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Seven years ago

The ship is breaking up around them.

The hull is twisting and creaking, like it’s trying to tear away from the heat of re-entry. The outer panels are snapping off, hurtling past the cockpit viewports, black blurs against a dull orange glow.

The ship’s second-in-command, Singh, is tearing at her seat straps, as if getting loose will be enough to save her. She’s yelling at the captain, seated beside her, but he pays her no attention. The flight deck below them is a sea of flashing red, the crew spinning in their chairs, hunting for something, anything they can use.

They have checklists for these situations. But there’s no checklist for when a ship, plunging belly-down through Earth’s atmosphere to maximise the drag, gets flipped over by an explosion deep in the guts of the engine, sending it first into a spin and then into a screaming nosedive. Now it’s spearing through the atmosphere, the friction tearing it to pieces.

The captain doesn’t raise his voice. “We have to eject the rear module,” he says.

Singh’s eyes go wide. “Captain—”

He ignores her, reaching up to touch the communicator in his ear. “Officer Yamamoto,” he says, speaking as clearly as he can. “Cut the rear module loose.”

Koji Yamamoto stares up at him. His eyes are huge, his mouth slightly open. He’s the youngest crew member, barely eighteen. The captain has to say his name again before he turns and hammers on the touch-screens.

The loudest bang of all shudders through the ship as its entire rear third explodes away. Now the ship and its crew are tumbling end over end, the movement forcing them back in their seats. The captain’s stomach feels like it’s broken free of its moorings. He waits for the tumbling to stop, for the ship to right itself. Three seconds. Five.

He sees his wife’s face, his daughter’s. No, don’t think about them. Think about the ship.

“Guidance systems are gone,” McCallister shouts, her voice distorting over the comms. “The core’s down. I got nothing.”

“Command’s heard our mayday,” Dominguez says. “They—”

McCallister’s straps snap. She’s hurled out of her chair, thudding off the control panel, leaving a dark red spatter of blood across a screen. Yamamoto reaches for her, forgetting that he’s still strapped in. Singh is screaming.

“Dominguez,” says the captain. “Patch me through.”

Dominguez tears his eyes away from the injured McCallister. A second later, his hands are flying across the controls. A burst of static sounds in the captain’s comms unit, followed by two quick beeps.

He doesn’t bother with radio protocol. “Ship is on a collision path. We’re going to try to crash-land. If we—”

“John.”

Foster doesn’t have to identify himself. His voice is etched into the captain’s memory from dozens of flight briefings and planning sessions and quiet conversations in the pilots’ bar.

The captain doesn’t know if the rest of flight command are listening in, and he doesn’t care. “Marshall,” he says. “I think I can bring the ship down. We’ll activate our emergency beacon; sit tight until you can get to us.”

“I’m sorry, John. There’s nothing I can do.”

“What are you talking about?”

There’s another bang, and then a roar, as if the ship is caught in the jaws of an enormous beast. The captain turns to look at Singh, but she’s gone. So is the side of the ship. There’s nothing but a jagged gash, the edges a mess of torn metal and sputtering wires. The awful orange glow is coming in, its fingers reaching for him, and he can feel the heat baking on his skin.

“Marshall, listen to me,” the captain says, but Marshall is gone too. The captain can see the sky beyond the ship, beyond the flames. It’s blue, clearer than he could have ever imagined. It fades to black where it reaches the upper atmosphere, and the space beyond that is pinpricked with stars.

One of those stars is Outer Earth.

Maybe I can find it, the captain thinks, if I look hard enough. He can feel the anger, the disbelief at Marshall’s words, but he refuses to let it take hold. He tells himself that Outer Earth will send help. They have to. He tries to picture the faces of his family, tries to hold them uppermost in his mind, but the roaring and the heat are everywhere and he can’t—


1

Riley

My name is Riley Hale, and when I run, the world disappears.

Feet pounding. Heart thudding. Steel plates thundering under my feet as I run, high up on Level 6, keeping a good momentum as I move through the darkened corridors. I focus on the next step, on the in–out, push–pull of my breathing. Stride, land, cushion, spring, repeat. The station is a tight warren of crawlspaces and vents around me, every surface metal etched with ancient graffiti.

“She’s over there!”

The shout comes from behind me, down the other end of the corridor. The skittering footsteps that follow it echo off the walls. I thought I’d lost these idiots back at the sector border – now I have to outrun them all over again. I got lost in the rhythm of running – always dangerous when someone’s trying to jack your cargo. I refuse to waste a breath on cursing, but one of my exhales turns into a growl of frustration.

The Lieren might not be as fast as I am, but they obviously don’t give up.

I go from a jog to a sprint, my pack juddering on my spine as I pump my arms even harder. A tiny bead of sweat touches my eye, sizzling and stinging. I ignore it. No tracer in my crew has ever failed to deliver their cargo, and I am not going to be the first.

I round the corner – and nearly slam into a crush of people. There are five of them, sauntering down the corridor, talking among themselves. But I’m already reacting, pushing off with my right foot, springing in the direction of the wall. I bring my other foot up to meet it, flattening it against the metal and tucking my left knee up to my chest. The momentum keeps me going forwards even as I’m pushing off, exhaling with a whoop as I squeeze through the space between the people and the wall. My right foot comes down, and I’m instantly in motion again. Full momentum. A perfect tic-tac.

The Lieren are close behind, colliding with the group, bowling them over in a mess of confused shouts. But I’ve got the edge now. Their cries fade into the distance.

There’s not a lot you can move between sectors without paying off the gangs. Not unless you know where and how to cross. Tracers do. And that’s why we exist. If you need to get something to someone, or if you’ve got a little package you don’t want any gangs knowing about, you come find us. We’ll get it there – for a price, of course – and if you come to my crew, the Devil Dancers, we’ll get it there fast.

