackled against the wall beside him. Harlan5 scrambled through a door she had blasted open, then they were running across a tall hangar while the flashes and crackles of weapon fire sparked and frazzled around them. Three ruined transport craft burned even as they provided cover for a battalion of attacking troops. Behind them, automatic weapons fired out of cannon emplacements in the walls, while the freighter’s scant defenders tried to hold a position by the hangar airlocks.

      ‘Where’s the Matilda?’ Lia shouted, ducking and rolling to avoid stray proton fire. ‘Damn it, where did Caladan hide her?’

      ‘Captain, oxygen!’ Harlan5 cried. ‘If the hangar doors open, you’ll die.’

      ‘Ah, got it,’ she replied, flashing him a grin as she pulled a thin sheath of plastic from a pocket on her belt and looped it over her head. The smart-mask immediately expanded into a clear bubble around Lia’s face, sealing to a bracelet around her neck. Its tiny vacuum pack offered enough oxygen for one hour, even though Harlan5 had told her time and again to find a black market selling better upgrades.

      ‘Through there!’

      The ground exploded in front of them. Lia dived again, this time behind Harlan5’s back, allowing the droid to shield her from the plume of flame.

      ‘They’ve seen us,’ Harlan5 said.

      ‘And there I was thinking they were just a very poor shot,’ Lia answered. ‘Hurry up and find the ship.’

      ‘This door.’

      Harlan5 blasted the airlock open and waved Lia through. Four shots left. His programming suggested that living life so close to the edge ought to leave him exhilarated.

      ‘There. Caladan! Fire the thrusters!’

      In the centre of the hangar, the Matilda, the Pioneer-Class XL Rogue Hunter Assault Craft that Lia, Caladan, and Harlan5 had called home for the last five Earth-years, sat like a crushed spider, her eight extendable legs folded around an oval-shaped central living hub, reducing her to half of her full one-hundred-and-eighty-metre length at full extension. As Lia shouted, lights came on beneath her, and three of the huge metal legs retracted and returned to their fittings, revealing a lowered capsule with an open hatch door waiting for them.

      ‘I’ll cover you,’ Harlan5 said, turning and setting his aim for the entrance they had just blasted through. Three shots and he still might make it, but if need be he would give himself up for his captain. It was the most honorable way a droid could die; his programming told him so.

      The glitter of black armor appeared through the smoke. Harlan5 blasted it, his sensors telling him two Barelaons were now dead. He set his aim for the next, then steadied his body to prepare for the kickback.

      ‘Oh, no you don’t. Get in there.’

      ‘But Captain….’

      ‘Get on the damn ship!’

      A hand shoved him, and his programming told him to allow it to gain a reaction. He stumbled into the capsule and turned to help the captain climb in behind him. It shook as proton cannon fire stuck the door as it closed and sealed, and the casing’s magnetic shield deflected it. Two seconds later they were inside the ship, the capsule’s other door opening to let them out.

      As Harlan5 looked around in the corridor for the charging cable he had lost during the flight through stasis-ultraspace to reach the freighter, Lia ran through the stuck-open doors on to the bridge.

      The captain’s chair swung around and a grumpy, crumbled face surrounded by a thick beard scowled at her.

      ‘Did you get the chip before you got plastered?’

      Lia patted her belt. ‘Of course I did. You know me, business before pleasure. Get out of my chair, asshole.’

      As Caladan stood up, he patted the old leather that had come from the hide of some long-extinct creature from one of the outer moons in the Centaur System. ‘Just getting familiar for when it’s finally mine,’ he said.

      ‘It never will be. Come on, let’s get out of here.’

      Caladan grinned. He punched a button on the dash and the ship lurched, its landing pads coming free. On video screens tapped from the freighter’s computer system, Harlan5 watched their own spaceship shudder beneath the fire of a dozen Barelaon proton rifles, but inside, the magnetic shields kept the ship unharmed. Barometers showed the Matilda to be at sixty percent of maximum resistance. Harlan5 glanced at the captain and Caladan as they worked the controls, his programming telling him he should feel nervous.

      ‘Nearly there … okay, tap the freighter’s computer, get that hatch open.’

      On a video screen displaying the hangar’s front, a towering steel door slid open, revealing the blackness of space beyond, only the distant twinkle of stars breaking up a blanket of dark. On an adjacent screen that was a stolen digital feed from one of the hangar’s own security cameras, Harlan5 watched as the Matilda’s lower take-off thruster lifted them up into the air, then the rear thrusters engaged, and the ship roared out of the hangar entrance, reducing within an instant into a spot lost among the field of stars.

      ‘We’re free,’ Caladan said. ‘Disengage with the freighter’s computer, unless you’d like to watch it go down.’

      Lia smiled. ‘And you call me morbid?’

      ‘I’ll record footage in case you want to see it later. What now?’

      Lia glanced at Harlan5. ‘Thanks, Har. Good work. I’d give you a pay rise if I paid you.’

      ‘I appreciate the thought, Captain.’

      Lia rolled her eyes. ‘How many times have I told you…?’ She shook her head and turned to Caladan. ‘Get us as far away as possible.’

      Caladan nodded. ‘Consider it done.’
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      The blackness of space often terrified newcomers to space travel. They assumed you would feel close to the rest of the galaxy, when all it did was remind you how far everything was away. Drifting in deep space with only the occasional distant speck of an asteroid for company, you were reminded continuously that you were less than nothing on the foot of nothing.

      Not that Lia cared. In fact, she actually preferred it. The hopelessness, the hollowness, it felt welcome, deserved. She was nothing, the way it should be. The only downside to being nothing in space was that it was harder to procure one’s medication of choice.

      So tiny. She stared at the computer chip in her hand, no more than an inch across. It allegedly contained plans for a military offensive on Abalon 3, a fire planet in the Trill System. Her customer had tasked her team with the chip’s procurement, which was being transported aboard the Grun Freighter Draft V14. The need for its recovery had come after the unfortunate freighter had found itself hijacked shortly after exiting stasis-ultraspace in the outer regions of the Phevius System, before falling into the sights of Barelaon mercenaries hunting its cargo of ionized gold as it headed on a newly set course toward the inner system’s inhabited planets. In the midst of an offensive had proved the perfect time to sneak aboard the ship and recover the plans.

      After her customer received the chip, Lia would be well paid. And halfway across the Fire Quarter, one army would have an unexpected advantage over another, and thousands of unsuspecting troops would die in an unjust and unfair way.

      Lia shrugged. Not her problem.

      She had her own to worry about.

      ‘You’re losing control,’ Caladan had told her in a rare moment of seriousness between the jibes. ‘We’d have avoided some costly damage to the Matilda if you hadn’t stayed to get drunk. You can do what you like to yourself, but don’t endanger the rest of us.’

      The rest, of course, being a one-armed, disgraced pilot, and a stolen, reprogrammed droid.

      ‘You don’t understand,’ she muttered, turning the chip over in her hands. ‘No one does.’

      ‘What don’t I understand?’

      Lia looked up, startled. One hand hovered over her handheld photon blaster. Caladan stood in the doorway, his one arm leaning on the chrome framework. Lia stared at him, wishing she could make him attractive. Even missing an arm, had she found him remotely desirable the long hours of stasis-ultraspace could have been used more productively, but his lopsided nose, overlarge eyes and beard that he refused to shave made it impossible. It didn’t matter that as a Farsi he wasn’t even pure human; his anatomy was close enough, but there existed a simple lack of attraction.

      ‘You’re supposed to be flying the ship.’

      ‘We’re in stasis-ultraspace. The robot can deal with the details. It’s time for me and you to get some sleep. I just came to see if you brought any of that piss with you so that I could put it under lock and key before you drank it all.’

      ‘I tried. I dropped the bottle while we were taking fire from those Barelaon mercs.’

      ‘A shame.’

      ‘It would have helped me sleep.’

      Caladan shook his head. ‘You lie. I can see it in your cheeks. You would have fed its properties into the food dispenser so we both had to live on it. We’d have crashed into the first asteroid we passed.’

      Lia shrugged and looked away. She hated the way Caladan always made her feel like a naughty girl.

      ‘Did you start to count down?’

      Caladan smiled. ‘You had eighty-seven seconds left before I left both you and the robot behind.’

      ‘You’re a bastard.’

      ‘I was being lenient. An Earth-year ago I would have given you sixty, but your standards have slipped. Both the robot and myself have noticed it.’

      Lia shrugged. ‘I guess I couldn’t miss an opportunity.’

      Caladan shook his head. ‘Tell me what happened down there. It’s not like you to screw up so bad. I mean, you redefined the whole meaning of the word, but that was close, even for you.’

      Lia looked at her hands and squeezed her eyes shut, refusing to allow the claws of her memory to take hold.

      ‘Today is June 1st,’ she said. ‘By the old Earth calendar.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Today’s the day I lost everything I ever loved.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      The stasis-ultraspace sleep lasted only thirty hours. For a galactic hop, the trip was a short one, a blink of an eye compared to some busy routes to systems still surviving on a single wormhole link. Major trading routes could take a week or two of humming in place before the blink of transition moved a ship from one star system to another thousands of light years away, and you were left with a short deep space journey from one end of a system to the other. Lia kept her work around the Estron Quadrant—known among the rogue trader community as the Fire Quarter, due to the large number of fire planets—because in galactic terms most of the systems were relatively close together, meaning they contained multiple wormhole routes, and therefore significantly less congestion.

      She tried to sleep, but the relentless shuddering of stasis-ultraspace travel never made a hangover easy to deal with, and the swirl of her memories was always strong around this time each Earth-year. It didn’t matter that more than a decade had passed; the pain was an open wound that would never heal. There was closure to be had if she could ever catch the bastard responsible, but even that would only be partial. She had seen places and peoples beyond even the realms of imagination, watched monstrous spacecraft battle like jousting butterflies, seen great creatures grown out of smoke, yet nowhere was it possible to restore the dead to life.

      No amount of drink would wash away the self-hatred for her own failing, although Lia intended to keep trying.

      Caladan found her on the bridge, peering out through the wall-to-ceiling screen at the distant dot of Iris, the largest inhabited planet in the Areola System. One hand held her blaster, the other clenched and unclenched around an imaginary bottle that at times was wine, others was beer, and in a best-case scenario, would be whisky right from Earth itself.

      ‘Let me guess, you’re racked with guilt over the fee you’ll be paid for providing information that will lead to countless deaths?’

      Lia looked up and raised an eyebrow. ‘Torn,’ she said.

      ‘Just to clarify, I consider myself absolved of all responsibility, being a lowly salaried worker.’

      Lia scowled. ‘You get a cut. That makes it your problem too.’

      Caladan slumped down in the co-pilot’s chair beside her. ‘So you are feeling guilty?’

      ‘Are you accusing me of having humanity? Or this just a sneaky way of trying to get on my good side? Just to clarify, I will never, ever sleep with you. Even if you grow three more arms, it will never happen. Let’s just be clear on that. I’d rather sleep with the—’

      Caladan lived a hand. ‘There’s a crate of Earth-whisky in Cargo Bay Four. I sneaked off the ship for a few minutes back there, while you and the droid were off sightseeing. Sorry, but did you really expect me to stay at my post the whole time? The emphasis on disgraced pilot is definitely on the disgraced. Anyway, it’s the best I could find. Happy birthday.’

      Lia smiled. ‘Sometimes I think that I’m wrong about you. That there really is a human being subspecies behind that beard.’

      Caladan shook his head. ‘Not enough of one, believe me. Parts of me will never grow back, and I don’t just mean the arm. Seriously now, all we’ve ever done is run black market goods in and out of the Trill System. Now we’re getting involved in a war. The money can’t be that good, Lia. What’s going on?’

      ‘Getting cold feet?’

      ‘I was against it from the start. You know that. Someone hijacked that freighter for a reason, and I’m guessing it wasn’t for a few thousand tons of ionized gold. They were after what’s on that chip too. Perhaps we should stay out of someone else’s war.’

      Lia sighed. ‘It’s too late to start throwing your morals around.’

      ‘This isn’t morals. It’s self-preservation. I’ve come close to dying a few times, and I’m keen not to get too practiced at it. How many bounty hunters will we have trailing us if word gets out we were behind shopping the plans?’

      Lia lifted an eyebrow. ‘It would make life exciting, wouldn’t it?’

      Caladan jerked the stump of his left arm. ‘I didn’t enjoy the last bit of excitement I had,’ he said.

      ‘Well, you can stay on the ship then. We’ll be docking in an hour.’

      On the screen, the distant dot had expanded into a world of greens and blues. Lia pulled up a summary of the planet on the screen, sighing at the familiarity.

      Iris, the third planet out from the Areola System’s star, was three times the size of Earth but carried a similar atmosphere and gravitational system. For Earth-sensitive beings like Lia, the 1.02 of Earth’s gravity would begin to make the shoulders ache after a couple of weeks. It was as close as most planets got to the far-distant birthplace of humanity and its dozens of subspecies, one of the few planets in the Estron Quadrant where humans could live with little or no buoyancy aid, and only occasional use of a respirator.

      In fact, Iris had only one downside—the weather.

      Three times Earth’s size brought weather systems that could be three times or more as devastating, earthquakes that could rip canyons a hundred metres wide, tsunamis as tall as skyscrapers, and rainfall that could torrent for weeks at a time. As a result, all the colonies on the planet existed within great flexible glass domes. Painted to reflect the sunlight and avoid cooking the residents, from the upper atmosphere they looked like whiteheads poking out of the planet’s surface.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three hours later, the Matilda sat on a landing pad protruding from the upper surface of the dome of Louis Town, Iris’s third biggest settlement and seat of the planetary government. Harlan5 stayed on board while Lia and Caladan took the mile-high elevator that dropped them, ears popping with the pressure change, right into the middle of Louis Town’s downtown district.

      ‘I’ll meet you back at the ship,’ Lia said. ‘You have your intercom?’

      ‘Of course.’ Caladan held up a strip of paper with his only hand. ‘And my shopping list.’

      ‘Good. Pay in local currency. No trail.’

      ‘Got it.’

      Lia took a speeder taxi into the city’s heart. Louis Town was typical for domed cities built following the Ninth Expansion, some ten thousand Earth-years ago by planetary time. Its original design, all chrome towers with vertigo-inducing walkways and wide boulevards both at street- and sky-level, had entered into a period of overdevelopment mixed with decay. New buildings, many half-finished, others half-demolished, now encroached on what had once been a splendid example of planning and construction. The whole thing resembled a heap of collapsed scaffolding, with dirt and decay and scurrying rats living in the shadows beneath the girders.

      By now Caladan would be sitting in some dive bar, throwing his money at whatever passed for gambling in Louis Town. He often won big, because card sharks were always too trusting of a one-armed man, but whatever coin he made rarely got back to the ship. Wherever you could find gambling, you could find other kinds of fun.

      Jiro’s was a pole dancing club in the city’s seediest part, built underground not far from the giant glass dome’s edge. Lia descended three levels down a sticky flight of stairs, passing several people in various states of drunkenness, as well as a couple of off-worlders: a grey-skinned, six-armed Karpali, and a towering, spine-backed Rue-Tik-Tan from the Trill System.

      The bar’s innards were as she had come to expect from the kind of places she spent most of her time: gloomy and cramped, stinking of blood and human sweat, the floor littered with broken glass, spores and scales from some of the off-worlders, while at one end, a selection of naked girls—many quite clearly surgically enhanced—plied their trade upon sweat-slicked poles while a group of bored customers looked on. It was the kind of place she remembered from her childhood without any remote fondness, the kind of place her mother had dragged her into in search of her father, who had eventually drunk himself to death in such an establishment.

      Her contact was sitting in a booth along the wall, facing away from the pole dancing at the far end. As she sat down he looked up, his face registering neither surprise nor welcome.

      ‘Drink?’ he asked, waving a seven-fingered hand at the bar. A human waiter with the shaved head and hairless face of a monk or a eunuch sauntered over, an electronic keypad in his hands.

      ‘You got Earth gin?’ Lia asked.

      The waiter shook his head. ‘But a shipment of decent brandy from Centaur 3 came in last night.’

      ‘I’ll have that. Large.’

      ‘How large?’

      ‘As large as you’ve got. In fact, screw it. Bring me a bottle. Two glasses.’

      The waiter nodded and left.

      ‘Your expense account has already closed,’ her contact said, eyebrows coming together to appear like a single long line of hair across his forehead. Otherwise, the heavily muscled Tolgier—a human subspecies that shared many characteristics of its parent species—was totally bald, a rarity among a species known for its excessive body hair. Large grey eyes studied her as though excited by her next move.

      ‘I don’t care. I have money. What I don’t have is a drink.’

      ‘Did you bring the chip?’

      Lia nodded. ‘Of course.’

      ‘I trust the mission was a success.’

      Lia shrugged. ‘No one got killed. None of mine, at any rate.’

      ‘Good. The hijacking of that Grun freighter was a complication my client didn’t foresee. I’m grateful to you for recovering the shipment.’ The Tolgier leaned forward, his attempt at a smile becoming more of a sneer. ‘I apologise that the Barelaons fired on your ship. They find it difficult to be selective when bloodlust gets in their way.’

      Lia stared at him. He wasn’t unattractive if you liked subspecies.

      ‘What’s so important about a little tiny chip that you required a dozen Barelaon mercenary ships to throw themselves on to a big, stinking fire?’

      ‘My client would not approve of me giving up that information to a simple smuggler,’ he said. ‘You have fulfilled your part of the bargain, and on my client’s behalf, I will fulfill mine.’

      ‘It keeps me alive to be curious.’

      ‘But too many questions could get you dead.’

      The waiter arrived and put a quarter-bottle of brandy on the table, setting down two glasses.

      Lia lifted the bottle.

      ‘Drink?’ she said. ‘Just to celebrate the mission’s success?’

      The Tolgier stared at her for a few seconds, then smiled.

      ‘Don’t mind if I do,’ he said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The sex wasn’t unpleasant, but it took two bouts before she even got the Tolgier’s name: Leon-Ar, a name she couldn’t be sure was real or not, but at least it gave her a point of reference. His client, however, remained a mystery, even though she did her best to coax the information out of him. The best she could get was that the Tolgier worked for a warlord who resided on one of the moons around Abalon 3, and in the end, she had to settle for a decent, if slightly awkward lay. She had never completely adjusted to sleeping with off-worlders or subspecies. For a start, you had to pick the right ones, or a simple physicality mismatch could leave you maimed or dead. Of those that were compatible, some had benefits, but others were creepy. The Tolgier, for all his enthusiasm, still had too many fingers for her tastes.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She was drowning her frustration in another basement bar when her intercom buzzed. Harlan5’s call-sign appeared on the tiny screen. Lia lifted it to her ear.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Caladan said he couldn’t get in touch with you on the ground.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘There’s some kind of block being placed on devices from outside the system. I can’t figure it out.’

      ‘Then how are you calling me?’

      ‘I’m using the Matilda’s computer to boost the signal. I think you should return to the ship with haste. My programming tells me I should be fearful.’

      ‘What about Caladan?’

      ‘I just spoke to him. He’s heading back to the ship.’

      ‘Harlan, prepare the engines for take-off within thirty minutes. I’m heading—’

      The world exploded. Lia dived for the ground as the air was sucked from her lungs. For an instant everything was a swirling mess of color, then the years of combat training kicked in. Her hand found the respirator on her belt, and a second later it was pressed over her mouth.

      She sucked in a long breath. Around her, people were screaming. Above her, ducking and weaving among the towers and walkways, a squadron of Dirt Devils—small, circular land-based fighter craft—had blasted through the great dome and were cutting a path of destruction across the city’s upper tier.

      All around, other people were struggling to find the respirators that most space travelers carried as a necessity. Some locals without were running for oxygen bunkers, while a lucky few whose physiology was unaffected appeared bemused by the sudden chaos.

      Lia tried calling Harlan5, but her intercom signal was dead. She reached for her blaster, just as, high above, two of the Dirt Devils made a sweeping turn and began to descend directly toward her.
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      The drunk didn’t know what he was talking about, at least on the surface. In the gambling circles it was common to hear endless monologues about off-worlders disrupting human trade routes, either by manipulating the markets or by deliberate sabotage, but most of it was the kind of general discrimination that one race always held for another.

      Caladan, as always, had won well enough to enjoy the rest of his shore leave. He had learned the hard way never to return to the same gambling den twice, but even the hardest of card sharks let their guard down a little in the presence of a one-armed man. Despite the savage irony, he liked to refer to it as disarming, although the first time he had used the quip, his own arm had been removed from his body and fed to a warlord’s dog.

      It wasn’t a quip he ever repeated out loud.

      Now, leaning over the bar while contemplating which of the seediest establishments farther up the entertainment strip was most deserving of his company, he listened as the drunk waxed lyrical about growing unrest out in Iris’s darklands.

      ‘They’re cropping up like a goddamn pox,’ the drunk said, spilling his drink but catching the glass just in time to retain some of the luminous blue liquid. ‘All over this system and the next. The government, it talks its talk, you know, but it’s all space, space, space. No one cares what’s going on down here anymore, under the domes. We’re squeezed, I tell you. Tax bills come in, but they ain’t for nothing anyone can ascertain. They’re protection fees, the lot of them. Protection against each other. Miss one and I wouldn’t be drinking here with you tomorrow.’

      Caladan nodded in all the right places. He had learned long ago that the best way to find out what was going on anywhere was to shut up and listen. Missing an arm automatically put him down among the rats, making him someone to confide in. Lia paid him as much for what he could find out in any given spaceport as she did for flying the heap of space rubble she called a ship.

      On a wallscreen in the corner, some local drama was playing. Caladan, unable to read the subtitles that were in local script, switched his gaze between the actors on the screen and the drunk sitting on his right.

      ‘Have another drink,’ Caladan said, waving for the bartender, an off-worlder whose race he didn’t recognise. A single eye watched him out of a shaggy fuzz of hair, but the grunt to the affirmative came in the common tongue.

      ‘Don’t mind if I do,’ the drunk said, holding out the glass for the bartender to refill. Caladan took another refill of his own, but he had been topping up the drunk’s glass on the sly since the man’s tongue started to wag.

      ‘You’ve lived all your days in Louis Town, I take it,’ he said.

      ‘You’ve got me,’ the drunk slurred. ‘Born and bred. Father was a lumberjack.’

      Caladan lifted an eyebrow. ‘Of trees? What do you need wood for?’

      ‘Nah, of steel girders. Off the crashed spaceships out west. Back in the Barelaon War. Parts rained down for a day and a night, so the story’s told.’

      ‘I don’t know it.’

      ‘I can elaborate if you have the time. I’m something of a historian.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      The drunk grinned. The bartender rolled his single eye as though this was a story he had heard often before.

      For the next twenty minutes, Caladan listened patiently to an often contradicted or repeated story about a space war that might or might not have happened as the drunk claimed. The Barelaon War was true enough—it had left three star systems uninhabitable—but it was the first he had heard of it happening in the Areola System. Whether the drunk had attributed the right battle or not, that there was a vast desert of space junk out to the west was undisputable; Caladan had flown over it.

      Of more interest was that the drunk claimed a warlord was hiding out there, using it for a base.

      The drunk had just begun another elongated monologue about the failing politics in the Areola System and the resultant rise of feudal warlords on several of its habitable planets, when the wallscreen in the corner abruptly turned to static.

      Several customers jumped up in frustration and rounded on the bartender, who shrugged his furry shoulders.

      ‘Transmission’s down,’ he said. ‘Drink some more until it comes back on. One drink each on the house.’

      ‘That’s the spirit,’ chortled the drunk, but Caladan’s enthusiasm was gone. He excused himself and headed out into a shared passage with other bars on the pretence of a restroom visit.

      His intercom blinked with a red light, indicating the weakest signal available. ‘Robot? You there?’

      ‘Here. Something’s blocking transmissions within the city. I’m using the ship’s booster to get through.’

      ‘Where’s Lia?’

      ‘I’m still trying to make contact. The captain’s intercom is diverting to messages.’

      Caladan groaned. That meant she was screwing the client. It didn’t matter what systems they visited, or what work they did. Some things never changed.

      ‘Keep trying until you get hold of her. I’m heading back to the ship now. Get me a tracking on her location, and I’ll find her if I can. If not, prepare the Matilda for leaving. We might need to hover in orbit for a while until she shows up. Something’s going on down here, and I’m not feeling too good about it.’

      He switched off before the robot could reply. Where had Lia got to?

      Outside, the street shone with gaudy neon, amplified voices, and the shouts of bar touts. Caladan pushed his way through the crowds of revelers, heading for the access to the spaceport built into the dome’s roof.

      He was halfway there when the dome above him exploded.

      The air was torn from his lungs. It took him a few desperate seconds to reach the respirator fixed on the wrong side of his belt for his hand, during which his vision blurred and his stomach started to spasm. He took in a desperate breath one moment before he vomited up his last few drinks, then stuffed a respirator now stinking of bile back into his mouth and grimaced as each breath he sucked in came with the smell.

      Racing through the towers and walkways overhead came a group of Dirt Devils, ships even the Matilda’s rusty cannons could chew right up, but here in the city’s confines they posed a serious threat.

      ‘Where are you, you dumb cow?’ he muttered, crouching into an alleyway as hordes of screaming people rushed in all directions. A blast of proton cannon fire destroyed a building at the far end of the street, bringing more hysterics.

      Caladan pulled out his intercom and searched the small screen for information. The robot had found her already, and a red dot blinked back at him. She was less than five hundred metres away, but judging by the circling Dirt Devils in that direction, she was under fire.

      ‘Damn you, fool,’ he muttered, stepping out into the street, causing a hover-taxi to jerk to a stop, its automatic collision-prevention system throwing it sideways to avoid him. The hatch opened and the driver, an elderly, six-armed Karpali, climbed out, shaking two of three clenched fists as it shouted obscenities in a language he didn’t understand.

      With a wave of his blaster, Caladan hijacked the taxi, climbed inside and disabled the voice activation system with a single shot. As the door slid shut, he pulled a small device from his pocket and attached the damaged wires protruding from the destroyed voice activation system to it, using a clip to hold them firm.

      Then, switching on the homemade device that gave him control of the taxi, he pointed at two circling Dirt Devils a few streets away.

      ‘Right underneath,’ he said. ‘That’s where we’re going.’

      The little hover-taxi darted through alleys, under bridges, and past tall buildings as the Dust Devils circled. From somewhere behind him came the blare of an alarm, signaling the local authorities had taken to flight and would soon engage the terrorists in combat. That the Dust Devils showed no signs of leaving worried Caladan. A larger attack might be imminent, perhaps by a ground infantry force.

      ‘Here,’ he shouted at the voice command, and the taxi ground to a stop, its doors swinging open. He stumbled out as rubble rained down from high above, blocking the street ahead. With nowhere else to go, he slipped into an alleyway between two buildings. With its automatic command systems disabled, the hover-taxi sat by the curb, then with an earsplitting crunch disappeared under a heap of falling masonry.

      ‘Come on, robot,’ Caladan muttered as he ran, flicking on his intercom, praying for a signal. ‘Where’s that stupid woman got to?’

      Up ahead, three Dust Devils were encircling a squat concrete building that looked like a bunker or depository. Photon cannon fire had decimated its upper levels, but its foundations still stood, its lower levels perhaps installed with reinforced steel for such an event.

      As he reached the end of the alley across the street, a Dust Devil dropped to the ground, its landing gear lowering as it came to a stop.

      Much bigger close up than they looked in the sky—where they resembled grey buttons—Caladan was surprised to see nine men climb out, all wearing headgear and body armor, and carrying heavy duty proton blasters. As he watched, they spread out to encircle the building, their weapons trained on the dark under-space where conventional wheeled vehicles were parked.

      His intercom bleeped. He groaned as it confirmed his worst fears. Lia was underneath the building.

      ‘All right, here we go,’ he muttered, checking the attachment of his respirator and then unholstering his blaster. Not for the first time, he regretted the exchange that had taken an arm from him. In such situations, a second was more than useful.

      Above him, the three other Dust Devils had been engaged by five local police Peacekeeper craft. Tough-hulled but cumbersome, Caladan was a little surprised that Louis Town hadn’t upgraded to the newer Enforcers he had seen on many of their recent landings. Perhaps the drunk was right about the rot setting in on Iris. He watched an exchange of fire, in which two Peacekeepers were shot down for one Dust Devil, then the two remaining Dust Devils turned and fled into the narrower streets of the southern part of the city, leading the Peacekeepers away.

