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 Chapter 1 – Identification

 


 As Brell
Sturlach approached the dwelling pod, her fingers clasped the
weapon inside her pocket.

The neighbourhood, a suburb of
Colony 23, was a dump. On planet unpronounceable, millions of
kilometres from anywhere of note, the pollution levels were toxic.
Thousands of identical dwellings, set on grid squared roads,
serviced the needs of workers at the mega chemical works.

“Ready?” she said to her android
assistant.

Lottie nodded.

They both wore matching dark
blue boiler suits, peaked hats, and eye goggles. Scarves wrapped
around the lower half of their faces gave protection from the
atmosphere while also obscuring their identities.

Brell leaned forward and pressed
an intercom button. “Sewage pipe check.” She stepped back, glanced
at her chronometer, and waited. “Where’s the fragging home
bot?”

“May be an old model,” Lottie
said, choosing to use a male voice in keeping with her selected
facial features.

A loud click sounded from the
intercom speaker before a monotone robotic voice spoke.

“What is your request?”

“Sewage pipe check,” Brell said,
tapping the peak of her hat. She attempted to make her greeting
sound chirpy and interested.

“A utility service check is not
in my schedule. My owner has gone to the local emporium.”

Brell tugged at her face scarf
while speaking. “Flusher pipes are backed up in this area. Lot of
poop involved, checking residencies.”

“Poop?” the bot said.

“Yeah, shit, you know,” she
said.

“This is not in my
schedule.”

“Your owner will not want to
wade through shit when he returns home, will he?”

“Hmm,” the robot said. “I will
require identification before you can enter.”

The door opened to reveal a
utility bot with arms, legs, and a stout body. Its head, perched on
top of a thin neck, resembled a bucket. Yellow streaks down its
body suggested the bot suffered from overexposure to the outside
air. A dull red light shone out of its eyes and its mouth was a set
of faded lights.

“Identification?” the bot
said.

“Identify this.” Brell thrust
the weapon, an electro jolter, against the bot’s body and fired. A
bolt of energy zapped straight into its internal workings making it
shake uncontrollably. She gave it another zap for good measure and
pushed the bot inside, where it slunk against a wall.

Lottie entered behind and closed
the door. Brell took off the goggles, then pulled the scarf off her
nose and mouth, revealing her light blue skin. The former Police
Corps senior officer, ex-convict and cargo pilot was in her early
forties, tall with a round face, oval brown eyes, and short black
hair.

The residence was a tired tip of
a place. Square shaped, it comprised two bedrooms, a living room,
kitchen, and a bathroom. Brell pressed a finger against her lips
and stood for a moment, listening. A recurring beep sounded from a
bedroom. Replacing her face scarf, she opened the door halfway and
peeked inside. It was not what she was expecting. An elderly woman
in a pink nightdress sat on a bed raised up on bricks watching a
holographic media screen. The room smelled of old peoples care
homes. Medical equipment beeping by the bedside provided sustenance
through a thin tube stuck in the woman’s nose. A large red button
labelled ‘emergency’ was stuck on the side of a table with lengths
of brown adhesive tape.

“Who’s that?” the woman said.
She turned to face Brell. “Who’s that? Sonny?” Her milky coloured
eyes squinted in Brell’s direction.

It wasn’t the old woman’s sight
impairment which interested Brell; it was the laser pistol laying
on her lap.

“I’ll shoot you, fucker,” the
old woman said, her voice croaky. In a practiced move, she knocked
the emergency button with the edge of a hand. Its centre glowed
red. Then she grasped the weapon between her shaky hands and raised
it.

Brell hurriedly ducked as a shot
cracked into the door frame near her head with a Pzap. From
the brief glimpse of the weapon and its sound, it fired narrow
laser bolts. While fatal close up, it was otherwise capable of
causing a painful injury. Brell fell to the floor and crawled away
as two shots pitted the corridor wall above her head. On hearing
the woman swearing and fumbling with the pistol, Brell leant back
and pulled the door shut.

“Who are you? Are you that
bitch? That whore wife of my son. I’ve called Sonny. He’ll kill you
proper this time.” The woman’s voice was stronger and louder.

Brell stood up and shook her
head. “That must be Sonny’s mother, who should be dead according to
local records. It’s probably a scam. We don’t have long; she’s set
off an emergency. Scan the other bedroom.”

Lottie nodded as she pondered
over the utility bot.

“It’ll survive,” Brell said,
aware of Lottie’s concern about bots, of any make and type,
suffering damage.

Brell glanced around. This
‘simple job’ was fast turning into a nightmare. She took out a
small cube, attached it to a chest pocket, and activated its
holographic display. It showed a live feed from a series of tiny
hidden cameras stuck on utility poles, side walls and abandoned
vehicles dotted outside the property.

The equipment, which Lottie had
planted, enabled them to monitor the dwelling pod for several hours
while dressed as sewage engineers. As soon as their target left,
Brell had taken her chance.

Their job was to retrieve a
silver ornate ring belonging to Lexuri de Camilloire, an associate
of hers. It wasn’t strictly a burglary, as the dwelling owner,
Lexi’s separated husband, Sonny, had stolen it as leverage in a
messy divorce settlement.

Brell pulled on a pair of thin
gloves, entered the kitchen, opened the back door, and slid an
overflowing trash bin against it. A quick look around the kitchen
and living room revealed nothing of interest, so she checked the
spy cams again. Though there were no signs of Sonny, they could not
dawdle. The mother swore while randomly popping off shots, as the
bot shook during its reboot sequence.

Sonny’s bedroom was typical of a
man reduced to staying with his mother. Trophies and memorabilia
were stacked in a corner and an image showed him, the captain,
holding an ornate cup, surrounded by his team.

Brell had seen the result of
relationship breakdowns many times in her Police Corps career. Her
sympathies for this man, though, were negligible as he was an
arrogant, self-loving ass, but a winning premier level sportsman. A
sporting injury was the start of his decline and resultant drug
taking. He took his bitterness out on his wife, both physically and
mentally. Fortunate not to be jailed, he became jealous of his
wife’s achievements and earnings, so stole the ring.

Also, Brell owed Lexi.

“Over here,” Lottie said. She
pointed a small rectangular scanner towards a cupboard and dresser
with three drawers. “A faint trace in this area.”