The corridor exit looms, and then I’m out, into the gallery. After the corridors, the giant lights illuminating the massive open area are blinding. Corridor becomes catwalk, bordered with rusted metal railings, and the sound of my footfalls fades away, whirling off into the open space.

I catch a glimpse of the diagram on the far wall, still legible a hundred years after it was painted. A scale picture of the station. The Core at the centre, a giant sphere which houses the main fusion reactor. Shooting out from it on either side, two spokes, connected to an enormous ring, the main body. And under it, faded to almost nothing after over a century: Outer Earth Orbit Preservation Module, Founded AD 2234.

Ahead of me, more people emerge from the far entrance to the catwalk. A group of teenage girls, packed tight, talking loudly among themselves. I count ten, fifteen – no. They haven’t seen me. I’m heading full tilt towards them.

Without breaking stride, I grab the right-hand railing of the catwalk and launch myself up and over, into space.

For a second, there’s no noise but the air rushing past me. The sound of the girls’ conversation vanishes, like someone turned down a volume knob. I can see all the way down to the bottom of the gallery, a hundred feet below, picking out details snatched from the gaps in the web of criss-crossing catwalks.

The floor is a mess of broken benches and circular flowerbeds with nothing in them. There are two young girls, skipping back and forth over a line they’ve drawn on the floor. One is wearing a faded smock. I can just make out the word Astro on the back as it twirls around her. A light above them is flickering off–on–off, and their shadows flit in and out on the wall behind them, dancing off metal plates. My own shadow is spread out before me, split by the catwalks; a black shape broken on rusted railings. On one of the catwalks lower down, two men are arguing, pushing each other. One man throws a punch, his target dodging back as the group around them scream dull threats.

I jumped off the catwalk without checking my landing zone. I don’t even want to think what Amira would do if she found out. Explode, probably. Because if there’s someone under me and I hit them from above, it’s not just a broken ankle I’m looking at.

Time seems frozen. I flick my eyes towards the Level 5 catwalk rushing towards me.

It’s empty. Not a person in sight, not even further along. I pull my legs up, lift my arms and brace for the landing.

Contact. The noise returns, a bang that snaps my head back even as I’m rolling forwards. On instinct, I twist sideways, so the impact can travel across, rather than up, my spine. My right hand hits the ground, the sharp edges of the steel bevelling scraping my palm, and I push upwards, arching my back so my pack can fit into the roll.

Then I’m up and running, heading for the dark catwalk exit on the far side. I can hear the Lieren reach the catwalk above. They’ve spotted me, but I can tell by their angry howls that it’s too late. There’s no way they’re making that jump. To get to where I am, they’ll have to fight their way through the stairwells on the far side. By then, I’ll be long gone.

“Never try to outrun a Devil Dancer, boys,” I mutter between breaths.


2

Darnell

“So you don’t have it?”

The technician is doing his best not to look at Oren Darnell. He frowns down at the tab screen in his hands, flicking through the menu with one trembling finger.

Darnell’s nose twitches, and he takes a delicate sniff, tasting the air. He’s always had a good sense of smell. He can identify plants by their scent, stripping them down into their component notes. The smell of the bags of fertiliser stacked along the walls is powerful, pungent even, but he can still smell the technician’s sweat, hot and tangy with fear. Good.

“I know it was here,” the tech says, shaking his head. He’s a short man, with a closely shorn head and a barely visible mask of stubble on his face. “Someone must have signed it out.”

He glances up at Darnell, just for a second, then looks down again. “But it doesn’t make sense. That shipment was marked for your use only.”

Darnell says nothing. He reaches up to scratch his neck, glancing back towards the door of the storeroom. His guard Reece is lounging against the frame, looking bored. He catches Darnell’s eye, and shrugs.

“Don’t worry though, Mr Darnell,” the tech says, snapping the tab screen off and slipping it under his arm. He pushes it too far, and has to catch it before it falls. “I’ll find it. Have it sent right up to your office. Bring it myself, actually. You leave it with me.”

Darnell smiles at him. It’s a warm smile, almost paternal. “That’s all right,” he says. “It happens.”

“I know what you mean, Sir,” the tech says, meeting Darnell’s smile with one of his own. “But we’ll get to the bottom of—”

“Do me a favour,” Darnell says. He points to the back of the storeroom. “Grab me a bag of micronutrient, would you?”

The tech’s smile gets wider, relieved to have a purpose, a job he can easily accomplish. “You got it,” he says, and scampers across the room, already scanning the shelves for the dull orange bag of fertiliser he needs. He sees it on the top shelf, just out of reach, and is standing on his toes to snag the edge when something whistles past his head. The knife bounces off the wall, spinning wildly before coming to a stop on the floor. The tech can see his own expression in the highly polished blade. A thin whine is coming out of his mouth. The tab screen falls, shattering, spraying shimmering fragments.

“I always pull to the right,” Darnell says as he strolls towards the tech. “Don’t hold it against me, though. Throwing a knife is hard – and that’s with a blade that’s perfectly balanced.”

The tech can’t speak. Can’t move. Can’t even take his eyes off the knife, the one that passed an inch from the back of his neck. The handle is hardwood, shiny with oil, the grain smooth with age.

“It’s all in the arm,” Darnell says. “You can’t release it until your arm is straight. I know, I know, I need to get better. But hey, you don’t have anything to do at the moment, right? Why don’t you stay and help me out? It’s easy. You just have to stand real still.”

He points at the knife. “Pick it up.”

When the tech still doesn’t move, doesn’t do anything except stand there shaking, Darnell gives his shoulder a push. It’s a light touch, gentle even, but the tech nearly falls over. He squeaks, his hands clenching and unclenching.

“Pick it up.”

