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      I GOT INTO ALPHA PORT around ninth hour, just in time for the late-night customs shift. Just my luck. No matter what they tell you about the late shifts, that these are the guys who just don’t care, let me tell you right now that that is complete and utter bullshit. These guys, the guys who get into these customs jobs, they’re put on these shifts to prove themselves—to give them a shot at promotion. And let me tell you that when you have a chance at promotion on Hortenine-6 you seize it with both hands. Only way of getting off the planet if you’re born here. Luckily I wasn’t.

      I shrugged out of my seatbelt straps and slipped my navigational computer out of its slot—whenever these customs clowns get to poking around your ship things always tend to go missing. Funny thing is that they always seem to be expensive things too. So I was taking no chances. The reason Hortenine gets picked to make drops is because customs have no scanners, no budget for stuff like that. Their planet’s on the edge of everything, the middle of nowhere.

      I looked over the troops, three of them, all staring me down—looking dapper in their dark-blue uniforms, space-blue even, the official colours of Hortenine-6. What Hortenine doesn’t have in job opportunities it makes up for in colour scheme, let me tell you that right now. These three, Jesus, real classic types. There was the fat one, the short one, and the skinny, arch-backed one, as if their superiors had picked them out on the basis of physiological variety. They all had really shiny bronze badges which caught the bright lights of the spaceport. The way the other two joked while the skinny one didn’t so much as flex a smile told me who would be serious about promotion in this bunch. I had to take care.

      As they radioed up, asking me for the fifth time for permission to board, I checked over my hiding places a final time—taking special care that the slot beneath my pilot’s chair was right down flush with the floor, the only place I had contraband—and then I accepted their request. Just as I’d pegged it, that skinny one slipped his crooked nose in first of all, his two goons following on his heels, hands to the blasters on their belts, as if they’d actually ever kill someone. They were so hopped up they didn’t even bother to check me for weapons. If they’d done so they would’ve found a blaster here, there and everywhere. They’d have had a tougher time getting them off me. That would’ve been a bone of contention, I can tell you that for nothing.

      The skinny one introduced himself as Officer Clive Wodd. He had that distinctive Hortenine accent, that twang eating through the otherwise smooth tone like battery acid. And damned if he didn’t come close at least twice to actually finding one of my hiding places. The second time I truly had my hand ready to draw my blaster, and I was preparing for a quick launch. But he turned away without success. Perseverance equals success. No promotion for you, buddy.

      As I escorted the officers off the ship, I caught Wodd’s eye. I have no idea how he saw something there, but, next thing I knew, he was calling his companions back to stand at his shoulders. He looked me up and down then said, “I’ve seen your picture.”

      My heart told me to go for my blaster, but my brain told me to wait this out—to give the situation a chance to reveal itself before I did anything rash. So I crossed my arms over my chest and stared him out. “Yeah?” I said. “Then what’s my name?”

      “You’re Arkle Wright.”

      Not too far off, at least that’s one of the names I use. In fact, it’s my birth name, so I got a little touchy about it—annoyed that he’d fluked across the real one. Or had it been a fluke? Maybe I’d misjudged Wodd.

      “You’re wanted all through the Fritten System.”

      “That so?” I said, fingering the grip of my blaster, ready to make that speedy lift off—someone this sharp, at this time of night, was either perceptive or somehow in the loop, perhaps someone higher-up had briefed him. And if it was the latter then he might well have a bunch of cadets waiting in the wings, ready to take me down. “Well, it’s a good thing we’re not in Fritten, ain’t it? That is unless you’ve got a warrant?”

      Wodd narrowed his eyes. “No, I haven’t.”

      “That’s a shame. So am I free to go now?”

      “We’ve got no reason to hold you.”

      “Are you going to stamp my file, have my ship’s contents cleared for entry?”

      Wodd held my gaze. He failed to respond then led his men away.

      I guessed that I’d just got my clearance.

      I waited till the customs officers had returned to their station, which was fitted with a large, single-way window—the mirror portion looking out, of course—and I dipped down into the ship and removed the panel beneath my seat. I withdrew the small case—about the size of a cigar box—and slipped it into the inside pocket of my jacket.

      My ship—the Navaplastas—has just about the tightest security you can get your hands on. Whenever I meet up with my smuggling chums they’re always taking the piss out of me, joking that I’ve got a fetish about it. That whenever I get paid off for a job first thing I’ll do’s get the Nava down to a shop and rework the door protocols, have a master programmer whack another framework of code onto the security system. I guess, recently, I’ve been thinking that maybe my buddies are right. Then I had an iris, blood and fingerprint scanner, a skin sampler, a body size analyser along with a series of increasingly complex computer codes to solve—which only I had memorised the sequence to, and which would time themselves out within a mean frame if the right answers weren’t spoken. Just for fun I added a little electric shocker, nothing more than a couple of volts, to administer punishment to anyone who even dared attempt unauthorised access into the Nava.