Aware the scanner lacked
pinpoint accuracy, Brell twisted her lips. “I’ll check the
cupboard. You do the drawers.”

Brell pulled out two wooden
boxes. One was full of sachets, gel tabs, nailers, and illegal body
building powders. She exhaled audibly on seeing two small bottles
of Deep Yellow elixir and four packets of the tablet version.

She picked up one of the packets
and inspected it closely. Despite now being drug free, she missed
the drugs vivid hallucinatory effect which became a crutch to get
through life and a stressful Police Corps career; then became her
ruin. To her continual shame, she stole a gunship whilst in a
mind-bending haze and bombed a hotel. A man died, but not the one
she intended to target. Given a lifelong prison sentence, she won
her release by entering a Convict Challenge media game show.

“What you got there?” Lottie
said.

Brell knew Lottie would have
seen her gazing at the tablets; she missed little. She tossed the
packet back inside and tilted the box to view the contents at the
bottom. Nothing.

The second box contained adult
materials. Sheets of holographic sports magazines jostled with sex
journals and nude reviews of men and women.

“Nothing here. Must be the
dresser.” She pushed the boxes back into position and closed the
cupboard.

“Anything?”

“Gym clothing, underpants and
socks,” Lottie said.

Brell started with the bottom
drawer and felt around inside.

“Zero.”

“Signal still shows here.” The
green light flashed weakly. “It’s sensing the ring’s unique
metal.”

Brell noticed movement on the
cams. A figure appeared on the display, strutting down a street. He
held a gun in one hand and a bag of groceries in the other.

“Fuck. Sonny’s coming back. He’s
armed. We’ve got one minute.”

Brell stared at the drawers. The
seconds passed.

The bot in the hall began
speaking. “Shit, poop, identity.”

She pulled out each drawer
halfway and ran her hand underneath. At the back of the middle
drawer, her fingers brushed an object. She squatted down to reach
in further.

“This looks good,” she said,
pulling out a small plain box with a blob of sticky goo still
attached.

“He’s walking up the path,”
Lottie said.

A ring, exactly as described,
lay inside the box.

Brell jumped up, closed the
drawers, and pocketed the ring. “Back door.”

They made it into the kitchen
just as the front door opened. Brell’s heart thumped.

“Who the fuck is in my house?”
Sonny bellowed out.

The bot spoke up. “Poop, shit,
sewage.” Its voice was more monotone and drained.

“Useless metal head.”

A clonk sound suggested the bot
received a good kick.

“Ma? Ma?”

The mother shouted back.
“Sonny?”

Brell crouched inside the
kitchen, stunner in hand, ready to leap out to attack or defend
herself. Lottie settled in behind her.

“Ma?” the man said on opening
the bedroom door. “Ma?”

At this, Brell slunk outside,
but turned back to move the trash bin aside and close the kitchen
door. She hoped if there were no signs of trespassers, Sonny may
believe his mother was confused and not check for the ring.

The trash bin stuck to the
unwashed floor tiles, so Brell pushed it harder. As if to top off
the whole job, the bin tipped over with a crash.

“What?” Sonny shouted from
inside the mother’s room. “Fuckers, I’ll kill you.”

Brell ran.

She hopped over a low fence and
sprinted down a service road. There was no need to worry about
Lottie, she would follow her actions. She kept her head down and
zig zagged with Lottie positioning herself behind Brell to protect
her from weapon fire. There was more shouting from Sonny than
shots. Whether it was his volatile personality or lack of
self-control, he couldn’t seem to shoot in a straight line; it was
like he punched the air with the pistol. Bullets whistled into the
sky or ground nearby.

Brell, aware of the area layout,
headed forwards towards a busy street which intersected the end of
the service road. A man overburdened with shopping bags appeared
from round the corner and walked towards them, accompanied by two
children.

“Get back,” Brell shouted out.
The man dropped the bags and pushed his children to the side.

With a gunman behind and a busy
thoroughfare in front, Brell stepped into the road, deciding the
traffic would aid her escape. Cars, skiffs, and open roofed
transporters zipped and trundled by in both directions. Noisy
engines chucked out black smoke, adding to the chaos.

Brell took her chances. She ran
forward, stopped, then ran again. A transporter whistled past a few
centimetres from her nose, forcing her to reel back on her heels at
the rush of air. By luck or skill, she made it to the other side
and darted into a shop with Lottie nimbly navigating the traffic
behind her. They peered through the shops dull, metal coated
window. Across the traffic, and remaining on the opposite sidewalk,
stood Sonny. Red faced with anger and blowing out breaths, he stuck
the gun in his pocket. After looking left and right, he slapped his
hands together in frustration, swore and strode back towards his
dwelling.

“Burn the cams,” Brell said.

Using deft movements, Lottie
interacted with a screen and caused the spy cameras to disrupt
themselves. A small patch of sludge containing metal fragments was
all someone would find.

Brell purchased a can of
flavoured water and chugged it back.

“Let’s get to the Effie,
pronto,” Brell said.

A hasty retreat into space would
be best in case Sonny had connections. It was half an hour’s ride
to Brell’s cargo transporter, and if they took it steady and
avoided accidents, they should be safe.

Her comms cube vibrated in her
pocket and a dull red light flashed on one side, signifying an
urgent message. Had something happened to her three-month-old son,
Turron? Born of an artificial womb; for complicated reasons, Brell
handed him into the care of the brother of her late partner.

Lottie grabbed her arm, just in
time to stop her being hit by a truck loaded with vegetables. The
throng of people and traffic brought her back to the present.

“This way,” Lottie said,
consulting her map data.

She guided Brell along the
sidewalk, towards a basement below a shop. Its secure parking a
necessary expense to preserve their battered three wheeled hire
bike.

Lottie produced a handkerchief
and wiped the driver’s seat while Brell hauled her leg over the
rear seat and pulled out her comms cube.

“Shit, it’s Wanda. Space Corps
have reported Spinney as absent without leave.” She continued
reading. “On Space Cruiser attachment, she didn’t return from a
day’s leave on Amris.”

Wanda was Brell’s best friend
and a fellow cargo pilot. Her 17-year-old daughter, Spinney, a
Space Corps Cadet, was like a surrogate daughter to Brell.