      ‘Up to me,’ he muttered.

      The Dust Devil had been left sitting in the street, its doors down. Caladan adopted the pose he so often used to put sentries off their guard, the stooping lurch of a drunk. With one arm of his cloak hanging loose and the other clutched across his belly, his blaster hidden by folds of the thick material, he stumbled across the street until the ship was blocking his view of the building.

      They had to have left a man inside. No militia would ever leave a ship unattended, its doors open.

      Caladan reached the shadows around the landing gear and peered up the gangway into the ship. Lights still blazed, computers and machinery still hummed.

      There.

      Standing on the landing gear’s other side, a proton blaster across his chest, his back to Caladan, was the sentry.

      Caladan stopped. He put away his blaster, and opened a small box on his belt. He withdrew a long syringe and lifted it up to the air to check the end of the needle was still sharp. Satisfied, he held it gently in his hand, careful not to touch the tip.

      He crept couple more feet closer to the sentry, then made his move. He kicked the metal landing gear to the side of him, aware how the sound would carry as the metal frame reverberated. As expected, the man jumped, lifting his gun, facing to the left.

      Caladan stumbled out of the shadows, jabbing the needle through the thick material of the man’s uniform, embedding it into his forearm.

      With a grin, he gave the plunger a quick squeeze.

      The effect was immediate. The man howled and fell to the ground, his limbs jerking and kicking like a fish thrown on to land. Caladan gave him only a cursory glance. It wasn’t a pleasant way to die, but the poison would finish its work in a couple of minutes.

      Picking up the fallen guard’s photon blaster, he fired a couple of shots at a building across the street, giving the other militia men the impression they were under attack from that direction, then ran up the gangway into the craft.

      The sentry had been alone. Caladan frowned at the folly of these inexperienced men, then slipped into the pilot’s seat, pulled up the viewing screens and turned the Dust Devil’s cannons on to the men it had recently disembarked. Five died before they knew what was happening. The others took cover, dropping behind whatever was nearby: fallen masonry, a burning hover-car, a line of portable vending machines.

      Cackling, Caladan opened fire on them all as he prepared the Dust Devil for take-off, warming the engines and setting a course for the spaceport. A few returned fire, one man standing to blast a hole in the Dust Devil’s left wing. Caladan turned the cannons around, but someone else got there first. The man doubled over as blaster fire hit him from behind, then a figure was sprinting out of the dark beneath the depository building. Caladan smiled as he watched Lia on the screen. She fired over her shoulder, taking out two entrenched militia men, then dropped and rolled as others opened fire on her.

      Caladan swung the cannons around to give her cover. Lia jumped to her feet and ran the last few steps to the gangway.

      ‘Well, fancy finding you in here,’ she gasped, breathless.

      ‘Hurry up,’ Caladan shouted. ‘We haven’t got all day.’

      Lia stepped into the cockpit. ‘Nice to see you again,’ she said, grinning. A trickle of blood ran down the side of her face. ‘Did you enjoy your shore leave?’

      ‘Wasn’t as sedate as I was expecting,’ he said, engaging the lower thrusters to send the Dust Devil spiraling up into the air.

      As they headed back to the spaceport, they caught the attention of a Peacekeeper craft, a small two-man ship shaped like a mathematical set-square, with a square head and its thrusters blasting out of its lower, sloping underside. Its warning beacon flashed and a message appeared on their screen, but Caladan switched it off, then dropped into the city’s narrow streets, cutting through tight alleys and into a long, low tunnel until they had shaken it from their tail. Lia hung on to the back of the pilot’s chair as the ship bucked and twisted, a smile on her face, seemingly enjoying the ride.

      A few minutes later, Caladan took them back up into the air, from where they found the spaceport in front of them.

      ‘Man, they smashed it bad,’ he said.

      The dome had been blasted through right below the main docking station for off-world ships. Tangles of glass and metal swung in the breeze of a growing storm, held to the dome by steel wires that passed through the surface. Already, though, tiny computer systems built into the dome were beginning to move them back together.

      ‘It means we can fly straight through,’ Lia said, but Caladan shook his head.

      ‘Not so fast. It’s regenerative. It’s already begun to restore itself. This system used to be prone to large meteor showers.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Look.’

      Caladan pointed to a corner of the view screen. ‘There. It’s knitting back together. But that’s not all. First it puts up a frame which it builds around.’

      ‘Can’t you blast it?’

      ‘The holes are too big. It’s like a net. The cannon fire will go straight through.’ He grinned. ‘I have a plan, though.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Call up the robot. Tell him to get the ship ready.’

      Lia pressed the intercom to her mouth and started speaking into it as Caladan turned the Dust Devil around, readying the rear thrusters for one final blast.

      Lightly built machines, they were designed for speed and agility, not durability in a firefight. Nor did their regular arsenal have the firepower to break through the dome surface—a mixture of metal and glass—so one must have been deployed with a special payload.

      ‘They weren’t planning to get back by air,’ Caladan muttered to himself. ‘They were after something.’

      ‘Are you going to tell me your plan?’ Lia said, switching off the intercom. ‘The Matilda is airborne, the rear dock ready to receive us.’

      Caladan grimaced. ‘We won’t be docking,’ he said. ‘Hold on.’

      Lia glanced up at the screen. The sky in front of them appeared laced with lines of silver. ‘Caladan … you’re not serious.’

      ‘It’s the only way.’ He grinned, hiding the terror he felt. ‘Get ready to jump.’

      The armor plating on the Dust Devil’s outer surface shrieked as they crashed into the wire netting. The small ship broke through, but not before sustaining terrible damage. As it looped up into the air, both engines cut out, and the wind howled through dozens of rents in the hull.

      ‘I always knew you were crazy,’ Lia gasped, heading for the cockpit’s rear, holding on to overhead pipes and shelving units as the ship rocked in its death throes.

      ‘Yet I continue to surprise you, is that it?’

      ‘That’s right.’

      Caladan grinned. ‘Goddamn pray that robot sees us coming.’

      He jabbed a button on the dashboard and the cockpit’s roof ejected. Freezing wind filled the small cabin. Lia climbed out on to the spacecraft’s top, then twisted and reached down for Caladan.

      ‘Never the easiest of maneuvers,’ he said, letting go of the ship’s controls to take her hand.

      As Lia pulled Caladan up beside her, the ship began to list, the last of its upward motion exhausted. It hung in midair for a few seconds, then plummeted out of the sky.

      Lia pressed the intercom to her lips. ‘Harlan….’

      Something huge loomed beneath them, then the Dirt Devil was spinning across the floor of the Matilda’s landing bay as the rogue hunter swallowed the smaller craft like a giant space whale. Lia wrapped her arms around Caladan and they jumped clear. Caladan grunted as the fall knocked the wind out of him, but there was no time to quietly suffer. The Matilda lurched, righting herself, and the Dust Devil slid right back out again. As soon as it was through the opening and spinning through the air, the cargo bay door closed with the hiss and groan of hydraulics.

      ‘Close one,’ Lia said, sitting up, one hand picking a piece of wire mesh out of her hair.

      Beside her, Caladan nodded, still too shaken to answer.
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      ‘My programming says I should be proud of that maneuver,’ Harlan5 said, standing by the airlock leading out of the cargo bay, his wide, magnetic feet holding him still while Lia and Caladan struggled against the motion of the ship as it rose toward the outer edges of Iris’s atmosphere.

      ‘If you dig a hole, you’ve got to fill it in,’ Caladan growled, pulling himself up. ‘Get us out of here.’

      Lia patted the robot on the shoulder as she reached him. ‘Ignore him,’ she said. ‘Listen to your programming.’

      ‘My programming tells me—’

      ‘We need to get to the bridge,’ Lia said, engaging the airlock. ‘Come on.’
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* * *

      ‘We’ve got security cruisers waiting for us,’ Caladan said from the pilot’s chair. ‘What the hell did you do down there? Those Dust Devils were after you. Don’t try to hide it. What did you do?’

      Lia grinned, remembering the Tolgier’s hands on her body. ‘Aside from get drunk and get laid?’

      ‘Of course. Some things are a given.’

      ‘Jealousy doesn’t fly ships.’

      ‘A good job. If it did, we’d have crashed by now.’

      ‘My programming says—’

      ‘Quiet.’

      Lia sighed. ‘Those Dust Devils—I think they were after the chip.’

      ‘Robot, you didn’t happen to hack Louis Town’s radar towers while you were down there, did you?’

      ‘I did.’

      ‘Really?’

      Lia smiled at the way Caladan seemed genuinely pleased.

      ‘And did you get a source location for those Dust Devils?’

      ‘No. I searched only for routine information.’

      ‘Well, next time the waste disposal unit breaks down, we’ll know where to find parts.’

      ‘My programming says I should be offended at that statement.’

      ‘No, no, your programming is malfunctioning.’

      Lia would have punched Caladan’s arm, but she was on the wrong side. Instead she gave the stump a squeeze through his jacket.

      ‘Don’t tease him. He got us out of there.’

      Caladan looked about to retort, but a light began to flash on the control panel. ‘Ah, problem.’

      ‘What?’

      Caladan pressed some buttons on the computer terminal, and lines of code began to appear. ‘We’ve been flagged for leaving without clearance,’ he said.

      ‘So? Another fine. So what? I imagine they have bigger problems about now.’

      ‘Makes us look guilty,’ Caladan said.

      Lia sighed. ‘Then let’s at least do something to feel guilty about. Jump it.’

      Caladan laughed. ‘Strap in.’

      Lia climbed into her seat, while Harlan5 took up a brace position in the cabin’s rear.

      ‘Anywhere in particular?’

      ‘Trill System.’

      Caladan pressed a button to activate an automatic stasis-ultraspace sequence. ‘Well, it was a flying visit, Iris,’ he said, tapping the receding ball on the rearview screen. ‘Not sure we’ll be back any time soon, but, for now, goodnight.’

      The glittering star field outside become a rainbow of color. Lia winced, pissed at Caladan for leaving the screens open as the ship entered stasis-ultraspace, something which, if done too close to a star, would either blind them or burn up the inside of the bridge. As she opened her mouth to say something, Harlan5 murmured, ‘Oh, my programming tells me I should find that pretty.’
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* * *

      Lia turned the chip over in her fingers, wondering if the Tolgier had discovered the ruse yet. Somewhere, halfway across the galaxy, he was perhaps loading what he thought were stolen invasion plans and finding nothing but a blank screen.

      She had gone into the meeting with good intentions, with both the original chip and the counterfeit she had instructed Harlan5 to make secreted away on her body, but something Caladan had said had rankled, and when she looked at it objectively, the fee was far too high for a simple recovery mission. Whoever Leon-Ar worked for, they desperately wanted the chip and had the kind of wealth to ensure it happened that made Lia nervous.

      Leon-Ar’s commission had been to recover the item from the hijacked Grun freighter during an attack by Barelaon mercenaries designed to hide the infiltration by Lia’s team. The item—allegedly plans of some kind—would allow an uprising on one of the Trill System’s outer planets to be crushed before it gained too much momentum.

      Yet something about the operation’s expense disturbed her. It felt like a cover for something bigger, more deadly. She had instructed Harlan to check the political situation on each of Trill’s planets, and he had found nothing other than the usual squabbling and backbiting—nothing to suggest a major offensive was imminent.

      So, she had done the only sensible thing: have Harlan5 check the chip’s contents, but the droid had found it inaccessible, locked tight.

      Instead, he had copied the encrypted information and made a counterfeit, and Lia had gambled that Leon-Ar would not have the means to check.

      Most contacts would have made certain they weren’t being duped. It wasn’t the first time Lia had disarmed someone with her body, and while her looks held, she doubted it would be the last. She was hunted now, she knew it, and not just because the Dust Devils had come out of nowhere to attack her.

      Dust Devils, which offered significant firepower at a low price, were a favorite of the warlords that had sprung up in most systems in the absence of a solid intergalactic council. Leon-Ar, she suspected, had let it slip that he was making a deal for a warlord, and another warlord had decided to make it his business.

      Whatever information the chip contained, it was no doubt of immense value, and something that valuable couldn’t be just handed over.
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* * *

      ‘Five Earth-hours,’ Caladan said. ‘Which planet do you want?’

      ‘Cable,’ Lia said. ‘We need to find someone who can tell us what’s on this chip.’

      ‘Can’t the robot do it?’

      Lia shook her head. ‘He’s too old,’ he said. ‘A positive antique.’

      Caladan lifted an eyebrow. ‘It surprises me that there is an item of technology older than your robot.’

      ‘I’m listening,’ Harlan5 said from his berth behind them. ‘My programming tells me to begin feeling an affront toward your behaviour.’

      ‘Go back into hibernation mode,’ Caladan said. ‘Just don’t forget to wake up. We might need you to carry some boxes or oil the landing gear.’

      Harlan5 paused a moment, then obeyed the first command, his body shutting down with a hum as the flickering light in his eyepieces went out.

      ‘Ah, peace,’ Caladan said. ‘So. What’s the plan?’

      Lia shrugged. ‘We find out what’s on this chip, and then we sell it to the highest bidder.’

      Caladan grinned. ‘Come on, you can’t fool me. You’ll hand it over to whichever government is nearest. Once GMP, always GMP. For the record, I’m proud of you. Partly. I don’t approve of everything you did, but I think you might have just saved some lives. Not ours, of course. We’re screwed. But some people will thank you without ever knowing it.’

      ‘Thanks … I think.’

      ‘Welcome. Now, let me take a look at that thing.’

      Lia handed over the tiny chip. It was a small rectangle that nestled neatly in the palm of a hand, but compared to the digital wavelength technology that ran most ships, it was a brick.

      ‘We should be able to find a machine that’ll run it in a junk shop on Cable. Easy.’

      Lia grimaced. ‘And that’s what worries me. I have a feeling we need to be very careful with this thing.’

      ‘Got you. So, tell me where we’re going, and we’ll see what can be done.’
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* * *

      Cable, the second largest of the three inhabited planets in the Trill System, had been barren and lifeless within the memory of some creatures Lia had come across during her travels, but now, some Earth-centuries after a race known as the Trill had terra-formed it, providing it with a breathable atmosphere, leaving behind only the system’s name before vanishing into the galaxy and effectively out of the annuls of intergalactic history, it was a thriving planet of two billion people.

      The vast majority resided on the main continent, Argilli, and of those, most lived within the hundred-Earth-mile wide city of Seen.

      Seen had developed like many oxygen-breathing cities had: a mixture of super-rich and super-poor with everything in between. It was a hedonist’s dream, but also a criminals’ paradise, particularly in the middle-areas where security was either lax or under-maintained. Most intergalactic trading companies had offices here. The population was sixty percent human and subspecies, with the rest being made up of a motley assortment of off-world traders and investors.

      It had been Caladan’s idea to ground the ship some way outside the city in one of the great open grasslands that made up much of Argilli. They found a dip between hills on an open moor, then engaged the oft-misfiring camouflage function to bring the Matilda down unnoticed. Once on the ground, the color-sensitive panels in her body armor adjusted—theoretically, at least—to blend into her surroundings.

      Of course, were someone to stumble across the Matilda, no amount of camouflage could disguise a ramshackle but functioning rogue hunter assault craft, which was why Caladan offered to stay behind. With Harlan5 to accompany her, Lia took their only functioning quad buggy, and headed for Seen.

      Three times they were stopped by police patrols, and twice ordered to pay a fine for using an unregistered vehicle. Lia knew they were being scammed, but grimaced and handed over the money in both cases. The second group offered to take the droid in exchange, but Lia politely declined, keeping one hand near her blaster in case things got heated. Luckily, the group moved off without incident.

      They found themselves in the midst of Seen’s suburbs without even noticing how the city had sneaked up upon them. Empty streets lined by widely spaced houses soon gave way to narrow, busy streets lined by apartments, which then became great towers and domes and silver office buildings that reached for the sky.

      ‘Would you like a map drawn?’ Harlan5 asked as they doubled back for the fifth time. ‘It will only take a moment to compute if I log in with a tracking satellite.’

      Lia shook her head. ‘It’ll leave a trace signal. I’m concerned about this. When I agreed to this job, I was naïve.’

      ‘My programming tells me to inform you that you were almost certainly drunk,’ Harlan5 said.

      Lia scowled. ‘And my programming tells me that even though you’re probably right, it might be time to solder your voice circuits.’

      ‘Touché,’ the robot said.

      After another half an hour of meandering through increasingly cluttered streets, Lia jumped up from her seat. ‘Here, this is it. I recognise this place.’

      Lia jumped down from the quad bike and looked around, shaking dust off ancient memories of a time long ago when she had been much younger than now.

      ‘I’ll take it alone from here,’ she said, patting Harlan5 on the shoulder. ‘You should go back to the ship and help Caladan with whatever needs fixing. I’ll be in touch when I need to be picked up.’

      Harlan nodded, and headed off, the quad buggy leaving a cloud of stinking smoke in its wake. Lia continued on foot into a narrow, covered warren of shops and bars. Due to the stasis-ultraspace routes, she was unsure how much real time had passed since her last visit to Trina, but it felt like years.

      The ancient bric-a-brac shop looked like something out of a fairytale. Boxes of junk spilled out on to the streets, some of them literally tipping over, hundreds of ancient components of various sizes knocked across the floor. Lia nudged aside old radios, computers, intercoms, implants, satellite tracing beacons, and all manner of other junk as she made her way up to the door.

      Thanks to a large, square object pushed into a space behind it, the door only opened halfway, but Lia managed to squeeze through the opening and immediately felt as though she had travelled back in time as she moved among heaps of retro equipment, all poorly illuminated by strip lighting battling against the grime that covered the windows.

      ‘Is anyone here?’

      A bell announced the opening of an inside door. ‘I’m coming,’ a woman’s voice said. ‘Just wait a minute. Don’t you know how it hurts to get around these days?’

      A plump, grey-haired woman appeared between two stacks of junk. Her hair frizzed out around her face as though caught in a constant mesh of static, while the old pinafore she wore was smudged with grease. Her face, kindly, was deeply lined.

      ‘Hello, again. It’s been a long time, Trina.’

      ‘Do I … oh.’ The woman stopped. ‘Lianetta. Oh my.’

      Lia smiled. ‘Or should I say, Mum. I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.’
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      Raylan Climlee’s arm shook as he held the blaster to Leon-Ar’s head. Even kneeling, the Tolgier towered over him, but Raylan pressed his toes into the ground and raised himself on tip-toe to ensure the weapon’s barrel left an imprint on the Tolgier’s skin. ‘You will tell me again how you failed to retrieve the shipment you were sent to collect.’

      ‘There was an attack—’

      ‘I don’t care about that. Other warlords in the Trill System make it their business to disrupt mine as best they can. It’s being dealt with. What I want to know is why you brought me what is effectively a worthless piece of plastic.’

      ‘The drive was a perfect copy. Without the means to test it I was unable to know the ruse. Had I been able to run a test—’

      ‘Silence.’

      Raylan lifted the weapon and brought the heavy butt down across Leon-Ar’s face. The Tolgier grunted, crashing face-first into the stone floor. He looked up, blood trickling down his cheek, his eyes desperate.

      ‘Your contact … explain.’

      ‘Lianetta Jansen … disgraced former Galactic Military Police, later mercenary, smuggler, space mule. She came with a reputation, but her record for success was the best of anyone I could find who was still alive. And I know she collected the shipment. There was no other way she could have engineered a fake of such exact likeness.’

      ‘Then she still has it.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You will recover it. And you will find out why you were tricked.’

      ‘My lord….’

      Raylan turned away. He clasped his hands behind his back and strolled across the room, humming lightly to himself. ‘You have disappointed me, and as a result, I have sent a platoon of my men to your home moon, where they will await further orders. Should you fail to recover my shipment in its original form within one Earth-month … I will order them to attack your home village. Every member of your family, every one of your friends … the people who you grew up with, went to school with—I will have my men massacre them one by one. Their screams will haunt you, literally. I will have them recorded, and you will be consigned to a cell in my moonbase, a headset strapped to your face, where you will listen to your loved ones die on an endless loop until you are driven so mad that you will not feel the rats gnawing through your feet. Is that understood?’

      Leon-Ar nodded. ‘Completely.’

      ‘Good. Now get out of my sight before I humiliate you further. I am beginning to feel the need to defecate.’

      As the Tolgier stumbled from the room, Raylan holstered his blaster and tugged on the braids of his beard.

      ‘Worthless asshole.’

      ‘You were a little harsh on him, were you not?’

      In the doorway to his bed chamber, Lady Julienne leaned with one foot resting against the other. Her skin, as dark as the night, was like a fine sauce waiting to be lapped up.

      ‘Was my fee not great enough?’ Raylan said. ‘Was I not generous?’

      ‘I fear his error of judgment was one that you underestimate,’ she said, her voice low. ‘Perhaps I ought to teach you?’

      Raylan growled under his breath. He had paid too much for her too; she was almost convincing.

      ‘I will punish you for doubting me,’ he said. ‘Return to my bed.’

      ‘I cannot spend another minute there alone.’

      ‘Close your whore’s mouth and open your whore’s legs. I will decide when I am ready.’

      Lady Julienne rolled her eyes but smiled at the same time to negate his anger. He hated the way she treated him like a little boy even without words. He was as old as some starships, an unstoppable force of nature, yet this woman born of night, and a master of it, had him wrapped around a finger just large enough to—

      ‘I have business to attend to,’ he snapped, turning away from her as she began to lick her lips.

      From his command centre, Raylan went through the data coming in from his outposts across the Fire Quarter. Squadrons of the many thousands of mercenaries in his employ were moving into place, and within a few Earth-days he could be the overlord of an entire system.

      The setback was the loss of the shipment.

      The Barelaon had done their part. Their assault had allowed Leon-Ar’s contact to slip in unnoticed and steal the chip.

      That the Tolgier’s contact would turncoat was unexpected, but nothing could repair a mistake like a desperate man.

      Leon-Ar would come through; it was a given.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Raylan took a shuttle out to the trioxyglobin mine half a curve around the moon’s surface. From the air, ground operations looked in good shape, but reports had told him otherwise. Production ratio of trioxyglobin was at one hundred to one, hopelessly inefficient.

      He needed another source.

      At an angle of seventy degrees from the horizon, the distant dot of Abalon 3 twinkled in the night sky.

      ‘There you are,’ Raylan muttered. ‘You elusive bastard.’

      A duty officer met him at the entrance. ‘Welcome, sir.’

      It angered Raylan the way everyone looked down on him, even children. Years of therapy as a child had only made him angrier, until the day he cut his counselor’s throat with a broken plastic ruler, climbed out of the consultation chamber’s window and escaped into the world.

      Fifty years of working his way up through every criminal organization he could find by whatever means necessary, and now his reputation was a thousand feet tall, even if his body was a stump.

      It wasn’t enough, but it was something at least.

      ‘You have bled the mine dry?’

      ‘We will soon be running at a loss,’ the duty officer said. ‘It is my professional opinion that this mine, and indeed this entire moon, is no longer of economic value.’

      ‘As I thought. You will commence the ceasing of all operations. Have all equipment boarded onto a transport freighter ready for your next assignment.’

      ‘What timeframe?’

      ‘Immediately. I anticipate a fantastic new market will soon open up for us.’

      He left the mining operation behind and returned to his command centre, the pinprick of Abalon 3 taunting him. Soon, soon … it would be decimated by trioxyglobin mines. There was just the simple matter of removing the local population and making the land of no value to anyone.

      It should be enacted by now, but Leon-Ar’s failing had set his plans back some Earth-weeks. It would still happen. After decades of being the underling, the pretender, the stain upon which taller men stood, he was within touching distance of being the most powerful warlord in the Fire Quarter, and from there, he would take revenge on those who had wronged him.

      Raylan allowed himself a small smile, one hidden from his men by the thick beard. It wouldn’t do to have them see such a chink in his armor, but the truth was, he felt unnaturally optimistic. Every step back was merely a pushing stone to three steps forward, and his next three steps were about to be taken. For now, though, he felt a need to dominate something.

      He remembered Lady Julienne, the curve of her legs, the swell of her chest, the fullness of her lips. It was time to return to his bed chamber and have her yield to him once more, to prove to her—as well as to himself—that the smallest of wraths could become the most powerful.
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      Trina wasn’t ready to let her go. Every time Lia tried to pull away, her mother’s thick arms pulled her tighter, until both were sobbing into each other’s hair.

      Finally, Trina pulled back. She held Lia out at arm’s length. One hand ran down the side of Lia’s face.

      ‘You’ve aged, Lianetta. Wow, we could almost be sisters.’

      It was an exaggeration, but not by much. ‘I’m tired, Mother.’

      ‘It’s been years. Where have you been?’

      Lia shook her head. ‘Surviving, however best I could.’

      ‘I know that what happened screwed you up—’

      ‘Screwed me up? Mother, what happened ended me. What you see is not the little girl you remember.’

      ‘She’s in there somewhere.’

      ‘Well, I can’t find her.’

      Trina shook her head. ‘We could go back and forth about this all day. What brings you here, Lianetta? What brings you home?’

      Lia pulled the chip out of her pocket. ‘I need to know what information this contains,’ she said. ‘I think it might be dangerous.’

      Trina narrowed her eyes. ‘Where did you get that?’

      Lia sighed. ‘If possible, can I just not tell you? It’s … complicated.’

      ‘It’s hundreds of years old. I can tell that just from looking at it. Back on Earth it would be lazy security, but out here … it’s genius.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘The technology is so old it is impossible to read. Whatever material this chip contains, it’s hidden without a machine capable of reading it, but the kind of machine needed … you won’t find one anywhere in the Trill System. Maybe not anywhere in the Fire Quarter.’

      ‘Can we build one?’

      Trina laughed. ‘It’s possible, but it will take time.’

      Lia shook her head. ‘I don’t have time. I need to know what’s contained on this drive, so I can figure out what to do with it.’

      Trina gave her daughter a long, hard stare. ‘Are you in trouble?’

      Lia cocked her head and smiled. ‘Probably.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bennett lived out in the marshland beyond the ring of grassland surrounding Seen. Trina rented them a jeep and they headed out, the whir of the nine caterpillar treads beneath them a continuous soundtrack to the bleak journey. Three hours after setting out, they passed through a line of hills and then dropped down into a deep, sun-shadow valley where vegetation thickened and pressed in at them as they followed a vague trail.

      ‘He might be dead by now,’ Trina said. ‘I haven’t heard from him in … oh, Earth-years. Of course, time isn’t as valuable to him as it is to us.’

      The jeep converted to water-capable as they entered the marshes. From time to time, rocks would pass beneath the submerged treads, but often there was only the slosh of thick, gunge-laden water. Trees, empowered by the lusher environment, began to appear from the water as they moved deeper, until the hills behind them were lost behind a screen of vegetation.

      ‘Here,’ Trina said, instructing Lia to bring the jeep to a halt. ‘The last time I saw Bennett, he lived around here. Can you see anything that resembles a structure?’

      Lia looked around her. A couple of mounds protruded out of the swamp like small islands, but there was no sign of any human inhabitance. The trees were taller now and closer together. In places their branches entangled overhead, cutting off much of the light from the Trill System’s single sun.

      ‘Nothing,’ she said.

      ‘Bennett!’ Trina screamed, alarming Lia with the suddenness of her voice, hands cupped around her mouth. ‘Where are you? It’s Trina Jansen! I have need of your knowledge and expertise!’

      The only answer was the squelch of water and mud, the croak of water creatures, and the call of some kind of bird.

      ‘He’s gone,’ Trina said. ‘Perhaps he finally gave up living and died. Let’s turn back. Sorry, Lianetta; it looks like I’m of no help after all.’

      Lia began to back up the jeep, but the rear treads snagged on something under the water. She revved the engine, but nothing happened, the wheels caught so tight they couldn’t move.

      ‘I think we have a problem, Mother,’ she said. ‘How far have we come?’

      ‘Try it again.’

      Lia revved the engine again, but this time something cracked inside it, and a wisp of smoke rose into the air.

      ‘Hmm. That didn’t sound too good.’

      ‘Okay,’ Trina said. ‘I think we’re walking. No point standing around, is there? Let’s see if we can find dry ground before dark. We have six Cable-hours before sundown.’

      Lia leaned out of the jeep, looking for something solid to climb down on. Even stuck out here in the middle of the wilderness, she really didn’t want to get her boots wet if she could avoid it. Just beneath the water’s surface was a lump of grey rock. She leaned out of the door, swinging her leg down.