      So I went through all that protocol, the actual locking up of the ship wasn’t all that tricky, and I stepped away. I headed along the gangplank which led up to Alpha Port Terminal—not much more than a fried mushroom stand and a ramshackle ticketing desk—and then out into the darkened street, the almost silent night. Silent, that was, apart from the raucous singing and drunken shouting coming from The Bitch’s Leap just about smack-opposite the terminal. I like making drops on Hortenine—The Bitch’s Leap is my kind of place. Just about the best watering hole in the galaxy. Or, at least, the best one I had access to at that point, no chance of getting arrested and extradited from. The main cause for confidence is that it’s a good bet that whenever I step in there there’re at least ten other guys more wanted than me. I’m small fry compared to the regulars. That night, though, was a bit different. I could tell with pretty much utmost certainty that I would be the most-wanted man in there.

      Whereas everywhere else in the galaxy—even most places on Hortenine—there’re nice swooshing metal doors, The Bitch’s has an old fashioned wooden one. You’ve actually got to push it open to get inside, you have to feel the weight of the wood. And that was what I did then. Just another night, killing time at The Bitch’s till my rendezvous came up.

      Overhead, just as you go in, there’s a great big chunky sign with a greyhound—I guess the titular ‘bitch’—jumping over a shrub. Her muscles are tight and her eyes black-dead. It always makes me think, looking at her, that she’s running away from something. And then I try to put that thought to one side, because I’ll be damned if I’m going to start empathising with a lick of paint and some deadwood.

      The Bitch’s was only half-full, not uncommon. If there’s one thing you learn quick running slime around the galaxy, it’s that it only takes a handful of guys to cause a hell of a lot of noise. I ordered from the service droid and then took up my place in a dark corner, where I could scope out my surroundings. Even in The Bitch’s, even in a dirty little nook like Hortenine, I never felt totally safe. I slurped at my moiser—what we call the alcoholic moisture they hand out in places like these—and eyed the guys at the bar. All beards and guts, leather jackets—pretty much like me thinking about it. There is a certain ‘look’ among us smugglers. They were clearly drunk, almost falling off their stools as they sang and told jokes. One of them caught my eye.

      Immediately, I looked into my moiser. Too late.

      “Eh! You!”

      I kept my eyes down, feeling the package against my ribcage.

      “Oi, you deaf or what?”

      Reluctantly, I tilted my head up to examine the lout.

      He had white hair plaited into braids—it looked like the work of Lucy, one of the prostitutes who hangs out on Terminal Road on Pollax, it’s part of the Fritten System so I was banned from landing there. He also wore tight trousers. Way too tight. I could see the lump at his crotch staring back at me. “Oi!” he said, as if he hadn’t realised that he’d got my full and undivided attention.

      “What?” I said.

      “Wanna join us?”

      I glanced around The Bitch’s. Since these were the only guys in the place it followed that my connection hadn’t arrived yet. Turning these guys down would only lead to trouble—bar fights had started over much less. So, keeping the package tucked beneath my jacket, I stepped up to the bar and took up a place beside the inviter.

      He leant forward and slapped me on the thigh, making an almighty thwock sound. His grin consumed his entire face, laughter lines eating into his flesh. A stench of body odour mixed with leather seized the air in its meaty fist. “Wha ya drinking?”

      I wondered how far gone he was. In places like The Bitch’s you get moisers and not much else—maybe a zap in the nuts from the service droid for being funny. Even the droids in these places have attitude.

      I looked over the other guys’ faces and established that I didn’t know any of them. But, like I said, this being The Bitch’s, I had no intention of underestimating them. I knew the class of people who came here. “I’m fine for a drink,” I said, indicating my moiser.

      The man’s gums flapped open in realisation.

      I guess he was drunker than I’d thought.

      I counted the other guys, four of them. They had all formed a conspiratorial circle behind me and my new buddy—the kind of circle that you know to keep well clear of unless you want to find yourself flushed out into space. I returned to my moiser, hoping that now this guy had got me here, to the bar, that he would realise I wasn’t any fun at all.

      The guy leant into me. “You’re Arkle Wright.”

      My ears perked up and I shot the man a sidelong glance.

      “You are, ain’t ya?” the man said, closing one eye.

      “Who wants to know?”

      The man let out a spluttering laugh and pounded his knee with his fist. The conspiratorial group glanced over at us. I forced a smile, as if this guy had just told me the greatest joke known to man. When the guy got himself back under control, swaying slightly on his stool, he eyed me closely. “You really wanted in all the Fritten?”

      I shrugged.

      The man snorted a laugh. “Yeah, you must’ve done something to really piss them off.”

      I waited out the silence, with no intention of elaborating.

      “Go on, you’ve gotta tell us something.”

      “I don’t have to tell you anything.”

      “Come on, fella, I invite you here, order you a drink and all’s you can think of is to be all standoffish, and that. Throw me a bone, will ya? We’re all friends here or at the very least”—he licked a glob of spittle from his lower lip—“colleagues.”

      “The whole point of our occupation is not having a boss.”

      He chuckled. “Oh we’ve all got bosses, just more than one, ain’t that right? Don’t you tell me that the last person who paid you a job wasn’t your boss.”

      Again, I stayed quiet.