“Boss.” Reece is striding towards them, his hands in his pockets. Darnell glances up, and Reece jerks his head at the door.

Darnell looks back at the tech, flashing him that warm smile again. “Duty calls,” he says. “Truth be told, it’s hard to find the time to practise. But don’t worry – when I get a moment, I’ll let you know.”

The tech is nodding furiously. He doesn’t know what else to do.

Darnell turns to go, but then looks back over his shoulder. “The blade hit the wall pretty hard. Probably blunted it up good. Would you make yourself useful? Get it sharpened for me?”

“Sure,” the tech says, in a voice that doesn’t seem like his own. “Sure. I can do that.”

“Kind of you,” Darnell says, striding away. He exchanges a few whispered words with Reece, then raises his voice so the tech can hear. “Good and sharp, remember. You should be able to draw blood if you put a little bit of pressure on the edge.”

He sweeps out of the room, Reece trailing a few steps behind.


3

Riley

I slow down slightly as I enter the Level 5 corridor. Drop-off is way up the ring, at the Air Lab in Gardens sector. With each sector in the ring three miles long – and with six sectors in all – it’s a long way to go. Unless you’re a tracer, with the stamina and skill to get things where they need to be. I don’t mind the distance – heading to the Air Lab means I get to see Prakesh.

I smile at the thought, before remembering that he’s not there today. It’s a rare day off for him, one he was boasting about when I saw him a couple of weeks ago.

The package snuggled next to my spine – the one the Lieren want to jack in the hope it’s something good – is going to Oren Darnell, the man who runs the Air Lab. It was given to me by a merchant in the Apogee sector market. The merchant – Gray, I think his name was – paid with six fresh batteries, slapping them down on the rusty countertop of his stall, barely looking at me. Totally fine with that; pay is good, so your package gets delivered.

As I enter the corridor I reach back over my shoulder for the thin plastic nozzle protruding from the top of my pack, jamming it into my mouth and sucking down water from the reservoir. It’s warm, and feels viscous in my mouth. There’s not much, but it’ll keep me going.

I’m in Chengshi sector, between Apogee and Gardens – just over halfway to the drop-off. I’ll have to stop to refill somewhere in Gardens, because there’s no chance of getting any water from Darnell. I might be bringing him a package, but asking that guy for water is almost as deadly as jumping off a catwalk blindfolded.

The corridors here are darker than before. I have to pay more attention to the surface as I run towards the next turn, watching for the places where the steel plates are twisted and bent. Surprisingly, there’s a working screen here, grimy with dust but still showing a cheery recruitment ad for the space construction corps. A smiling spaceman, clad in a sleek black suit with the visor up, wielding a plasma cutter as he manoeuvres himself around a construction ship’s arm. The video fills the corridor with soft blue light, and as I turn the corner, I close my eyes for a split second. The light filters through my lids, flickering a warm orange.

I’ve never been there, but sometimes I like to imagine myself on Earth, running across fields of grass, under a sky so blue that it hurts to look at it. The sun, warm on the back of my neck as I go faster, and faster, and faster. Until I’m no longer running. I’m airborne.

I open my eyes.

Just in time to see the metal pole swing out from behind the corner and slam into my chest.

For a second I really am airborne, lying prone in mid-air. I crash to the ground, my bones feeling like they’re going to vibrate out of my skin. I try to scream, but all I can manage are thick, wheezing gasps.

The one with the pole is just a fuzzy black blur; he twirls the weapon in his hand, like he’s out for a stroll. Another spasm of pain crackles across my chest, and I begin to cough: a deep, hacking, groaning noise that causes the pain to spread to my abdomen.

“Good hit,” says a voice from the left. There’s laughter from somewhere else, behind him.

Then there are six of them looking down on me. More Lieren – different from the ones who were chasing me. I cough again, even worse this time, like there’s a dagger in my chest.

The one that hit me looks around nervously. I glimpse a dark red wolf tattoo on his neck. “Come on,” he says, looking back down the passage. “Get her pack.”

Someone wedges a boot under the small of my back and flips me over, forcing another cough out of my body. A foot on the back of my neck slams me into the floor before two others take my arms, yanking them backwards and sliding my backpack off.

My mind is racing. There should have been other people in this corridor by now. I can’t be the only person here. Even if they didn’t intervene, they might be the distraction I need to get away. And how did the Lieren set this ambush in the first place? They were behind me. I only came this way because the catwalk was blocked, and I had to …

Oh. Oh, that’s clever. The group of girls on the catwalk. They were sent directly into my path, either paid or forced to do what the Lieren wanted. They knew they weren’t fast enough to catch me, so they funnelled me right to them. I’ve run cargo to the Air Lab before – they’d know the routes I take, where I’d go and what I’d do when I was chased. Played like a fool, Riley.

“Anything else we can get? Her jacket?” I hear one of them say. Anger shoots through me; if they take my dad’s jacket, I’ll kill them. Every one of them.

“Nah, it’s a piece of shit. The cargo’ll be enough.”

They yank the pack off and force me back down. Someone reaches into my jacket pockets and grabs the batteries. The boot is lifted off my back. I raise my head and see the kid with the pole tossing a battery up and down, a weird little grin on his face. He has my pack dangling from his other hand, and he and the other five are already moving away.

I push myself to my feet, chest aching with the effort, forcing myself to stay silent. I gain my balance, then start towards them, shifting onto the balls of my feet to lower the noise in the cramped corridor. Quick steps.

It’s the one with my pack I’m after, and at the very moment he realises I’m behind him, I bring my right hand up in a lunging strike. I’ve balled my hand into a fist, with the knuckle of my index finger protruding slightly, and I’m aiming right for the base of his skull. Amira’s tried to teach me about pressure points before, but this is the first time I’ve ever had to put it into practice.