      As her foot touched the water, the jeep shifted, lifting up into the air as water sloshed around it. Trina screamed and grabbed Lia’s arm, pulling her back inside the vehicle. Clutching each other, they hung on as it rose up out of the water and rolled sideways.

      As the jeep shook, something huge and grey appeared outside the windows. Lia reached for her blaster, but as she pulled it free and aimed, Trina grabbed her jacket and jerked her arm down.

      ‘No!’

      The blast went off, striking the jeep’s dashboard and causing an explosion of sparks, leaving no doubt that they were walking back to Seen.

      ‘Mother, what are you doing?’

      Trina ignored her. ‘Bennett! Put us down!’

      The jeep stopped moving. Something that smelled of rotting fish grunted. Lia cracked her head on the jeep’s roof as it fell into the water with a splash that briefly drenched and obscured the windows.

      Trina kicked open her door and climbed out onto the jeep’s roof. Lia, rubbing her head, followed her out.

      ‘Bennett! There you are! Did you hear me calling you?’

      Lia stared. The thing standing in front of her was at least thirty feet tall. It was a mottled grey color, covered, she realised, in a thick clay paste. Where parts had fallen away, the angles of metal and the curves of flesh were visible; lights flickered, thick veins pulsed in the skin, and the giant, half-organic, half-robot creature lifted a thick arm and reached down a hand to Trina.

      The fingers, flesh and metal caked with clay, were as thick as Trina’s neck, but she reached out with both hands and gave the nearest one a shake.

      ‘Bennett,’ she said, smiling. ‘It’s so lovely to see you again. You’ve grown.’

      The creature had a head and face. Eyes were blue lights, but the mouth and jaw was from some giant canine creature. A lower jaw filled with sword-length curved teeth clacked open and closed.

      ‘Trina,’ said an electronic voice that came from within Bennett’s clay-covered chest. ‘It’s been a while. Who is your companion?’

      ‘My daughter, Lianetta. I’m certain you haven’t met her before, or at least not since she was too young to remember. Of course, she only visits me these days when she needs something.’

      ‘Ah, yes. Selfish and spoilt and misguided. I remember your exact words.’

      Lia glared at her mother. Trina blushed. ‘Bennett, we really need to work on your understanding of social context,’ she said. ‘I should visit more often.’

      ‘Loyal and brave and beautiful. Like a second sun shining in the sky.’

      ‘I said that?’

      Lia wiped away a tear. ‘Mother?’

      ‘Every day of your daughter’s absence breaks your heart again,’ Bennett said, seemingly unconcerned that both Lia and Trina were now crying. ‘Burdened by a great betrayal and loss, you feared you had lost her forever.’

      ‘Bennett, you can shut up now.’

      A great clank of internal machinery suggested a chuckle. ‘What brings you to see me after so long?’

      ‘Lianetta brought me something,’ Trina said. ‘I need to know what information it contains. I know how you have certain … knowledge, and wondered if perhaps you could help.’

      Bennett squatted down. As he did so, more of the clay broke away, revealing the body of a creature built out of the remains of other creatures, both organic and synthetic.

      ‘I interest you, I can tell,’ Bennett said to Lia. ‘Few look at me as though I were an art project. Well, few look at me at all, I would say.’

      Lia shrugged. ‘You’re neither human nor an off-worlder, I’d guess.’

      ‘I’m neither organic nor machine either,’ Bennett said. ‘Once, many years before I can remember, I was built. And some time after that, I was abandoned. My own memory grows from there, thick with the desperate need to cling to this fateful thing we call life by any means necessary. And the means for me were to build and rebuild, until what I once was is but a memory.’

      Lia nodded. She had heard of such creatures. Some said they were broken robots, some said they were biotechnologically created sentient beings that had gone wrong. Some said they were both.

      In many parts of the galaxy, they were hunted.

      ‘You hide out here,’ Lia said.

      ‘It’s not so bad.’ Bennett’s huge shoulders lifted in a shrug, showering them with drips of water and pieces of weed. ‘It becomes familiar over time. Tell me, what is this thing you have brought?’

      Lia reached into her pocket and withdrew the chip. ‘This.’

      Bennett leaned closer. ‘Where did you find this?’

      Aware of her mother’s eyes on her, Lia said, ‘I was hired to recover it from a hijacked cargo freighter. However, I had a change of heart when the time came to deliver it. I feared it might contain harmful information.’

      ‘What kind of harmful information?’

      Lia shrugged. ‘I was told it contained information about an uprising on Abalon 3 … and how to crush it.’

      ‘There is no such uprising on Abalon 3.’

      ‘Is there not?’ Trina asked.

      ‘No. The Abaloni are a simple people whose lives are controlled by the harshness of their environment. You are aware of the nature of Abalon 3? It is a fire planet, where the atmosphere has a habit of spontaneously combusting. It is a particularly lethal place.’

      ‘Yet it has a population?’

      ‘The Abaloni are farmers. They have adapted to survive in the conditions, and have no reason to leave.’

      ‘Then why this talk of an uprising?’

      Bennett shook his huge head. ‘The governors of Trill concentrate their policing efforts on Cable and Feint. Abalon 3 is mostly left to govern itself.’

      ‘I heard there were warlords living out there.’

      Bennett nodded. ‘The planet, as well as the moons and asteroids within its orbit, are rich in trioxyglobin. There are many off-world mining operations, both legitimate and … less so. The planet, though, belongs to its inhabitants, despite off-world pressure to open up more mines. Here. Let me look at that.’

      Lia held up the chip. A cable snaked out of Bennett’s side and took hold of it in pincers so delicate they could have plucked eyelashes. The creature lifted the chip, and the cable disappeared into a cavity in his huge body.

      ‘Bennett?’

      The huge blue lights blinked, then shuddered from side to side. The cable withdrew from Bennett’s body cavity and he dropped the chip to the ground.

      ‘Destroy it.’

      ‘Why?’

      Bennett shuddered, showering them with pieces of clay. ‘That thing … it is death. Death for millions.’

      ‘What does it contain?’

      Bennett let out a huge sigh that sounded like a great gust of wind blowing through the trees. ‘The farmers of Abalon 3 are no longer fully human. To adapt to life on a fire planet, they long ago incorporated biotechnology into their bodies in order to deal with the conditions and live a normal life. Like myself, they are now part machine, but that part is so integrated that it lives and grows like human flesh. That chip contains a virus that disturbs the biotechnological part of their bodies. I do not know exactly what it will do, only that it means death. If allowed to reach Abalon 3 it could decimate the population in a matter of days. Destroy it. Destroy it now.’

      Lia looked down at the chip. ‘Yeah, I can do that. However, it’s not that simple. Because I had no idea how valuable it might be, I had my droid use the ship’s self-repair system to manufacture an exact copy. We weren’t able to access or decode the encrypted information, but we were able to scan it and replicate it.’

      ‘Then you’d better get back to your ship as soon as possible, before someone who might be hunting for this chip gets there first.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Leon-Ar

          

        

      

    

    
      He hated the color green. It was a despicable, ugly color, one that suggested damp, mould, sweat, and slime. There was something to be said for desert worlds, where you could run your fingers and toes in the sand, and provided you avoided the kind of sand worms that burrowed under the surface, the grains would have dried and fallen away before you returned to your ship.

      It was a pleasant, relaxing feeling.

      On horrible forest-based or marshland worlds, you didn’t get that same sense of peace. The slime followed you everywhere, like a snake around your neck that had burrowed into your skin and wouldn’t let go.

      The little landing craft bumped and bucked through the heavy turbulence on Janfar 9’s smallest moon, Jan-lan-last. A little bigger than Earth’s moon, its rotation and gravitation systems had made it a botanist’s dream and a sand-lover’s nightmare. Intricate tree systems rose miles high, and even the grasses were taller than an average human. Its great mass of vegetation made it a fantastic place to hide, not just for the kind of nightmarish creatures that made Leon-Ar break out in a cold sweat, but for the sort of criminals and Underworlders who had no wish to easily be found.

      The supposed city of Jak was more like a village of tree-living bumpkins. He was met on the landing pad by a group of dignitaries wearing cloth-woven tunics in a mixture of greens and browns, as though they had stripped the bark from the very trees themselves. Their legs were bare, but on their feet they wore shoes with metal claws embedded into their outer edges. Leon-Ar tried not to laugh. In every other system he’d visited, the locals used elevators.

      ‘Welcome, delegate,’ said the foremost man, identified as important by a ring of flowers in his hair. ‘We trust you found the journey to your liking.’

      ‘Traumatic,’ Leon-Ar said. ‘I gather your hospitality will ease my exhaustion.’

      ‘For sure, for sure. We will provide you with the greatest luxury our society can provide. May I just ask, has the donation been sent?’

      Leon-Ar nodded. ‘Soon your dilapidated spaceports can be refurbished with modern off-world facilities.’

      They didn’t appear to notice the little dig at their agrarian society. With smiles all around suggesting that some of his generous donation would be siphoned off for the benefit of the ruling class, they led him into their sorry excuse for a city.

      The apartment allocated to an apparent delegate was more satisfactory than expected. A series of log cabin rooms, it had a double door system to keep out the bugs, while, despite the system being basic, it had hot water and a self-warming bed. The dignitaries provided him with as much food and drink as he could consume—most of it imported from off-world, much to his relief—and a couple of local girls, who, despite being a little small for his Tolgier stature, took his mind off the journey in ways that left him humming with pleasure. By the time the hour had come for him to meet the dignitaries for a welcome social event, he was tired enough to sleep on his feet.

      ‘Lianetta Jansen,’ he reminded himself, when he closed his eyes one too many times. A death that needed to happen if his reputation were to be restored. He called forth one of the two girls, closed his eyes and imagined her to be Lianetta, then threw her down on the bed and punished her appropriately. When he was done, he got dressed, then headed for the welcome party with his head held high.

      The event was all for show, but he played the part of visiting delegate as best he needed. Despite being merely the possessor of funds that could rebuild whole villages of hillbilly tree-huggers, he was treated like royalty.

      Near the event’s end, after he had been passed among dozens of groups of nameless nobodies, he found himself taken aside by the head dignitary, a man named Jak-Johnson-Paul.

      ‘You will be taken out at first light to meet the Hispirians,’ he said. ‘They have been informed of your intention to do business.’

      ‘And their response?’

      ‘Ambiguous, as ever. You will know of your success only if you return.’

      ‘That’s not particularly helpful.’

      ‘The Hispirians require no payment; you know that—only the offer of an irresistible challenge. If they turn you down, they will not allow you to leave. Enjoy your time in Jak this evening, sir.’

      Leon-Ar tried his best. Despite the delights of his two companions, he was unable to concentrate, and by midnight he had sent them home, taking with him to bed only a bottle of local liquor, a spicy thing that had the unwelcome aftertaste of tree sap.

      It was difficult to sleep, knowing that by the following day’s end, either Lianetta Jansen’s life would be abandoned, or his would.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They made the journey in a small wooden boat with a motor whirring at its rear. When they came to a couple of steep waterfalls, his guides employed a thruster built into the boat’s underside to allow the boat to safely lower itself down, a system Leon-Ar found frustrating in its scarcity. Surely they could make the whole journey in something that flew? It was infuriating, wiping dirty water off his arms, and swiping bugs out of his face. Each time he complained, his guides just chortled, as though they had heard the same thing a dozen times before.

      Eventually, after an impossibly frustrating journey, the trees opened up, and Leon-Ar found himself facing a towering cliff impaled with hundreds of small caves.

      ‘We leave you here,’ the guide said. ‘We will return at the same time tomorrow, to retrieve either yourself … or your bones.’

      Despite the damp that permeated everything, Leon-Ar’s throat felt so dry he could only nod in reply.

      The boat chugged away. Soon, even its engine noise was lost in the sounds of the jungle. Leon-Ar stood on a semi-circle of grey beach in front of the cliff and waited.

      For a few minutes, all he heard was birds and insects calling in trees that rose like tower blocks around him. He wondered whether to shout his request into one of the tiny caves, but there were so many, and none looked larger than his wrist.

      A slithering sound came from the water behind him. Something cold and wet touched his ankle, but Leon-Ar shut his eyes and gritted his teeth, doing what the dignitaries of Jak had told him gave the best chance of survival. Say nothing. Do not react. Do not show fear.

      Something was wrapping around his left leg. Something else was biting through the shoes he wore and weaving around his toes. A third creature, as thick as his arm, was coiling around his belly.

      It was all Leon-Ar could do not to howl and wail with terror as his body was engulfed by slimy, sticky snakes of all sizes. He stayed stock still until his vision was reduced to a tiny hole through half a dozen shifting bodies, the weight of it all nearly too much even for his muscular Tolgier structure to stand.

      Then, as quickly as they had appeared, they fled from his body, rushing back into the water, and he found himself alone on the small strip of beach.

      ‘You have a request of us?’

      The voice came from nowhere and everywhere at once, a thousand little echoes from each of the holes in the cliff intermingling to form a single sound. Leon-Ar, his body still chilled from the touch of the snakes, his clothes slicked with slime from their bodies to his skin, turned in a circle, trying to decide where to address.

      ‘Yes, I have need of you.’

      Something tickled the base of his neck. When he reached up, he found something firm but slimy, like a leech, but when he tried to rip it away, a pain rushed down his spine so sharply that he dropped to one knee.

      ‘You don’t need to show deference to us.’ The voice this time contained a hint of amusement. ‘We are honored enough that you dared to come.’

      ‘I have heard you are the best at what you do.’

      ‘There is no equal.’

      ‘Then I have use of you.’

      ‘Her name is Lianetta Jansen,’ the voice said. ‘Once she had honor. Now she has none.’

      Leon-Ar started. ‘How can you know?’

      The thing on his neck twitched in answer. Leon-Ar grimaced. It was reading his mind. Immediately he tried to blank out his thoughts, something that was both pointless—they had already taken their answers—and obvious, from the way the cliff seemed to chuckle.

      ‘A former military captain, discharged for betrayal and dishonesty. Earning a living as a mercenary and rogue trader. A smuggler. Handy with most weapons. Elusive.’

      ‘Attractive in a way that makes you hate her,’ Leon-Ar added before he could help himself. ‘A desirability so strong that you want to destroy her rather than let another have her.’

      ‘If the races descended from man always had what they desired, the universe would become chaos,’ came the voice of the Hispirians again. ‘You are as foolish as you are controlled by your physical being.’

      The cliff began to shimmer. Before Leon-Ar’s eyes, several dozen snakes dropped from the small holes to the beach, then wove themselves into a human shape. When the form was almost complete, the whole being blurred, and Leon-Ar found himself staring at a single giant lizard dressed in grey steel body armor.

      ‘The Hispirians have decided to accept your offer,’ the creature said. ‘We will hunt and slay this Lianetta Jansen because her death presents a challenge. For your understanding, yours would not. Your death would neither be difficult nor remembered. However, you will remain alive in order that Lianetta Jansen’s slaying can be known. The Hispirians know no equals across the galaxy.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘And this item you require recovered, it will be returned.’

      The chip? He hadn’t mentioned the chip. He nodded, remembering that the creatures had read his mind. ‘I appreciate it. Should you wish for anything in return, just ask.’

      ‘There is nothing you possess that we require. Satisfaction alone is all that is necessary. It is the only thing we want which we do not have.’

      ‘I hope this will prove satisfying.’

      ‘Greatly so. Goodbye now. You will be notified of our success.’

      With that, the creature dissolved into its component snakes, which climbed back up the cliff and disappeared again into the holes. Leon-Ar waited, wondering what might happen next, when a great roaring came from out of sight above the cliff, followed by the appearance of a long, sleek spacecraft. Needle-thin, it appeared to meander through the air like a snake as it blasted away into the sky. It became a line against the grey clouds, then was gone.

      Leon-Ar sat down on the beach, feeling both a sense of satisfaction that his request had been granted, and frustration that he now had to sit here in the middle of this green swamp and wait for an entire day to pass before he would be picked up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Harlan5

          

        

      

    

    
      The Matilda’s camouflaging system, which had worked so well for the first few hours, was malfunctioning. Instead of maintaining the design it had adopted upon landing, it was cycling through previous settings stored during visits to other worlds. At present, it was a deep purple, the color of the hills on the marsh-world of Larsisus, in the Event system, where they had dropped off some passengers travelling under assumed names.

      Now, sitting against a dark green landscape, the Matilda looked like a giant purple bug, the kind of monstrosity that drew eyes rather than turned them away.

      It wouldn’t be long before the ship attracted attention from Seen, and Harlan5 was keen to avoid the need to take off and leave Lia on the surface.

      Caladan had proved of no use. The pilot had decided to take a few days’ deep sleep in one of the Matilda’s five recuperation pods, which, while not strictly an elixir of youth, bombarded its inhabitant with a concoction of radiation that at least made it appear so. Caladan, he claimed, was keen to rediscover something of his sexuality, in that he might take Lia to bed sometime, if she could overlook his physical shortcomings.

      Neither the pod nor his efforts had worked yet, but he kept trying.

      At least so he said. Harlan5 suspected Caladan had just tired of the droid’s conversation, something that his programming suggested Harlan5 should feel aggrieved about.

      The malfunctioning camouflage unit was at least keeping his mind off his discontent, even if it was creating new pressures of its own. Harlan5 had tried to access the unit from the bridge computer, but had failed, so was now making his way down into the ship’s bowels to consult with the main storage computer, which contained the ship’s memory. Years ago, the systems had linked up, but like much of the Matilda, age, poor servicing and even poorer management had let her slip into disrepair.

      As always, his programming told him he should be worried as he stomped along rarely-visited corridors where bundles of frayed wires hung from the ceiling and puffs of coolant from leaking pipes made it impossible to see more than a few metres ahead. Thanks to a few jammed elevators, he had to take a frustratingly circuitous route through parts of the ship he had rarely been, once having to stop and tap into the mainframe through a linked terminus in an old crew quarter in order to consult a map.

      At last he reached the main storage computer, kept in a cramped room in what felt like the very tail of the ship, even though in reality it was somewhere in the middle. Here, the heating systems barely worked, so the corridors were bitterly cold, something Harlan5 didn’t feel but liked to pretend he did in order to feel more A.I. He shook his old body in a human-like shiver, let out a puff of his own coolant to give the appearance that his breath was frosted, and muttered under his breath that it would be nice to see some warmer weather.

      He was careful, of course. Everything he did was logged into a maintenance program, and if Caladan discovered his mimicry, the one-armed pilot would mock him from here to their next port of call. Harlan5’s programming told him he really needed to work on some good comebacks.

      The main storage computer was sleeping, and took a few minutes to warm up. When it did, it quickly spewed forth a few million terabytes about the nature of the camouflage issue. Harlan5 filtered out the fluff to find the important part, and it was there, contained in a single line. Apparently a lever on level three was jammed. Harlan5 resolved to acquire an oil can somewhere on his return journey and go to fix it.

      Something else was bothering the computer though. It was programmed to detect any anomalies in the Matilda’s systems, any unusual drains of power, unexplained links to mainframe systems, data being sent or received that was unauthorized. And on level two, not far from the ship’s entry hangar, something was showing up as wrong, a little program that had tapped into the Matilda’s power source and was sending out digital information and linking it to a rogue satellite for further distribution. If it was being beamed into stasis-ultraspace, then their location could be found by anyone searching for their signal across the known galaxy.

      He instructed the main storage computer to cut off power and isolate the program, but, not recognising his authority—as some of the systems in the previously-stolen ship tended not to—it refused. Harlan5 had no choice but to stomp upstairs and deal with it manually.

      He tried calling Caladan, but the pilot had disobeyed landing protocol and switched off his contact transmitter. It wasn’t unusual, but it was still frustrating. With his programming telling him that a scowl was the appropriate facial expression to use, Harlan5 disconnected from the main storage computer and headed back up to the entrance deck.

      Inside an old first-aid locker, the contents of which had long ago been taken out and probably lost, he found a small, circular object that had a power needle inserted through the frayed casing of one of the Matilda’s cables. Harlan5 scanned it with his memory system, and thought it might have been Barelaon-made, but that was an assumption based on the simple fact that most objects of an antagonistic nature tended to be Barelaon-made. The Barelaons, being a naturally warring race which had so long ago left their home system in search of conquest that they no longer knew where it was, now lived in vast space-colonies that had the frustrating knack of popping out of stasis-ultraspace into systems that had just established a long sought-after lasting peace. Since driving them off often required total annihilation, their arrival often signified the onset of a couple of centuries of system-wide war, before the Barelaons were either destroyed utterly or got bored of fighting a common enemy and broke off into mercenary bands to fight each other.

      Harlan5 tried to remember when the ship’s security had been breached, but an exact log of unauthorized access would require another long walk down to the main storage computer, so his programming told him he was tired and not to bother, but it was likely that during the stealing of the plans from the Grun cargo freighter, someone would have had time to sneak aboard, particularly as Caladan tended to forget to lock the doors.

      His programming told him the little tracking beacon was a threat, so he removed it with one quick tug, then held it up in his hands to examine it more closely.

      When its casing popped off, emitting a little electrical charge which air-dropped into his movement systems, paralysing them, he could only feel surprise in the absence of any pain. Something out in the receptors leading between his brain and his body had burned out, leaving him frozen to the spot.

      He tried calling up Caladan again, even going so far as to add an emergency alert to the call, but Harlan5 had used the emergency alert once about a blockage in the water filtration system that had required Caladan to use his single arm to fish a decomposing freshwater urchin out of their drinking water, and afterward Caladan had switched it off. Even though Lianetta would likely scold the pilot, Harlan5 was stuck in place until someone either tried to get on the ship or off it.

      Frustrated, he glared at the little object he had dropped on the floor with a look his programming told him ought to kill.
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            Lia

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Raylan Climlee.’ Trina sipped a cup of Cable tea as she rolled the name over her tongue. ‘A warlord. He runs various trading operations in the asteroid belt surrounding Abalon 3. Most of his businesses are believed to operate below local law, but as with most of these scumbags, discreet payments in certain places and a lot of fear keep the system’s police at arm’s length.’

      Lia sat on a stood in her mother’s small kitchen, her hands shaking with rage. The name was more than familiar; it was burned into her memory. She had crossed the murderous dwarf’s path before, back in her military police days.

      ‘I know him.’

      ‘Don’t tell me you’ve traded with him? Oh, Lia—’

      ‘No.’ Lia paused. It took a few seconds to figure out how to get the words off her tongue. ‘He had my family killed.’

      ‘You don’t know who was responsible—’

      Lia shook her head. ‘I do. I never told you what happened. I couldn’t … bear to. I received a message one Earth-week after Davir and Colm’s deaths. It contained just two lines: Payment has been made for services received. A pleasure doing business.’

      ‘How can you know that was him?’

      ‘It’s close enough. It was his smuggling operation on Brentar in the Phevius System that my crew shut down. You asked why I disappeared; that’s why. That and that I lost total faith in my profession. I was court-marshaled and demoted to sub-lieutenant rank because higher officers than me were receiving benefits for turning a blind eye. I was a maverick because I followed the rules, and the rules destroyed my job and got my family killed.’

      ‘You never told me.’

      ‘I never told anyone. This is the first time I’ve spoken about it. I can’t. I turned myself into a different person because I cannot face the death of my husband and son. I blindly pursued law and order, and what did I get for it? I suffer every day. It is better that they never existed.’

      Trina put a hand on Lia’s arm. Lia tried not to cry, but the tears came unbidden. Even in the presence of her mother they were unwelcome, but she waited them out. Trina said nothing, just patted Lia’s arm in rhythm with each sob, until Lia was done.

      ‘I have to stay focused,’ Lia said. ‘It’s the only way. So, tell me, why has Raylan Climlee resurfaced on Abalon 3 and what need does he have of a virus? I was told I was recovering stolen military plans in a fight against insurgents, not something that constitutes genocide.’

      ‘News passes through me here in Cable,’ Trina said. ‘Knowledge is power, and I always hoped I’d hear news of you. You’re my only daughter, after all. When I hear something big, I ask the right people the right questions.’

      ‘What’s he doing up there? He’s never gone beyond smuggling and drug running.’

      ‘I heard he bought up an old mining operation on one of Abalon 3’s moons a few Earth-years ago and from then became the dominant operator in the region. Trioxyglobin. You know what that is?’

      Lia nodded. ‘It’s used for starship fuel. Lasts for years, burns practically forever.’

      ‘I heard the mines are practically dry. Of course, the other fire planets have massive operations, but Abalon 3 has always been protected, used by sand farmers. My sources claim Raylan wants a piece of the action.’

      ‘So he wants to drive the Abaloni out?’

      Trina sighed and shook her head. ‘That’s the military police captain in you speaking. Raylan Climlee is a businessman. Think like one.’

      Lia frowned, then nodded. ‘If the Abaloni got sick, it would make it easier to get hold of the land.’

      ‘The Abaloni, who are half-machine, never get sick. But say they don’t just get sick, but they get wiped out by a plague. Extra-planetary mining operators often have a contractual clause giving them first rights on planetary operations that become available. Plus, Raylan has half of the Trill System’s government in his back pocket. Do you see how easy it would be for him to buy up most of the planet for his mines?’

      ‘All it takes is a little covert slaughter.’

      ‘Exactly. You have to destroy your copy of that virus, Lia. Destroy it, then get as far away as possible.’

      Lia wanted to agree, but the memory of what had happened to her family held her back. Sure, the old message had been unsigned, and Raylan Climlee definitely wasn’t the only warlord whose operations she had tried to shut down during her time in the GMP, but the connection was too close.

      And now she knew where he was.

      ‘I’ll do what I can,’ she said.

      ‘You mean you’ll go after him.’

      ‘Mother—’

      Trina rolled her eyes. ‘My word, you always were a headstrong little so-and-so, even as a child. Do you want to follow Davir and Colm?’

      Lia shook her head. ‘No. I want to avenge them.’

      ‘Or die in the process.’

      ‘If that’s what it takes.’

      ‘Don’t be a fool, Lia.’

      ‘You don’t understand. Until now I had no way to get near him. He’s a paranoid little munchkin, likely hidden away behind a fleet of ships and a wall of guards, but this … this is a way in.’

      Trina wiped away a tear. ‘I don’t want to lose you, Lia. You’re all I have left, even though you’ve been as good as gone from my life this past Earth-decade.’

      Lia reached out and pulled her mother into a hug. ‘Ah, Mum, you know I’ll be back when I need something. Isn’t that what children are supposed to do?’

      Trina laughed. ‘You just make sure of it. I wish I could come with you on this suicide mission, but my place is here, and I’m so old I’d only slow you down.’

      ‘You could stay on the ship and play cards with Caladan,’ Lia said.

      ‘Oh? Do you have a new man now?’

      Lia almost choked. ‘No! He’s my pilot. He only has one arm, and no … okay, we don’t need to go there.’

      ‘Well, it’s not all about physical appearance, is it?’

      ‘Mum, just stay away from there. I’m a num—isn’t what they were called? Those women who wore black and white cloaks and hid in old buildings.’

      ‘Nun,’ Trina corrected. ‘Well, it would at least keep you safe.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      They eventually said goodbye, and Lia headed off back to the ship. On the way, she took a detour through Seen to buy a few weapons on the black market. It wasn’t hard to find a dealer when you knew how to look; you just picked the seediest, darkest alleyways and kept your hand on your blaster.

      Often, all you had to do was ask. Boys loitering between stacks of bins had two purposes: one was personal, the other was as informants for whomever might be hidden out of sight. Within minutes, Lia had procured herself a handful of palm grenades—tiny devices you hid under synthetic folds in the skin of your palm to keep them safe from detection, but powerful enough to blow through most starship doors—a long-range laser-rifle used for sniping, but compactable so that it folded up into a rectangular box that could hang from a belt like a hipflask—and a new blaster battery, to replace the one of hers that had been misfiring for a long time. Prices were cheaper than expected, and while she received a couple of offers for favors that would cut the cost further, she declined.

      Once suitably armed, she felt it only appropriate that she get drunk. She found a dive bar, the kind frequented by other lost souls, and took her pick of imported off-world drinks, paying with credits she had made from delivering goods over the years to people who likely made far more. As she sank deeper and deeper into a drunken despair, reflecting over so many lost nights and hangover days, a decade-long aftermath to the loss of her beloved family, she had one of those moments of clarity where she wondered if what she was doing with her life made any sense at all. Morality wasn’t something she cared greatly about, not since justice and fairness had turned its screw and taken her husband and son, but every once in a while she got the urge to smarten up her life, find some kind of path that wouldn’t lead to an eventual painful death. Whenever the memories stirred, though, as always, she reached for the self-destruct button.