“Something’s wrong. Spinney is
in danger. We’re off to Amris.”


 Chapter 2 – Amris

 


“We’re coming up to the market square
where Spinney was last seen,” Lottie said.

They took a day and a half to
travel to Amris, one of the many habitable planets among the
thousands in the Vorsan galaxy. The space folding and beam
propulsion technologies, enabling vessels to travel vast distances,
were both invented on planet Elytia. Its government subsequently
positioned itself as the galaxy’s capital, spreading the Elytian
language and creating Police and Space Corps.

Amris, like most other planets,
underwent significant cultural change as interplanetary visitors
arrived. First explorers, then ambassadors, then visitors arrived,
heralding the beginning of a burgeoning tourist trade. With perfect
year-round weather, the place was attractive to hippies, vagrants,
backpackers, and those wishing to escape the reality of their
lives. For historical but mainly tourism reasons, its huge
sprawling capital city liked to call itself a town.

Brell stopped, rolled up her
sleeves, pushed up her sunglasses and took stock. The place was an
assault on the senses, especially having breathed recycled air for
the last day and a half.

Crowds of visitors perused
stalls selling jewellery, clothes, shoes, trinkets, and drugs.
Smells of perfume, food, incense, and illegal substances wafted
around. Music and chanting sounded from unknown sources to add to
the enchantment as did the warm blue cloudless sky.

Shops and bars lined either side
of the street. Constructed of yellow pitted bricks one story high,
Brell couldn’t work out if the buildings were ancient or a modern
contrivance. Men, dressed in elegant robes, sat on the rooftops,
smoking bubble pipes, talking and gesticulating with their hands.
Below them, local men, judging by their dress and demeanour, stood
and watched the crowds. Their eyes tracked the women, especially
those wearing loose tops and shorts. Whether they were undercover
police, thieves, or kidnappers, it was difficult to determine.

They arrived at the market
square with a fountain at its centre, shaped in a figurine of a
woman and child in flowing dresses. Small beams of light cascaded
out of a flaming torch the woman was holding. Brell had no interest
in the fountain or what it depicted, but it provided a convenient
place to pause and look around.

With the relaxed atmosphere, it
would be easy to let your guard down. The crowds, with their
varying shades of skin, body shapes and accents, represented a
microcosm of the galaxy.

Lottie was dressed similarly to
Brell in casual ‘tourist’ style clothes of a shirt, cropped
trousers, sandals, a peaked hat and sunglasses. Her skin colour,
chosen to complement Brell’s, was of a light olive, to match many
of the locals and to blend in, if needed.

Lottie was no ordinary android.
Her outer skin, made of a fine holographic material, allowed her to
project differing features onto a hard-shell body. It resembled a
naked person with painted designs, appearing to be clothed.
Lottie’s creator imbued her life’s memories into her brain core and
shaped the body and face in her own guise; a plain-faced woman in
her late thirties, with brown eyes and short straight hair. A bit
like a schoolteacher, Brell once remarked.

When her creator died from a
terminal illness, Lottie ended up sweeping floors before serving as
an apartment assistant. When Brell stayed at the apartment, her
life changed forever.

“Easy to get sucked in by this
place,” Brell said as she remembered the accounts of Spinney’s
friends. “It makes sense now.”

Spinney was last seen squeezing
through a crowd towards the stores lining the square and not long
after, her locator implant ceased working. Brell’s stomach clenched
at the thought of Spinney being held against her will, perhaps in a
dwelling or pleasure palace nearby.

“Anything stand out? Are there
cameras or surveillance?”

“Subtle placement, low level
with signal blockers.”

Brell walked over to a swarthy
man, a local, judging by his dark clothes and lack of interest.
“I’m searching for a friend who went missing a few days ago.” She
produced an image of Spinney from her back pocket. Taking her looks
and skin colour from her mother, Spinney was of medium height and
build, with a smiley face and short brown hair. The cadets training
regime had transformed a rounded teenage body into a solid and fit
physique.

The man studied Brell’s face
instead of the picture. “Space Corps gone. We have no problems
here,” he said in a thick accent.

“But have you seen this young
woman?”

“No,” the man said, waving a
dismissive hand. “No problems here. Space Corps gone. They find
nothing.”

Brell moved away from the man
and motioned Lottie to join her. The man was right. Space Corps and
Police Corps had swooped on the place, spoke to witnesses, pushed
people around, but gained little information. Spinney’s ship
resumed its patrol, while Police Corps concerned itself with other
matters. This meant minimal investigations and smoothing over the
cracks to ensure nothing upset the tourist trade. Depressingly,
Brell spied several missing person leaflets shoved in a waste bin
on arrival at the spaceport.

“Overhead view?”

Lottie tapped on her cube to
display a map. Brell rubbed her chin while examining the images
tracking Spinney’s last movements.

“Hmm.” She stared around the
area again. “I think we should take the lane which leads to the
primary service road.”

Like spokes of a wheel, a few
narrow lanes ran between the shops, leading away from the market
square to apartment blocks, parking lots and further routes. They
entered Friendship Lane with its mainly eateries and drinking
establishments. Carts and smaller vehicles pushed their way through
the pedestrians who jumped out of the way at the last minute. Brell
popped into a few bars and showed the picture of Spinney but was
met by shaking heads and uninterested shrugs.

They continued along and reached
a wide circular roadway teaming with traffic, a drop off point for
replenishing supplies and goods for the markets. Transporters,
taxis, and delivery vehicles bumped into each other to gain a
parking spot. Arms waved out of windows, fingers formed obscene
gestures, and horns beeped. As in keeping with the town, which
Brell noted by the slack customs on arrival, the place lacked any
order with no Police Corps or part-time traffic managers. Despite
the chaos, the drivers got the job done.

Shit, she thought. It wouldn’t
take much to subdue someone and pull them inside a vehicle as it
drove along or drag them into an apartment block. No one would
notice. People jostled into her as they pushed by. It was all
becoming aimless.

“Lottie. I’m going to a bar for
a break. I need to reconsider what we’re doing. Stay outside and
remain vigilant.”

“Brell.”

Lottie adjusted her hat and
walked off.