My strike is true, hitting the tiny pocket of flesh where the skull joins the spine, and I feel something under my fist crack. He makes a strangled sound, and flies forward, my pack falling from his hand.

I have about half a second to appreciate my victory. Then one of his friends steps forward and socks me in the eye so hard that I just go somewhere else for a while.

When I come back – seconds later? Minutes? – I’m pushed up against the corridor wall, two of the Lieren holding me in place. My face is numb, and there’s blood in my mouth; I can taste the metallic edge, sharp and nasty. The one I attacked is still out on the ground. As I watch, he groans, twitching under the flickering lights.

The Lieren with the wolf tattoo is standing in front of me, rearing back for another hit. If this one connects, it’s goodbye Riley.

He throws the punch. I wrench my head to the side, and his fist slams into the metal wall, sending a resonant clang rattling around the corner. He pulls it back with a cry of pain. A flap of skin hangs off his middle finger, blood already welling up around the edges of the wound. His buddies relaxed their grip in surprise for a moment when I dodged, but not enough for me to break free, and now they force me back against the wall. “She’s got some fight in her,” growls one.

Tattoo is holding his wrist and shaking his hand back and forth. “You missed,” I say. “Can’t even hit someone standing still, can you?”

“Is that right?” he says, wiping his mouth with his uninjured hand.

“Yeah. Maybe you have these guys let me loose, and we go a few rounds. You and me. See who’s faster.”

“Think so? You’re kind of small for a tracer. What are you, fifteen?”

“Twenty,” I spit back, instantly regretting it.

“She’s ugly, too,” says one of the Lieren holding me. “Like some nuke mutant from back on Earth.”

“Maybe she’s got some cousins down there right now. New life forms.”

There’s laughter, cruel and sharp. I try to keep my voice calm. “Listen to me,” I say. “That cargo is going to Oren Darnell. I’m under his protection in Gardens. If you take my cargo, you’ll have to answer to him.”

“The hell is Oren Darnell?” says the one holding my left shoulder.

“Don’t you know anything?” says the Lieren with the tattoo. “He’s in charge of the Air Lab.” But no fear crosses his face – instead, he looks amused, still flicking his wrecked hand. Not good.

“He’s got gang connections,” I say. “Death’s Head. Black Hole Crew. You sure Zhao would want you to jack cargo going in their direction?”

I’m half hoping that mentioning the name of Zhao Zheng, the leader of the Lieren, would have some effect. But Tattoo just laughs. “Rumours, honey. That’s all there is to it.”

“It’s the truth. I …”

And then Tattoo pulls out a knife, and the words die on my lips.


4

Darnell

Darnell marches across the Air Lab, his heavy footfalls ringing out across the metal walkways. He doesn’t need to check that Reece is following him; the guard is always close by, always there when Darnell needs him. His footsteps are as silent as his boss’s are loud.

There are algae pools lined up along the walkway, each one thirty square feet, with surfaces like murky glass. Darnell leans over one of them, idly running a finger along the slime.

“So what’s so urgent you had to pull me away?” he says.

Reece stops a short distance away, his arms folded. He glances left and right. There are plenty of other techs on the floor of the cavernous Air Lab, tending to trees or crossing the floor in tight groups, but there’s nobody close to where he and Darnell are.

“Well?” Darnell says, staring intently at the viscous water.

“What’s going on, boss?” Reece says.

Darnell says nothing.

Reece unfolds his arms, hooks his thumbs in his belt. “This isn’t some gangster who hasn’t paid us his water tax,” he says. “That was one of your employees. I can cover for you on most things, but even I might struggle to square that one.”

Darnell swings himself upright, pointing a finger at Reece. A tiny thread of algae comes with it, swinging back and forth. “You getting scared, Reece?” he says, stepping away from the tank. “You think I’m going too far?”

The guard doesn’t flinch, just refolds his arms.

“If I’m going too far,” Darnell says, “then maybe you should stop me. How about it, Reece? Want to try?”

Reece’s cool eyes look back at him. Despite his anger at the insubordination, a part of Darnell marvels at Reece’s refusal to get scared. It’s why he’s kept him around so long.

“You’ve been distracted, boss,” Reece says. “For like a month now. And I’ve never seen you flip out on one of your own techs before, not like that. Whatever’s going on, you should tell me so I can—”

“Should?”

Reece stops dead.

“You just make sure that shipment gets here,” Darnell says. He sweeps his arm around to indicate the rest of the hangar. “Isn’t that what you do? I’m in charge of the Air Lab, Reece. I’m responsible for every molecule of oxygen that you suck into your lungs and every molecule of CO2 that comes out of them. You need to make sure I have everything I need to do it. That’s what you need to do.”

“I’ll handle it,” Reece says.

“Excellent,” Darnell says, resuming his march towards the control room, his mind already elsewhere. He’s got bigger things to worry about, like the other shipment: the little package Arthur Gray is supposed to deliver. If someone diverts that, they’ll have a lot more to worry about than his shitty knife-throwing.
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Riley

It’d be nice to say it’s a beautiful blade. It’s not. The handle is patched and frayed, and the steel is laced with rust. If the cut doesn’t kill you, the infection will.

Tattoo holds it up, the metal catching the edge of the light. “You know,” he says, “we just wanted a score. We weren’t really planning on killing you.”

He rotates the knife, angling the point towards my eyes. “But now, we have to take something back. You can’t hurt one of us, and not expect to get it back in return. You understand, right?”

I try to say something, but I can’t look away from the blade. He leans in close. The point is now inches away. “What’ll it be? Left ear, or right?”

“Let me go,” I finally say. It’s almost a snarl. But the knife remains steady, its tip hardly wavering at all as it creeps towards my face. He starts flicking it gently back and forth. I can feel sweat soaking my shirt at the small of my back. I yank my body to one side, but the Lieren holding me are too strong. One of them plants a hand on my forehead, pinning me in place. “You might want to stay still,” he says.