      Bristling with hidden weaponry, she got as drunk as she needed, then took her pick of the other customers, an out-of-work fighter pilot who claimed to be from Dove in the Areola System. They shared a bed for a while, during which time Lia figured out from his limp efforts that he probably wasn’t a fighter pilot, but the first mate on a long, slow, deep-space barge. Lia left him snoring and headed back out, loaded down with her new weaponry, while also taking what tip she felt was appropriate from the pilot’s money pouch—all of it, currency from four systems which might come in useful further down the line.

      Angrily hungover in the chilling air of Seen’s pre-dawn, Lia turned her thoughts to her new focus:

      Raylan Climlee.

      She could already feel her hands around his shriveled dwarf’s neck. She would need to be sure: he would have to confess before she killed him, so that she knew for certain his mercenaries had killed her husband and child. She wanted to look into his eyes as he begged forgiveness, then watch the light fade, the movement going still, as she squeezed the life out of him.

      She caught a transport heading out into the suburbs, the towering townscape of Seen falling away behind her. Somewhere along the line it had become night, and now day was once more upon her, and grey clouds were rising over the horizon as a strip of color slowly worked its way over grassland spotted with outlying villages toward the city. She remembered where they had landed the Matilda, in a hollow just beyond a ridge overlooking Seen. She alighted from the transport as it turned back on its arc to collect commuting workers, and made the last of the climb on foot.

      The Matilda should have blended in with the surroundings, but Lia found the ship pulsing orange like a piece of Cable’s sun that had fallen to earth. The camouflaging system had been misfiring a long time, but she wondered why Harlan5 hadn’t fixed it.

      As a bird screeched in the grass as though caught in the jaws of an enthusiastic cat, Lia stopped, dropping into a crouch.

      Something was wrong. She felt for the blaster on her belt, eyes scanning the ship sitting in the hollow.

      Then she realised.

      The Matilda’s hatchway was open.
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            Hiberian-Orst

          

        

      

    

    
      The Slither-14 Ultra-Space Fighter was homemade. Created out of the stored information taken from thousands of visiting minds, it had nevertheless required hundreds of Earth-years of building from scrounged materials before the Hiberians could take to the skies. It wasn’t easy to create metal sheeting or build radiation-burning thrusters when your base components were pieces of metal collected by small snakes. But still, it had been done, and when the Slither blasted off into stasis-ultraspace in search of the species’ latest challenge, Hiberian-Orst, one of the oldest and most accomplished of his kind, could feel the collective gasp of awe from the rest of his race.

      Together with Hiberian-Soth, they raced across the charted galaxy to the Estron Quadrant, something that alone was a great challenge to be overcome. Nothing terrified snakes more than fire, perhaps from some long-passed-into-myth situation that had become an evolved memory. The tail always twitched at the mere thought of it.

      The ship’s monitors told him everything he needed to know as they approached, like a history lesson for assassins. The Estron Quadrant consisted of seven systems, each with three to seven habitable planets. Within each, though, there were another five to nine fire planets, planets on which the atmosphere was rich with trioxyglobin, an extremely flammable substance that had a tendency to burst into flame without warning, scorching great swathes of the planets’ surfaces. Life on such planets was harsh and uncertain, but at the same time, the trioxyglobin had begun a revolution in starship technology, the kind of long-range fuel which had made fuel-consuming stasis-ultraspace jumps and inter-system trips to distant, outlying planets not only possible, but commonplace. Some hundred-thousand Earth-years after the substance’s use had been discovered, and the known galaxy was an ever-expanding connection of wars, villainy, and other debauchery, of which no single system could ever have comprehended.

      They burst out of stasis-ultraspace into orbit around Cable, third planet in the Trill System. The tracking code which Leon-Ar’s mind had provided immediately popped into life, and on their computer monitor they found exact coordinates to the spacecraft known as the Matilda. Grounded just outside the planet’s capital city of Seen, she sat waiting for their arrival.

      Hiberian-Orst and Hiberian-Soth left the Slither in orbit and took a planetary shuttle down to the surface. They found a spot a few Earth-miles south of the Matilda, then broke into their component parts to make the journey. Had locals noticed a hive of snakes slithering through the grass over a distance of several hundred metres, they might have suspected a forest fire somewhere nearby.

      Even though several of their component parts were consumed by local fauna during the journey, most reassembled in sight of the Matilda. Hiberian-Orst offered a couple of his components to Hiberian-Soth, who had lost part of an arm, but the other Hiberian’s sense of pride overcame him and he refused.

      The first requirement was to gain entry to the ship. Deploying two of their smallest component parts, but two containing great intelligence stolen over long years of reading minds, they searched the Matilda’s surface for some imperfection where a breach could be made. The ship had clearly not been serviced in a long time—possibly ever—and soon the two microscopic vipers found a space-rusted chink in the ship’s body armor through which they could burrow. Once inside, they set about locating the security systems and unlocking the doors.

      It wasn’t hard. The Matilda was a positive relic by starship standards, even out here in the Fire Quarter, where few shipping companies sent their best craft due to the constant threat of pirate attacks, and the junk that ended up for sale in the asteroid trading yards ranked among the worst in the known galaxy. It was a ship that should have been scrapped long ago, even if its outward appearance of a crouched tarantula appealed to the Hiberians’ sense of familiarity.

      When the doors fizzed and slid open, Hiberian-Orst and Hiberian-Soth stood up and strode across the clearing to the ship with the swagger and confidence of beings who knew the hard work was done, and all that remained was to finish cleaning up.

      The signal they had followed across the known galaxy ended inside the door, at a small round shape lying on the ground. Nearby, a lump of metal in a vaguely human shape stood motionless, occasional flickers in the ports that likely acted as eyes the only sign that it might be more than something awkwardly placed in the way of the doors.

      Their components connected to the mainframe computer told them a humanoid lifeform was present, currently engaged in a private recuperation chamber. Hiberian-Orst instructed the components to disengage the chamber and release the humanoid from its hold. Then, hoping this was Lianetta Jansen, they went to meet it.

      The creature that stumbled out of the hatch, its only hand rummaging in frightfully unkempt hair that was a mirror image of the thrush that hung from its chin, was clearly not a woman. Hiberian-Orst instructed a group of component parts to quickly restrain it, while they prepared a leech for mindreading.

      ‘What is this, a hijack?’ the creature said in common speech. A Farsi, Hiberian-Orst, recognised from his memory banks, a human subspecies which shared most of the same characteristics as their master species, baring slightly larger facial features, an extra toe, and an average lifespan of an extra ten to twenty years. Unconfirmed reports claimed they had a stronger natural body odour and an extended sense of laziness, but his files had stored this information under unconfirmed, possible racial prejudice.

      ‘A hijack,’ Hiberian-Orst said, copying the Farsi’s speech but adding a sibilant ring that made the creature’s eyebrows bounce with alarm. Its one arm reached for a weapon hung from its waist, but Hiberian-Soth’s component parts were too swift, removing the weapon and pinning the creature’s single arm to its side.

      The Farsi groaned when the leech was attached, at first with discomfort, then with pleasure as serotonin was injected into its bloodstream. A relaxed captive gave up its secrets far more easily.

      Within a couple of minutes, the leech had taken all useful information. The Matilda was on a smuggling mission that had gone awry after an attack on a previous stop. The target, Lianetta Jansen, had gone into Seen for an undisclosed reason. While she had taken the original copy of the smuggled goods—stolen for and then stolen from Leon-Ar—a duplicate of the information had been copied to the ship’s main computer.

      Several component parts got to work retrieving the goods, and within a few minutes they had infiltrated the mainframe and retrieved the information, naively neither filed out of sight or encrypted, instead sitting on top of the main hard drive like a spot waiting to be picked.

      In the meantime, Hiberian-Orst arranged the Farsi’s memories into a profile of their target.

      Lianetta Jansen, of unknown age but in the thirty to forty Earth-years’ range, fit, strong, sexually promiscuous and prone to trouble—often caused by excessive drinking and a lack of anger management—and follower of a complex moral code. Fiercely protective of anyone within her close circle—despite subjecting them to relentless trauma, not limited to physical abuse, emotional blackmail, and social rejection—but combative and heartless toward anyone without. Dangerous, as much for her unpredictability as for her skill with weapons, her greatest flaw was an inability to prevent past issues from clouding and influencing her present decisions.

      In short, a target not to be taken lightly, but one that could be taken easily if a few simple rules were followed.

      Killing the Farsi had been high priority. However, it now appeared a hostage situation might prove more successful. A group of component parts headed into the Matilda’s corridors and returned with several lengths of wire rope, with which the Farsi was tied to the immobile metal thing near the door, in the hope that Lianetta Jansen would spot it upon her return.

      In order to illustrate their deadliness, Hiberian-Orst commanded several component parts to remove by forcible pulling alternative strands of the Farsi’s beard, thinning it by exactly half, while inflicting great pain on the prisoner. After eight hundred removed strands, the Farsi passed out, but the cries and moans of agony during the first few hundred had warmed Hiberian-Orst’s reptilian blood.

      It was said in many prisons around the known galaxy that pain was the one thing that made you feel alive.

      When the punishment was over, Hiberian-Orst and Hiberian-Soth broke their entire bodies down into component parts and assumed predatory positions across the whole approach to the ship, as well as inside the main entrance. When Lianetta Jansen arrived, she would be sure to find a terrible surprise waiting for her.

      While letting the main controlling section of his mind remain in a larger component part coiled up in a wind-twisted grassland bush twenty paces from the entrance, Hiberian-Orst wished he had the ability to smile.
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            Lia

          

        

      

    

    
      Something wasn’t right. Caladan was as useless at times as letting a small child play with a very complicated toy, but even he wasn’t stupid enough to leave the main doors wide open. It just wasn’t a done thing. Even on a relatively docile world like Cable, countless hostilities still existed. To a star cruiser captain, the Matilda wasn’t worth spare parts, but to the kind of subsistence farmer scraping an existence out of the barren hills around the city, even a few small parts could be worth a hundred years of getting drunk and laid. You didn’t let your guard down, ever.

      She crept closer. Something slithered through the grass at her feet and she stamped it, finding the crushed head of a little viper under her boot. Snakes. She shivered. There were few things she hated more. Weak wine and Raylan Climlee probably took the top two spots, but snakes would make the top ten, without a doubt. Even the amiable, talking off-world reptilian species sent a tingle of disgust down her back when she was sharing a drink while making a business transaction. You could make a man out of a snake, but you could never take the snake out of a man.

      Where was Harlan5? The droid, stolen and reprogrammed to carry out all the work neither she nor Caladan wanted to do, was a stickler for rules and regulations. Unless he had been damaged, he would at least have closed the doors.

      Perhaps the ship was malfunctioning again. She had planned to get a cheap service done after the payment came in for the delivery of some forged political documents she had run to Dove, but she had found her way into a casino and lost the lot just a couple of days later.

      It was helpful to keep one’s wits about them, but from time to time everyone could be forgiven a little slip.

      She pulled the newly charged blaster from her belt and crept forward, wishing the open moorland offered better cover than the odd half-buried rock.

      The Matilda, looming over her, wasn’t the most picaresque of ships, but she had a certain charm. Unlike many space-built starships, her arachnid design allowed her to land on planets’ surfaces, and though while landed she looked like a half-dead spider with its legs bunched up to its body, during take-off her legs were spread in a magnificent snowflake shape, and then in flight they slotted into each other beneath the ship, leaving her a neat circle. For high-speed travel, she could elongate into an attractive oval—like a teardrop, Caladan had once claimed after a little whisky and a lot of reminiscing—but of course, the only time Lia ever saw the Matilda from outside, she looked like a metallic monstrosity that belonged in a zoo for ugly robots.

      Another snake slithered past her foot, and she crushed it as she had the first, feeling her skin crawl. Looking back at the Matilda, she felt a determination to hold on to it. It wasn’t much, but it was hers, kind of. That it was technically stolen didn’t really matter, not when the previous owner was likely dead.

      The entrance hatch loomed. Twelve feet tall, it made even Harlan5’s towering frame look small. Something odd attracted her attention as she reached the retractable support pillars—a layer of slime on one which could have been scraped from the back of some detestable scaled creature. Lia tensed her finger on her blaster.

      She was halfway up when she saw what had become of her crew.

      Harlan5 stood rooted to the spot, a light in his eyes flickering, but otherwise an immobile lump of metal. Something had disabled his circuits—an enemy, or a trap. Even more of a shock was Caladan, tied to Harlan5’s front with a disorganised assortment of wires. He looked somehow different, as though he had spent the afternoon at the barbers. His beard had frizzed out, and what remained was mottled with something dark.

      Blood, she realised.

      Every instinct screamed at her to run.

      Lia lifted her blaster, pointing it into the ship.

      ‘Come out,’ she whispered.

      From everywhere, something jumped out at her. The trap had been set on every flat surface, an invisible sheet of something living that now connected as it moved into a thick, sticky web that encircled her, squeezing tight. Slime filled her eyes and nose, seeking to close up her senses, lock her down.

      She thought about the snakes in the grass.

      Her blaster lay at her feet, ripped from her hands, out of reach. The rest of her weapons hung around her belt, just a few inches away, but a few too many for her trapped hands.

      There was only the single palm grenade she had set during her meeting with the dealer to test out its feel.

      One shot, and it had to work. But there was nothing to shoot at; everything was wrapped around her, and if she shot at herself, she would die.

      She thought about snakes.

      On some frontier jungle worlds, they kept fires burning at the camp perimeters to keep out the wildlife.

      She could only twist a few inches, and she used her instincts and knowledge of the layout of the Matilda’s interior to set her aim.

      The hatch hydraulic system, filled with an off-world liquid called berm that stayed static and didn’t expand or contract like water did.

      Highly flammable.

      She twisted her palm the only inch the crushing net of life would allow.

      Aimed.

      Fired.

      The tiny grenade broke through the synthetic layer of skin on her palm. She would have screamed if her mouth hadn’t been filled with snakes.

      An explosion, followed by intense heat, followed by a terrified wailing from all over her body, followed by a total relaxation of what held her.

      She hit the ground hard as the creature or creatures or whatever the hell it was slipped off her body and fled. Her hand stung, so she grabbed the fallen blaster with the other, pushed herself sideways and stood.

      Fire engulfed the hatch, filling the air with the stench of burning metal and flesh.

      Harlan5 had shielded Caladan by the angle at which he stood, but the fire was just taking hold of the living organisms which had slicked every available surface. She shoulder-barged the droid, knocking both of them to the ground, then pushed them so they rolled down the hatchway into the grass outside. Lia followed, brushing fire out of her hair.

      Burning snakes lay everywhere, but on the other side of the clearing, near the foot of the ridge, something was running through the grass.

      It was low to the ground, human-shaped but formed of thousands of other creatures all bonded together. Lia dropped to one knee. She quickly extended her new proton rifle, aimed, and fired. The shot hit the creature square in the back, and it broke apart. Hundreds of snakes fled through the grass as Lia got back to her feet to give chase.

      She shot or stamped all that she could, but there were too many. Breathing hard, she chased until exhaustion took her, watching with hands on her thighs as the last disappeared into a stand of low trees.

      Returning to the Matilda, she fetched a fire extinguisher from an external compartment and doused the fire. The Matilda, being made mostly of lightened steel, now had another war wound, but would survive with a few repairs.

      Harlan5 and Caladan were another matter. She cut their bonds, then sat them both up, the Farsi pilot propped up against the droid.

      Caladan was delirious, and Harlan5’s circuits had been fried. From the ship, Lia retrieved a temporary power pack and attached it to Harlan5’s auxiliary battery. His eyes flickered with life, and his head turned to face her.

      ‘Captain!’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘My programming tells me we were ambushed, and my stored memory says those were Hiberian assassins from the moon Jan-Jan-Last. They’re some of the deadliest in the known galaxy. You were very lucky.’

      Lia rubbed her palm. She had affixed the grenade wrong and it had taken a circle of natural skin with it when it broke through the synthetic layer. It would be a while before she could hold a blaster without a grimace. ‘I don’t feel it.’

      ‘It could be worse. My programming tells me I got screwed, and that Caladan got screwed even more than I did.’

      ‘What did they want?’

      Harlan5 turned to face her. ‘Want? I’d guess to kill you. Oh, and that chip.’

      ‘The chip? I destroyed it. You had the … copy. Harlan … did they take it?’

      The droid looked down. ‘My programming tells me I should feel ashamed to have been ambushed and robbed. It is violation for a droid to have one’s body cavity entered by something unauthorised.’

      ‘So they took it?’

      ‘I’m afraid so, yes.’

      Lia scowled. ‘I need to get it back.’

      She stood up, but before she had taken more than a handful of steps, a roaring noise through the trees announced the departure of a shuttle, its thrusters flaring as it rose up into the sky.

      ‘That’s them; that’s the Hiberians. Harlan, we have to go after it.’

      Harlan5 shook his head. ‘Not for a while, I’m afraid, Captain. You blew up the hatch hydraulics. The Matilda can’t go anywhere until we can shut the door.’
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      Caladan wasn’t about to regain his senses any time soon. As soon as the fire had abated and the seared steel cooled, Lia dragged him into the ship and put him back in the recuperation pod, where, if nothing else, he would have sweet dreams for a while. Then, with Harlan5’s circuits still fried, she retrieved the quad bike from its bay and drove back into Seen to look for a mechanic.

      It was easier to plan than to do without contacts and a need to find someone discreet. Her homing instinct begged her to return to her mother’s place and seek advice, but the shame of what had happened kept her away. Trina didn’t need to know the chip’s duplicate was gone, or how close Lia had come to death at the slimy hands of the Hiberians. Sometimes shame had to be shouldered by the one who had earned it.

      After a while hunting through the worst part of town, she found someone who would fix up a droid without asking questions. The cost was astronomical, but the silence it bought was worth every credit. The mechanic, a Tolgier who reminded her a little too much of Leon-Ar, took her and the quad bike back out to the Matilda in a hover transport fully equipped with repairing systems.

      After inspecting Harlan5, the Tolgier informed Lia that the droid would take two Earth-days to fix.

      Lia did what she did best while she waited, going back into Seen and getting as drunk as possible in the worst places she could find. Rather than dragging some unwitting fellow customer off to bed, though, she bought a lot of drinks for strangers and let it slip she was a trader beneath the law looking for passage to the outer planets. Soon, she found herself involved in conversations with other smugglers and lowlifes.

      Among lots of useless information, she learned that a freighter was heading for Abalon 3 in a couple of days. On its journey it would dock at several of the planet’s moons for unloading and restocking. Several of the smugglers in her new circle had invested interests in the freighter, for reasons hidden away in its cargo holds that would be secreted away at the other end.

      As the evening gave way to Seen’s long night—fourteen Earth-hours—Lia pinpointed which of the traders she needed to get on side and then closed in. For a small trade, he was able to offer her a berth as an independent traveller, with fake company documents pertaining to her status as a shipment adviser. For once the trade didn’t include her body, but rather some contacts she had in the Phevius System for starship machine parts which had conveniently lost their serial numbers.

      Shortly before dawn, she returned to the Matilda and oversaw Harlan5’s repairs. Caladan remained in a deep, euphoric sleep, but from the gradually growing smile on his inert face, she could tell he would awaken soon. She wished the mechanic would hurry up, because once Caladan woke, leaving on her own would become much harder.

      [image: ]
* * *

      ‘How are you feeling?’

      The droid’s eyes twinkled. ‘My programming tells me much better. I went offline for a while there, didn’t I?’

      ‘Do you remember what happened?’

      ‘I discovered a tracking beacon attached to the ship. I believe its origin comes from the Grun Freighter where you stole the chip.’

      ‘When Caladan slipped out to pick up some cargo,’ Lia said with the hint of a smile. ‘I guess someone wanted to know where we were going.’

      ‘It is my guess that the Tolgier with whom you did business wanted to keep tabs on your movements prior to the delivery of his shipment.’

      Lia nodded. ‘I guess he played it right, considering I screwed him, and, um, screwed him.’

      ‘I don’t follow. You performed the same action twice?’

      ‘Never mind. Listen, I need to go back into Seen on business for a couple of days. I’m leaving Caladan in charge of the ship, but if he isn’t pulling his weight, feel free to throw him back into his recharging tank and assume control.’

      ‘Are you giving me authority to assume control of the Matilda? I need official authorisation in order to carry out that duty.’

      Lia held up a hand. ‘Sure, whatever. Just don’t let anything happen to my ship.’

      Harlan5 snapped a salute. ‘As you command, Captain.’

      ‘Okay, good. Well, I’d best get going.’

      Leaving Harlan5 plugged in to the ship’s electrical systems to charge his batteries, Lia went to the bridge and left a handwritten note for Caladan on his copilot’s chair:

      

      Cal,

      The ship is busted. Fix it then come rescue me. I’m heading to Abalon 3 to destroy the duplicate chip stolen from the Matilda by those snake things and ideally to kill the man who ordered it. You’ll find me. Just look for the biggest shit storm and you’ll likely find me at the centre. Your new style looks good, by the way; very fetching. If you pull this off, I’ll consider lowering myself to sleep with you, and perhaps even pretend to enjoy it.

      Don’t be late,

      L.

      P.S. Don’t lose or break the droid, and make sure to flush the electrical systems for any leftover snakes. There were some pretty small ones and if they got in your sleep helmet during stasis-ultraspace it could be really unpleasant.

      

      Then, wiping away what she hoped was a tear of exhaustion and not regret, she took the quad bike and headed back into Seen. There, she sold the bike for extra credits, then headed for the spaceport.

      Much to her surprise, the forged documents worked perfectly, and Lia found herself strapped into a planetary shuttle for the trip up to the freighter waiting in orbit. Through the shuttle’s circular windows, the freighter came up on their right. Lia groaned. It was a Grun XL V16, a newer model to the one they had watched get destroyed after stealing the chip that had got her into this mess. Not massive for an inter-system type craft, it was still a couple of miles of featureless corridors and cargo bays, with a small living section at its rear end. For a simple planetary hop there would be no exit into stasis-ultraspace, but the journey would be far more unpleasant as the ship ramped up the speed required to get it out to Abalon 3 within an Earth-week. Each passenger and crew member had a stasis-berth, but for many, the entertainments level would be their residence for the next few days. Lia wanted a decent sleep, but it was hard to resist the opportunity to gain a few contacts, particularly as everyone on board was all heading the same way.

      After boarding, and finding her way along with the other passengers and replacement crew to the living quarters, where her documents allowed her an empty grey room with a stasis-ultraspace pod as its only item of furniture, she watched through the monitor screens as Cable slipped away into the distance. It was hard not to feel a sense of regret, that her mistakes had led her here, hunting a dangerous enemy, her ragtag but faithful crew left behind.

      As the engines let out a sudden low hum that made the freighter rattle, and the world outside the monitor screens became a blur of passing lights, she hoped only that she could handle herself as well as she thought she could, because no matter what she had faced so far, the danger was only just beginning.
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      The Hiberian knelt in the mud, its composite head bowed.

      ‘We failed,’ a serpentine voice said. ‘Lianetta Jansen defeated one of us, and nearly defeated the other. A skilled opponent, she understood our nature, and exploited our weakness.’

      Leon-Ar, despite his frustration, was still afraid of the creature knelt in front of him. ‘Did she sustain no injury?’

      ‘Some. Her crew and ship are disabled. And in some compensation, we have recovered the item you required.’

      A thin snake whipped out of the creature’s body, something tiny held in its jaws. It dropped the chip into Leon-Ar’s outstretched hand and withdrew. The Tolgier frowned.

      ‘This isn’t the same item. It’s newer.’

      The Hiberian nodded. ‘This is an exact replica. Our infiltration of the ship’s computers confirmed it. You will find no difference between this and your original. We can only surmise that the original was in Lianetta Jansen’s possession, or had previously been destroyed.’

      ‘Well, thank you for your efforts.’

      The Hiberian didn’t move. Snake eyes watched Leon-Ar, then its body began to shudder, working up into a blurry vibration before breaking down into hundreds of tiny snakes, which slithered away into the river, the undergrowth, and the rocks, until there was nothing left of the Hiberian assassin but a few slime trails rapidly drying out in the sun.

      ‘We thank you for your challenge,’ came the strange echoey voice from the cliff. ‘We look forward to working with you again. Due to our unforeseen failure to complete the mission, you have, as perhaps your human master-species might call it, one in the bank. Please visit our nest again.’

      The cliff fell silent. Leon-Ar’s frustration was diffused somewhat by the recovering of the chip, and the knowledge that Lia Jansen was stuck on Cable. After he had collected his overdue reward from Raylan Climlee, he planned to vanish from the system, and his path would never cross Lia’s again.

      He waded out into the river to await the boat from Jak.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He wasn’t sad to see the back of Jan-Jan-Last. He gave it the finger through the porthole of his shuttle as he returned to orbit, rolling the chip over in his other hand, dreaming of what he could buy with the fee Raylan owed him. A new starship, perhaps, or maybe even a large and spacious abode on one of the more favorable planets, somewhere with a decent pleasure quarter. The options were endless.

      The journey through stasis-ultraspace lasted a couple of Earth-days. By the time the skies cleared and the tiny brown ball of Abalon 3 appeared on his monitors, Leon-Ar was salivating at the coming meeting. Raylan Climlee was known as the richest warlord in the Fire Quarter, so there might even be a bonus due for all Leon-Ar’s extra effort, despite the threats Raylan had made.

      He docked his ship at Raylan’s main orbiting refinement centre. All around him, massive starships stood at dock, waiting for the shipments of condensed trioxyglobin to be distributed across the known galaxy. There were far more in dock than he had expected; perhaps there was a delay. Not wanting to concern himself with Raylan’s legitimate business issues, Leon-Ar closed down the monitors and went to find the warlord.

      Raylan, much to Leon-Ar’s surprise, offered to meet with him almost immediately. A subordinate came to collect him, leading him back through long corridors to Raylan’s main audience chamber.

      The diminutive warlord sat on an ugly, lumpy throne at the room’s far end. At first the shining surfaces confused Leon-Ar, until he realised the whole thing was made of the shining enamel of millions of human teeth. Not wanting to dwell too long on something so macabre, he stopped a respectable distance away and dropped to one knee, his head bowed.

      ‘Lord, I have returned. I have recovered the chip that was lost. I ask your forgiveness, and I ask that you please still recompense me in part for my efforts. I have failed you, but I have also done my best to correct my mistake. Forgive me, Lord.’

      ‘Look at me.’

      Leon-Ar looked up. A photon blaster that looked too huge in Raylan’s tiny hand pointed at his face.

      ‘I retrieved this throne from storage just for you,’ Raylan said. ‘You get to be a part of it now. It contains the teeth of everyone who has ever failed me. Failure is failure, you stinking Tolgier baboon. You should have run when you had the chance and never come back. I do, however, appreciate the chip’s recovery. Do you have any idea of how hard it was to find someone capable of developing that? A good job you’ll have no need to be more careful in the future.’

      Leon-Ar opened his mouth to speak, but there was no time. The last thing he knew was a humming sound, and a bright green light.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Raylan

          

        

      

    

    
      The Tolgier’s blasted body was already starting to stink, bowels that were far larger than those of its human master-species opening up on death. Raylan tossed his photon blaster to the floor, then called for some servants to remove Leon-Ar’s body and find an incinerator or dung heap somewhere.

      First, he had them search the body. The chip was in the palm of the Tolgier’s hand, and Raylan gratefully dropped it into a pocket of his robe. He really did appreciate the Tolgier making good on his mistake, but a mistake was a mistake, and if you got too soft, your enemies would use you as a trampoline.

      At least, that was what another warlord had told him, shortly before Raylan shot him in the back.

      ‘Prepare my shuttle,’ he shouted to another orderly. ‘I leave for Abalon 3’s surface immediately.’

      The chip was a welcome bump in his pocket, one he looked forward to setting to profit right away. As he headed through the corridors to his shuttle’s launch site, he opened up a local web connection on the computer fitted into his left wrist and made sure all his documentation was in place. In a hundred locations he had requests to purchase contaminated land in position, some already filed under false dates that would be updated immediately upon the virus taking effect. Trill System’s law required the first serious offer to be given first refusal on any land agreement, and Raylan was a step ahead of any other mining operation in the system.