Brell flopped down into a seat
and stroked her head scar with her fingertips while carefully
scanning the room. A waitress wandered over with a menu. Brell
ordered a spicy fruit drink and crispy vegetables fried in butter
and thought back over the last few hours.

Having taken off from Colony 23
without incident, Brell left Lottie at the controls once they
settled on a space highway. She contacted three people: Wanda,
Lexi, and her brother, Scrivvens.

Wanda, a stout woman with a
smoke tube almost permanently stuck in the side of her mouth was an
emotional wreck when Brell called. Thankfully, her boyfriend Wark,
also a cargo pilot, was at her side when Brell asked her about the
information provided by Space Corps.

She finished with a promise.

“I will find Spinney. Whatever
it takes.”

It wasn’t bullshit. It was
sincere.

Next, she had conversed with
Lexuri de Camilloire, investigative journalist and owner of the
recovered ring. Surprised that Sonny’s mother was still alive and
kicking, she told Brell to avert her eyes while verifying the ring
was hers. Brell held it in her palm while Lexi spoke a phrase in
two languages.

A display activated half a metre
above the ring. Most people used the technology to view family
photos but Lexi, being Lexi, had snippets of herself in various
acts of sexual congress with men, women, and bots. In her words
when describing the ring and its content to Brell; “It gives me a
buzz of excitement just before presenting a live news show.”

Five seconds after activation,
Lexi said, “Off. Command, delete all. Yes, that’s the one. I cannot
thank you enough. It wouldn’t take a genius to work out that if
Sonny gained access to the ring, he would release the images and
destroy my career.”

“I’ll send it by secure cargo
dispatch.”

“Thanks, I’ll transfer over
credits for your trouble. We must try to meet up when you are next
on Elytia.”

Brell was never sure if Lexi’s
invitations meant an innocent dinner date or an attempt to get
inside her underpants.

She savoured the fruit juice, an
interesting flavour, spicy, most likely made of local produce, but
pulled the glass back from her lips. Was the drink spiked? Could
Spinney have been subdued by a toxicant in her drink, or a whiff of
gas? A common situation. The waitress, standing nearby, came
over.

“Okay?”

“Yeah, just suspicious about
drinks, that’s all.”

“It’s clean here.”

“What about other places?”

The woman glanced at the man
behind the bar and raised her eyebrows instead of speaking. Brell
took another sip; Lottie would keep watch.

As would her brother, Scrivvens,
a Police Corps inspector. Actually, he was her surrogate brother.
At Brell’s invitation, he’d taken part in a legal sibling ceremony
a while back. Brought up as an only child by a drunken mother and
an absent cargo pilot father, Brell delighted in having brotherly
support. Scrivvens was a fresh-faced man in his late thirties,
whose youthful face belied his experience.

His partner, Delta, was a
re-programmed pleasure bot and Lottie’s best friend. They
constantly gossiped in their own coded language.

“Hi sister,” Scrivvens said,
then paused as he examined her face. “What’s happened?”

Brell knew she couldn’t keep
anything from him. “Spinney is missing. Officially absent without
leave.”

“What do you need?”

“I’ll send you all the details I
have. Would appreciate background queries, databases, image
streams, etc. She was last seen on Amris in a tourist town. She
wore civilian clothes but would have Space Corps ID in her pocket,
plus the normal locater implants.”

“I’ll task Delta with checking
manifests, Police Corps feeds, news events and so on. I’ll contact
the local Corps and speak in person.”

“Thanks.”

“Good luck. Keep safe.”

She ended the comms link. There
was no need to explain her feelings. If she expressed concern for
Spinney, he would accept that without question.

Before landing on Amris,
Scrivvens had sent a lengthy message to say there was little to
work on. Official Police and Space Corps reports were thorough to a
point but surmised that Spinney would return when in need of
credits. This meant Brell was the only person investigating the
disappearance.

Lottie appeared at the doorway
and made a hand gesture as a man walked in. He wasn’t entering for
a drink as his gaze strayed around the bar, then fixed on Brell.
The man, wearing dark clothing, had an unsmiling face with a
stubbly black beard. He picked up a chair, swivelled it around and
sat opposite Brell.

Brell noted he was alone but
armed because of the way his hand brushed his trouser pocket. She
tensed, ready to defend or attack as Lottie walked in and hovered a
few metres behind the man.

“You? Who are you?”

“What’s it to you?” Brell picked
up her glass and swigged back its contents.

“You, asking questions. Corps
have gone. Everything back to normal. We do not have problems
here.”

“So, a woman disappears. Space
Corps to boot and you want to sweep it away?”

“Let’s just say we need to keep
the balance.”

“Don’t upset the tourist trade
and local business, do you mean?”

The man sniffed before speaking.
“I don’t like your off-planet ways and looks.”

“It’s like that, is it?”

The man nodded. His gaze strayed
to the door where two similarly dressed men stood, pistols in
hand.

“You’ve finished your
investigation. Leave the area. Take your friend with you.” He
pointed back towards Lottie.

“Or what?” Brell raised her
voice. “A woman has gone missing here.”

The man drew out a weapon and
casually laid it on his lap. People sitting nearby stopped talking.
Brell put out a hand; she knew when to back down.

“Go visit other places.” The man
grinned, bearing his white teeth.

Brell didn’t reply. Instead, she
took out a credit chip and waved it at the waitress. “Thank you,”
she said, placing the chip on the table.

She walked out of the bar,
intentionally brushing past the two goons, and entered the sprawl
of tourists. Lottie quickly caught up.

“Who were they?” Lottie
said.

“Criminal gang, family members,
Police Corps, who knows. People who do not want their trade
interrupted. It happens everywhere. They could have kidnapped
Spinney. Whatever. Back to the Effie, we’re done here.”

On arriving at their ship, Brell
glanced around the landing pad before pressing a small device in
her pocket. A hidden panel unlocked, a ramp slid down, and the
pressurised door opened.

The Effie, so named as
its official serial number started with FE, was a small container
ship. Bought second hand, its appearance was one of an insect. A
round front section contained the pilot’s cockpit, a galley
kitchen, a bathroom, and a crew cabin. The hold was the right size
to perform profitable cargo trips for individuals wanting a more
personal touch or for valuable loads. It was nothing like a
leviathan container ship, but what the Effie lacked in size
it gained in versatility.