Left, right, left, right.

There’s a yell from behind Tattoo. He straightens up, irritated, and looks back over his shoulder. One of the other Lieren, tall and gangly with sallow skin, is holding my pack. It’s open, and he’s frantically beckoning his buddies over.

With a sigh, Tattoo drops the knife from my face and walks over to him. “And now? What’s the matter with …”

His voice falters as he looks into the pack. He turns, blocking my view, holding a whispered conversation with his partner.

I don’t have the first clue about what’s in my pack. We never do. It’s one of the reasons why my crew gets so much work. You can send whatever you want, and you can trust us to never know about it.

I feel a flicker of hope: for the first time, it looks like it might just save my life.

After a minute of hissed back-and-forth with his friend, Tattoo signals to the ones holding me against the wall. Abruptly, they let me go. I collapse against the wall, try to rise, but my legs have stopped listening to me.

Tattoo is staring at me with an odd look on his face. He walks over, leans close, whispers: “This isn’t finished.”

He holds up a battery, bringing it as close to my face as he did the knife. “And we’re keeping these.”

The one who opened the bag lets it fall, and it lands with a thump on the floor. With a gesture from Tattoo, the Lieren set off down the corridor. One of them grabs the man I took down with the pressure-point strike, swinging him over his shoulders like a crop bag.

I don’t want to, but I stay down until they’re out of sight. I’m shaking, and it takes a minute for me to steady myself. Then it takes me another minute to rise – I nearly lose my balance when I do, and some blood droplets patter onto the floor ahead of me. My face is humming with pain, and my eye socket is on fire. But I can’t worry about that now. I’ve lost too much time already.

As I move to grab my still-open pack and zip it shut, I can’t help but see what’s inside. It’s the box Gray gave me to deliver – barely the size of a fist, like something you’d keep a small machine part in. The top of the box has been opened up by the Lieren. Inside is something wrapped in layers of opaque plastic padding – a blurred shape, vaguely familiar.

And from the bottom right corner of the box, slowly leaching into the protective foam, I can see a thin trickle of blood.

I want to close the bag, to zip it shut and finish the job and not think about the thing in the plastic, but my hands falter. The blood is still there, pooling on the foam. The corridor is deserted.

I have to know.

Slowly, I push a finger into the plastic wrapping. It’s thick, clammy-cold against my skin. The wrapping is tight against the cargo, the edges catching as I lift it up. But then my fingers brush against something soft and slick, and the blurred shape in the bag leaps out at me.

I’m staring at it, willing myself to look away, but there’s no mistaking it.

It’s an eyeball. I’ve been carrying an eyeball.


6

Darnell

Darnell has a table at the back of the darkened control room, surrounded by battered chairs. Every tech who works there knows not to move them, not even an inch, or to say anything about the suffocating temperature their boss likes to keep the room at.

He’s sitting at the table, going through reports, when Reece brings the storage technician in. The man hovers off to one side, a small box under his arm, waiting for Darnell to notice him.

Eventually Darnell waves him over. The tech scurries across the floor, holding the box out in front of him like a shield. The heavy lettering on the front reads AIR LAB CONSIGNMENT 6/00/7-A MOST URGENT.

“Found it, Sir,” he says. “Just got misplaced, that’s all. Temporarily.”

Darnell barely glances at him. “And the knife?”

The man swallows. With a trembling hand, he pulls the knife out of his pocket, careful to hold it by the blade. He places it flat on the table, lined up next to the box.

Darnell tilts his head. “You got fingerprints on the blade.”

“I …”

“You sharpen it, like I said?”

“Yes, Sir. Like you said.”

An urge takes Darnell then, hot and demanding: the urge to test the knife’s sharpness by sliding it into the man’s stomach. His fingers twitch. It would take less than a second. In and out.

Instead, he waves the man away. The tech backs off, nodding like his neck is already broken. Darnell returns to his reports, scowling. As much as he hates to admit it, Reece’s words have stayed with him. He needs to be more careful. He’s worked too hard and waited too long to get distracted now.

He tears the top off the box, wiggling his hand inside. His fingers brush machined glass, and he pulls out a tab screen – smaller than the regular units, with a bulbous antenna poking out the top. He switches it on, flicking through the menu options. A smile creeps across his face like oil moving through water. His connection in Tzevya sector did his job.

The storage tech nearly trips over the door as he leaves the control room, and the thunk of his foot on the metal lip makes Darnell look up. He’s pleased with himself for not giving in to his urges. Besides, the tech will get what’s coming to him soon enough. Along with Reece, and the other techs, and everyone else on Outer Earth, if he can just keep it together. Discipline, that’s the key. Control.
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A dry heave builds in my throat, boiling up from my stomach. My hand jerks, and the box is jolted sideways. It slips out of the pack, and the thing slides out of the plastic and hits the floor with a muffled plop.

It rolls in place, the trailing optic nerve stuck to the floor on a meniscus of blood. It’s not looking at me, but I can see the iris, dark blue, surrounding the inky-black dot of the pupil. I have to force myself to look away, and as I do the heave becomes a full-blown retch. Doubling over, I push it back, forcing it down.

You will not throw up. Not here.

Never look at what you carry. It’s the one big unbreakable, the one thing Amira has told us over and over again. There’s a reason for that: it gets us work. People trust us. We’re not going to steal your cargo, or even care what it is.