      The man shook his head and then sucked back the rest of his moiser. He glanced off to his friends who continued to speak among themselves. One of them, who had sleek, black hair and emerald green eyes was gesticulating wildly—obviously getting caught up in whatever was for discussion. I tried to look away at the right moment but it was too late. He’d seen me looking. I concentrated on my moiser, but I knew I’d already made a fatal mistake.

      The guy with black hair rose from his stool and pranced up to me. I had thought him younger when I’d seen him further away, but now I made out all the leathery wrinkles on his face. Maybe he dyed his hair. He seized hold of my collar in his fist and got his halitosis stench crawling up my nostrils. “You like what you hear, eh?”

      I stilled my muscles and resisted the urge to reach for my blaster. Nothing good can ever come from four—five if you included the drunken inviter—against one. Especially when all sides are smugglers. Here’s a little hint: us smugglers, we never, ever fight fair. His grip was strong, so strong that I could hardly move my throat to form a reply. “So—sorry,” I said. “Your friend here, he just—”

      “Shut up!” the black-haired guy said. “My friend here is a piss-headed disaster zone.”

      “Right,” I said, not having any inclination to argue.

      However, just then, I started to doubt my judgement of the drunken inviter as being totally useless as he spoke up for me. “Rick, this here’s Wright. Arkle Wright.”

      For a moment the grip tightened and then, all of a sudden, the black-haired guy let go. He glared at me then grimaced, showing off a row of crooked teeth. As he stepped away I caught sight of the laser blade at his belt. I’m sure that he would’ve loved to have a go using that.

      I sat slumped on my stool, in a stupor, for several seconds, worrying what I should do next. My contact would be along shortly to pick up the package, but, at the same time, I was sure that my welcome at The Bitch’s had well and truly worn out. As it turned out, though, the group of conspirators got to their feet, murmuring among themselves. One of them caught hold of the drunken inviter and yanked him to his feet, as if drawing a dog after him, at his heels. When they reached the door, the drunken inviter gave me a limp-wristed wave goodbye and promptly disappeared.

      I let out a long, breathy sigh and ordered another moiser from the service droid. Goodness knows I needed it. As I slipped the glass toward me I noticed a wrapper one of the guys had dropped. It was bright yellow with bold, black writing on the front. I picked it up and inspected it further. It was one of those sweets I’d seen around more and more recently: Fonch. The inside of the wrapper still had pink goo clinging to it and I dropped the wrapper back on the bar.

      When someone tapped me on the shoulder I just about leapt right off my stool and cracked my head against the bar. I turned and almost did so again. It was a woman: long honey-coloured hair, peachy eyes and crimson-dabbed cheeks. They certainly don’t make them like that on Hortenine-6. I muttered something incomprehensible that apparently sounded a little like an invitation since she sat down beside me. She was wearing a flowing, vermillion dress. And, my goodness, the girls on Hortenine sure as hell don’t wear anything like that either.

      “I’m Foy,” she said.

      “You most certainly are,” I said, glad that my smutty smuggler-talk hadn’t quite deserted me.

      She flinched at my remark then said, “There’s a problem.”

      My gut dropped. I knew it, just knew it. They’d sent a pretty girl out here to soften the blow—to tell me that something was wrong that, most importantly, I wasn’t going to get paid. “What?” I said, already dreading having asked the question.

      “I can’t take the package off you.”

      “Why not?”

      “I was followed here.”

      “Were you now?”

      “Radley’s men. I scanned the ship’s imprint.”

      Radley, I thought to myself, damn. He operated just about the largest racket in the whole universe, seemed to have a finger in just about every pie. Hell, I’d probably worked a dozen or so jobs for him without even knowing it. Then another thought struck me, one of those instincts which have a habit of stopping you getting killed.

      “How did you know for sure it was one of Radley’s ships?”

      She winced and her eyes darted about. I was sure that this was her first job—her whole getup, the dress, the nervous manner, letting slip with this information.

      “Who are you?” I said.

      All at once she jerked forward, her hand making for her thigh.

      I caught her wrist before she got within even a forearm’s length of the blaster strapped there. Now, I never like to lay hands on a lady without being given permission . . . as long as they’re not intending to kill me. My fingers dug into her supple wrist and, with a lurch, I spun her around and tore the blaster—holster and all—from her thigh. Still keeping hold of her, I said, “Now, my dear, is there anything else you’ve got there that I should know about?”

      Her throat bobbed and she stood there, wide-eyed.

      “Well?” I said. “Who’re you working for?”

      She remained silence, seemingly more terrified than anything else. Maybe I’d been a little too rough on her.

      I examined the blaster, holding it up to the dim light. “Nice piece, this. Must’ve cost a packet.” I checked out the grip then smiled. I glanced at her. “You know, if you’re planning on pulling a gun on a fella, it helps to flick the safety off first.” I pulled back my jacket to show her my blaster—one of them. “See?” I said. “Way I see it, if you’re already packing something, it’s better to leave the safety off. If you get busted by the authorities they’re taking you down with or without the safety on. And on places like Hortenine most of the cops are off dealing with escaped pigs and sheep, so there’s not much need to worry.”