      Soon, he would hold a complete monopoly.

      He boarded the shuttle and headed for the surface. For a few brief hours they were caught in orbit while a firestorm raged, appearing out of nowhere as they often did, so by the time a break in the impenetrable wall of flame and heat allowed the shuttle through, he was desperate for food, and also for the toilet his shuttle didn’t have.

      Landing in Avar, the closest spaceport, he made his way to his private apartment block and called his advisors to gather. As he followed moving conveyor belts threading through thick glass tunnels designed only for off-worlders, while outside the tubes the adapted Abalonis walked freely in the air, he dreamed of the coming day when the useless dirt farmers would be no more, and the ground would open up to release its treasures. Only then could Raylan begin the completion of his true plans.

      Scorched, they were, the silver of their metallic bodies quickly blackened by fallout from the firestorms that raged every few days. Even here in Avar, with its giant steel net and sprinkler system, the surface was regularly burned clean. Houses were stumps in the sand, mostly underground, with only a few fire-resistant tower-pyramids reaching defiantly into the sky.

      His private apartment suite was in the tallest tower, and was the only area of the building with windows.

      Replaced since his last visit, he stared down at the battered spaceport while waiting for his advisors to arrive. In the streets, the Abaloni farmers wandered back and forth, going about their business without fuss, their human faces smiling and laughing, their curved metal bodies preparing to fold in on themselves at a moment’s notice.

      A knock announced the arrival of his team.

      As always, he had insisted they bring the analysis machinery with them, so he waited impatiently while a group of orderlies carried a bulky analyser into the room and set it up near the window. His advisors, six of the most intelligent but heartless men he had ever known, talked among themselves, preparing what they would each say when he called them to attention.

      Finally, the machine was ready.

      ‘Gentlemen,’ Raylan said. ‘I have the virus.’

      He passed the chip to Fardo Galad, his head advisor. The man, a shriveled, over-old human with a few strands of beard hung below an ancient face that was leathery skin pulled tight over skull, smiled, revealing the stumps of a couple of blackened teeth.

      ‘Let us scan the contents,’ he wheezed, his voice like escaping air passed through a dying animal.

      Images appeared on the screen, numbers and letters, connecting lines and fuzz. It meant nothing at all to Raylan, who smiled and nodded as if party to some great conspiracy. Around him, the advisors ahhed with delight.

      ‘It is complete,’ Fardo said. ‘The upload can be undertaken at once.’

      ‘Do it,’ Raylan said. ‘Let’s clear out these fiends.’

      Two other men attached a cable to the machine, then plugged it into a port on the wall. Fardo pressed a few buttons on the touch screen, then stepped back and nodded.

      ‘Infiltrating,’ he said. ‘Within a couple of minutes, every charging station in Avar will be infected. We should watch for the effect.’

      ‘How long before the next storm?’

      ‘There is one due in a few hours.’

      Raylan nodded. ‘Good, good.’

      Leaving his advisors to continue their work, he went to take a nap. With the soundproof door neatly closed, he called up the Lady Julienne on intercom and had her pleasure him with words. Then, satisfied, he lay back on the freshly changed sheets, his hands behind his head, and dreamed of the wealth, riches, and power that would soon be his.
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* * *

      He was still dozing when someone knocked a few hours later.

      ‘Lord, the storm is imminent,’ said Fardo Galad. ‘You might like to see how the virus works.’

      They went to a viewing platform overlooking a small market square. Abalonis moved back and forth, going about their business. They looked like slightly stooped humans, as though weighed down by something. Under their plain clothes, though, they were half machine, coated with a form of body armor that over the generations had become part of them, so that now it grew and bred with them, only its computer memory and their need to charge electrically as well as with material sustenance setting them apart from regular bio-organic species.

      ‘Look, Lord. The sky.’

      Blue had turned red, like an imminent sunset. Clouds were rolling in, but they sparked and raged with flickering electricity. On the ground, Abalonis were closing down their shops, pulling thick shutters across storefronts, and steel barriers over doors. They showed no sign of panic, only a kind of bored lethargy, as though this were an often-repeated chore.

      Across the square, a large stone rectangle with circular beds of protruding wires—reminding Raylan of a soaked sponge pressed down in the middle—stood beside a sign that said CHARGING STATION in four languages, one inter-planetary, and three regional. Two Abalonis were in the processing of disconnecting, standing up slowly as the wires unplugged from dozens of ports across their backs. It made them look hideous, Raylan thought, the way their backs were an acneous ruin of input docks, but they had generations ago realised that a single charging point for their entire body took too long. Now, each segment and limb was an isolated unit with its own charging point, significantly reducing the required time.

      Both Abalonis glanced up at the sky as they moved away. One headed straight into a building, the other wandered across the square to talk to another couple of gapers, seemingly unconcerned.

      ‘Here it goes,’ Fardo said.

      The sky, slowly reddening, turned a sudden crimson, as dark as a demon’s blood. Even through sound-proofed walls, the storm’s roar came as a dull rumble, but outside it was deafening anyone it was not incinerating.

      The air began to fill with glittery rain, like the falling remnants of fireworks. When it was thick enough to obscure everything, it began to move sideways, as though the shiny raindrops were attracting each other, and then, with an ear-melting crack, an immense whoosh of fire engulfed the entire town. Raylan shielded his eyes and flinched away.

      Despite the glass measuring nearly ten inches thick, it quickly became hot to the touch, and then the view blurred as the outer layer began to melt. With reluctance Raylan stepped back, then waved at a orderly to engage the shield screen.

      A black sheet slid down over the window, until only the lights from inside the room remained. Raylan paced back and forth, angry, waiting for the storm to pass.

      Finally, Fardo, peering at a list of measurements on a computer screen, lifted his head. ‘The storm has abated,’ he said. ‘You may have the screen raised, Lord.’

      When the black screen slid up, Raylan saw small robotic polishers already at work smoothing out the window glass’s outer surface. Even so, the view of the plaza below was somewhat distorted, the glass having warped in the heat.

      ‘See there,’ Fardo said. ‘Those are uninfected.’

      Three metal balls, quite smooth, sat in the middle of the plaza as though left by the storm. With Raylan watching, one rolled a short distance and started shaking, then began to open up, unfolding until a human form stood there. The man looked over his shoulder, nodded to his companions, then walked off, disappearing down a side street between two blackened lines of houses.

      A few minutes later, the other two opened up. One started off after the first, but the second waved him back, and pointed to a lump of metal lying in the sand near a blackened water fountain.

      It was unrecognizable as anything that had once been human.

      ‘The virus,’ Fardo said, a wide grin on his sinister face, ‘causes their defense mechanism to invert.’

      ‘Invert?’

      ‘They fold outwards instead of in. Even if the folding procedure doesn’t kill them, the firestorm incinerates the human part of their body. It is a most … gruesome death.’

      The ten-inch thick window hid the screams from onlookers as other survivors of the firestorm gathered around the body, but from the way some of the newest arrivals gestured, the victim was not alone.

      ‘They call it “unhatching”,’ Fardo said. ‘It requires nearly all of an Abaloni’s stored charge power, so many of the more cautious will not know they are infected until too late. The virus is passed through the charging stations. The cities and towns have their own individual grids, but as people travel, the virus will spread.’ Fardo smiled again. ‘Just like a plague.’

      Raylan could barely conceal his excitement. His eyes gazed out above the city’s low skyline to the orange-colored hills bordering the spaceport to the north. Beneath each was a billion tons of carbonised trioxyglobin ore, just waiting to be excavated and sold for vast profit.

      Or stored for an invasion fleet.

      His team estimated it would take less than three Earth-months to decimate Abalon 3’s population, leave the land blighted, production at a standstill, and the economy close to collapse.

      Then he would step in, and kindly offer to remove their problems.

      An alarm blared. Raylan jumped, spinning around.

      ‘What’s that?’

      Fardo Galad and his other advisers looked at one another, their bitter, spiteful faces filled with dismay.

      ‘Oh, this isn’t good,’ Fardo said.

      ‘What isn’t?’

      ‘That’s an old city system that hasn’t been used in perhaps … forever. It’s mentioned in the city records, but this is the first ever use outside of a drill.’

      Raylan stamped his feet. ‘I don’t care about the stupid history. What does it mean?’

      ‘The city has been placed under quarantine. No one is allowed in or out.’

      ‘So they have discovered the virus?’

      ‘Impossible. But the deaths have left them shaken. They will search for it, Lord.’

      ‘Will they find it?’

      ‘It is miniscule. Their systems, while complex, are old. That’s what made them such an easy target. It will take years to find. However, they might keep the city in lockdown until they do. There are other spaceports.’

      Raylan glowered. ‘Inconvenient, but a mere stepping stone. We will have to arrange for its spread ourselves.’
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      In the entertainment sector, there was a collective drunken groan as an announcement came over the intercom that docking above Avar, Abalon 3’s main spaceport, was no longer possible. The announcement gave three other alternative sites, but many passengers were outraged, demanding an explanation.

      Lia, who had kept her ears close to the ground throughout the trip, immediately knew where she might find information. One passenger she had passed a rather pleasurable time of day with was smuggling information hidden inside an incongruous shipment of off-world foodstuffs: extensive lists of interplanetary contacts through which companies could market. He had a familiarity with people Lia found incredible, seemingly holding a sweeping knowledge of each other passenger and their business.

      By the time she found him, he was already talking animatedly in a group of gathered traders about how the spaceport was quarantined due to an outbreak of some disease. A hundred Abalonis had died in the most recent firestorm when their protection systems failed to work as they had for generations, and an investigation was underway.

      Lia wanted to scream with frustration. It meant that Raylan had already implemented the virus. She was too late, but at least the quarantine meant the people outside of Avar were safe. It also gave her a good starting point to locate the warlord.

      Boxar was a secondary spaceport a couple of thousand Earth-miles from Avar. Much smaller, Lia boarded a surface shuttle with most disembarking passengers and landed in the spaceport a couple of hours later. The shuttle, a rectangular lump that flew with the finesse of a thrown brick, lacked grace, but was reinforced against the firestorms that could come out of nowhere. As a garrulous passenger strapped in beside her explained, movement from place to place on Abalon 3 was severely restricted. Even a weak firestorm could damage a transport and leave it stranded, so only specially reinforced craft operated by native inhabitants had freedom of movement, while interplanetary trips were made only by exclusive permission.

      Lia zoned out as the passenger slipped into a dull monologue about the planet’s ecosystem—giant, but long-extinct worms had carved a web of massive tunnels, within which much of the planet’s population now resided, and all of its unadapted off-worlders—but she had the information she needed.

      Using it, however, was another problem.

      Boxar was as pleasant as a city constantly ravaged by firestorms could be. Despite the sprinkler mesh rising in a dome over the city that spared the streets from the total scorched earth that the countryside beyond received, it was still a bleak place of empty sand streets lined by grey-box buildings with reinforced walls. Tiny robots worked continuously on structural repairs, but where tenants had either run out of money or given up trying to limit the damage, houses were blackened, charred lumps, irregular shapes of grey-black coal protruding from the surface.

      Few people walked the streets above ground. As the ship came in to land, Lia watched through a small port window the handfuls of local people walking the streets, conducting business like they would in any other city, defiantly defying the impending cataclysm of the planet’s natural habitat.

      Below ground, however, the world was far livelier, with huge spotlights illuminating a subterranean city built in wormholes that were hundreds of metres high. Everything hummed with the life that wasn’t obvious from the surface, although Lia found the vast majority of the populace were off-worlders of all descriptions: humans and various human subspecies, scaly, spine-backed Rue-Tik-Tan, jellified Gorm on their mobile carts, spindly, bony Kathlistini, all of them traders in the subsurface minerals bored out of the tunnel walls by Abaloni natives. Lia, her forged papers allowing her entrance wherever she chose, wandered from place to place, listening for information, searching for some way she might get to Avar and find Raylan before he discovered a way to spread the virus.

      The usual form of intercity land transport—ancient trains running on rails through the tunnels—was in total lockdown. Traders, bemoaning the possibility of moving from spaceport to spaceport in search of better prices, drowned their sorrows in the subterranean bars, but, aware that every minute she wasted meant more lives would be lost, Lia headed for the surface.

      It was necessary to wear her respirator during passage above ground, but the air—the presence of trioxyglobin aside—was suitable for human lungs. She lowered her respirator’s density until she could barely feel it at all and was breathing the air eighty percent pure.

      Above ground, in the aftermath of a firestorm, the air was crisp with static and contained damp warmth from the sprinklers raining down on the city. Few buildings smoked; over the years reinforced fire-resistant layers had been added to most visible surfaces. Only the ground, which was so hot special shoes bought at each exit had to be worn, showed signs of scorching.

      Several Abalonis wandered around as though nothing was amiss, their slightly stooped frames shuffling around under the weight of their metal protective casings. Lia exchanged pleasantries with some in the common language, inquiring where she might find something that could fly.

      All inquiries pointed her to a junk hangar in the north part of town.
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* * *

      Haverland shook her hand with one of his five remaining arms. Introducing himself as a Karpali off-worlder, he went on to explain that he had lived and traded in Boxar for more than fifty Earth-years. After she found her eyes drawn to the stump of his missing sixth arm one too many times, he laughed and told her it had died and dropped off in his sleep one day, before bemoaning two-armed humans for ignoring the three extra good ones.

      ‘Your people are fascinated with failure,’ he said. ‘It’s a wonder you got anywhere out in the galaxy, although being naturally combative goes a long way.’

      Lia just shrugged. ‘I need to get to Avar,’ she said. ‘I heard you can help me.’

      ‘Why? You know it’s quarantined, don’t you?’

      Lia nodded. ‘That’s why I need to go there. I have family trapped and I need to get them out.’

      ‘Family? Abalonis?’

      Lia shook her head. ‘No. Human. Traders, like you.’

      The Karpali shivered, filling the air immediately around its body with droplets of water. ‘I’m not sure I can help you. I run a reputable business.’

      Lia was watching him closely. She had encountered Karpali before, and something about Haverland didn’t seem right. Karpali had a slightly higher body temperature than humans, and if she wasn’t cold, he shouldn’t be.

      ‘Supply line got cut?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Your fix. I know because I need one from time to time too. What is it? Earth-whisky?’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘I’m guessing you were expecting a shipment from Avar any day now, and it hasn’t shown up. Look. I work in the delivery and collection business. I need to get to Avar, preferably before the next storm rolls in. I plan to come back this way when I’m done, so I can bring back whatever it is you need. Find me an unmarked fighter, something that can fly and shoot.’

      Haverland turned his head from side to side, bones clicking together. Large muscular ears flexed, and his nose revolved in a slow circle.

      ‘It’s called Zalamax. It gives me a little pick-me-up, that’s all. What with all these storms, I often feel a little … under the weather.’

      ‘Give me the name and address of your contact. Don’t write it down; I’ll memorise it.’

      ‘How can I trust you? You walked in through my door just five minutes ago.’

      Lia reached into her pocket and pulled out a tattered leather wallet. She flipped it open to reveal a silver badge, slightly gummed in its angles, but still resplendent.

      ‘Because I’m Galactic Military Police,’ she said. ‘Estron Quadrant Command.’

      Haverland drew back. Blasters appeared in his two middle hands. ‘Is this some kind of a bust?’

      Lia stepped back and lifted her hands, shaking her head. ‘No. This is unofficial. This is my word to you.’

      A slow grin spread across Haverland’s face. ‘Well, if that’s the case, then you won’t mind leaving your badge as insurance.’

      Lia hesitated. The badge was her last link to her past, and despite leaving the military police in acrimonious circumstances, the badge still held power. It had got her out of difficult situations in the past, and without it, she was truly a no one.

      ‘Agreed,’ she said. ‘Just make sure you’ve got a fighter that’s fast.’

      Haverland laughed. ‘Oh, I have. Don’t worry about that. They have to be to outrun the storms.’

      Lia nodded. ‘You can drop the guns now.’

      ‘Not until you drop the badge. I’ve seen your people at work, and for the likes of me, it usually isn’t pretty.’

      ‘Like I said, this is unofficial.’ She tossed the badge to the floor, and Haverland bent to pick it up, still keeping two blasters trained on her. He put it into a pocket in the thick grey coverall he wore, then nodded.

      ‘A pleasure doing business. Follow me.’

      He led Lia to a small motorised cart and then drove them both through hangar after hangar of crumbling, decaying spacecraft, some barely more than wrecks, others partially dismantled. Some ships hummed with the presence of palm-sized recycling robots, others were dusty and silent. Far above, the hangars rose into blackness, their ceilings invisible.

      ‘Quite an operation you have here,’ Lia said.

      ‘You get a lot of fools trying to fly in through the firestorms,’ Haverland said. ‘Someone needs to go pick up the remains. The government requires it. I even get a stipend for each craft I pull in. Most just sit here. Not much business, and there are far cheaper traders out in the asteroid belt where you won’t have the hassle of getting a ship through a thousand-degree firestorm.’

      The cart stopped at a large pair of steel doors. Haverland called over a limping transportation droid and had it open them, revealing a small fighter spacecraft sitting on a frame of steel girders.

      ‘A Dirt Devil? Is that it?’

      Haverland shrugged. ‘I pulled it out of the ruins of a freighter that crashed in a storm a couple of Earth-years back. Landing gear was busted, but the rest works fine. You wanted something fast.’

      ‘And preferably safe to fly in a firestorm.’

      ‘Look, I’m a junk dealer. Perhaps you should take your request to enter a quarantined zone to the city governor?’

      Lia scowled. While Haverland hadn’t strictly duped her, going out on the surface of a fire planet in something as lightweight and flimsy as a Dirt Devil was asking for trouble. Worse, if a storm happened to rage, it was a death wish.

      ‘Take it or leave it,’ Haverland said. ‘I can give you back your badge and we can part company having never met. It’s your choice.’

      ‘I’ll take it,’ Lia said.
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      ‘It is a violation of the rights of an off-worlder,’ the Gorm shouted through its translating device up at the man standing behind a glass screen on the stage. From his position near the auditorium’s side wall, Raylan listened to his plant continue his attack. ‘We are not susceptible to some sickness passed around by your people. We have the right to leave, and continue our business.’

      ‘Until the cause of the malfunction is discovered, Avar remains under quarantine,’ shouted Governor Tianne of Avar.

      ‘You pompous fool,’ shouted another one of Raylan’s plants, a Barelaon mercenary. By their very combative demeanour, Barelaons were a perfect incendiary foil to the more diplomatic Gorms, which resembled harmless squares of jelly transported by motorised carts. ‘You deny us travel, yet your ministry was seen dispatching transports just this morning. You are a liar and a thief, and if anyone is to blame for this tragedy, it’s you.’

      The dispatch was a lie, but it achieved its purpose. ‘Have that person removed,’ the governor shouted. ‘This meeting will not descend into chaos.’

      ‘You’re a suppressor of off-worlder rights,’ shouted the Barelaon, as guards pushed through the crowd toward him. ‘Don’t forget who runs your economy.’

      As the Barelaon was dragged away, Raylan whispered to an advisor to prepare the man’s bail and safe passage up to the asteroid belt as agreed. Then he turned back to the meeting, delighting in the general chaos that continued to ensue, as one by one, his plants riled up the crowd until Governor Tianne came across as an oppressive dictator suppressing their freedom of movement.

      As expected, in the end his stance caved.

      ‘One transport per day to Boxar,’ he said. ‘Off-worlders only. Papers must be correct, and all passengers will be searched and carefully monitored. And should signs of this affliction appear elsewhere, further quarantines will be established, and severe restrictions will be placed on all off-worlders.’

      A general sense of satisfaction came over the crowd, but Raylan wasn’t done. Nudging an advisor toward the front, he suppressed a smile as his man shouted, ‘Tyrant!’ while Governor Tianne was getting down off the stage.

      [image: ]
* * *

      ‘We will bide our time,’ he told his assembled advisors, back in his private apartments. ‘I will return to my base to oversee the operation. Fardo Galad will lead a small team to Boxar, but from there you will lay low a few days until you can find further transportation to Daventar, the largest city. You will implement the virus in the charging station network below ground only at Boxar, shortly before departure, then citywide when you reach Daventar. The lag time before discovery will allow you to implement the virus sufficiently. Daventar is a city of a million people. Quarantining it will be impossible and the spread of the virus vast and devastating.’

      His advisors began to clap. Raylan nodded, taking in the applause, looking from eye to eye as he did so for any who showed anything less than pure adulation. Diminutive as he was, when surrounded by a group he often felt like a praised child, and it sometimes required a regular death or two just to ensure loyalty. He picked out a couple who weren’t clapping with quite enough enthusiasm for possible torture at a later date.

      With the advisors dismissed, he returned to his wallscreen monitor, which currently displayed a local news feed.

      He would be lying if he didn’t admit a sense of frustration. The virus should be sweeping the planet by now, but instead, the sudden quarantine appeared to have done its job. He needed to be more careful, or the whole plan could go awry. Like puzzle pieces slipping into place, it only took one mistake to ruin the whole picture. He didn’t yet have the resources to take the entire planet by force, not when militaries from Cable and Feint would be swift to come to Abalon 3’s aid, but soon, if he couple procure the mining land and its rich seams of trioxyglobin, he would have the strength to take the fight to them. And then, the Trill system would be his.

      The report on the screen changed. Raylan’s ears pricked up. A body had been found in a tunnel some fifty Earth-miles outside Avar, suggesting an infected Abaloni had got out before the quarantine was set up.

      Well, well. Perhaps Governor Tianne and his meddling would prove too late after all, but no matter. Within hours, Fardo Galad would be heading for Boxar with the virus, ready to unleash hell on the rest of the planet.

      ‘You fools,’ he muttered, stamping his feet, his gnarled hands clenched into fists. ‘You play with me, you play with the firestorms themselves.’

      Soon, soon. Soon, Avalon 3’s population would be wiped out, and the trioxyglobin and its riches would fall into his hands.
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      The robot was standing outside the recuperation chamber when Caladan emerged. It immediately snapped a sarcastic salute as though it had been waiting for him to get up for some time. It crossed Caladan’s mind to offer some cheap retort, but he noticed the timer on the machine had been set to let him sleep for three days, something only Lianetta would have done, so his thoughts immediately turned to his erratic captain.

      ‘Where is she?’

      Harlan5 bleeped. ‘She followed the chip,’ he said.

      ‘Well, that’s helpful. Any more light you could shed on the situation?’

      ‘She’s gone to Abalon 3. She left you a note. While of course it’s supposed to be private, being a simple robot means I’m not really breaking any rules by viewing it. At least so my programming claimed.’

      ‘No, of course not.’

      With Harlan5 in tow, Caladan went to the bridge and read Lia’s note. ‘Did you do as she asked? Did you flush the electrical systems?’

      Harlan5 shook his head. ‘My programming suggested that to act on your orders before you had ordered them was an act of mutiny.’

      Caladan aimed a kick at Harlan’s leg. ‘Well, get to it. Get those systems working again, you useless piece of junk.’

      ‘My programming suggests that there is a statistical unlikelihood that the captain will consider sexual relations with you regardless of whether you rescue her or not. That statistic is close to zero percent.’

      ‘Do you like this planet?’

      ‘My programming suggests it’s not altogether unpleasant.’

      ‘Because if you don’t shut up and get on with your work, you might find yourself left on it.’

      Harlan5 scuttled out of the way of another kick. ‘My programming suggests that you’re still a little irritable,’ he said, skipping out of the door.

      Caladan scowled after the departed robot. It would be a long journey to Abalon 3 without Lia to diffuse the tension between them. Still, first, he had to figure out a way to get there. According to the computer reports, the ship’s sealant system was damaged, meaning any attempt to leave Cable’s atmosphere would see them implode.

      He knew nothing about Cable, other than it was flat and boring with relatively interesting entertainments districts in its cities. His job was to drive the ship; Lia was responsible for doing all the dangerous stuff, while Harlan5 kept everything working in the background. She had gone into Seen to seek advice about the chip, but where had she gone?

      ‘Robot!’ he shouted, then remembered a call button on the dashboard which connected to Harlan5’s circuits. A moment later the droid appeared in the doorway.

      ‘Can I help?’

      ‘That tracking chip the captain had, it still working?’

      ‘Oh, we’re way out of range now.’

      ‘I don’t mean right now. I mean since we landed. Does it have a record of where she went in the city?’

      ‘Of course. There is a log on the mainframe computer.’

      Caladan, refusing to react to the sarcasm in the robot’s voice, searched through menus and lists of options on the screen. The computer was older than he was, a positive antique by current standards, its voice-automated control long broken, so he was required to do everything using a battered keyboard they had bought in a junk shop back in the Phevius System.

      ‘Use the search box,’ Harlan said, tapping the screen with a metal finger.

      ‘I was getting to that,’ Caladan said. ‘My brain doesn’t work as quickly as yours, does it?’

      ‘My programming tells me that humanity and its various subspecies long ago came to terms with the inherent flaws in its species’ genetic makeup. Brain implants are apparently a popular thing these days.’

      ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’

      Ignoring the robot, which continued to blather on in the background, Caladan pulled up a list of the last movements of Lia before she left the planet. It seemed she had employed a robotics engineer to fix Harlan, but had done nothing for the ship.

      ‘You wanted to give me a lag, didn’t you?’ he muttered, too quietly for Harlan to hear. ‘You’re trying to protect us while throwing yourself into as much danger as you can find. Well, too late, Captain, dear. We’re a team now.’

      ‘Would you like me to contact Seen’s spaceport and arrange passage to Abalon 3?’

      ‘Absolutely not. Much as this ship probably wants to be left to fall to pieces, I’m quite fond of her. And I’m sure Lia is too. Can you pull me up a city map and find out what this place is?’

      He pointed at the screen, at a little building Lia had spent some hours in during her first journey into Seen.

      ‘It’s a small bric-a-brac shop.’

      ‘A what?’

      ‘It sells junk.’

      ‘Owner’s name?’

      ‘Trina Jansen.’

      Caladan started. ‘What? Are you telling me Lia made this a family visit?’

      ‘It’s possible that they are unrelated.’

      ‘But unlikely, right?’

      ‘With the spread of humanity out across the known galaxy, my programming tells me that it is extremely unlikely that two humans with the same family name could co-habit the same city, unless a family unit or arriving together in transit.’

      ‘So that’s a “no”, right?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Caladan rolled his eyes. ‘Okay. Well, there’s our lead. Let’s go.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      Trina looked up from her desk as the doorbell tinkled. Two figures came inside. The first looked so bizarre that she reached for the blaster hidden under her desk, with a frizzy mane of hair and a beard that looked unusually thin, as though a dog groomer had gone a little hard with the brush. His eyes were cold and grey, his nose a little large for his face, and a loose overall on one side showed he lacked an arm. Behind him came a tall, silver droid, one whose original lustre had faded over the years, obscured somewhat by dozens of scratches and stains on its surface, so that it looked like a very old child’s toy. As she watched, it bumped into a box of old Earth wrist-watches, tripped, and was saved from hitting the floor by colliding with the man’s back.

      ‘Can I, um, help you gentlemen?’ Trina asked in the common language, standing up, as the man turned to scold the robot.

      The man smiled, although much of it was lost behind his beard.

      ‘I believe you know Lianetta Jansen?’ he said.

      Trina frowned. ‘I might.’

      ‘You have her features,’ the man said. ‘A little more mature, but just as lovely.’

      Behind him, the robot said, ‘My programming suggests your attempt at charm won’t work on this woman.’

      ‘Be quiet.’

      ‘Tell me how you know her,’ Trina said.

      Caladan wiggled the stump of his missing arm and gave an extravagant bow. ‘I’m her boyfriend,’ he said. ‘And this is our servant droid.’

      The droid’s facial features contorted into a frown. ‘My programming suggests this woman might prefer a more direct line of address,’ he said. ‘We are the crew from her starship, and we believe she is in grave danger.’

      Trina took a step forward. ‘How?’

      ‘She has gone to Abalon 3 to battle a warlord. We need to fix our ship in order that we can follow.’

      The man grinned. ‘I don’t suppose you know of a decent mechanic?’
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      Life in the rural regions outside Abalon 3’s cities bordered on suicidal. With raging firestorms every few days, making a living off the planet’s surface was impossible. Even so, partially submerged, blocky houses dotted the landscape, some abandoned, others still used, a reminder of the mining operations going on beneath the surface, as everything from individuals and small family units to large companies excavated the mineral-rich lower surface, extracting precious metals, while others bored deep into the earth, tapping ancient subterranean river systems to provide the cities with water.