Plus, not knowing keeps us alive. Tracers, us included, sometimes carry bad things. Weapons, contraband, drugs concocted somewhere in the Caves and destined for sale in a distant sector. Be nice if we could live off doing hospital runs, but we can’t. It’s better if we don’t know. Realistically, I know I could have been carrying severed eyes for years and never known. But actually seeing it, touching it …

Crouching, I use a corner of the plastic to grip the nerve, gently tugging at it. The iris rolls towards me, and I force myself to look away. The retch comes again, and I have to close my eyes and inhale through my nose for a few seconds, before looking back. More details begin to jump out. Tiny, milky-smooth clouds in the pupil that I hadn’t noticed before. Thin arteries, running off the iris like fine pen lines.

Movement. Voices. Without thinking, I grab the eyeball. It’s soft and pliable in my grip, like putty.

Don’t squeeze it too hard or it’ll pop.

I have to force back another heave. I shove it back into the box and zip my backpack shut as the owners of the voices come round the corner.

Two stompers. They’re officially known as Station Protection Officers, but nobody calls them that any more. I’m surprised to see them; there aren’t too many around these days.

A few times a year, you hear stories about gang bosses joining forces, declaring open season on any stomper foolish enough to walk into their territories. It always ends up with plenty dead on both sides – but when it comes to new members, people always seem to be more willing to join up with the gangs. The sector leaders do their best, showing face in the bars and the market and the mess halls, looking for recruits to the stomper corps, but they always have to go back to the council in Apex with bad news.

The stompers walking towards me are dressed in thick grey jumpsuits with the station logo – a stylised ring silhouette – stitched into the top pocket. The noise of their boots is heavy in the cramped space. On their hips rest specially modified pistols: guns with ammunition designed to go through flesh and bone, but not metal. We call them stingers.

I’ve seen the one on the left before – Royo, I think his name is, a bear-like man with dark skin and a shaved head. His partner is just as big, with a shaggy beard. In different circumstances, he’d probably look jovial, but as he locks me in his gaze I see that his right eye is glass, dead and inert in its socket.

Left, right, left, right.

They take in the scene. A blood-splattered floor, and a tracer who looks like she just had a head-on collision with an asteroid. “What’s going on here?” says Royo, but even as the words are out of his mouth I’m bolting past him. His partner makes a grab for me, but I’m too quick, slipping under his arm. “Cargo delivery!” I say over my shoulder.

I’m expecting them to give chase, maybe even draw on me. But they don’t follow, and I heave a sigh of relief. Maybe they figure a beat-up tracer isn’t worth their time. Good news for me. I have a lot of ground to make up. My collarbone seems OK, but my face is throbbing again, and prickly waves of pain are spreading out from where I got punched.

A million thoughts are crowding for attention. Part of me wants to drop the box somewhere and run, pretend that I’d never taken the job. I turn that option down in seconds – I don’t even want to think what will happen if Darnell doesn’t get his eyeball. He’ll probably use one of mine as a replacement. And if he decides to take revenge on the Devil Dancers …

But can I really deliver the cargo? Pretend I never saw the eyeball, walk away, and hope everything goes back to normal? Is that even possible now? Every time someone hands me cargo, or asks me to turn around so they can put it in my pack, I’m going to be thinking about today.

But it’s not a choice. Not really. I have to finish the job. There’s a chance that Darnell will find out that I saw my cargo, but it’s a lot less risky than abandoning the job completely.

Every time the pack jolts, every time the cargo shifts against my back, a fresh wave of horror rolls through me.

I pass the mining facilities Chengshi is known for. Their kilns and machines are silent, and the rooms that hold them spill no light into the corridors. They won’t be up and running again until the next asteroid catcher ship swings into orbit alongside the station. I don’t really like running here; I always seem to come out with streaks of grime on my skin and clothes. I tell myself to keep going, that it can’t be more than a mile to the Gardens border.

There are more slag rooms, dotted here and there with run-down habs, all locked up tight. Several times I have to react quickly to stop myself smashing into people in the corridors. Some lie sprawled on the ground, their possessions arranged in haphazard piles. With no hab units willing to take them, they have to sleep where they can.

I’m struggling to run at full speed after the attack, so I slow back to a jog. As I do so, I turn the corner and nearly collide with a tagger.

He’s painting something onto the wall – I catch a glimpse of it as I dodge past, a slogan. “It’s the only way”. The phrase doesn’t make any sense, until I remember where I’ve heard it before. At a demonstration in one of the galleries, where it was being chanted. But what were they protesting about again?

The tagger catches sight of me. “We need to control the birth rate,” he says, his voice on the edge of a shout. “Humans were never meant to keep existing …”

Ah. That was it. Voluntary human extinction.

“Out of the way,” I say, all but hurling the words in his direction as I flash past.

I’ve heard it all before. How we need to stop having children to restore balance to the universe. Voluntary euthanasia. If I let the tagger stop me, he’ll end up telling me all about how Outer Earth shouldn’t even exist, that it was a pissing contest between Earth governments that got too far along to kill. Population overflow, they called it. I know the story like every person on this station.

Of course, a massive nuclear war a few years later didn’t help either.

But that was a long time ago, and I just don’t care that much. I turn around, and flip the tagger a raised middle finger. Then I keep running.

Soon, I’m jogging under the sign that marks the border between Gardens and Chengshi. I look up as I pass underneath it. A long time ago, someone took a spray-can, crossed out the words Sector 2 and drew crude pictures of flowers and trees in green paint around it.

You can cross sector borders on nearly all the levels, but for some reason, I always find myself on this one. Gardens is cleaner than Chengshi – better maintained, with much less graffiti and dust. Most of the sector is given over to the Air Lab and the Food Lab, the places which give Gardens its name. They’re behind a set of enormous airlock doors at the bottom of the gallery. I can see the two guards on duty today: Dumar and Chang. Chang’s new – a couple of weeks ago, he refused me entry, and I had to wait for Prakesh to come out for a break before I could get in – but Dumar’s been working there for years. He’s a stocky guy with dark eyes and a huge, black, knotted beard. He raises a hand as I approach, less a command to stop than a friendly greeting. But I can see his hand resting, as always, on his stinger holster.