      She pressed her lips together and shut her eyes. “If you’re going to kill me, will you do it quickly?”

      I almost fell over laughing. “Kill ya?” I said. “A little old thing like you?” I shook my head. “Nah, you’re my contact, more importantly you’re the one who’s supposed to make sure I get paid. In fact, why don’t we get back to that now?”

      “It’s better that you kill me, or they will.”

      “Who’s ‘they?’”

      She nodded toward the door of The Bitch’s.

      “What? You mean those the guys who were just in—”

      Before I got the chance to finish my inane observation, a blaster beam shot through the door to The Bitch’s, leaving a large, burning hole. The service droid at the bar wound itself down below the counter. I tugged Foy down beside me, beneath a thick table. That’s another great thing about The Bitch’s, the tables are built to last every type of fight you might imagine.

      Another beam fizzled through the air.

      I kept our heads low, clicking the safety off Foy’s blaster. No way had I reached the point of trusting her. Not quite yet, anyway. The image of her reaching for her blaster at her thigh was still fresh in my mind—and not just because of that glimpse I got of her cleavage.

      One of those guys just went berserk and stuck his blaster on rapid-fire. Beams lashed the air, turning the whole place into one great big smokescreen. I grabbed hold of Foy and together we crawled our way toward the back of the bar, toward the toilets—a place I knew well since I’d puked my guts out there many a merry time.

      I tried not to think about the unscrubbed, unsterilized floors we were putting our meat hooks all over, in fact there wasn’t much trying involved. When there’re blaster beams flying all about it has a habit of concentrating your mind on more important things. Namely not getting shot.

      I’d got us into one of the cubicles in the long-neglected women’s toilets when I noticed the blasters had stopped firing. Not wanting to waste a moment, I hoicked Foy up to the small, letterbox-shaped window and primed my blaster, ready to shoot at whoever came in through the door. She got her slender frame through the opening quite nicely, for me, though, it was a bit more of a challenge.

      One thing about smuggling is that you spend an awful amount of time in your ship—that is a lot of time sitting at the controls, taking on energy pills and the like. Now, maybe some of the more astute might suggest I invest in a small on-board gym—divert some of those funds for my security into a cycling machine or a treadmill—but, and I have to be honest, I find exercise nosebleed-inducing boring. The upshot of which is that I’ve got a gut. Quite a gut.

      As I managed to snaffle myself up through the window, I heard the heavy boots sound over the barroom floor. That gave me just enough motivation, the prospect of getting one of my buttocks fried with a blaster beam, to suck in my gut and get through the window. Even so, I heard the shout and a blaster beam tore through my right shoulder. I landed without bending my knees on the hard asphalt outside in absolute agony.

      Foy was still standing there, a little to my surprise, and, even more against the odds, she helped me to my feet. I clutched my fried shoulder and clasped her hand, dragging her up the road, headed for Alpha Port. Already I was getting my brain into gear, thinking through the take off procedure. Trying to work out how I might get us away from those guys—Radley’s guys, apparently—and up into the relative safety of empty space. For all the stick I get over investing in the Nava’s safety on the ground, I do make sure that the thrusters are up to snuff, at least able to outrun any respectable patrol ship. One of Radley’s ships might be a different matter, though.

      We burst through the terminal, sending an old lady and her packages flying. I glanced over my shoulder and muttered an apology. I dragged Foy through the turnstiles leading into the private docking area, scanning my fingerprints and hers quickly. We ran onward, for the Nava. When I got there I shot through the safety routine, managing to get it all right first time. Hey, I’ve had a lot of practice. You can never underestimate the importance of being able to make a hurried getaway.

      And then I was up in the cockpit, doors locked, shields engaged, with Foy sitting there beside me. I can’t deny that I felt a bit of a buzz there, with a pretty girl at my side, making a daring escape, that was kind of one of the reasons I got into this line of work—that and the money. And being able to use a blaster. And being able to fly through space unchecked as a privateer. This job rocks.

      Just as I engaged the take off program, I caught sight of the men—all five of them, even my buddy the drunkard dawdling away at their heels—they all had blasters drawn and wasted no time whatsoever in firing them off at the Nava. I shifted all the power I wasn’t using for take off into the front shields. I watched the beams flash bright yellows, blues and purples as they struck the invisible barrier. Tiny cracks appeared in the layer as the beams strobed against it. I grasped hold of the control stick and leant it back, lifting the Nava up and tilting her skyward. The beams continued to lick at the shields and then there was a hefty jerk and an unnerving mechanical squeal. Unfortunately I had good ideas of what those sounds meant—that the beams had got through the defences and were making headway into the ship’s physical shell. Lucky for us we were all ready to go.

      With a final look back at them, catching the glare of the black-haired guy, his body tensed as he fired away on his blaster, I shifted the thrusters back and then full forward. We launched upward, barrelling into the sky, through the artificial atmosphere bubble and out into space. Only when I’d levelled us off, got us flying at maximum speed in the opposite direction to Hortenine, and the Fritten System, did I dare to leave my seat. “You take charge,” I said to Foy. “It’s real easy, everything’s on autopilot. If anything shows up on the navigator it’ll make a nice ping noise. You won’t miss it.”