Brell and Lottie climbed
onboard, grateful to return to secure, familiar surroundings.

***

“We found out very little. It’s a
hotchpotch of a place, and I was warned off. They saw me asking
questions, showing Spinney’s image. It’s laid back and corrupt
here. I saw cargo pilots handing over their logbook with credit
chips in the customs house.”

Scrivvens sat behind a desk in
his Police Corps uniform. “Delta has viewed several image feeds
from the docks and key areas, we saw no one like Spinney.”

“I’m sure she’s being kept
against her will. I’ll research pleasure palaces in a while and if
there are any leads, I’ll visit them tonight.”

“If Spinney was ill or injured,
it would have come to notice by now.”

“I appreciate that you’re
juggling your normal Police Corps work, but can you keep Delta on
the case? I’ll call Logan. He’s outer galaxy currently working on a
piracy problem.”

“As always, take care,
sister.”

“Thanks, brother.”

Brell brushed her hair and wiped
her face before calling Logan. He was a Space Corps base commander
whom Brell met when she’d landed unannounced months ago. It ended
with her and Scrivvens being arrested and sent to prison, a matter
for which Logan was not responsible. He helped by hiding Lottie
from Police Corps, who arrived with an android destruction
order.

It was Lexi who came to Brell
and Scrivvens assistance, with her journalistic nose for
investigation. She fronted a live expose beam show regarding the
case which led to Brell and Scrivvens’s release. Hence, she owed
Lexi.

Since then, Brell had kept in
touch with Logan. He was easy to talk to, of a similar age, and
married to Space Corps.

A year into her self-imposed
embargo on dating, having lost her partner, Gorst, she was ready to
move on. Gorst, a Police Corps Captain, was murdered on the day
they conceived their son, at the start of the artificial womb
process.

Logan appeared on screen; his
face strained with tiredness.

“Busy?” Brell said.

“We’ve boarded four pirate ships
trying to rob cargo freighters. The crews all belonged to the same
criminal family.”

“I’m sure my fellow cargo pilots
appreciate Space Corps monitoring them in the outer zones.”

Logan raised his eyebrows. “This
isn’t a friendly how are you doing chat, is it?”

“Are you aware of Cadet Spinney
going AWOL from Amris?”

“I was waiting for you to
mention her. Yes, of course, it’s in senior officers’ notices. I
remember her mother, Wanda, from the time you landed on the base. I
presume you are taking an interest?”

“I’m at the place where she was
last seen, Amris. Found nothing. I think she’s in danger.”

“I hope you are wrong. We had a
young officer go AWOL recently. Found naked in a bathtub, high on
drugs, having been robbed.”

“Not Spinney. If you hear
anything, could you let me know? On the quiet?”

“I’m busy here, but I’ll try to
make some calls.”

“Thanks. Logan.”

“You’re always welcome to visit
the base when I’m back.”

“That would be nice. Lottie
would like to drop in on her fans. Being the official robotic
sweetheart for the base is a heavy burden for her. Plus, Logan,
isn’t it about time you asked me out on a date?”

Logan spluttered before
speaking. “I thought that was my role?”

“Perhaps. Got to go. Speak
soon.” She waved at the screen, grinning at his surprised
expression.

Brell interacted with the auto
chef, which hummed into life to create one of Lottie’s stimulant
beverages.

“Boot up all screens in the
cockpit,” she said without raising her voice. She knew Lottie would
be nearby.

“Certainly Brell,” the reply
came back.

Brell plonked down into the
pilot’s seat with a drink and snack, while Lottie sat in the
co-pilot position.

“What are we looking for?”

“Searching non-standard Pleasure
Palace info boards, undercover stuff, dirty network etc, to see if
Spinney is listed.”

“Search parameters?”

“We’ll start wide. Input,
teenage mid galaxy, real girls only.”

“Seven hundred entries.” The
list was extensive, from skin colour to special tricks.

“Stay with that. Tap in
Spinney’s hair colour, body shape and add most recent.”

“One hundred.”

“Add virgin.”

“One hundred.”

“Thought so. Bring them up.”

The display comprised a grid of
faces, naked bodies, still images, and short explicit clips.

“We’ll take half each. Anyone
like Spinney, put to one side.”

An hour and a half later, though
some women looked similar, Brell was confident Spinney was not
among them. But what did that mean?

“She could be anywhere.” Brell
shook her head. “The look on some of those girls’ faces. I hope
that Spinney is absent without leave, went off with a boy and
returns to face the music.”

Her cube chimed. It was
Wanda.

“I can’t speak to her, Lottie.
I’d only sound too defeated.” She waited until Wanda stopped
calling, then sent a quick message that she’d been out
investigating and not to lose hope.

Brell wiped her hands across her
face. “This is a nightmare. Nothing. Boom. Gone. I’m at a loss
about what to do. I can’t even talk to Wanda.”

“The Police Corps manual talks
about re-examining evidence.”

“Forget the manual. What have we
been doing for the last few hours?” Brell bent down, took off her
boots and flung them across the cockpit.

Lottie stayed silent.

“I’m going out to eat proper
food and get shit faced.”


 Chapter 3 – The Lug Wrench

 


The Lug Wrench bar and grill on the edge
of the space docks was less than a kilometre from Brell’s ship. It
appealed to both dockers and tourists because of its separate
dining rooms. The dockers’ side, with sparse decorations, had
washable floors and replaceable tables and chairs. It was a busy
evening, as a shift had recently ended, leaving groups of greasy
clothed workers talking loudly and laughing while watching sports
screens.

The tourist’s dining room was
brightly lit, colourful, and furnished with dark wooden tables with
white tablecloths. Large screens dotted around the walls displayed
sports, movies, and music medleys. The food served to both sides
was the same, except the tourist’s menu was written on flashy cards
and cost nearly double.

Brell sat in the tourist
restaurant, she’d had her fill of eating, fighting, and arguing
with dockers. Whether it was comments about being a woman cargo
pilot or the colour of her skin, it didn’t seem to matter to a
drunk docker showing off in front of friends. Sometimes people
recognised her from the Convict Challenge show, which leant itself
to either interest or sneering. Occasionally, when making discrete
enquiries, she took skin changing tablets, but only as a last
resort. As difficult as her upbringing had been, she was proud of
her heritage, but if someone had a problem, that was their issue,
not hers.