“Back again?” he says.

I force a smile. “Good to see you too, Dumar.”

“I swear, one day you’re gonna go in there and grow roots, you visit so often.”

“Hey, I just visit. You work here.”

We’ve been exchanging the same lines for years. He gives a good-natured grunt as he turns to his control panel. Behind him, Chang sniffs. Prakesh once told me that on his first day he attempted to body-search every tech who came through the door.

Dumar eyes my pack. “You doing a delivery?”

I swallow. “That’s right. Up to Mr Darnell.”

He shakes his head. “You want to be careful with that one,” he says. He seems about to go on, but Chang flashes him a dark look, and he falls silent.

Dumar presses a few keys, and the outer airlock door hisses open. I step through. “Have fun,” he says over his shoulder as the door closes behind me. As I wait for the inner door to open, I run a hand through my hair. As usual, it’s greasy, caked with grit, uncomfortably sticky. I try to keep it short, but it doesn’t help all that much.

I can see myself in the reflective metal door. My hair frames a face shiny and gleaming with sweat. I try not to look into the reflection’s dark-grey eyes. Instead, I focus on the body, stretching my arms out to the sides, shaking my legs out. The jacket is bulky, but the body underneath it is lithe and supple, muscles sculpted from endless running and climbing and jumping.

There’s a buzz, then a brief flash of purple light – ultraviolet, designed to zap any surface bacteria. I don’t know why they bother. I’m not even sure it works. The door in front of me hisses open, vanishing into the wall.

You get to the Air Lab by going through the Food Lab. I can dimly see the shapes of the crops through the opaque plastic domes in the hangar: corn, tomato plants, beds of lettuce, beans, all bathed in a soft, green glow from the grower bulbs. There are no main lights in the Food Lab itself; the path ahead is softly lit by the ambient light, and a gentle hum emanates from the large aircon units on the walls. The hangar seems to stretch on for miles, and in the distance I can see the lights of the lab complex where the techs work to make the crops more efficient, easier to grow.

Beyond the greenhouses is the insect colony: what I’ve heard the lab techs call the buzz box. Tiny beetles and little silkworms can’t make much noise on their own, but get millions of them in one place and the hum they generate can shake your stomach. Still, they taste OK. Especially the fried beetles they do in the market sometimes. Crunchy and salty. Much better than the mess hall stuff.

I turn right, by a greenhouse labelled Soja Japonica, and head down the rows. Before long I’m walking through a door and then the space above is filled with a thick green canopy. The trees are a special breed of oak, enormous, designed to suck in carbon dioxide and pump out as much oxygen as possible. And some of them are old – much older than the techs who work on them. Over the years, their roots have broken free of their metal prisons, pushing up through the floor. I have to step over a couple as I move between the trees.

Unlike the Food Lab, the Air Lab is brightly lit, huge lights beaming down from the ceiling. I stop for a moment under a tree with a thick, gnarled trunk, and tilt my head up, watching the rays of light filter through the branches. The air is cool. Were it not for the fact that the floor under my feet was metal grating, and that I was surrounded by huge pools of algae, nestled between the trees, I could be somewhere on Earth. If the nukes hadn’t turned most of the planet into a burning wasteland before I was born, maybe I would be.

Of course, by then there weren’t many trees left anyway.

The Air Lab is just as big as the cavernous Food Lab – it has to be to provide enough air for the station. I head towards the back, to the control rooms, towering over the trees. It’s tempting to just drop the cargo off at an office somewhere, maybe the storerooms, just to avoid Darnell. No chance. I deliver the cargo right into its recipient’s hands, or I don’t deliver it all.

No matter what’s inside.

I climb the clanking metal stairs, wondering how a place in which I can find someone as good as Prakesh is also home to a person like Darnell. As I reach the top, I spot the usual guard outside. He’s a short man, wiry, with a grim face and a grubby, knee-length coat. He gives a nod when he sees me, and hauls open the door to the main control room – after so many runs, he’s used to me by now.

Stepping through the door, I’m blasted by a wave of heat. The convection fins on the hull keep the station cool – most of the time – but Darnell likes to keep the temperature up. He likes to make visitors uncomfortable.

I can feel the sweat begin to run again, pooling at my waist. I’m dying for water – I burned the last of my pack supply on the final stretch here – but you don’t ask Oren Darnell for a drink.

The control units around the walls hum away quietly, attended to by white-coated techs who have shrunk into their chairs like beetles. In the centre of the room are two large drums of water, sloshing gently – just the sight of them makes my tongue jump, like it’s touched an electric wire. Darnell is seated at the back, deep in conversation with one of his lieutenants.

The air is thick with dry heat. In the background, a clanging starts – from one of the water pipes somewhere else in Gardens, maybe – but it only lasts a moment before the door swings shut behind me, reducing the sound to a muted boom. Right then, Darnell looks up and sees me.

He’s a giant of a man, with thick arms and a chest like the hull of a ship. He dresses well: a tight-fitting black shirt and slim black pants made from a smooth fabric. I don’t know what to do with my hands, so I busy myself removing my pack. The straps feel rough and unyielding, my fingers clumsy.

“Riley Hale,” he says. His voice is soft and high-pitched, like a child’s. It sounds strange, coming from someone so enormous. He moves towards me in long, languid strides, and his eyes rove across my body, passing over my battered face. “A pleasure to see you again. I trust you are well?”

I shrug, trying to avoid his gaze. Instead, I reach into my pack, and pull out the box.

Darnell gestures to a tech, who steps forward and takes the box from me, reaching out to grab it before shrinking away, as if I might bite his arm off. I made sure I sealed the box shut before I got here – there’s no evidence that it’s been opened.