      Foy seemed too scared to speak, but she sat there and watched on.

      I did leave the system locked. You can never be too careful with someone who’s recently tried to kill you—even if you’ve just saved their life.

      I peeled off my shirt in the toilet and slid open the medical unit. Inside I found the tactical spray—an army supply which I bartered off a young kid at a trading post a while back, he probably got into big trouble when they did inventory, not that it’s my problem. I sprayed over the afflicted area, going over it three or four times till the bleeding stopped. As I looked at myself in the mirror, examining my pallid complexion and vein-stained eyes, I checked out the scar just below my left pectoral—that rigid, knitted fucker, staring back at me like a black cat in headlights. Just as my mind was turning over memories I’d much rather forget, I caught sight of some motion in the corner of the mirror. I spun around, simultaneously slipping my blaster out and pointing it at the target.

      It was Clive Wodd. The customs officer.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      He smiled at me, sheepishly.
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      I KEPT THE BLASTER pointed at Wodd’s chest. He was still dressed in his uniform, of course, although I noticed he’d donned some latex gloves—so he wouldn’t leave fingerprints, evidence.

      “What you’re doing is trespassing,” I said. Do you mind telling me how you got into my ship?”

      “I . . . I,” he started, staring at my blaster.

      “Come on, out with it.”

      “Are . . . are we in space?”

      “Yup, now how did you get around the security?”

      Wodd gulped and backed up into the corner. “I thought you might be hiding something here. I wanted to come back and take a look.”

      “That’s not the question I asked.”

      “Right, right,” he said. “Uh, I don’t know, I’ve always been good with computers, technology, and all that. I was able to bypass the security. Nothing fancy. I just did it.”

      “You don’t ‘just’ get past the security on this ship.”

      He stared at the barrel of my blaster. “Are you going to shoot me now?”

      “Is it just you aboard or did you bring Tweedledee and Tweedledum along for the ride?”

      “Just me.”

      “I was thinking that letting you out into space might be a better prospect.”

      “No,” he said, “wait, please. I can explain.” He took a few moments to compose himself. “The reason I wanted to break in here, get aboard, I wanted to get off Hortenine-6, I had to, and when I recognised you, saw your ship here, I knew that you’d be doing your best to avoid all the checks, not going across any borders legally. I’d never be able to get the right chips to open doors.”

      “You could’ve just kept on working the customs job. I’m sure they would’ve promoted you eventually.”

      He shook his head. “No, that’s not likely to happen at all. You really have no idea what’s going on back on Hortenine, do you?”

      “Probably some tilling of the soil, somewhere some guy will be milking a cow. Am I far off?”

      “Radley.”

      “What about him?”

      “He’s taken over the whole place, the administration, made it some sort of hub, like a final jumping off point into the Fritten System. He has big plans, and he’s keeping all the government authorities in their place. Not that that’s difficult considering most of the council is just made up of a few old, crooked farmers. They’re taking whatever Radley wafts their way and, in return, they don’t ask questions about what he wants with Hortenine.”

      “And I suppose your idea was to get off the planet, go away somewhere, get training, only to return one day when you would overthrow them all?”

      Wodd’s lips open and shut.

      “Don’t think that you’re the first stowaway I’ve had aboard.” I scowled. “Just the first that’s managed to get through the Nava’s security systems and live to tell the tale.” I paused. “So far.”

      His eyes bulged, almost out of their sockets and he clasped his hands before him in prayer. “Please,” he said. “I know why you’re in trouble, why you’re being searched for in the Fritten System. Don’t you want to know how you managed to get onto their most-wanted list?”

      Actually, I have to admit, I had been racking my brains over it. The way the authorities are organised I always figured they just picked a name off a minor offences list, probably attached to a dartboard. “Is it because I’m a big scary smuggler who doesn’t wash enough?”

      “Because someone grassed you up, blamed you for something you didn’t do.”

      “And what might that have been?”

      “Have you checked inside that box, seen what’s inside it?”

      “Nope, part of the deal was I was to deliver it unopened.”

      “Don’t you think you should take a look now?”

      I stewed over that for all of two seconds and then I lifted Wodd by the scruff of the neck and shoved him off down the corridor, in the direction of the cockpit. Everything was just as I’d left it—Foy still at the controls, not having touched anything or, at least, not having seemed to. “Box,” I said, looking at her—I’d given it to her for safe keeping during the frantic take off.

      She obeyed and plucked the box up from the floor, then handed it over to me.

      I took it, weighed it in one hand. Whatever was inside felt solid. I gave the box a shake.

      Wodd lurched forward. “No!” he said.

      “What? What is it?”

      “I’d take care with that if I were you.”

      “Look, kid, if it was going to break I’m sure it already would’ve done sure during our daring escape from Radley’s men. Now cool down a little, won’t you?”

      Wodd did cool down but his intense expression, his adamant concentration on the box didn’t cease.

      I have to admit I was getting a little nervous, what with Wodd looking like he might blow out a liver at any second, so I picked that moment to glance over at Foy, who was watching the opening, or the discussion of the opening, of the box with utmost interest. “What’s inside?” I said.