      As often happened in the immediate aftermath of a big storm, the water from the city sprinkler system had begun to evaporate, covering Avar in a fog cloud. Lia flew the Dirt Devil in low to avoid the city’s radar systems, then scouted for abandoned buildings close to the city’s edge.

      She found one, an old excavation company that must have mined its section dry, and flew in low, looking for a way in. Part of a side wall had collapsed, so she lowered her speed and flew the Dirt Devil inside the hangar, leaving it in the farthest corner from the entrance. No firestorm would miss it, but it might escape serious damage if luck was on her side.

      Passages and corridors long left doorless led underground, so Lia took a flashlight from the Dirt Devil and headed down. All around her, she found the shell of a mining operation long-abandoned. Old dormitories were carved out of the soft stone walls, and the hulks of old machines sat around collecting dust. The air was too dry for corrosion, so Lia tried a few, hoping to get lucky.

      She let out a scream of delight when an old bulldozer stuttered into life.

      On foot it was some hours to Avar, but with the old machine trundling along the tunnel, the distance passed quickly. The tunnel, once lit by ceiling lights but now only by the bulldozer’s dim headlights and an occasional blast of the flashlight Lia carried, was smooth and flat, certainly an old subterranean highway. Every few miles, another tunnel led away, with reflective signs announcing different mining operations.

      Eventually the tunnel came to a halt at a large barricade. A sign announced in multiple languages that a collapse had rendered the remainder of the tunnel too dangerous. A side tunnel sloped up and curved out of sight, heading for the surface. Lia reluctantly left the bulldozer behind and climbed a set of metal stairs installed for foot passengers.

      She emerged on to a sandy plateau a couple of miles out from Avar’s borders. Above her, a blue sky with an orange hue threatened to unleash Armageddon without warning. Lia recorded the coordinates of her location on a tracking computer fitted into her belt, then broke into a run for the city.

      She had barely made it when an alarm blared nearby.

      ‘Get to ground, get to ground; storm imminent, storm imminent,’ it repeated in multiple off-world languages.

      Empty streets and closed doors confronted Lia at every turn. Avar appeared deserted, but even if the virus had decimated the local population, the off-world traders always found in spaceports would still be here somewhere. They might be below ground, but there would be frequent entrances into the tunnels—unless, of course, they were sealed to prevent the spread of the virus.

      Lia’s hair crackled. She reached up and found it standing on end as though caught by static, a sign that the air was filled with electricity and that a storm was coming. She had minutes left at best before fire engulfed the city.

      High above, the network of sprinklers designed to reduce the firestorm’s damage and extinguish any lingering fires as quickly as possible had turned on. Fine mist rained down on Lia’s face, but it was scant comfort. The firestorm would blast through everything, instantly evaporating the water, and her with it.

      ‘Help,’ she muttered under her breath, turning into yet another empty street. ‘Help me. Is anyone home?’

      The sky was turning orange. Sparks of electricity jumped from cloud to cloud, and plumes of flame rose out of nowhere to dance with each other. In no more than a couple of minutes, the entire sky would ignite and then rage until it burned itself out.

      ‘Where’s the way in?’ she shouted to herself, running hard now, searching for an entrance to the underground tunnels where the off-worlders would be. Yet, nothing. The city seemed in total lockdown.

      The sky rumbled. Lia glanced up, and her foot caught on a rock. She sprawled forward, face striking the ground, jarring her jaw. She sat up, rubbing her chin, as a plume of flame that had to be hundreds of metres long rushed across the sky like a flaming sword. She had moments left.

      ‘Help me!’ she screamed, cupping her hands around her mouth. ‘Help—’

      Strong hands grabbed her shoulders and dragged her backward. Lia fell, striking her head again, but then became aware of a softer floor beneath her, and the sky disappearing, replaced by the steel-infused rock walls of a building. A boom like a thousand storms colliding abruptly cut off as a door slammed, and Lia looked up into the grinning, sun-aged face of an old Abaloni.

      ‘You left it a little late, didn’t you?’ he said in a slow, calm voice, as the building shuddered and shook with the beginning of a vicious storm.

      ‘Who are you?’ Lia said, pushing the man’s hands away and sitting up. She pushed her back against the wall and could already feel a growing heat through rock and steel that was at least a metre thick.

      ‘I think I’m owed the introduction first,’ the man said. His eyes were a sandy brown, his smile lazy, almost tired. ‘After all, you’re the one breaking quarantine, and I’m the one who saved you from the barbeque that’s just kicked off outside.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Lia still refused the man a smile. ‘I thought the quarantine concerned leaving the city?’

      The man sighed, as though speaking was an unbearable chore. ‘It’s now been extended to all public spaces except those designated by Governor Tianne. Which means his meetings, and nowhere else. Something’s got into the water, so to speak. I don’t suppose you know anything about that? Having appeared out of nowhere, I’m thinking there are a few more skeletons in your closet than there are in mine.’

      ‘If you’re so worried about me, why did you pull me off the street?’

      The man frowned. ‘Why wouldn’t I? You were going to get hurt if you stayed out there.’

      Lia nodded. ‘Well, thanks.’

      The man smiled again. Lia remembered what she had been told about the Abalonis, that they were a laidback, peaceful people. Growing up in a land blighted by spontaneous fire from the sky tended to burn any youthful anger out of them. They lived simple, honest lives of mining and trading, continuing their ancient traditions with diligent satisfaction.

      And now someone had thrown a bomb into their midst.

      ‘My name is Lia Jansen,’ she said, eyes studying the man, who was probably older than anyone she had ever met besides Bennett. The age lines around his eyes looked like the fissures along a rock face, carved over centuries rather than years, slowly chiseled out by the relentless pummeling of life.

      ‘You can call me Ed Firthane,’ the Abaloni said. ‘Just Ed works best. I don’t need any more address than that.’

      ‘You’re a miner?’

      Ed grinned again. ‘I prefer “mineral excavator”. It has a more dramatic ring for something I’ve been doing likely since before whatever ship you came in on was built. It’s a simple life, but a good one. And yourself?’

      ‘I used to be Galactic Military Police,’ Lia said. ‘Now I’m a nobody looking for a somebody—a somebody called Raylan Climlee.’

      Ed’s smile dropped, and for the first time he looked uncomfortable. ‘The warlord who runs the mining operations on some of the moons? What could you possibly want with him?’

      ‘I want his heart on a plate,’ Lia said. ‘I want to ensure personally that it’s tossed into the trash and destroyed.’

      ‘You hold a true hatred. While rarely spoken aloud, many among us feel the same. Our land is protected while we work it, but it’s common knowledge that he wants to drill for trioxyglobin. Is there any particular reason for your own prejudice?’

      ‘He is a murderer. He is the man behind this situation.’

      ‘And you can prove that?’

      ‘I’ll prove it when he’s dead.’

      ‘Isn’t that a little late for a man to defend himself?’

      ‘He’s no man. He’s a monster, happy to see everyone on this planet die. Do you know where I might find him?’

      Ed gave a slow nod. At first Lia thought it was an answer to her question, then she realised the Abaloni was still processing earlier information, like a transmission line with a delayed response.

      ‘The off-worlders are gathered around Avar City Plaza. A limited number are allowed to leave.’

      Lia stared. ‘Why? They can’t be allowed.’

      ‘They are unaffected by the disease that is spreading through us, therefore it doesn’t seem fair to have them ruled by our quarantine.’

      ‘It’s not a disease, it’s a computer virus.’

      ‘You know rather a lot about it.’

      Lia looked down. ‘It was once in my possession. Had I known its true nature, I would have destroyed it.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      Ed gave her another slow nod, and she felt the weight of his judgment bearing down on her. Would she really have destroyed it? After all, it hadn’t mattered when she thought it was to fight a war.

      ‘I can present you to the governor if you have information to pass on.’

      Lia started to agree, then changed her mind. Something was wrong. Raylan Climlee’s virus had failed, the quarantine containing it.

      ‘Do you know when or how the off-worlders will leave?’

      Ed shook his head. ‘I do not. But there is an over-land transport station a short distance from Avar City Plaza.’

      ‘Can you take me there?’

      ‘Not until the storm abates and the sprinklers have finished their cooling work.’

      ‘Isn’t there an underground way?’

      Ed gave her a pained look. ‘There is, but I told you, we’re under quarantine.’

      ‘Can’t you just show me?’

      ‘Each home has a maintenance hatch. If I show you, I’m responsible for anything you might do.’

      Lia took a deep breath. ‘What if I held a blaster to your head? Would that make a difference?’

      Ed cocked his head. ‘But you’re not.’

      Lia pulled her blaster from her belt. ‘I am now. Come on, which way?’

      Ed frowned. ‘Is this for real?’

      ‘It’s nothing personal, Ed. I can’t thank you enough for helping me, but I need to get to that transport station. It’s worth more than your life.’

      Ed looked down. ‘Very well. Follow me.’

      He led her through the house to a large steel door with a wheel opener like an airlock. ‘Through here. After you go, I will seal this door. There is no way back. At the bottom of the ladder, turn right and follow the passage. You’ll see the signs near Avar City Plaza.’

      Lia nodded as Ed opened the heavy door and pulled it back for her to climb onto the top of a metal ladder descending a thin tube. ‘Thank you, Ed.’

      The Abaloni didn’t return her smile. ‘I wish you the best,’ he said, then pushed the door closed, enclosing her in the shaft.

      The darkness was terrifying, but almost immediately luminous strip-lights flickered into life to illuminate the shaft. The ladder descended for about fifty steps before exiting on a steel-walled tunnel just tall enough for a person to pass without stooping. Lia followed it in the direction Ed had told her, passing other ladders climbing into other shafts on the way. From time to time she reached other larger entrances, for businesses and public buildings, and once in a while it intersected with another tunnel running across-ways. The whole city, it seemed, was connected by a network of escape tunnels.

      After jogging for about twenty minutes, she came to a wide door which announced itself the entrance to the trading tunnels. A tiny window looked through onto a set of stairs leading down to one of the far larger, rougher tunnels she had travelled through on the old bulldozer. As she tried the door, though, a screen flashed on, asking for a code.

      She glanced back over her shoulder, wondering whether Ed had known about this, whether he had let her down into the tunnels, knowing she would find no way through, leaving her trapped to eventually starve to death, or whether it had been so long since he himself had used them—if ever—that he had simply forgotten. She decided to give him the benefit of the doubt, but it didn’t matter. She was still trapped.

      She took a few steps back, drew her blaster, and fired at the lock. The blast was impossibly loud in the confined space of the tunnel, but, despite a few scorch marks, the door didn’t move.

      Lia grimaced. She clenched her fists with frustration, and felt a little bump under her palm.

      The palm grenades.

      She picked one out from beneath the synthetic flap of skin, wincing as it pressed against the gash the last one had made. Then, stepping back again, she threw it at the door.

      The boom knocked her from her feet, but when she looked up, the door hung ajar. Aware that anyone for hundreds of metres around would have heard the explosion’s echo, she pulled her blaster, crept through the cloud of dust, through the door, and down the stairs to the main subterranean part of the city.

      The quarantine appeared in place here too, with the buildings built against the huge tunnel’s walls locked up and silent. Spotlights illuminated the tunnel curving away out of sight in both directions, while signs with alternating neon displays directed her down side tunnels to different parts of the city.

      A sign for Avar City Plaza pointed straight ahead. Lia broke into a run, quickly covering her body in sweat as heat from the firestorm overhead permeated down through the rock.

      The tunnel ended at a wide set of stairs, with a spiraling roadway beside it for vehicles. Lia ran up, and found herself blinking in the light of day as she exited above ground in Avar City Plaza.

      The storm had gone, but the air was still filled with the crackle of latent electricity, and the ground was hot and scorched from the fire. On one side of the plaza stood a squat stone building she knew as the city hall, while all around, businesses were opening up their hatches to resume their daily activities. Lia looked for the surface transport station, and found a long, low building appearing behind the nearest line of businesses. She ran toward it, coming around a corner to find it in front of her, just as a huge steel door slid open and a boxy space shuttle lumbered out, its thrusters shaky as it rose up into the air, then took off across the city in the direction of Boxar.

      Clumsy and slow, with its sandy brown color making it resemble a flying cardboard box, its outward harmlessness defied the menace it carried.
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      It was best, sometimes, to stay out of the way and let things take their course. With off-worlder shuttles allowed to leave, providing they remained out of the city for a determined length of time before returning, Raylan left the oppressive stone walls of Avar and returned to his moonbase, from where he could monitor the disease’s progress while being out of the line of fire should something else go wrong. Already, even with the virus’s limited success, available land prices had dropped significantly, and Raylan instructed his advisors to begin preliminary inquiries.

      In the meantime, with Fardo Galad and a couple of others waiting to board a transport with the virus secreted away, it was only a matter of hours before the action began again.

      So far, the Abalonis appeared to have no clue of how the virus was spreading. Raylan had instructed plants to contact both the local government and the local news agencies to claim that everything from groundwater sources to imported food was contaminated, trying to imply that the virus was organic rather than electrical.

      They would catch on eventually, but by then the whole planet would be infected, and the Abalonis would be reverse-unhatching in their hundreds of thousands.

      He rubbed his little hands together with glee, then returned to his bed chamber where Lady Julienne was waiting. He let her pleasure him for a while, and when she was done he took a nap, falling asleep while she massaged his tight muscles and whispered words of love into his gnarly ears.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An alarmed cry woke him from a welcome slumber, and he sat up, groggily rubbing his head, a scowl half-formed as he turned to the door, imaginary blood already on his fingers.

      ‘What? What is it? Can’t this wait?’

      ‘My Lord,’ said a nervous guard, ‘there’s a … situation down on Abalon 3. You might want to view this for yourself.’

      Raylan dismissed the guard before he could memorise the man’s name or face and have him killed out of sheer spite, as the man had been doing his job after all. Pulling on some robes, Raylan snapped and snarled like an injured dog at no one in particular as he walked the short distance to the base’s main command centre.

      A group of his advisors huddled around a monitor screen showing a rendered map of Abalon 3’s surface. They looked up at his approach, their faces split between fear at his arrival and fear at his imminent response to the situation.

      ‘What?’ he snapped. ‘I don’t like being woken up. What is it?’

      ‘The transport,’ one advisor said. ‘It’s under attack.’

      ‘What?’ Raylan said again.

      The advisor indicated a flashing cursor on the screen. ‘That’s the transport. It’s midway across the desert between Avar and Boxar, due to arrive in two hours. This’—he pointed to another flashing dot—‘is something else. We don’t know what, but it’s moving quickly and following the transport’s exact course. All indications are that it means to attack.’

      Images of disaster and failed dreams flashed in Raylan’s mind. He remembered tall kids in school holding him up by his legs and taunting him while other boys hit him with sticks. Of course, he had since hunted them all down and subjected them to exquisite levels of torture, but the shame followed him everywhere.

      ‘Alert my space station and ready a squadron of fighters,’ he said. ‘I want that ship destroyed. Set up a viewing screen so that I might take visual command of the operation.’

      ‘At once, Lord.’

      Raylan rocked from foot to foot as the advisors and guards got to work. When he let out a sudden scream of anger, the only person who didn’t jump or gasp with fright was himself. He only saw another failure approaching, and he was done with failures. It was time for people to kneel, and kneel well.
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      The quarantine had worked while it had remained established, but the clumsy, trusting Abalonis were about to sign their own death certificates. Of course, they had searched each passenger on the first off-worlder transport to Boxar, but Raylan Climlee was not a warlord without good reason; the chip containing the virus would be hidden where no search would ever find it. And then, when the transport reached Boxar, devastation would spread once more through the streets.

      As she ran into the transportation hangar, she passed several lumps of ash that were Abalonis who had died in the latest firestorm. Too many had died already, and within days the body count could number hundreds of thousands. She alone could stop it from happening, but time was nearly up and she had no plan.

      The transportation hangar hummed with people. Lines of off-worlders jostled and argued as they waited to be searched and scanned before joining the queue for the next transport to lumber out of its dock.

      Lia, feeling a mixture of cockiness and desperation, headed for a bay near the hangar’s front where guards sat waiting on small hover-bikes to guide the transport to the doors. She was within a few paces when one hailed her, stepping off his bike to approach, reaching for a blaster on his belt as he came.

      ‘No!’ Lia shouted, pulling her own blaster, but the guard fired off a shot that caught her shoulder a glancing blow. Pain lanced through her, knocking her off balance, and Lia returned fire, aiming at the ground by the guard’s feet, not wanting to hurt him.

      The Abaloni gasped, and with the clinking of metal parts, began to unhatch. After a couple of motions, something horrific happened. Instead of unhatching inward to become a tight, fire-proof ball, the man unhatched outward, his body contorting into a sickening shape that culminated in a crunch as his neck snapped. The guard let out a last expiration and then lay still.

      Lia stared, too stunned to move. Only when shouting began from the waiting queue did she turn.

      ‘Murder!’

      ‘That’s who’s responsible!’

      ‘Detain her!’

      Guards were moving. Lia leapt on to the dead guard’s hover-bike, and, thankful he had left the motor running, turned it toward the hangar door. With one regretful look back, she shouted, ‘It’s an off-worlder virus! No one leaves!’

      She lifted a hand and flung a palm grenade at the hangar’s door mechanism. It exploded with a crash of metal and a hiss of escaping coolant. Then she was through, speeding into the street, blaster fire flashing around her, cut off as the massive fireproof door crashed down, trapping the other transports inside.

      A couple of other hover-bikes had followed her, but Lia had once ridden one for a living. It took no more than a few minutes to lose them among the squat blocks of protruding roof, and then she was out into the desert. Pausing to catch her breath, she activated the homing function on her intercom and headed for the ruined building where she had left the Dirt Devil.

      The last firestorm had left smoke stains over its wings, but it was otherwise undamaged, the walls having provided just enough protection. Lia climbed into the cockpit, feeling a heavy weight pulling down on her chest. She knew what needed to be done as she activated the ship’s controls and lifted the old fighter craft into the air, even though the thought of doing it filled her with an inescapable sense of loss.

      She set a direct path for Boxar. The Dirt Devil’s radar was broken, but it was her hunch as someone who had crossed the known galaxy a dozen times that a clunky transport moving between cities on a fire planet would take the most direct route.

      An hour into the journey, a lumpy, flying box appeared on her visual monitor.

      Flying low to the ground, the transport was doing no more than six hundred Earth-miles an hour. The Matilda could fly backward faster, and Lia slowed the Dirt Devil to a comparable speed and dropped as low as she dared, aware the transport might have working radar or even defensive cannons.

      Boxar was a hundred miles farther across the desert. Lia took a deep breath as she checked the Dirt Devil’s blaster cannons, aligning their sights with the transport. Gritting her teeth, she fired.

      The left blaster malfunctioned and exploded, knocking the ship sideways, but the right got off a shot which struck the transport cleanly in the rear. The Dirt Devil’s blaster was designed to break through armor plating, and it had no trouble with the transport’s weakest side, breaking through the rear door and damaging its lower thruster. The transport’s engines gave a booming groan, then it lurched sideways and crashed down into the sand.

      The fire caused by the damaged left blaster was spreading through the electronics of the Dirt Devil’s wing. Lia found it listing to one side, so she pulled the ship out in a wide arc around the transport, bringing it back around to see how much damage she had done.

      The transport had broken apart, and flames spewed from two sections. To her dismay, Lia saw a handful of survivors struggling through the sand in the direction of a rocky hill they hoped would offer cover. One of them, she knew, could be carrying the virus’s copy. The others would be innocent traders simply wanting to get on with their businesses.

      She knew the fiery wreckage contained several dozen bodies, but somehow, being unable to see them made it less inhuman, more manageable. As she turned the stuttering Dirt Devil on the survivors and opened fire, tears stung her eyes, blurring her vision, and by the time she wiped them away, nothing remained of the survivors but a few bloody patches of sand.

      ‘Damn you, Raylan,’ she muttered, punching a fist against the dashboard, as the true reality of the murder she had committed struck home. Saving the rest of the planet made her feel little better, but in time, perhaps, she would come to terms with it.

      Another small explosion rocked the Dirt Devil, and it ducked into a roll. Lia tried to correct it, but the damage was too great, and the desert rushed up to meet her. In the instant before she pressed the seat-eject button in the hope it might work better than the blasters, she thought about going down with the fighter, but knew, deep down, that she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

      She was a coward.
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      It was interesting to watch humans and their emotions, Harlan5 thought, as he went about the tasks set for him with the same zero feeling he did everything else. Of course his programming told him that in certain situations he ought to feel tired, or angry, or frustrated, or elated, when, perhaps, something that had hitherto appeared impossible snapped into place with the ease of sliding into an oil bath in the mechanics yards on Rogue, the metal planet in the Event System on which he had been assembled many hundreds of Earth-years ago.

      Watching Caladan as he stomped about the ship, actually jumping high enough that both legs left the ground at once when one of the workers they had employed successfully completed a difficult task, or banging his fist against the corridor walls when something went wrong, or periodically leaning out of a rent in the ship’s hull and staring up at the sky as though he might actually see Lia’s passage to Abalon 3, muttering obscenities under his breath while drumming his fingers on something to send little echoes pulsing through the ship’s empty chambers, was fascinating.

      Harlan5’s programming estimated that Caladan, despite his endless jokes, jibes, threats, asides, sarcasms, and occasional borderline-polite comments, actually cared about the captain.

      It was this emotion that Harlan5 found most interesting. He wondered if he should perhaps feel for other robots a similar feeling. Maybe, when he touched the Matilda, he ought to feel a sense of relief or happiness that she still existed, that she was still there.

      It was fascinating.

      ‘Are you done, robot?’

      Harlan5 straightened. ‘Five Earth-minutes more. My programming estimates that is the exact length of time remaining before this section of damaged wall is sealed safely enough for space travel.’

      ‘“Yes” was plenty, but thanks anyway,’ Caladan said, then marched off to check on one of the hired hands, his footfalls moving at a rate that Harlan’s programming told him was nine percent faster than his usual pacing speed, a suggestion of real urgency.

      Near the main doors, a group of hired workers had finished. While Harlan5’s historical memory suggested that as a general trait Karpali were untrustworthy, with six arms they made excellent manual laborers, making up for in speed what they lacked in quality. Harlan wondered why Caladan would risk flying the Matilda short of full repair, and even the pilot’s often-repeated response, ‘she’s been a piece of junk as long as I’ve known her. We just need to get her in the air’, didn’t reassure Harlan to the extent his programming would like.

      Still, what did he know? He was just a robot. He wrinkled the metallic features on his face into a grin and flashed the lights in his eyes in greeting. The Karpali stared at him like a collection of expensive parts to be broken down and sold, but their leader announced that, indeed, their work was done, the damage to the entrance was fixed, and the Matilda should fly without trouble.

      Harlan5 called Caladan on his intercom, and the pilot came running up from another part of the ship.

      ‘They claim we can fly,’ Harlan said.

      ‘Fantastic,’ Caladan shouted, jumping off the ground again in a display of excitement Harlan’s programming found disturbing. ‘Pay them.’

      ‘With what?’

      ‘I don’t know, anything. Find something in the cargo holds we don’t need or rip something off a different part of the ship.’

      ‘But isn’t that counter-productive?’

      ‘I don’t care. Get them off the ship so we can get out of here.’

      The Karpali laborers were staring at him with those hungry eyes again. Harlan5 told them in their native language he would be right back, then headed off to the cargo holds to see if he could find some junk hidden away in a corner that might satisfy them. Another man’s treasure; wasn’t that how the old Earth-saying went?

      As he descended into the ship, the echo of an unfamiliar sound followed him: it appeared Caladan was singing.
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      The burning ruin of the transport became apparent as the line of fighters approached. Raylan, watching through multiple visual screens from the command centre of his base, howled with rage, then tried again to call Fardo Galad up on his intercom. As before, though, no reply came.

      ‘Downed assailant craft spotted, sir,’ came the voice of a pilot. Raylan switched the main display screen over and saw the remains of a light fighter craft smoldering in the sand. One wing was a mangled ruin, and the engines still spat flames, but the cockpit hatch was missing.

      ‘Destroy it!’ he screamed, even though it was already in bad shape.

      The pilot fired two blasts and the ship exploded.

      ‘Sweep the area for survivors of the attack,’ Raylan said. ‘Round them up. And I want four teams on the ground, combing through the remains. Find Fardo and bring the pieces of him back to me.’

      He watched, filled with hate and anger, as his crews carried out their tasks. Most of the passengers had been incinerated in the attack, and there was no sign of Fardo, who had been carrying the virus. Something was bothering Raylan, though, something obvious that, in his anger, he had missed.

      ‘The fighter’s pilot,’ he howled, slamming both fists against the computer terminal. ‘He ejected, didn’t he? Find him and gut him. Cut him up piece by piece, and if I miss one single second of the video feed I’ll do the same to every one of you, all of your family members, and everyone you’ve ever known!’

      His voice broke, reaching a pitch he rarely found and turning into a crackling mess. He spun around, searching the faces of his advisors for a single snigger of amusement, a lone flicker of mirth, but all of them had their eyes staring far too intently at a smaller version of the main monitor screen.

      ‘Got him, sir.’

      A video feed zoomed in on a figure running across the sand. Dressed casually, the frame was slight, but certainly human or human subspecies. Something stirred in Raylan, and he began to imagine a special form of punishment.

      ‘It’s a woman,’ he said. ‘Capture her. I don’t want her harmed, although I’ll forgive a few bruises if she fights. Bring her here to me. I will punish her personally.’

      The video showed three other fighter craft land in a circle around the running woman. She immediately took to cover, establishing a defensive position which impressed Raylan with her knowledge of tactics; this was a woman who knew her way around the military. Two blasters appeared in her hands, but each of his fighters contained five infantrymen, so soon they established an encircling ring. With nothing to lose, she fired on them, killing several, but their strength in numbers proved critical, and they were able to easily pin her down with return fire.

      ‘Rush her,’ Raylan said casually. ‘The man who disarms her will be rewarded with the command of a star cruiser from my personal fleet. Get to it.’

      The men broke from cover at once. Raylan rolled his eyes at how easily many of them died, but the woman couldn’t fire everywhere at once. By the time she was disarmed, beaten into submission, and restrained with steel bonds, fourteen of his soldiers lay dead.

      He shrugged. She had saved him a significant payroll.

      ‘Bring her in,’ he said. ‘And quickly. There’s another firestorm brewing.’

      His ships broke through the atmosphere just as the sky bloomed yellow and crimson, the raging, shifting mass of heat and color pouring outward to annihilate anything in its way. Raylan let out a long, frustrated sigh, aware that the firestorm would wipe away everything left on the sand, and with it, the virus. Unless he could find some way to break the quarantine on Avar before the cause of the deaths was discovered, then he was back to the beginning, and would need to find another way to satisfy his desire to control the massive trioxyglobin deposits beneath Abalon 3’s surface.

      There was no such thing as abject failure. There were only temporary setbacks. He had, however, suffered the mother of all such setbacks, and the reason for that setback would be docking at his spaceport in a couple of hours.

      Over many years he had built a reputation for being unforgiving, savage, and brutal.

      He couldn’t wait for punishment to begin.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The fighters docked and moored in the base’s main landing bay. Two guards carried the woman between them, her feet dragging, barely able to find purchase. Her face showed signs of a real beating, while her hands were bloody as evidence of giving one out. Quite the heroine, it seemed. It would be fun to watch her slowly break over a period of several weeks.

      ‘I know you,’ he said.

      She lifted her head. The slit of one eye flickered as it watched him. The other was swollen shut.

      ‘It’s over,’ she said.

      ‘There is no such thing as over,’ he replied.

      With a smile he found somewhat disconcerting, she answered, ‘No, actually there is not. It’s not over for me, either. But it will be soon for you.’

      ‘I know you,’ he said again.

      ‘And I know you.’

      His back felt itchy. Either it was a return of the scaly yeast infection that often afflicted his lower regions, or her words were getting to him.

      ‘Of course you do. Everyone in Trill System knows me. I am Raylan Climlee, the merciless warlord. Isn’t that what they say?’

      ‘Raylan Climlee, the merciless, short warlord.’ She smiled. ‘Short in more ways than one.’

      ‘You useless whore.’

      ‘A contradiction. I just destroyed your virus. Kill me and get it over with.’