She stabbed at her food in
silence and whenever she raised her glass of fruit juice, she
scowled at Lottie, who displayed her ‘normal’ female face. For
appearance’s sake, a basic vegetable and meat dish lay on the table
in front of her.

The noise from the dockers’ bar
changed tone; it was not the usual sound of a quarrel starting up.
A man opened the connecting door, peeked inside, then walked up to
the bar and said, “Hey barkeep, change the screen. Put on what they
are watching next door.” The man turned to his friend. “It’s that
thing they’ve been advertising. I thought it was a joke.”

Intrigued, Brell wiped her mouth
and twisted round to gain an unobstructed view of a screen. A still
image filled the display. Set on a multi-coloured background, it
comprised a man and woman in heavy theatrical makeup with wide
eyed, opened mouthed expressions. A thematic, fast tempo, oompah
style musical tune completed the strange spectacle.

Two words, written in a
colourful font, appeared across the middle of the image: Cirkus
Disturbanze.

Brell wrinkled her forehead, as
much in thought as confusion. Everyone in the restaurant stopped
talking and watched the screens intently. The still image faded to
reveal a close-up of the same two people, holding the same
expression. It was obvious from the lighting, and their blinking
eyes, that this was a live camera shot. A different oompah tune
played as the camera swept up to reveal the couple standing atop a
round stage. Raised two metres above the floor, the platform was
surrounded by a wide pool of blue light, like an island on top of
an ocean.

Another camera view revealed the
entire scene. Styled as a circus, the main arena, with the stage
set in the middle, contained a semi-circular row of banked seats at
the back. In each seat sat an identical figure dressed in red with
white gloves, clapping in time to the music; their silver robotic
faces wore wide, rigid grins. Opposite the audience and behind the
stage was a square-shaped opening covered by a thick red curtain.
Seated upon a platform, above the entrance, was the orchestra.
Unsmiling robots, wearing bright yellow jackets, blew into a
variety of brass and wind instruments, while another banged on
drums.

A camera zoomed back onto the
two presenters. The man was tall and wore a faded black dinner
jacket and trousers, complete with a shabby black necktie. He held
a thin luminous multicoloured walking stick in his white-gloved
hands. His facial makeup was white except for red eyebrows and blue
lips and his wig consisted of combed down black oily hair.

The woman’s hair was an
explosion of blond curls with a black top hat nestled above. Her
black corset barely held in her breasts while her short frilly
dress, knee-length stockings and black stiletto shoes completed the
look. The white face makeup acted as a base for the exaggerated
dark eyebrows, red lips, and rosy cheeks.

“Welcome ladies and gentlemen,
welcome, welcome to Cirkus Disturbanze,” the man said, speaking in
a clear accent.

“Yes indeed. We are Frig and
Frag. Unfortunately, I must work with Frag here,” the woman said.
“Grab your credits and stand by. This part of the show is free, but
you’ll need to pay to see the real action.”

Frag continued. “We have eight
fine contestants for you. Four will be victorious whereas the other
four, not so much.”

The presenters held out their
arms as the camera backed away from them to reveal the stage.

“This may appear like a
bathtub,” Frig said, motioning towards the blue outer circle. “But
I wouldn’t wash in there. Fall into this,” the woman ran a finger
across her neck, “and splat, splat, splat.” As she spoke, a blue
splash symbol was superimposed on the screen, along with a
squelching sound. “There are thousands of vaporising beams. I
dunno, something like in the bottom of trash carts. Anyway, fall in
here and nothing left. Poof, gone.”

“Watch this,” Frag said pointing
towards a camera.

A side screen appeared. Filmed
earlier, it showed two plain bodied robots standing on the stage
grappling with each other. One of them freed themselves and planted
a punch on the others chin. Almost with theatrical flair, the bot
staggered backwards and fell into the vaporiser, its body
disintegrating into a hazy white mist as soon as it touched the
beams. The squelching sound and splash symbol appeared again.

“Let’s bring on the
contestants.”

Brell didn’t know why, but she
felt her blood drain. Lottie noticed and went to speak, but Brell
shook her head and continued watching the unfolding events.

The music reached a crescendo
and the red curtain moved aside to allow a procession to enter. Led
by a clown driving a small multicoloured car, a large ornate
wheeled cart rolled in behind him. It was like a wagon used to
transport animals with doors constructed of vertical metal bars. A
line of clowns walked on either side of the wagon, while fire
eaters, jugglers and acrobats performed around the circus
floor.

The clowns wore identical masks,
black boiler suits, and boots. Their masks were of a distorted
face, as if they’d been melted and pulled downwards. The eye holes
were circled in red, and a wig of orange hair adorned their heads.
The tips of the long batons hanging at their hips fizzed with blue
energy. One clown ran its baton along the side of the cart, setting
off a plume of sparks.

An in-screen camera view
appeared, displaying the semi-naked contestants sitting on the
floor of the cart as it jiggled forward. It was difficult to see
their faces, but they were a mixture of men and women. The cart
stopped on the far side of the arena, with its door facing the
stage.

“Tonight’s contestants,
fighters, or poor bastards are a bunch of people who got themselves
kidnapped.” Frig shrugged her shoulders.

Brell gripped the side of the
table.

“But who will they fight? Who
will live and who will die? These are the pairings.”

The screen changed to a board of
blanked out squares numbered one to eight. Each contestant appeared
individually in full body view, in a series of previously taken
images. They stood facing forward against a blurred background,
gazing at the camera with a fateful, far-away look in their eyes.
They wore pink tutus bearing a contestant number. Barefooted, they
were naked above the waist, their skin adorned with random brush
strokes of green and black paint finished with a sprinkling of
glitter. A silver-coloured bracelet was fastened around each
ankle.

A male voice, like a sports
commentator, introduced and mocked each contestant as their face
appeared on a numbered square alongside their opponent.

Spinney was contestant number
eight.


 Chapter 4 – A proper fight

 


“And here’s our space princess. Not even
the mighty Space Corps could save this girl. So much for being the
space law of the galaxy. She’s fighting fit, with nice tits, but
will she win?”