      She continued to stare at the box. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, ‘you don’t know?’”

      “They just told me I had to get hold of it—that if I didn’t manage to get it from you that they would burst in through the doors and kill us both.”

      “Amateurs,” I said.

      “Don’t you want to hear how I got involved in this?”

      I held up my hand, not ready—just yet—to hear another sob story about a pretty girl getting prised away from the her family by a group of mobsters. “Maybe some other time.” I busied myself with the box, checking over the packaging. It was sealed with a standard plastic coating. I got my multi-tool on the job—if there’s one bit of kit you can’t do without in space, as a smuggler, it’s a multi-tool: laser opener, screwdriver and a good old-fashioned metal blade, for when you’re feeling nostalgic. Approximately ten seconds later I got the sealing clear of the box and blew off the residue.

      Wodd continued to stare down at me as if I were doing nothing less than defusing a thermo nuke.

      I slipped off the lid and examined the contents. Inside there was a single, brown-yellow stone nestled on a small felt cushion. The stone itself was maybe the size of my thumbnail. I crunched up my features and glanced up at Wodd. “This is it?”

      Wodd, however, had gone all pale again. “Don’t you know what that is?”

      “Nope. Worth anything?”

      “‘Worth anything?’” Wodd said, flushing a touch. “That is nothing less than the Stone of the Angels.”

      I groaned. “Who the hell called it that?”

      Wodd looked like I’d just stomped on his birthday puppy. “What does it matter what it’s called when it holds the key to all of sub-space.”

      “‘Sub-what-now?’”

      “Sub-space. For hundreds of years, ever since man became acquainted with space we have been searching for the secret to pass into sub-space. With this, the Stone of the Angels, we believe that we might be able to harness sufficient energy to pass inside.”

      “Sounds like a bunch of new-age crap to me.”

      “Oh no,” he said. “You’re very wrong about that.”

      I kept my enthusiasm to myself. Whenever it comes to anything mildly spiritual I’m wont to switch off my brain, to give it some much-deserved rest. And, since I was more likely to believe a more sophisticated, better-travelled person, I decided to call on Foy for her opinion.

      “Well,” she said, “of course I’ve heard of it—but no one really understands its power. And as for all that business about it opening sub-space, if that even exists, I’m not sure anyone can say for certain. There are other uses it could be put to if the stories about its untapped energy are correct.”

      Wodd stuck to his backward Hortenine, believe-anything-if-it-sparkles mantra. “It definitely does. It’s just that it needs further study.” He reached out for the stone. “If I might be permitted to take a look I could—”

      I slapped his hand away. “Oh no you don’t. You’re still in hot water, mister. Don’t forget you got yourself on board my ship without asking.” I looked over to Foy again. “There’s just one thing that doesn’t sit right with me. When they found out who I was—back in The Bitch’s—why didn’t they take the stone from me there and then?”

      “They had no idea what you had,” Foy said.

      “Or,” I said, “I think I have another theory.”

      “What?” she said.

      I brought the navigational screen down and studied my map. I analysed my previous journey, to the point where I had picked up the stone—from a tiny moon just inside the Fritten System. “I think we’d better take a visit back here, see if there’s anything to find. I get the impression that the guy who handed this stone to me had a good idea of what was going on.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think he was working for Radley.”
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      We whizzed through space, eating up the pebble trail I’d left behind from my previous journey. I sucked in my gut as the navigational computer informed us that we were entering the Fritten System. This place was remote, right on the edge of the System, but that didn’t mean I was anxious to push my luck with the authorities.

      There wasn’t so much as a terminal on the moon so I had to set the Nava down on, what looked to be, a fairly stable patch of ground. I always feel a little apprehensive about landing on anything other than terminal, spaceport, because it has a nasty habit of either being flimsy or being alive. Anyway, I got the ship down and had Foy stay behind. I decided, on balance, that I trusted Foy more than Wodd since she didn’t seem to have an intimate knowledge of the Nava’s security systems. And if Wodd knew how to get through the security systems there was no telling what he might do—unchecked—with the navigational computers, or he might even decide to commandeer the ship for himself. The upshot of all this dithering was that me and Wodd set out across the lunar landscape, dressed in spacesuits—owing to the lack of oxygen, or atmosphere, on this moon.

      We reached the outer bubble a while later. It was one of those temporary ones—the ones that were used to set up colony outposts in the hope that one day a backup group would arrive to help form a more permanent atmosphere. But, like always, the budget ran out and, it turned out, people greatly preferred living some places than others. Granted, living on a pile of dusty rocks which go through several months, if not years, of darkness, doesn’t sound greatly appealing. Not that the guy who had given me the package seemed to mind it.

      Our first obstacle came in the form of the communicator. I announced our presence, and intention to speak with Kools, the pseudonym my contact had insisted I used, and were promptly denied entry. I looked to Wodd. “Gonna work your sweet magic?”

      Wodd stood back. “Isn’t . . . wouldn’t this be illegal?”