The tech hands it to Darnell, who quickly breaks the seal, glancing inside. My stomach churns. Darnell nods, reseals the box, and hands it to the tech, who spirits it away to the back of the room.

I’m still watching the box when I realise that Darnell has taken a step closer. Before I can stop him, he runs a finger delicately across my bruises, around the side of my eye. I have to force myself not to flinch.

“These are fresh,” he says. “Tell me who did this.”

“It’s nothing,” I say, trying to turn away. He doesn’t lift his hand from my face, and the light pressure forces the words out of me. “Just another gang thinking they could jack the cargo.”

“But you fought them off.”

“Of course,” I say, taking a step back. His hand drops from my face. “Cargo this important, it’s—”

“Important?”

I keep my expression as neutral as I can. Inside, I’m screaming at myself. The words just tumbled out of me, knocked loose by his touch, the feeling of his smooth fingers on my skin. Darnell is looking at me, his eyes narrowed.

“Yeah, important,” I say. Amazingly, I manage a casual shrug. “’Cos it’s you, you know. You’re not just a regular client.” The words sound forced even as I say them, but I keep my voice steady.

Darnell doesn’t move. For a good three seconds, he simply stares at me.

Then he smiles. “Well, if you ever decide you’d like some payback, you just let me know. I don’t imagine today was the first time you’ve run into trouble.”

I try not to exhale. It’s all I can do to shrug a second time, like it’s nothing.

Darnell raises his eyebrows in mock alarm. “But I’m being such a terrible host. Something to drink?” He gestures to the water in the drums.

“Thanks,” I say, finally meeting his gaze. “I’m good.”

He chuckles. It’s an odd sound, gravelly and brief, like a bare foot stepping on broken glass. “On the house, Riley. No charge. And look …” He strides over to the drums and draws a handful of liquid to his lips. “It’s clean. Didn’t even spike this one.”

A few drops leak out of his cupped hands, splashing back into the drum. I’m conscious of my tongue, large and dry in my mouth, like a hunk of old resin.

One of Darnell’s men appears at his side with a tin cup, and he fills it and hands it to me. I pause, but only for a moment. The water is cool and sweet, with just a faint hint of the metal in the drum. I’ve raised the cup with both hands, and tilt it to catch every last drop.

I hand back the cup and wipe a hand across my lips. All of a sudden, I want out of there, bad. I nod thanks, taking my pack and turning to leave – job done, cargo delivered, time to go.

Darnell clears his throat behind me. “Riley.”

I look back over my shoulder. He goes on: “You really should think about making our arrangement a little more …” He searches for the right words. “More full-time. I could use your talents.”

“Sorry,” I say. “I like what I do.”

“I wasn’t suggesting you stop. I could use a tracer in-house. Someone who worked exclusively for the Air Lab. For me.”

“You’ve got crews in Gardens. Hire one of them.”

“Them?” That laugh again. His eyes are ice crystals. “No. They don’t know what it means to work for something. But you …”

“Like I said. Not interested.” I step towards the door, but he clears his throat again, and this time the noise freezes me in my tracks.

“I usually only make an offer once, Riley. But I’ll let you think about it. Just let it roll around in that little head of yours. I could give you protection. Imagine: no more black eyes.”

I say nothing. His smile doesn’t change. “You be safe now.”

He turns away, striding back to the table, like he’s already forgotten about me. I turn to go, ignoring the eyes of his techs, burning into my back. On the catwalk outside, the guard gives me a lazy mock salute before gently pushing the door shut.
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I’m almost at the bottom of the stairs when I collapse.

I don’t know whether it’s the shock catching up with me, or simply the beating I took from the Lieren, but one second I’m taking the last few steps, and the next I’m lying flat on my stomach. The metal flooring is cool against my cheek. It feels good.

Hands on my back, then around my shoulders, lifting me up. Someone is saying my name, and then I’m looking into the face of Prakesh Kumar.

He’s taller than me, his arms strong from digging in the dirt every day, and before I know it he’s sat me on the edge of an algae tank. “Gods, Ry, what the hell happened?”

His hands are already reaching towards my face, but I brush them away. His walnut-dark skin is calloused, flecked with grains of dark soil.

“Thought you were off today,” I say. I have to focus on each word, form them carefully so I don’t slur.

“Cancelled. They needed extra hands. What happened?”

“I’m OK,” I say. “Just had a little problem on the run.”

“A little problem?” He moves his hands up again, and I have to push them away more firmly.

“I said I’m fine,” I mutter.

“You don’t look fine. You don’t even look close to fine.” He folds his arms, eyeing my bruises. On the other techs, the white lab coats look bulky, almost baggy, but Prakesh wears his well, square on his shoulders over a rough cotton shirt.

I keep my voice low, in case anyone is listening. “Ambush. Lieren. They were trying to jack my cargo. Managed to fight them off …” I have to stop as a cough bursts up through my throat, doubling me over.

Prakesh’s hands are on my back, steadying me. “Easy. Easy. Just sit here, OK? I’ll get some water.” I try to push him away again, try to tell him that I already had some from his boss, but this time he pushes back, his hand holding steady between my shoulder blades. “No. You’re hurt. You can take some water. I’ll be right back.”

He leaves, and I sit back down heavily on the edge of the tank. After a minute, I’m feeling less woozy, and stumble over to one of the nearby trees. Steadying myself against it, I sink down onto the soft, loamy soil. Prakesh will probably shout at me for sitting on something as precious as his good soil, but I don’t care. I’m just happy to be off my feet. I lick my lips. The crust of blood on them cracks just a little, like old glass.

My thoughts drift back to when I met Prakesh. Back when we were in school, we had to file into a cramped room with hard chairs and harsh lights. When you’re little, it’s kind of fun
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