Brell closed her eyes and
slumped back.

“We numbered them to make it
easy for you simple folk out there. You just bet with the number,
okay?” Frig spoke in a mocking accent aimed at viewers at the
bottom end of the social scale.

“Time for the first round.” Frag
clicked his fingers.

Two narrow sections of the
vaporiser pool moved inwards. Steps attached to each section,
allowed the presenters to walk down and take up a position in front
of the stage.

Clowns opened the cart door,
punched at the contestants, and hauled out two men. The door
clanged shut and the men, now restrained by a clown on each arm,
were placed next to each other.

Number one was an older man of
heavy build with a lived-in face, whose stomach bulged over his
tutu. If this were a comedy programme, it would have raised a few
laughs. But tonight, with his glazed and drugged expression, he was
a sorrowful, subdued figure.

“Only his mother could love that
face,” Frig said as she examined number one. “Let’s have a look
underneath.” She reached forward and lifted the man’s tutu. “Hello,
big boy.”

Number two was a younger,
fitter, slimmer man. His eyes swivelled around as he gulped at his
breaths, like a condemned man.

Frig glanced under his tutu.
“Meh,” she said with a dissatisfied shrug. “But is he sturdier than
old fatty here.”

“Only one will survive to go
into the next round. Who will that be?”

“We’ll be right back after these
messages.”

A new screen appeared, listing
betting agencies together with live odds. Animations in the
background were of two people grappling on a stage set inside a
circus tent.

“Is this real or a joke?”
someone in the restaurant asked.

“I think it’s real. Keep
watching,” another responded.

Brell didn’t know what to do
with herself. She was angry, upset, and felt like pushing the table
over, but it wouldn’t help Spinney. Nothing could help her; facts,
she needed facts.

“Lottie. Speak to the bartender,
find out the beam channel, then contact Delta urgently. Tell her,
dark stream show on now with Spinney. Ask her to trace the signals,
record the show and tell Scrivvens.”

“Brell,” Lottie said and stood
up.

Brell hoped Wanda wasn’t
watching this.

Lottie returned. “Bar tender
says the show has been advertising itself for a while and it’s
being beamed on an unused frequency.”

A banner flashed up on the
screen. ‘Viewing closing in five minutes. To continue watching,
send two hundred credits to this stream address’. At this there was
a commotion, sounding like a fight in the dockers’ bar. They were
threatening the bar keeper.

Within a minute, the banner
lifted from the screen to be replaced with the message; ‘enjoy the
show’ and the programme returned. The two contestants still stood
where they were last seen.

“Ankle bracelets?” Brell said as
she examined the men.

“Stunner?” Lottie said.

Brell nodded.

Frag spoke in a dramatic voice.
“Time for our first round.”

“We want a proper fight, don’t
we, ladies and gentlemen?” Frig looked around then pumped a fist in
the air. “Go, go with the go juice.”

A clown stepped forward with two
vials of red liquid. Another clown pulled the first man’s head
back, then yanked open his mouth. Whether it was shock or the
calming drugs, the man put up no resistance as the liquid poured
down his throat. They followed the same routine with the other
man.

“That will rile them up.”

The orchestra began playing an
upbeat tune as the jugglers, fire eaters and acrobats twirled and
performed around the arena. Plumes of laser lights and swooping
camera angles added to the build-up.

The clowns led the combatants to
the bottom of the step, on opposing sides. Through fear or
stubbornness, number one didn’t move. He hopped suddenly in
response to a jolt from an ankle bracelet but with a resigned
expression stepped up onto the stage.

The steps slid back outwards to
form the circle of blue death, meaning the only way out for the
contestants was to fight for their lives. The go juice took effect
as the men’s demeanour changed from spaced out to aggressive.
Number one, the older man bared his teeth and crouched with his
hands in front as the younger man stood in an unconvincing boxer’s
stance with fists at the ready.

Two long poles with padded ends,
like those used by boxing trainers, were thrown towards their feet.
Both men hesitated at first, then grimaced in pain before picking
up the weapons.

“Fight time,” Frig and Frag said
together.

The orchestra played faster.

The older man moved from side to
side as his opponent pushed his pole out in front to ward off the
attack. Already sweating, he grasped the pole at one end with both
hands. With a snarl, he ran forward and forcibly stabbed the
younger man’s chest, forcing him to stumble backwards to the edge
of the stage. In the shock of the attack, the man released his grip
on his weapon, which bounced on the stage then rolled over into the
vaporiser.

The man swallowed and blinked
while wiping a hand across his mouth. With eyes moving wildly, he
moved sideways as the older man struck out again but missed.

“I don’t know how much of this I
can watch,” Brell said. A woman at the next table placed a hand in
front of her face while her male partner stared at the screen with
an open mouth. The dockers jeered and called out. For all the
bravado, Brell sensed the buzz of shock and excitement in the bar.
Staff stopped working and people forgot about their meals as they
prepared themselves to watch a man die. It was a scene duplicated
across the galaxy. But for all of that, no one walked out or
demanded the screens be turned off.

The older man grunted as he
considered his next move. Like a prize fighter past his prime, now
working in a sideshow, he sized up his opponent. The younger man’s
panic and fear were getting the better of him and was enough, Brell
thought, to have accepted defeat. Thrust onto a stage under bright
lights to fight, the final denouement of a torrid series of events
starting the moment he was kidnapped. No wonder his nerves were
shredded.

Brell shook her head at the
thought of Spinney in the cart, watching and waiting for her turn.
Absolute torture. Who are the bastards behind this show?

The younger man came forward and
struck out weakly with his fists. The older man feinted to one
side, swung his pole around and smashed it into the side of the
man’s neck. He crumpled to the ground, his tutu rucking up to
expose his genitals.

The conqueror walked around the
stage with a cocky stride shouting, “Come on, come on.” The hunter
was about to bring down his prey.

As if startled awake, the
younger man’s body twitched. He opened his eyes, then quickly shut
them on receiving a blow to his chest.