      ‘You think I would? Do you know what the term “merciless” means?’

      ‘I could just ask my family … if they were still alive.’

      ‘Lianetta Jansen. Such a victim. I should have known it was you. Your husband and child really should have just stayed out of the way. I only kill people I really need to kill. Otherwise it’s such a waste of ammunition.’

      ‘They had no chance. They were far from any battle, on a designated neutral planet. So please tell me how they were in the way?’

      ‘It was necessary to make a political statement.’

      Her body was shaking. At first he thought it might be shock or even blood loss; then he realised it was rage. He smiled. Good. He enjoyed an angry lover.

      ‘You are not, and never will be, above galactic law.’

      ‘Well, that depends whether the stated galactic law is correct or not. And coming from the mass murderer of nearly a hundred innocent traders, that’s quite a statement of morality.’

      This time Lianetta Jansen had no reply. Behind the bruises, though, her eyes bored into his.

      ‘Take her to my bed chamber,’ he instructed the guards. To Lianetta, he explained, ‘I am Human-Minion, a former sub-species of human, although some would say an improved-species, wouldn’t you agree? Unfortunately, it is not possible for our particular species to mate and produce offspring. Coupling is slowly poisonous for the female, and when impregnation is achieved, the seed will slowly consume the carrier from the inside out over a number of extremely painful months.’

      ‘You’re a dog that ought to be melted down for glue,’ Lianetta said.

      Raylan forced himself not to lower himself into a war of traded insults. He made a note to remember to gag her. Then, grinning, he said, ‘Your punishment begins as soon as I feel ready. I hope you’re looking forward to it.’
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      ‘My programming tells me that we should inform Seen’s space authorities of our intention to leave,’ Harlan said, but Caladan waved his only hand at the droid and scoffed as the Matilda roared up through the inner atmosphere, for the time being all four rear thrusters working as well as they ever had.

      ‘We didn’t tell them we were coming, so what’s the point?’

      ‘There are five Interplanetary Peacekeepers on our trail.’

      ‘Good. It’ll test whether the shields got fixed or not.’

      ‘Even if we deflect their fire, it’ll put great strain on the generators, and if we shoot them down, my programming tells me we’ll be designated outlaws across the whole Trill System.’

      ‘Aren’t we already?’

      ‘We’re on the “Unwelcome” list.’

      ‘Is that all?’

      ‘Any planet has the right to refuse us landing.’

      Caladan laughed. ‘A good job we never ask. What changes?’

      ‘The price of the bounty on our heads. At the moment even Lia’s is too low to attract many well-known bounty hunters. Soon, we’ll all be hunted, even me.’

      ‘Does your programming tell you that’s a problem?’

      ‘Of course. It also tells me that, in a certain sense, and disvaluing a certain moral code, it’s something to be quite proud of.’

      Caladan laughed. ‘It’s not impossible that you and I might get along after all, robot,’ he said. ‘But let’s make sure we get Lia back, just in case.’

      ‘My programming tells me I couldn’t agree more.’

      ‘Those fighters you mentioned, they’re engaging us.’

      The dots on the monitor were coming closer. Caladan had the computers do a scan of visible armaments and it revealed the IPs were loaded with a full complement of photon weaponry.

      They had no plans to capture the Matilda and her crew. They had come to shoot her out of the sky.

      ‘Engage full attack systems,’ Caladan said. ‘They want a fight, they’ll get one.’

      On a smaller ship’s detail monitor, he watched the Matilda’s outward appearance shifting. During flight, all eight arms extended in a cone of spines behind the central hub of the ship, the four main thrusters located in the rear of alternating arms, but when attack mode was assumed, the eight arms twisted like the talons of a bird, revolving at high speed around the stationary hub, while motion was controlled using a central thruster set into the hub itself. Firing at great speed from all eight photon cannons, creating a grid of fire that resembled a spider’s web and was nearly impossible to avoid, the Matilda made a fearsome enemy.

      ‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’ Harlan asked.

      ‘No, I’m not, but we have to throw them off our tail, otherwise they’ll plot our course and have us engaged when we reach Abalon 3. And we’re too close to the planet to jump to stasis-ultraspace. The nearest hop coordinates are some way out.’

      ‘Well, I’ll take my seat. That way, after we crash, enough of me should be intact that I can be salvaged for parts.’

      Caladan had no time to prepare a witty reply. The IPs were coming in fast, moving into attack formation. A contact message came over the intercom.

      YOU ARE UNDER ARREST FOR BREACHING LANDING AND TAKE-OFF PROTOCOL. YOU ARE UNDER ARREST. GIVE YOURSELVES UP.

      Caladan switched off the intercom. He checked the ship’s batteries, but they were good. Taking a deep breath, he pressed the switch to activate full attack mode.

      ‘Okay, girl, you see those bad boys out there? Go get them.’

      A thundering whirl came from all around. Caladan hadn’t activated full attack mode since—actually, now he thought about it, he wasn’t sure he ever had. The Matilda’s weaponry still worked during flight mode, but now she was as she had been designed, a spinning, pulsating spider of intergalactic death.

      Three IPs were hit before they even knew they were under attack. The other two wheeled right and left, splitting the target, but the Matilda could fire in a full circle rotation, her proton cannons far too powerful for the IPs’ light magnetic fields.

      Through the bridge monitors, the last Interplanetary Peacekeeper was surrounded by a crackle of electricity, then dropped away behind them.

      ‘What happened?’ Harlan5 asked. ‘They weren’t destroyed.’

      Caladan shrugged. ‘I lowered the power to disablement only. If they have distress beacons, they’ll be picked up. If not, tough luck.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because I’d like to keep the bounty on my head low enough to be of little interest.’ He wagged his stump. ‘It’s not easy to run with just one arm. You’re constantly off balance and it makes your opposite hip ache real bad.’

      With that, he stood up and headed for the back of the bridge.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘To take a little recoup sleep now the fun part’s over. You’re in charge now. Get us to Abalon 3 and wake me up before we get attacked again. We’re heading for warlord territory, and it’s rare for a ship to pass straight through a sector like that without paying some kind of toll or getting in a scrap. Did those off-worlders fix the self-destruct mechanism? I really don’t fancy being captured.’

      ‘I ran out of payment.’

      Caladan shrugged. ‘Well, good job a pilot as good as me doesn’t have to worry about anything like that.’

      Harlan5, for a droid, just looked sheepish.

      With that, Caladan headed for the recuperation chambers, leaving Harlan5 standing in his wake. He felt smug about a job well done, but reticent about their next challenge.

      If he was going to rescue Lia soon, he needed his beauty sleep. As he climbed into the capsule, he glanced at the flashing light on the one adjacent, feeling a little aggrieved that their guest had taken his favorite one.

      If their journeys were to continue together for much longer, they would have to sort out who got to choose first.
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      Lia opened her eyes to find herself in a large and ornate bed chamber. As she looked around, her first realisation was that she could actually see again after the guards had beaten her eyes closed, but then she discovered her arms secured behind her with metal bonds, and she began to struggle.

      ‘I wouldn’t waste your energy.’

      Lia turned, and found herself facing the most beautiful woman she had ever seen. Ebony skin, with a face so flawless and oval it could have been made from a cast, eyes the dark green of a deep river, and a perfect swimmer’s figure hidden beneath a light silk nightgown, the woman made Lia—who was proud of her features and figure despite ruining them a little with poor eating and drink—feel woefully inadequate. As the woman stretched on the bed, Lia guessed she was a subspecies human; the woman’s curving legs stretched far beyond Lia’s own, making her far in excess of two metres tall.

      ‘You are secured,’ the woman said, her soothing voice making Lia feel drowsy. ‘As the Lord commanded, I have applied salve to your wounds day and night for the past week while strong drugs have kept you from struggling, and a tube has provided you with sustenance. You will soon be well enough again, but until then the Lord will leave you alone. He does not agree with flaws or imperfections of any kind, which is why I alone share his bed.’

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Julienne of Bryant in the Quaxar System. A companion for hire.’ She smiled. ‘And the Lord pays better than any.’

      ‘The Lord…?’

      ‘He is commonly known as Raylan Climlee. Soon you will learn the proper address. It is best to adhere to his wishes. Sometimes he likes to use the barbs.’

      ‘What barbs?’

      ‘He is a liberated human subspecies, in case you didn’t know. Unlike many caused by interbreeding, his was biotechnologically engineered. He is the product of some ancient laboratory. His strain shares the ancient genetics of the Earth-mammal species known as felis catus.’

      ‘The common Earth-cat?’

      ‘A devastating, destructive animal. Estimated to have wiped out more than four million native species across ninety systems, more even than humankind. The Lord has, regrettably at times, retained much of his ancestors’ irascibility, as well as their unique mating attribute.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘The ability to cause the female great pain through the use of their barbed procreation member. Fortunately, the Lord’s are retractable, meaning he uses them by choice. It would be wise to pleasure him as he requests, as I have learned to do, otherwise the punishment will be great and severe.’

      Lia felt a sudden compulsion to wash out her mouth. ‘How do you stand it? Having that little … troll … mate with you?’

      Julienne smiled. ‘I offer a service for a fee. The client’s nature is not important. And’—she gave Lia a wink—‘his stature is such that it is easy to forget he is there when one reaches a height such as mine.’

      ‘I heard he measures only a hundred and twenty centimetres.’

      ‘One hundred and nineteen. Do not mention the galaxy’s most notorious theme park, Owaho-Land on Phebus 7. The nine-hundred-metre vertical drop rollercoaster is quite something, so I hear. He was refused access due to his height. He had the park’s entire staff killed, and the gates closed to the general public. Then he rode the coaster as many times as he wanted, before having the park fire-bombed.’

      ‘It sounds like he is a little touchy about his height.’

      ‘Few intelligent beings besides the Gorm are lower at the shoulder, and with their required mode of transport even that is misleading. He considers himself too low to the ground for his towering status and reputation.’

      ‘On his belly with the snakes is where he belongs,’ Lia said.

      A door opened. Lia snapped her mouth shut before she could say anything incriminating. Raylan walked in, flanked by two guards.

      ‘Julienne. Is she repaired?’

      ‘Lord, as repaired as a human can be, but I still feel she requires another few days to settle.’

      Raylan appeared unconvinced, but then nodded. ‘My dear Julienne, then you will be required to service me until then.’

      He had his guards secure Lia’s legs so she couldn’t get into any mischief, then he climbed up on the bed and coupled hard with Julienne while Lia lay beside them, stomach churning with disgust. When he was done, he climbed back down and returned to his guards, who had waited patiently without acknowledgement the whole time.

      Sweat dribbled down his wrinkled, pinched face, like a stream over rocky crags. Lia wasn’t sure it was possible to feel more disgust without vomiting up her entire stomach, but she clamped her mouth shut and held on, wondering how she could kill herself before the ugly little warlord slathered all over her and filled her with his demonic seed.

      ‘It will be your turn soon, Lianetta,’ Raylan told her, wearing a sadistic grin. ‘Who knows? Maybe I can replace the child you claim I stole from you.’

      Rage bloomed. Lia struggled and fought against the bonds holding her until the steel braces cut into her ankles and wrists deep enough to draw blood. Raylan looked aghast at this new development as Lady Julienne tried to calm her.

      Eventually her strength gave out and she collapsed back onto the bed, breathing hard. Raylan sniggered, wished her goodnight, and left, but not before instructing Lady Julienne to dress her new wounds.

      ‘You just bought yourself a little time,’ Julienne said, unfastening Lia’s ankles. ‘If there is blood to draw, he likes to be the one to draw it.’

      Lia lay still while Julienne cleaned and dressed the cuts on her ankles, then replaced the bonds, before releasing the ones on her hands. Julienne seemed to fasten and unfasten the steel cuffs without any kind of a key, yet no matter how hard she stared, Lia could see no sign of a mechanism being worked. It was as though Julienne worked through magic.

      ‘Don’t try anything now,’ Lady Julienne said, as she took Lia’s wrist bonds in her hands. ‘I’m stronger than you know, and a dozen guards wait outside the door.’

      Lia shook her head as she rubbed sore hands together. She frowned at something odd in her palm, just beneath the small incision made to free the palm grenades, a little lump.

      Had she forgotten one?

      Drunk at the time of purchase, she didn’t remember if she had bought four or five. She remembered using four and thought that was all she had, but the tiny lump rested against her tendons, making a nuisance of itself, suggested otherwise.

      It looked like there were benefits to being a lush after all.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Raylan came daily to service himself with Julienne. During his absences, Julienne would potter innocently around the bed chamber and its adjacent rooms, humming to herself, moving objects back and forth, occasionally disappearing into a shower chamber for a wash, but it didn’t take Lia long to understand the mysterious woman’s nature.

      She communicated and she cleaned, but she neither ate nor defecated nor slept.

      Neither did Harlan5.

      Lia knew little of the Quaxar System beyond that several of its planets were considered to maintain artificial habitats, and that it produced great numbers of starships from manufacturing plants the size of small moons. Caladan, who had travelled far greater distances across the known galaxy than she, had possibly been there. For a system known for its manufacturing, it made sense that Lady Julienne might prove to be a droid.

      ‘How long have you been indentured to him?’ she asked one evening, when Julienne was relaxing on the bed beside her.

      ‘Thirty Earth-years, maybe more. I forget.’

      ‘And have you seen many other women come and go?’

      ‘Only those he punishes. A couple every Earth-year. They don’t last long, but I enjoy a little company for a while.’

      ‘Have any escaped?’

      Lady Julienne smiled. ‘None. Even if they should, they would never get past the guards.’

      ‘Can you do me a favor?’

      ‘Certainly.’

      ‘These bonds are too tight. They make my shoulders ache. Can you please pull my wrist over your shoulder to stretch it out a little?’

      ‘Sure. Like this?’

      Lady Julienne lay with her back against Lia’s chest and lifted Lia’s right arm over her shoulder. Then she leaned forward, pulling Lia against her back.

      ‘That’s great. Can you do the other arm?’

      ‘Sure.’

      They reversed positions. This time, as Lady Julienne pulled Lia’s arm over her shoulder, Lia released the tiny palm grenade from between her fingertips, dropping it down the front of Lady Julienne’s nightdress, then ducked down behind the taller woman’s body.

      For a few seconds nothing happened. Then, a deafening boom filled the room, and Lady Julienne’s body slammed back against Lia, causing Lia’s bonds to savagely cut into her wrists. A crackle of electricity came from the woman’s body as it shuddered against Lia, and with the initial explosion over, she wrapped her legs around Lady Julienne’s waist to stop her body jerking off the bed, out of her reach.

      As Lady Julienne finally lay still, Lia twisted her around, revealing a collapsed body cavity of metal and organic-substitute material, hollowed out by the small grenade. As Lia had prayed, the strong central structure had shielded her from the blast, which had been forced outward, leaving Lady Julienne a ruined mess.

      Already, a commotion was coming from outside the door. Lia grabbed Lady Julienne’s still-warm hand and pressed it against her nearest bond, hoping she was correct and that a magnetic system set into the woman’s hands activated it.

      The bond clicked open. Lia hastily pressed the hand to the others, then rolled off the bed as the door burst open and guards rushed in.

      Unarmed, she was at the mercy of skilled fighters, but in their confusion, her years of military training began to kick in, and she realized quickly that these were low-quality hired hands, cannon fodder but little else.

      The bed was metal-framed, the kind only found in Earth-history museums, but Raylan enjoyed the relentless creaking that had driven her near crazy. As the nearest guards approached, uncertain as to what had happened, Lia gripped a rail near the middle and swung herself feet-first at the nearest pair of legs. Like a skilled acrobat, she wrapped her legs around them, twisting to bend the knees and dropping the guard to the ground. As his blaster spilled loose, Lia scooped it up, flicked the safety off, and cut three of the other six down before they even knew what was happening.

      The rest of the fight was short. In less than a minute, seven guards lay dead in a circle around her.

      ‘Sorry,’ Lia muttered to the smouldering remains of Lady Julienne, as she headed for the door. ‘I enjoyed the conversation, and I wish we could part in different circumstances, but I have a monster to go and slay.’

      To her surprise, Lady Julienne’s partly destroyed head turned toward her, an auxiliary battery continuing to power her major systems.

      ‘It’s quite all right,’ said a distorted voice. ‘I will ask someone to inform the Lord that you appear to be fully recovered.’

      Lia smiled. She pulled a blaster belt off a guard and slipped it around her waist.

      ‘I’ll tell him myself.’
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      ‘We are monitoring all networks of communication coming out of Avar,’ said Raylan’s new chief advisor, a man whose name Raylan could no longer remember, as he shifted nervously from foot to foot, aware that had it not been for the sudden loss of those above him, he would still be a dozen places down the pecking order. ‘There is no evidence that the virus has yet been discovered.’

      Raylan scowled. ‘We will send a team back down to the surface, capture an infected Abaloni and forcefully transfer the virus to Boxar and the other major population centres. It is only a matter of time.’

      ‘Lord, quarantine regulations have tightened. No off-worlders at all are now allowed to enter or leave Avar.’

      ‘We’ll find a way.’

      ‘Lord, it’s impossible.’

      ‘Are you disagreeing with me? No one disagrees with me.’

      ‘Lord—’

      Raylan pulled a blaster from his belt and blew off the man’s head. The new head advisor had been grating anyway. Something about the man’s nose, or his voice. Raylan wasn’t sure, but he wasn’t losing much expertise, so it didn’t matter.

      Death always made him excited. Perhaps the captive was healed by now, ready for her punishment to begin. Or if not, he could take his anger out on Lady Julienne. She was used to it, after all.

      He headed for his bed chambers, flanked on either side by guards. Halfway there, a droid rumbled out of a corridor and signaled him for attention.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Lord Climlee, there has been an intrusion into the base’s communication systems. An unauthorised signal has been sent.’

      ‘What signal?’

      ‘It consists of a single word: “Matilda”.’

      Raylan frowned. ‘What does it mean?’

      ‘It could be a code of some kind, but it has been sent out across the system.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘Someone broke into a communications office on Level Three.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘We are trying to discover that. The individual appears adept at avoiding security systems.’

      ‘Fill the corridors with guards. Search everywhere.’

      ‘As you wish, Lord.’

      A sinking feeling filled Raylan’s diminutive chest. He hastened his step, the guards jogging along beside him.

      The door to his bed chamber was closed, but he knew something was amiss because no guards were at their posts. The door had been blasted shut from the outside, and it took a few precious moments for his guards to break through. As the door jerked and shook open, his eyes were met by a scene that sent both chills and a sense of horror racing to his stomach.

      All his guards lay dead from blaster fire. Their bodies had been shifted around into an unusual shape that at first he didn’t recognise.

      ‘Lift me,’ he instructed a guard, and the man lifted Raylan up high enough to view the shape from above.

      ‘It was a word from the old tongue, still used as the common trading language in most systems, and a word that sent shivers of anger surging through him.

      SHORT

      He refused to let his men see his rage, so he clenched his fists and approached the bed, where the remains of Lady Julienne watched him. Her stomach was a mangled mess of wires and synthetic tissue, while her face wore a smile that suggested she had enjoyed her final moments.

      ‘Have it thrown away,’ he said. ‘I will order another. And remove these bodies. Toss them into the incinerator.’

      As the guards got to work, Raylan let out a sigh. He had enjoyed many long, enjoyable nights with the mangled thing sitting up on the bed with a grin on its powerless face. More of a concern, though, were the empty cuffs lying on the bed beside it.

      Lianetta Jansen was loose on his base, and perhaps for the first time in as long as he could remember, he felt a tingling of fear.

      ‘Lock down all areas,’ he said. ‘We need to capture her. I want her alive if possible. I have a special kind of punishment waiting for her.’

      The corridors, previously just tunnels of bland metal sheeting, became foreboding. Raylan called a droid to him and requested a special piece of armor. Lianetta Jansen wouldn’t be able to hide for long with his men combing the base; sooner or later she would take a shot at him. She genuinely believed in an eye-for-an-eye, that killing him would avenge her family. What she assumed was that he cared, that it mattered to him at all about the slaughter of her kin and their friends.

      It didn’t, and it never would. Nothing she could do would make him care, so her game was already lost. It was simply a case of tidying up the pieces.

      The droid returned. It held out a utility belt which Raylan fitted around his waist. A switch activated the mini shield, and although it gave him a headache as the extreme magnetism acted through his body, it also gave him a sense of invincibility.

      A smile returned to his face. ‘Lianetta, where are you? Come out to play.’ To a guard, he said, ‘Ready my shuttle. I will soon be heading out to orbit above Abalon 3 aboard my space station, the Prosperity. I have received word that a particularly fierce firestorm is on its way, and I wish to view it at close range. I will be taking a guest, so prepare for a passenger.’

      The man ran off. Raylan, flanked by as many guards as he could find in the sector, strode confidently down the corridor. Where would she hide? What would she expect him to do?

      Run.

      The fool woman would obviously associate his somewhat diminutive stature with courage. Knowing a former member of the Galactic Military Police was loose on his base, armed with both weapons and a sense of justice, she would expect him to run to his shuttle like a frightened rat and escape the base until she was flushed out.

      It made perfect sense that she would already be hiding on his shuttle.

      He called a droid.

      ‘My shuttle needs a little disinfecting,’ he said. ‘See to it that the inside is given a full gassing. Not strong enough to kill a human or human subspecies, but strong enough to knock them unconscious.’

      The droid headed off. Raylan, feeling more confident than ever, headed for the main hangar, taking his time, giving the droid and his guards time to do their work. So many people underestimated him, he thought. How many times had he been put into a situation of peril only to come out on top? He wasn’t the greatest warlord in the Trill System for nothing. It was time people realised that.

      When he arrived at the hangar, guards were climbing out of his shuttle, carrying the unconscious body of a woman on a hover-stretcher.

      Raylan smiled. All too easy.

      ‘When the disinfecting is over, load her back on board,’ he told the guards. ‘I will take her on a short journey up to the Prosperity.’

      As he stared down at her, he considered having his way with her while she lay unconscious, but he never found that so satisfying. He liked to look into their eyes as he violated them, watch disgust turn to surprise, then to fear, and finally to agony. Nothing gave him greater pleasure than to hear their screams of horror as he punished them.

      And, in addition, she had donned some of Lady Julienne’s clothes to cover her nakedness, rolling up the cuffs to make a better fit, and there was nothing he hated more than a common thief.
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      Something was sucking on her toes. Lia opened her eyes, her feet itching from something rough and scratchy running over her soles, between her toes and back again. She kicked out, feeling a satisfied thud as her heel hit something bony.

      ‘You ungrateful whore.’ Raylan Climlee licked his lips and then scowled at her. ‘You’re no good to anyone unless you’re clean.’

      ‘I think we have different ideas about cleanliness. Let me go, or I’ll kill you like I killed that toy of yours.’

      ‘Such brave words, but you missed your chance. Like the rest of the military police I’ve killed, you were far too predictable. You deserve a long and slow death, but I don’t have time for that. Instead, what I offer is an extremely painful one.’

      He pressed a button, and the bench to which she was secured lifted into a sitting position so Lia could see out of a monitor screen. She was no longer hiding in the shuttle on the moonbase, but on a ship orbiting a planet. As she watched, far across the planet’s curve, a patch of color bloomed like a sudden explosion.

      A trickle of fear ran down her back. ‘Abalon 3.’

      ‘Clever girl. I have it on reliable evidence that one of the greatest firestorms in recorded history is imminent. I have prepared a special suit and an extension wire, and you will be lowered to a point where the storm’s uppermost part will erase you from existence for good.’

      ‘I won’t even feel it.’

      ‘Oh, you will. Lowering you into the storm itself would have you incinerated in an instant, so I have set the coordinates for the self-motion suit to lower you to a position where you will slow-cook over a number of hours. The pain will cause every nerve in your body to tingle with excitement.’

      ‘You’re a monster. How can you act so cruel?’

      ‘Says the woman who murdered dozens of innocent traders on the off-chance one of them carried something important. I am a product of my environment, no different to you. You talk to me about morality, yet you have none. A firefight is fair but a knife in the back is not?’

      Lia gritted her teeth, refusing to think about the bodies lying on the sand. ‘I save lives. You take them.’

      ‘Only when it suits me. We’re not so different, you and I, despite what you might think. Would you like to hear the voices of your husband and son again? I make a point of recording every death I can. It makes for such compelling listening.’

      Lia’s cheeks burned. She strained at her bonds, but she was held tight.

      ‘You look so eager,’ Raylan said, his ugly, troll face beaming. ‘Just have a little patience while I call up the ship’s computer and have it loaded. Who knows, I may even have visuals with this one too. Wouldn’t you just love to see your husband and child again? How long has it been? Ten years?’

      ‘Stop!’ Lia shouted. ‘What is it you want? I’ll do it. Anything. Release me. You want a plaything for your bed chamber, I’m yours. You can own me for the rest of my life. Anything … but that.’

      Raylan’s smile dropped. ‘Oh, come on, Lianetta. You think I can be bargained with? Whatever gave you that idea?’ He waved a hand toward the monitor screen. ‘Computer. I would like a visual recording pulled from the archives.’

      ‘No….’

      ‘Shh. Be quiet now. I may cut it off early if it pleases me.’

      Lia’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You wouldn’t do it to me, would you?’

      Raylan held her gaze. ‘Oh, my dear, I would.’

      The screen flickered into life as Raylan called out a series of coordinates. Two familiar faces appeared on the screen, faces Lia hadn’t seen in a long time. At first they looked happy, sitting at a table in a quaint living chamber, talking while her little boy flicked through the pages of a magazine.

      They had died in a bomb detonated in another part of the complex. They hadn’t died straight away like many had, but over several hours, trapped in their apartment while flames and smoke gradually reached them.

      The tears didn’t take long to come, but once they did, she found them impossible to stop.
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      ‘There. Take us in, full battle mode. You still got a lock on that signal?’

      Harlan5 nodded. ‘Affirmative.’

      ‘We’re coming, Lia,’ Caladan said. ‘We’re coming. Just hold on in there.’

      Matilda, Matilda, Matilda.

      The signal had been meant for no one else. Only the three of them knew that the Pioneer-Class XL Rogue Hunter, serial number 938H, was nicknamed “Matilda”, after a beloved pet from Lia’s childhood.

      It was a calling card Lia knew would find them, and one that they knew meant she needed help.

      ‘Have you got a lock on their transmissions yet? I need to know what they’ll come at us with,’ Caladan said. ‘Get me an inventory of this warlord scum’s battle fleet.’

      ‘My programming wishes me to advise you that it would be far safer to jettison the ship, then try to access the base through other means.’

      Caladan turned in the chair. ‘Is that what I asked? Is it?’

      ‘No, but—’

      ‘Then answer the question you were asked.’

      ‘Nineteen fighters on the base. Another seven on his orbiting space station.’

      ‘Flights in and out?’

      ‘Three freighters in the last hour, according to Abalon 3’s traffic log. That’s only the authorised movement.’

      ‘The unauthorised?’

      ‘How would I know?’

      ‘What have the scanners picked up?’

      ‘Three fighters and a transport shuttle docked at the space station two Earth-hours ago.’

      Caladan looked up. ‘That’s where she is.’

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I’m more or less human. I know how other humans think.’

      ‘According to my programming, Raylan Climlee is only sixty percent human.’

      ‘Close enough.’

      ‘My programming hopes so.’

      ‘Trust me. But if I get it wrong, I never said that.’

      ‘I have visual and audio memory databanks.’

      ‘You’re malfunctioning. I’ll send you for a refit. Maybe just for recycling.’

      ‘My programming hopes you’re right.’

      ‘So does mine.’

      Caladan engaged the rear thrusters and locked the Matilda on a course for Raylan’s space station. As they slowly closed, the distance counter ticking down under ten million space miles, he brought up what the ship’s encyclopedia had stored about the warlord and his operations.

      A former human subspecies, Raylan Climlee was estimated to be around two hundred Earth-years old by standard counting, his actual age—like everyone who moved around by stasis-ultraspace or spent time in regeneration chambers—likely far higher. His business operations consisted of trioxyglobin mining across nine moons and more than thirty major asteroids in the Trill System, predominantly around the system’s major fire planet, Abalon 3. His secondary businesses—all assumed, and logged under pending galactic criminal investigations—included funding civil wars in more than four systems in the Estron Quadrant, supporting the same with direct recruitment of mercenaries—mainly roving Barelaons—as well as various levels of his own warring behaviour in constant battles against other warlords, some of which occasionally required the involvement of Galactic Military Police.