      “Breaking into my ship was illegal. You’re a Hortenine on the run, without the documents required to be in the Fritten System. Don’t you think it’s time to cut loose a little with the well-worn moral convictions?”

      He seemed to get my point—or at least he slipped off the casing for the communicator, fiddled around with the wires and then boosted us through the gate and into the bubble. If only I could get him over to the dark side Wodd might well be a valuable ally, as long as I could get him to shake off those ridiculous dreams of going back to ‘liberate’ Hortenine-6. The only liberation that place needed was from its plane of existence. I didn’t say that out loud, though. If there’s one thing I’ve learnt over the years with nationalist nutters, it’s that they don’t take too kindly to having their countries belittled or threatened with extinction. Maybe one day I’ll be able to fill a book with all my space smuggler advice.

      Once in the bubble we took off our helmets while Wodd gnawed my ear off talking in poetic terms about the strange glint that the bubble around us gave the fabric of space, and other such nonsense. I tuned him out and kept him walking toward our goal: the central building—the only building in fact—not much more than a tumbledown shack. This whole settlement made Hortenine look like a bustling metropolis.

      We reached the building and, again, were denied access. Wodd worked his magic yet again and got us inside. The whole place stank. I thought Kools might’ve heated up an instant dinner and then left to rot. Then I saw that, in fact, it was Kools who was doing the rotting.

      I pinched my nose and wandered closer. As I stooped over his dead body, a trickle of dried blood running from his mouth down onto his wrinkled chin. His old man’s face was contorted in an everlasting scream, shock and surprise etched onto those empty eyes. I heard Wodd vomiting behind me. If he really wanted to save Hortenine he’d have to get some steel in that stomach.

      I examined the wound in Kools’s chest, gaping, burnt-out flesh. It was a blaster shot. Now I was convinced. It had to be Radley. Who else would bother coming out here with the sole mission of killing Kools? He couldn’t have been anything to anyone out here. When I looked across the room I saw that the main communicator had been sabotaged. I tried to remember whether it had been like that when I’d met Kools, or whether his killers had bashed it in as a sort of reflex. That’s not uncommon with thugs. Quite often they get themselves all hopped-up on adrenalin and can’t help themselves.

      As I left Kools’s side, I noticed a squished sweet lying beside him—a gooey pink mess. Kools had never struck me as the kind of guy to go in for treats, but, then again, I guess no one really knew him. He was secretive, all alone out here. Still, I was curious, something about the wrapper struck me as familiar, and I turned the sweet over and examined it. The brand name, written out in chunky, pink bold letters: Fonch.

      I tossed it away then said, “Let’s go.”

      Wodd appeared wiping his mouth with a paper towel he’d plucked from some bathroom I had no intention of investigating. If this place looked as bad as it did from the outside, I had no intention of venturing in there. “What’s this?” he said.

      “What’s what?”

      Wodd stooped over a desk and picked up a handheld communicator. It was kidney-shaped and reams of static buzzed across its screen. However, looking over his shoulder, it was just possible to make out what was written through the interference. I snatched it off him and tried to make out the writing.

      “Says that he’s very sorry and that he’s led a terrible, miserable life, . . . yadda yadda yadda . . . the recipient’s someone called Susie, and that she’ll understand how this happened, why it had to happen.” I looked up at Wodd. “Do you suppose he means how he ended up all dead?”

      Wodd, still looking visibly queasy, said, “I don’t know. I thought you said that he was killed by Radley’s gang.”

      “That seems the most likely thing, but that doesn’t mean it’s the only thing that could’ve happened. If you say that that stone’s important, that it’s got some sort of decent standing in the galaxy then why would Radley—once he’d got his hands on it—then give it to Kools, to give it to me? Why wouldn’t Radley cut out all the legwork and unnecessary running about and just take it for whatever he wants it for?”

      “And why would he want you to have it in the first place?”

      “That’s just what I said.”

      “Unless . . .”

      “What?”

      “Well, what if he wanted to frame you, or something?”

      “‘Frame me?’”

      “Think about it, back on Hortenine. They made you come to Hortenine, ensuring that you’d have the stone, then—”

      “Nah,” I said. “I set up the meeting on Hortenine. Always do. The Bitch’s is the perfect place to swap goods, get business done on the quiet.”

      “So you think it’s just a coincidence that Radley’s taking over the place politically, and that you just happened to set up a meeting there?”

      “Yup.”

      “Okay, maybe you’re right.”

      I sighed. “All right, kid, as long as there’s nothing else pressing around here—anything kicking around the dead man’s quarters we might’ve missed out on—then I suggest we bounce.”

      “You do understand that the authorities, everyone in the Fritten System wants to get their hands on the Stone of the Angels, don’t you? How long were you on the run with the stone, waiting to make the exchange at Hortenine?”

      “Dunno, I had to lay low a couple of months, terms of the deal.”

      “Yes, so don’t you see?”

      “See what?”

