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

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

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

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

      Harlan5 nodded. ‘Going there now.’

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Captain?’

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

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

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

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

      ‘Captain….’

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

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

      He was answered with a groan.

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

      ‘Ouch!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘I do,’ Harlan5 said. ‘My programing says so. And Caladan can’t fly the ship without you, so by default he cares too.’

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

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

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

      ‘My programming says—’

      ‘Shut up.’

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

      ‘Damn it, let me down.’

      ‘Certainly.’

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

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

      ‘I dropped the bottle.’

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

      ‘Shut up. Which way is the ship?’

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

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

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

      ‘Move, Har!’

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

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

      ‘Lia, oxygen!’ Harlan5 cried. ‘If the hanger doors open you’ll die.’

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

      ‘Through there!’

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

      ‘They’ve seen us,’ Harlan5 said.

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

      ‘This door.’

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

      ‘There. Caladan! Fire the thrusters!’

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

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

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

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

      ‘But Captain…’

      ‘Get on the damn ship!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      On a video screen displaying the hanger’s front, a huge door slid open, revealing the blackness of space. Harlan5 watched as the Matilda’s rear thrusters engaged, and they roared out of the opening, reducing within an instant into a spot and then nothing.

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

      Lia smiled. ‘And you call me morbid?’

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

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

      ‘I appreciate the thought, Captain.’

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

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

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

      So tiny. She stared at the chip in her hand, no more than an inch across. It contained the plans for an offensive on Abalon3, a fire planet in the Trill Cluster. Her customer had required procurement of plans smuggled aboard the Grun Freighter Draft V14, a craft stolen shortly after embarkation by pirates, before falling quickly into the sights of Barelaon mercenaries for its cargo of ionized gold. In the midst of an offensive had proved the perfect time to sneak aboard the ship and recover the plans.

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

      Lia shrugged. Not her problem.

      She had her own to worry about.

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

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

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

      ‘What don’t I understand?’

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

      Luckily the feeling was mutual.

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

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

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

      ‘A shame.’

      ‘It would have helped me sleep.’

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

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

      ‘Did you start to count down?’

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

      ‘You’re a bastard.’

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘So?’

      ‘Today’s the day I lost everything I ever loved.’
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      The stasis-ultraspace sleep lasted only thirty hours. For a galactic hop, the trip was a short one, a blink of an eye compared to some that required the use of known wormholes in order to reduce the massive distances to a few Earth-days of travel. Lia kept her work around the Estron Quadrant—known among the rogue trader community as the Fire Quarter, due to the large number of fire planets—simply to cut a risk out of her already risky life.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Getting cold feet?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Iris, the third planet in the Areola System, was three times the size of Earth but carried a similar atmosphere and gravitational system. For Earth-sensitive beings like Lia, the 1.02 of Earth’s gravity would
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