His opponent, buoyed by his
impending victory, stepped across the stage, and pumped his fist
towards the clapping robot audience. With his last vestiges of
energy, the younger man got up and ran at the older man with hands
outstretched. Whether it was age, or arrogance, the old opponent
turned too slowly and hurriedly swung the pad at the oncoming
threat. Ignoring the half-hearted attack, the younger man scraped
his fingers into the man’s face. A thumb gouged into the big man’s
eye, making him drop the weapon, step backwards and pull at his
face. When the soles of his bare feet touched the rim of the stage,
he glanced over his shoulder and down at the vaporiser pit. He
flailed his arms and jerked his body to shift his body weight as he
teetered on the brink of death.

The dockers shouted
encouragement while Brell and others watched silently. Then, within
the briefest of moments, a shadow of pain passed across the man’s
face, his legs gave way and he fell back off the stage with a
cry.

The camera view immediately
changed to one at floor level to show the man falling and
disappearing below the vaporisers surrounding wall, his fate
obscured from the viewing audience. A blue splat symbol appeared in
the middle of the screen.

“Number two is the winner.”

The contestant fell to his knees
as the orchestra played a triumphant tune.

“Who did you bet on? Not the fat
ugly guy, I suspect.” Frig turned to glance at the stage, which was
out of camera shot. “Bit of cleaning up to do.”

“Next up is round two. Time for
the ladies. Wanna see some tits?”

There was a cheer from the
dockers.

“We’ll be right back.”

The betting screen appeared
again.

“I’m going back to the
Effie,” Brell said, standing up. “Not watching this
here.”

***

On reaching the ship, Brell told Lottie
to watch the programme, then inform her of Spinney’s fate.

Brell sat on the edge of the
entrance hatch with her legs outstretched on the top of the ramp.
She chain-smoked as she watched the activities of the space docks.
Against a darkening night sky, freighters took off vertically to a
rumble of engine thrusts glowing bright orange, while drones loaded
and unloaded various types of cargo. The dock captains sat inside
their elevated offices, overseeing their section of
responsibility.

Life goes on and Spinney is
fighting for her life.

Brell remembered when retired
Space Corps Commodore Xadian, a man who saved her life, placed his
uniform cap on Spinney’s head. It was the start of Spinney’s
journey into the Space Corps cadets.

At the sound of Lottie’s
footsteps, she turned and readied herself for the worst.

“She’s safe. Fought her way
through to the next round.”

Brell looked back out across the
docks as Lottie waited silently.

“Right,” Brell said a few
moments later. She wiped her eyes with the sides of her hands as
she spoke. “All screens on, contact Scrivvens and ask him to stand
by whilst I speak to Wanda.”

Wark answered. He had an inkling
of something as a cargo pilot colleague sent a message asking if
the girl on the circus show was Wanda’s Spinney.

Brell spent ten minutes with
Wanda. It was emotional and difficult.

“She’s a tough girl, thanks to
you. I’ll find her,” Brell said before ending the call.

A potent bean brew perked her up
as she sat in the pilot’s seat. Lottie stared at a bank of screens
as she conversed with Delta. It wasn’t their usual style of bot
humour and gossip.

“Scrivvens?”

“Yeah, here.” He sat next to
Delta and appeared on the screen. “How’s Wanda?”

“Bearing up as best she can. You
saw the show? I ducked out.”

He nodded grimly. “Watched it
through to the end. It makes your Convict Challenge show look like
a tea party.”

“Obvious questions, who and
where?”

“A quick trace reveals the
transmission signals change continually, so there is no clue as to
the location of the show. It would take a lot of finance for
encryption equipment on this scale. The Corps are forming a task
squad.”

“At least they are on it
quickly.”

“That’s due in part to what they
said at the end of the programme. Here, watch this.”

A sub screen displayed a
recorded piece of the circus programme. The two presenters were
wrapping up and talking about the next show.

“But hang on, we have some spare
places.”

“Oh yeah? What should we do? Who
could we kidnap next?”

“Our Space girl got through.
Perhaps it’s time for a showdown. Who is better? Space Corps or
Police Corps? We’ll put it to the ultimate test.”

“Police Corps officers, you
better watch your backs. We’re coming for you.” Frag pointed at the
camera with a smug smile.

“Goodnight. See you soon.” They
both waved.

“Shit, that puts a different
perspective on it.”

“I placed a bet on Spinney
surviving through one of the betting streams. Many are legitimate
on the surface, but in the paid hands of criminal gangs. The
various encryption channels, walls and sniffers prevent the Corps
from finding the real owners of the gambling organisations. There
is no upper or lower limit regarding bets. I won my bet and was
paid in non-traceable encrypted currency. I gave it to
charity.”

“So, it’s paying out rather than
a one-off scam?”

“Yes.”

Brell tapped her chin. “An
influential criminal gang, with credits behind it, do you think,
rather than one of those deep dark streamers?”

“Yes, I would imagine so. Plus,
a grudge against the Corps.”

“We need to study the show in
more detail, second by second. If Delta can do this with Lottie, I
would be obliged. Looked like bots and people in the circus arena.
Leave you go, brother. I haven’t watched the thing yet. Talk soon
and compare notes.”

“Take care, sister.”

For the next forty-five minutes,
Brell watched the circus show from the point where she’d left
off.

She fast forwarded through the
second round. Naked, bar their tutus, the women fought in a
degrading brawl, ending when one woman was pushed over the
edge.

One contestant, in the third
round, shouted ‘fuck you,’ and spat at the presenters. Frig stepped
back, concerned, momentarily lost in thought

Brell’s suspicion that the
spitting man would lose was correct. With bloody noses and swelling
eyes, the two men fought back and forth equally. A clown stepped
forward and fired two white spheres onto the stage. On impact, the
spheres exploded into a foam like substance, covering the floor.
Within two minutes, the man who spat at the presenters suddenly
lost his footing and slipped into the vaporiser.

She watched Spinney’s segment
from the moment the clowns grabbed her out of the wagon.

As the clowns stood Spinney next
to her opponent, Brell zoomed in and examined her face and body.
Obviously tired and strained, her eyes had the glazed faraway look
of the others. Brell hoped that Spinney’s age and fitness were an
advantage in coping with whatever was thrown at her. The boxing
routines Brell took her through whenever they met up could also be
of use.

“This is one of our special
contestants.”

A clown handed over Spinney’s
Space Corps identity card. Frig held it up towards
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