      “That was all the time that Radley needed to blame you for the theft of the stone, to get you onto their most-wanted lists, to have everyone scouring the Fritten System for any sign of your entrance, your reappearance with the stone. They wanted to make you a scapegoat. Getting you into The Bitch’s Leap and having you killed there. It would’ve been perfect. Everyone would believe that you stole the stone and it would’ve fallen into hands unknown. They would have to give up the chase, be willing to admit defeat. And Radley would be home free with the stone.”

      “Just one problem with all that.”

      “What?”

      “How does Foy fit in?”

      “She was the gun. She was supposed to shoot you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense to me, why they’d send in someone as callow as her to get the job done and then, when things start getting hairy, I find Foy’s gun, they decide to just blow the both of us away. What was the plan then? To fish for the stone from out smouldering corpses?”

      Wodd shrugged. “It would fit. I mean, I could see them managing something like that. It would make sense from a logistical—”

      I held up my hand. “It’s okay now, Clive, my boy, you don’t have to be careful about what you say, you’re under the command of the Navaplastas now, not Hortenine Customs.”

      “When you say ‘under command’ do you mean like as a real member of the ship?”

      “Or maybe I mean that you’re my prisoner. Stay on your best behaviour, keep opening doors for me and we’ll see whether or not we can negotiate.”

      Wodd stepped out of the central building, leading the way to the airlock leading out of the bubble and back to the Navaplastas. I lingered back a moment, checked over the shack one last time, looked at Kools’s cold, dead face and knew that I had to dig further. None of this made sense as it was. I had to get talking to Susie and see what was really up. She would know whether or not Kools really was just a crazy old man out here, willing to do whatever it was that Radley and his boys commanded. He certainly died for them. I slipped the handheld communicator into my jacket pocket.

      When I came around from my deliberation, I noticed that Wodd was pointing excitedly at the sky, out into space. As I followed his finger I came to realise why. There were five ships—the authorities of the Fritten System, or Fritters as I affectionately refer to them. Although I have to say, in that moment, they didn’t look all that affectionate to me.
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      ONE THING WITH FRITTERS is that they don’t always play fair. I mean, you’d expect all the dirty fighting tactics from a smuggler—it comes with the territory—but you’d expect a lawman to actually have to follow some kind of rules, to play up to all that bullshit. Not so with Fritters.

      I broke out into a sprint, marvelling at what my physical condition might be like after a few days of these chases, hurried returns to the Nava. The door was standing wide open, the entrance slope down. I thanked my lucky stars that Foy hadn’t decided to play with any of the controls in the cockpit, and then considered my decision to bring Wodd with me—with all the bonding it had entailed—to have been a good choice. If the Fritters had arrived after the Nava had gone, there would’ve been nowhere to run to.

      We clambered aboard just as they started firing. I got the shields up a few seconds after. We took fire all over the body, the damage gauge wapped away to itself with each new complaint. I glanced to Wodd. “Kid, are you as good with spaceships as you are with security systems?”

      Wodd gave me a nervous grin. “I used to do a lot of tinkering, actually my dad—”

      “Does this look like a good time for a delightful chinwag? I said get busy sorting out the damaged areas.” I dug through the storage space beneath the control stick and withdrew the portable damage mapper, which I thrust into his hands. “That’s got all the information you need. It’s very simple. Look for the red and plug it up. Got it?”

      He nodded vigorously and then sped off, his footfalls sending metallic echoes around the ship.

      I turned to Foy. “Now, as for you, honey—”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Listen, missy, you’re on my ship, I saved you from those evil men, now you’re going to do exactly what your captain tells you.”

      She glowered.

      “Now, I’m going to open the weapons systems for you and I want you to do your best to take out as many of those Fritters as you—”

      Without needing any help from me, she got the weapons systems open, tapped away until she got the main blaster calibrated and then took aim and fired at the first Fritter. She struck it on the hull and it blew into a thousand pieces. She sneered at me. “You never did give me the chance to tell my story earlier. I—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I’m sure it’s a real tearjerker. Now do that again!”

      It turned out that the second time was more difficult, and the third and the forth, and so on. I guessed that the Fritters hadn’t bargained for return fire after such a long wait and so we’d caught them off guard—they’d switched power from their shields to their primary weapons. I knew that as long as they wanted to get their hands on the stone they would stop short of blowing us to smithereens, but, still, we needed to get into space as quickly as possible. If they managed to get through the shields they could disable whatever they wanted on the ship. They could board us without my consent. And if that happened I’d be going to prison: Krykelseare-14, fifty degrees below zero on a summer’s day.

      I booted up the take off system and got us off the ground, into space. Foy provided us with enough covering fire to keep the Fritters occupied—occupied enough to not dare getting too close. We made inroads into space, leaving the Fritters behind in our wake, tailing us, waiting for their opportunity to strike. I knew they were monitoring the ship, calculating which shield generators they could take out first so that they could disable our forward motion. I was a little worried—okay, more than a little worried—because after our eventful exit from Hortenine-6 I’d had no chance of patching up the ship. Actually, I’d intended to get the Nava fixed up right after paying Kools a visit. I regretted not having taken a quick stop off to get things fixed up.

      The ship jolted once, twice, three times, then over and over again, as they stuck us with their rapid-fire cannon. I hoped that whoever was operating that thing back
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