      It was claimed—unproven, like many of the charges against him—that he was behind the assassination of the governor of Loam, the major fire planet in the Phevius System, and attacks on at least three military police training bases in the same system, one of which had left more than three hundred personnel—mostly families of duty officers—dead.

      Caladan sat back and scrolled through to the next screen. This listed the inventory of Raylan’s assumed fleet: in addition to his planetary bases and asteroid mining operations, he controlled one major space station named the Prosperity, as well as ninety-five deep space freighters, seventy interplanetary warships, and nine hundred three-man fighters.

      He frowned. It was awfully light for a man with such a reputation, even though Raylan had publicly claimed that he wished to transition into legitimate business, leaving his criminal past behind.

      The distance counter ticked down to nine million Earth-miles.

      ‘Okay, it’s time,’ Caladan said. ‘Are the charges set up?’

      Harlan5 nodded. ‘Although my programming would like to point out that this should not be considered a good idea. What if the damage doesn’t remain isolated to the single leg? What if the rest of the ship is damaged? It’s no good to the captain then.’

      ‘These are the chances we have to take.’

      ‘And, of course, my programming would like to remind you of the galactic law we are about to break. “Any large-space orbiter with the capacity is required by galactic law to provide assistance to any stricken vessel releasing a distress call within its jurisdiction, providing the stricken vessel can prove by way of a closed computer log that all remaining weapons systems have been disarmed.”’

      ‘Yeah, thanks for reminding me. Do you have those fake logs ready?’

      ‘Yes. But my programming would like to point out that this action will make us outlaws across the Estron Quadrant.’

      ‘Yeah, well, some things can’t be helped. Okay, blow those charges.’

      Caladan flicked the screen to a computer-modeled representation of the Matilda. Single hand flickering over the controls, he extended the battle arms until the Matilda was a beautiful symmetry of deadliness. Then, with a regretful smile, he detonated the charges at the tip of the seventh of eight legs.

      The ship shuddered, nearly throwing Caladan out of his seat. Behind him, Harlan5 began grumbling about destroying recent repairs, but the robot’s normally mundane voice had taken on a quiet note of fear. Caladan, too, felt it, that feeling that he might have done something very bad, but that it was too late to back out now.

      ‘Okay, log the damage, amend it, then get it sent out. I’ll take us in. By the time they issue their authorisation, we’ll be close enough to get our shot.’

      What had before been no more than a dot on a scanner appeared now on the open space monitor. Caladan killed the engines and let the Matilda drift toward the space station Prosperity, circling in the orbit of Abalon 3. It was an ugly thing, a thoroughly modern design that resembled an ancient Earth-creature called a sea urchin, like a metal ball that had exploded, all spines and protruding wings. Caladan checked the central payload cannon, which fired from the Matilda’s central hub, then disconnected it from the computer to avoid it appearing on the digital log, something that by galactic law had to be open to viewing by the transmission computers of any docking space port, should they wish to check.

      ‘This had better work,’ he muttered.

      ‘My programming says—’

      ‘Nothing,’ Caladan answered. ‘Your programming says nothing at all.’

      ‘Here comes the escort,’ Harlan said. ‘Wow, they’re not taking any chances.’

      Nine fighters appeared on the monitor and encircled them. Caladan sent them a vaguely sarcastic acknowledgement for ensuring the ship’s safe passage, then set a course for the main maintenance hangar.

      ‘Okay, robot, I need that detail.’

      Harlan read off a list of coordinates, which Caladan repeated into an intercom. As he read the last digit, he added, ‘You got that? We get one shot at this. That’s it. Miss and we’re dead.’

      ‘Got it,’ answered a crackly voice through the intercom.

      ‘On nine.’

      Some of the fighters were docking. Only as they flew alongside the massive hangar doors did the thing’s scale become apparent—the fighters, themselves fifty metres across, became specks in front of the huge opening that had to measure two Earth-miles from end to end.

      ‘Eight.’

      This close, Caladan could see a hive of activity inside the hangar: ships being cleaned and maintained, larger cargo vessels unloading.

      ‘Seven.’

      Humans and off-worlders were visible now too, milling around, protected in their work by a false gravity system and a clear oxygen screen.

      ‘Six.’

      Caladan’s fingers tingled, clutching for non-existent weapon controls, remembering his younger days as a fighter pilot for hire. Nothing beat the adrenaline of a good firefight.

      ‘Five.’

      Through the clear screen he spotted something larger docked at the hangar’s rear, a fuel transport. When that baby ignited, it would rival the firestorms of the planet’s surface.

      ‘Four.’

      They were nearly directly in front of the hangar now, no more than a couple of dozen Earth-miles out.

      ‘Three.’

      Tiny shapes appeared to start running, perhaps scrambling to fighters. Caladan licked his lips, his body tingling with the thrill of battle.

      ‘Two.’

      A voice was crackling on the external intercom, demanding to know why they were ignoring protocol, drifting across the front of the hangar rather than heading in to dock. Caladan told them to take a running jump and switched off the link.

      ‘One.’

      The fighters escorting them made a wide sweep, then turned back to engage.

      ‘Blow it!’

      The Matilda shook as she blasted fifty tons of electrical interference into the open hangar. The whole space station appeared to shimmer as the shields came up, but they weren’t fully charged and the payload blasted right through.

      A colossal explosion bloomed from the hangar’s rear, but Caladan knew the real damage was being done to the Prosperity’s systems, as exposed electrical and computer systems were attacked by the microbots contained within the bomb, temporarily shutting the station down.

      ‘Take that, you clowns!’ Caladan shouted, cutting the Matilda into a dive, the gun arms whirring as they unleashed fury on the attacking fighters. Five blew apart, but others were scrambling, even as the lights in the hangar blinked off, and a wave of darkness extended out across the Prosperity like a black tide.

      ‘Quite the blackout,’ Caladan whispered, as he jerked the Matilda right, cutting through the lines of oncoming fire, wincing as a couple found their targets. ‘I hope whatever you paid those mechanics with, you’ve got more,’ Caladan shouted at Harlan5, but the droid’s answer was lost over the din of the Matilda buckling under a direct hit.

      ‘Six arms left,’ Caladan said, patting the dashboard. ‘Soon, you’ll have less than me.’

      ‘My programming tells me that was a really stupid thing to do,’ Harlan5 said, as Caladan banked them sharply left, grinning like a madman as he unleashed another barrage of cannon fire on the attacking fighters. He had lost count of the number of enemy ships he had downed, something he hated to do, having kept a running total most of his life. If they survived this, he would find time to go back over the ship’s weapons log, which would have stored the number of hits and their approximate coordinates.

      ‘Fun though, wasn’t it?’ He leaned over his shoulder and grinned at the robot. ‘You know, if we’re caught, I’ll blame you. I’ll tell them you malfunctioned and forced me to do it.’

      ‘My programming suggests you’re joking.’

      ‘Your programming is a real party pooper sometimes.’ Caladan banked right again, then increased power to the rear thrusters, accelerating them quickly out of range. No doubt Raylan Climlee’s army would hunt them, but for now the warlord had greater problems to deal with.

      As soon as they were out of the flight range of the fighters, Caladan banked the Matilda back around, reduced power, and brought the stricken space station up on his monitors. It had listed badly as it lost power, dropping low toward the planet’s atmosphere, but already lights flickered back into life in certain areas as the auxiliary power kicked in.

      ‘Over to you now, Lia,’ Caladan said. ‘I hope we gave you a chance.’
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      The first thing Lia noticed when she opened her eyes was the cold, as though the space station’s heating systems had abruptly shut off. The next was that she lay in total darkness, all the lights having gone out.

      But the most important thing was that the electrified bonds holding her against the wall had lost their power.

      Sitting up, she shook them off, hearing the clank as they landed on the floor.

      The world had disappeared. She stood up, feeling for the door to her cell, and found it unlocked, sliding open at her touch. Outside, she finally encountered life, hearing distant, panicked voices and catching sight of the occasional flicker of a battery-cell-powered flashlight.

      Clearly what had happened was unexpected.

      Unsure quite where she was or what to do, Lia headed in the direction of the last light she had seen, her step feeling springy beneath her feet, a sign that the station’s gravitational field was fading. From her own experience on the Matilda and other starships, the most commonly used form these days was through charged battery cells, so if the main power systems were down the gravitational field would stay online a while, but gradually fail over the following Earth-hour or two.

      If she was going to find a way out, she had to hurry before every corridor was clogged with floating junk and people.

      A short distance farther ahead, she reached a corridor junction. Doors opened onto a control hub for the detention block she was in, something made obvious by the pair of gaunt-faced, semi-naked prisoners strangling a guard by flashlight. Invisible in the dark, Lia crept around them, making for a stock room at their backs occasionally caught in the light’s flicker.

      She wasn’t lucky enough to find weapons, but she found spare guard uniforms and utility belts. She grabbed one of each and snuck away into a dark corridor, where she pulled on the uniform and slipped the belt around her waist.

      Connected to the belt was a small tracking device with a map of the station, but it wasn’t working due to the problems with the station’s electrical systems. A small flashlight, though, was enough to get her out through the unlocked doors of the detention block and into the main corridor system.

      Disguised as a guard, all she had to do was ask. No one queried her excuse that as a new guard she didn’t know her way around; they were too panicked by the failure of the station’s systems to care.

      A couple of levels above the detention block, she found an armory, and loaded herself up with a proton blaster and a handful of stun grenades.

      If she could catch him, she wanted Raylan Climlee to suffer, the same way her family had. She would stun him with a grenade, and then shoot bits off him, until nothing but his horrid little face remained.

      By the time she reached the bridge though a series of corridors strangely deserted, auxiliary systems were flickering into life, but Lia quickly realised from the absence of any personnel at the control desks, something was very wrong.

      She found a systems monitor that had been left running and checked over the station’s vital systems. The attack by an unnamed craft had temporarily disabled its electrical power, but during the blackout it had fallen into an irreversible descent toward Abalon 3’s atmosphere. Too late to correct, the order had been issued for all personnel to evacuate.

      No wonder the corridors near the bridge were deserted. She was likely the only person left in this part of the ship.

      Trying to suppress a growing panic, she stared into a visual monitor showing the planet’s surface. Directly below them was a growing plume of crimson, purple and yellow: a building firestorm. The station was set to plow straight into it.

      The station’s computer systems were not far different from those Lia remembered in the Galactic Military Police. She pulled up an inventory of docked ships in the hangar bays, but most were showing damage or inactivity. Electrical systems still hadn’t been fully restored. Several transports, including Raylan Climlee’s personal shuttle, had recently logged as departed, and several more were cleared to leave imminently. A warning infiltrating all systems said to head for the evacuation transports with all possible haste.

      Lia ran. In some corridors she found emergency lighting, while others were still dark. Her footing was becoming lighter and lighter, and some objects were rolling down the corridors in a way that suggested the gravitational field had not fully come back online.

      She saw no one. Aware of evacuation procedure, almost all the station’s workers had fled for the transports. Lia, running blindly, wasn’t even sure where she was going.

      Exhausted, she paused at an interim control panel and pulled up a map of the station. She was three levels from a minor hangar, where a malfunctioning shuttle was still logged as present.

      Lia didn’t hesitate. Malfunctioning was better than nothing. With elevators still out of operation, she climbed down ladders in maintenance shafts to reach the hangar, where she found a small planetary shuttle sitting on a launch pad.

      Triangular, one protruding wing had been badly damaged by a collision of some kind, most likely with a small asteroid or space debris. It looked in no way capable of flying, but if its thrusters worked, perhaps she could find a way to avoid the storm and crash-land on the planet’s surface.

      She stepped out of the shadows, only to hear a sinister voice behind her.

      ‘Not so fast. This one’s ours.’

      She turned. The two prisoners she had seen strangling the guard stepped out of a passageway. One carried a large photon cannon, while the other had a blaster in each hand. Both were thin, wore little more than rags, and had a desperate look on their faces.

      ‘Look, I was a prisoner too,’ Lia said, lifting her hands. ‘We can share it.’

      The one with the cannon shook his head. ‘You expect us to believe that? Move aside or you’re dead.’

      ‘No, I stole this uniform.’

      ‘And all I stole was a handful of trioxyglobin crystals,’ the first said. ‘Just enough to sell to feed my family. Poor you, poor me.’

      The second nodded his agreement and waved his blasters at her. Neither fired, and a quick glance behind her told Lia why.

      She was standing in front of the shuttle. If they fired at her, they risked damaging it further.

      Its entrance hatchway was closed. Lia saw the control panel embedded into the metal beside the door, but in the seconds it took for the shuttle’s door to decompress and open, they would be on her.

      ‘Come on,’ Lia said, instead walking toward them, her hands spread wide. ‘How about we share it? I have contacts on the surface that can get you to anywhere in the Trill System, under an assumed name.’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘She’s lying.’

      ‘Why would I lie?’

      ‘Because you’re one of them.’

      ‘Look, I told you before—’

      The station listed, throwing them all off their feet. Lia landed hard on her side, dropping her weapon, but her wits were alert, and as she rolled, she came up running and plowed into both men as they came to their feet. One got off a shot, and a burning pain rushed up Lia’s side, but the other cried out as he took a stray blow in the chest.

      The man who had fired rounded on her. Lia dived as fire streaked out, crashing into the wall behind. The man fired once more, but at the same time the station shuddered, knocking him off his feet. Lia pulled herself up behind a support pillar as another massive shudder sent debris raining down from overhead. A steel pipe struck the man across the back, knocking him down.

      Lia, her wound badly restricting her movement, crawled to him and checked for a pulse, but he was already dead. She closed his eyes, then moved to the other and did the same, wondering what crime they had committed, if any, to end up in Raylan Climlee’s detention cells.

      The shuttle seemed an Earth-mile away, as Lia crawled to it, the burning in her side so painful it was hard to think. She activated the hatchway control, then dragged herself up and along a short corridor to a cockpit, with the space station trembling around her as it made its slow descent into Abalon 3’s atmosphere.

      A thump on the dashboard brought the ship’s systems to life. Lia had flown similar during her days in the Galactic Military Police, where her training had required a familiarity with various kinds of spacecraft. While she couldn’t rival Caladan’s skill—even with one arm missing he outclassed most pilots she had ever met—she knew enough to get the launch systems online and establish where the problems lay.

      The shuttle’s left thruster was broken and the damage to its wing meant she was simply going to give herself a better view of the firestorm that would kill her. With her hand shaking and sweat soaking her body, she closed and sealed the shuttle’s doors, then activated its photon cannons and blasted open the hangar.

      Space, beautiful space, appeared through a flickering of broken steel, but only for a moment as the station begun another revolution and the angry atmosphere of Abalon 3 presented itself.

      It looked so very close. Lia engaged the rear thruster and the shuttle slid out of the station, breaking through the half-destroyed doors, leaving beneath the deep sense of claustrophobia that had been pressing down on her. Activating the monitor screens all around her head, she leaned back in the pilot’s chair, smiling weakly as space, Abalon 3, and the slowly departing space station made a slow circuit of the shuttle’s ceiling.

      The firestorm was raging, an angry whirlpool of crimson, orange, yellow, and purple hundreds of Earth-miles across, with occasional plumes reaching high into the outer atmosphere. Some miles behind her now, the space station began to break up as it tipped into the storm. Lia’s shuttle was lighter, and with one thruster still operating, would resist its impending fate for a short while longer, so she could at least witness the destruction of Raylan Climlee’s greatest space vessel. It was some reward, even though she knew she had failed in her real task, and that she would die with her family left unavenged.

      The fresh wound in her side was taking her toward unconsciousness. She fought to stay awake, to bravely witness her death, but she had no strength left. A light was blinking on the dashboard, and she poked it, hoping it might be a coolant system or something that might blast her with cold air and keep her alive, but all it did was start a word ringing in her head that was comforting and familiar:

      Matilda, Matilda, Matilda.

      She remembered the little dog her mother had given her for her seventh birthday. She had loved the way it had yapped at her and jumped up at her knees.
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      His empire could survive any catastrophe barring the loss of his own precious life, so when news of the attack and its crippling result came in—only moments before the communications systems failed—Raylan wasted no time getting to his private shuttle hangar. There he found a crew on permanent standby as always—warlords tended to have enemies willing to break intergalactic protocol without much warning—and within minutes his damaged space station was slipping away behind him.

      He instructed the shuttle’s crew to stay in orbit while the Prosperity fell into Abalon 3’s atmosphere. As the ship that had been his pride and joy for more than a hundred Earth-years broke to pieces and slowly burned up in the great firestorm—the largest since records began, so his computer told him to little comfort—he jumped up and down, shot a couple of advisors with his blaster, and then began blasting the monitor screens, until one brave advisor came forward and told him how to switch them off.

      Regrettably, most of the crew had escaped in the transports, which meant he was stuck with a massive wage bill for people with no work to do, but the real cost was to his pride. The Prosperity had brought the awe of warlords everywhere, its multitude of extended wings far exceeding official non-governmental sizes like a middle finger into the face of the Galactic Military Police, and containing weaponry that could have taken on most planets’ standing navies. Losing it was like losing a leg, and all because of one tiny, stricken ship.

      They would be hunted, and they would be destroyed.

      As he instructed the surviving crew to take the shuttle down to the moon, he reflected on the one success of such a colossal failure.

      At least Lianetta Jansen was dead.
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      ‘Are you still with us, or should I start advertising for a new captain?’

      Lia opened her eyes. Caladan stood over her, his beard shimmering, seemingly restored. At his shoulder was Harlan5, the robot’s silver eyes blinking. Then, behind the droid stood someone Lia was sure had to be a mirage.

      ‘We took a chance,’ Caladan said. ‘We figured you’d get out of there somehow, and what better way than to fly a broken shuttle straight into a firestorm? That was the kind of moved only Lianetta Jansen could pull off with any style.’

      Her throat was dry. ‘You found me?’

      ‘We pulled you in a couple of Earth-miles away from a very hot morning. You’re a lucky girl, but when you have such an awesome crew as us, it’s not really surprising, is it?’

      ‘My programming says I’m happy to see you again,’ Harlan5 said.

      ‘Um, thanks.’

      Lia sat up.

      ‘And we thought you might like to meet our guest.’ Caladan stepped aside to wave the third person forward.

      ‘Mother…?’

      Trina smiled as she pulled Lia into a firm hug. ‘Lianetta, you silly girl. When your boyfriend here told me what a stupid thing you had done, I figured it was only appropriate to help bring you back.’

      Caladan and Harlan5 had moved away to give them a little space, and were busying themselves around a mainframe computer terminal. Alone with her mother, Lia felt layers of skin shedding away until only the softest of underbellies remained.

      ‘I fired on them,’ she gasped through sobs she hadn’t known she could cry. ‘I cut them down like trees. I couldn’t let a single one escape, and I didn’t. I destroyed every last one.’

      ‘Lia, Lia, in time you’ll come to understand that you only did you what you had to do.’

      ‘I didn’t want to kill them, Mother, but it was them or risk that virus spreading across the whole planet. They weren’t my enemies, not all of them. What I did, it destroys me.’

      Trina wrapped her arm around Lia’s shoulders. ‘Sometimes we all have to make difficult choices.’ She smiled, trying to lighten the mood. ‘Mine was plucking up the nerve to get back on to a starship after so many years. I really do enjoy the quiet life these days.’

      ‘I’m glad you came.’

      Trina smiled. ‘Plus, I had to see if our little weapon worked.’

      ‘What was it?’

      ‘Something Bennett lent me. He suggested that fighting a virus with a virus might be the best answer. It was a viral system so old their computers couldn’t fix it in time to prevent Raylan Climlee’s space station from dropping into Abalon 3’s gravitational field.’

      ‘Did he escape?’ Lia whispered.

      ‘We don’t know. Only time will tell. If he did, you’ll know from the assassins you’ll soon have tailing the Matilda, likely jostling for a slice of your hide with the Galactic Military Police—Caladan broke practically every protocol rule going, plus an unprovoked attack on a space station is officially an act of intergalactic war.’

      ‘And there’ll be a bounty on my head for the murder of those traders on Abalon 3.’

      Trina gave a reluctant nod. ‘You’re going to be a busy girl over the next few years, I should think.’

      Lia shrugged. ‘I’ll get used to it.’

      Trina led her over to where Caladan and Harlan5 were still perusing a computer screen. Both looked up at her approach.

      ‘You’re not my boyfriend,’ Lia said, scowling at Caladan, ‘but I do appreciate what you did for me. If there’s anything I can do for you in return—within reason—just ask.’

      Caladan grinned. ‘I’ll settle for a decent hug.’

      ‘Done.’

      As they embraced, Caladan sighed. ‘But I swear it’s growing back. The stump definitely looks a little big bigger than usual. Honestly, those recoup tanks work wonders.’

      Trina laughed. ‘I must have lost ten years during the journey,’ she said. ‘I must admit, they work. So, the big question is, how are we going to celebrate surviving for another Earth-day?’

      Caladan exchanged a glance with Lia, who smiled.

      ‘We have a case of vintage Earth-whisky in the hold,’ Lia said. ‘I hadn’t got around to drinking it yet, but it always tastes better with company.’

      Caladan grinned, and Trina looked delighted.

      ‘Oh, it’s been years….’

      Lia patted Harlan5 on the shoulder. ‘I guess you can’t have any, but you can raise a toast in spirit.’

      Harlan shook his head. ‘I’m afraid no one can have any. I used it to pay the Karpali mechanics who repaired the Matilda. On their home world, Earth-whisky is banned, and therefore an extremely expensive black-market commodity. It is literally worth more than gold.’

      ‘Please tell me you’re joking….’

      Harlan shook his head. As he looked from one to the other, he said, somewhat sheepishly, ‘My programming suggests that it might not have been such a good idea….’
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      Major Characters

      Lianetta (Lia) Jansen – former member of the Galactic Military Police (GMP), now a rogue trader / mercenary, 35 years of age

      Caladan – one-armed, bearded, disgraced pilot on the Matilda

      Harlan5 – a multi-purpose humanoid droid in the service of Lianetta Jansen onboard the Matilda. Silver in colour, he stands approximately seven feet tall.

      

      Other characters

      Bennett – an ancient creature from Cable that is part animal, part machine

      Ed Firthane – miner from Avar on Abalon 3

      Fardo Galad – Raylan Climlee’s chief advisor

      Haverland – Karpali parts trader in Boxar on Abalon 3

      Hiberian-Orst – assassin from Jan-Jan-Last

      Hiberian-Soth – assassin from Jan-Jan-Last

      Lady Julienne – Raylan’s bed-thing

      Leon-Ar – a Tolgier smuggler

      Raylan Climlee – angry, murderous dwarf, warlord of Abalon 3

      Trina Jansen – Lia’s mother
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      Phevius System

      Brentar – Fire planet

      Loam – Fire planet

      

      Trill System

      Feint – main inhabited planet

      Cable – second inhabited planet, it’s capital city is Seen

      Abalon 3 – fire planet and desert world. It’s largest spaceports are Avar and Boxar.

      

      Areola System

      Iris – main inhabited planet, 1.02 of Earth gravity, three times Earth’s size. Capital is the domed city, Louis Town.

      Dove – inhabited planet

      

      Event System

      Larsisus – marsh world

      Rogue – synthetic planet (metal based) home of major Estron Quadrant shipyards

      

      Quaxar System

      Bryant – inhabitable planet

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary of Named Races

          

        

      

    

    
      Barelaon

      Originally an antagonistic and feudal species originating from an unknown system, it is also a blanket term given to bands of for-hire mercenaries made up from members of other races either outcast or leaving by choice. Often adapted by their teams for warfare, they are usually at least partially robotic.

      

      Farsi

      A human subspecies that closely resemble their parent species in terms of physiology, with the exception of having overlarge facial features, one extra toe, and a slightly extended average lifespan.

      

      Human-Minion

      A former human subspecies created long ago in a laboratory by fusing human genetics with those of the common domestic cat. Small and irascible, they tend to be destructive by nature.

      

      Karpali

      Six armed, and as a result very popular as manual labourers. Highly skilled Karpali are often employed in shipyards and other industrial sectors because of their working speed.

      

      Rue-Tik-Tan

      A lizard-based species, scaly, tall, spine-backed.

      

      Tolgier

      A human subspecies with similar features to their parent species, but larger, more muscular, and hairier.

      

      Abaloni

      One of the most ancient human subspecies, they are roughly sixty percent machine, an adaptation that allows them to fold up into an sealed oval in order to protect themselves from the powerful firestorms that their planet’s atmosphere suffers from. While by their nature they are home-loving and simple people, rarely leaving their home planet, their technology has been made available for adaptation by peoples on other fire planets.

      

      Grun

      Slow, peaceful, known as deep-space traders

      

      Hispirians

      Formed from the organic fusing of thousands of intelligent snakes, they are assassins from the Janfar 9 moon of the planet, Jan-Jan-Last

      

      Gorm

      Jellified but highly intelligent creatures with possible mindreading capabilities, they are only able to move by the use of motorised carts, and often the employ of subservient species.

      

      Kathlistini

      Resemble humans despite not being a subspecies, they are around seven feet tall, spindly and bony.
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      Dirt Devils

      Small planetary fighter ships, circular, fast but with limited body armour.

      

      Enforcers

      Newer city police craft, faster and sleeker than older Peacekeepers.

      

      Grun Freighter Draft V14

      A deep-space cargo freighter, huge and cumbersome. Built by the Grun, a generally peaceful species who thrive on inter-galactic trade.

      

      Matilda

      Lia’s ship, a Pioneer-Class XL Rogue Hunter Assault Craft, which resembles a spider on landing and taking off, while reverting to a more elongated shape for longer journeys. Designed for close-contact space battles.

      

      Peacekeepers

      Older city police craft, shaped with a flat front end and a long, triangular pointed tail.

      

      Prosperity

      Raylan Climlee’s space station, resembles an exploded metal ball.

      

      Slither-14 Ultra-Space Fighter

      Unique spacecraft built over millennia from scrounged parts by the Hiberian assassins on Jan-Jan-Last
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      Off-Worlder

      A blanket term used by most species to describe all species with origins from a different planet or star system. A local on one planet becomes an off-worlder on another.

      

      Human sub-species

      As humans explored the galaxy and colonised other star systems, they seemingly had two main goals: annihilation and reproduction, and anything that didn’t adhere to the first usually adhered to the second. Therefore, over millennia, numerous subspecies of human have developed through interbreeding with other races, genetic development and gene manipulation, or biotechnological engineering. Some are nearly identical, others vastly different. According to current galactic law, a subspecies can consider itself a unique species (and therefore be able to create its own rules and regulations) when it is no longer able to breed with pureblood humans. So far, roughly thirty former subspecies have been identified thus.

      

      Expansions

      A significant wave of space exploration that occurred some time in the past is known as an Expansion. Each wave is usually identified as a great departure of new deep-space exploration craft or the discovery of two or more previously-unknown inhabited systems within a relatively short space of time. Sometimes, when a series of linked systems are discovered, the period becomes known as a Great Expansion.

      

      Stasis-Ultraspace

      This is a form of long-distance travel, and the only practical way for spacecraft to move from system to system. Ships adapted to enter stasis-ultraspace do so using a special transmitter which creates a miniature wormhole around the ship and places it in the destination system, so that effectively the ship goes nowhere in actual distance. However, the energy used for each jump is immense, meaning that only bigger craft are able to carry the fuel needed to achieve it. In addition, while the time taken for the jump is instantaneous, on busy routes a time given for a jump would be the time that ship remained queued behind other craft using the same route, although there are adjacent routes for ships of similar size, and using a hop coordinate for a different class-size is a breach of intergalactic law.

      Inter-planetary hops are common, but moving from one star system to another is a far riskier business. On top of that, since the coordinates of each wormhole jump needed to be manually created, it is not possible to blindly jump into deep space. An incorrect coordinate will cause the ship to remain in its original position, while new routes are added by exploration ships—some manned, some not—that travel into deep space using lightspeed-based methods. For this reason, new systems are only added to the known galaxy every fifty or sixty Earth-years, and often access to such systems is severely restricted to prevent clashes with potentially hostile natives.

    

  


  
    
      Thank you for reading Fire Fight!

      

      At the moment, this book is a single short novel, but if you would like to see more of the characters and the world of the Fire Quarter expanded into a longer series, please let Chris know by email at

      chrisward@amillionmilesfromanywhere.net
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