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Chapter 1
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Isla flinched as the young, dark-haired man kicked the side of his racer. The sun-bleached paintwork had been sandblasted smooth from racing across the desert planet’s course. If he continued to treat the machine that way, he wasn’t going to last the race. But then, he rarely did, and taking his frustration out on the racer wouldn’t make his chances of winning any better this time.

Isla placed her hand on the warm metal of her own racer and closed her eyes. She walked alongside it, her fingers moving over the smooth surface as she breathed in the bitter scent of the metal. She patted it gently, as though it were alive.

The alarm sounded. She stepped nimbly up onto the single, rickety step and leapt into the cockpit. She clicked her seat belts into place in the same motion as the tinted cover closed above her. Taking a deep breath, Isla held her hands above the panel before her. Her sole focus was the race ahead. Despite the excitement and her certainty that she had a good chance to win this time, she was calm. Her red curls were restrained in a long braid down her back, any fly-aways tucked under the helmet—not that she needed one. But she liked the idea of the old racers from the histories, and she’d found it in a junk shop when she’d first arrived on Urgway.

She often came close to winning, but this time it was her turn. She knew it. Maybe the other racers had felt it too, for one of them had stared at her a little too long in the pit that morning. She hadn’t seen him before, or if she had, she hadn’t noticed him. With his blond hair falling across his face, she had wondered how he would see to race.

She grinned at the idea that he might have heard about her racing and considered her a strong contender. Her heart rate increased as she waited for the starting buzzer. He might have recognised her from somewhere else. But that was a long time ago, and she hadn’t wanted to be remembered. That was why she was out here on Urgway racing under the blistering sun.

The sound of the second alarm drew her from her thoughts, and she focused ahead of her as she started her engine. The vibration of the machine moved through her as the hum of engines matched her heartbeat. The announcer’s voice filled the cockpit with the single word “Go.” She moved her fingers slowly downward as the racer shot forward and past the racer that had been kicked, sure something dropped off it as she passed.

Isla moved quickly into the lead. She glanced around her through the tinted cover and then down at the small monitor hovering above the instruments, and both actions confirmed the same. She was in front. She grinned, pushed her racer faster and stretched out the lead. A mountain loomed ahead of her and she banked easily to the left, following the course. It was more like a simulation than a race. With no one else around her, she could focus on the course.

She banked right, gliding through a narrow pass. As she watched the world rush towards her, she ran her hand over the sensor to ensure she hadn’t damaged her ship. A ping sounded, and she groaned. They were catching up to her, although there were fewer racers following only partway into the race.

She banked again, following the edge of the ravine around as it curved sharply to the right, and then there was nothing but desert before her. She pushed forward. The sudden lack of landmarks might have put her off, but she had raced the course many times before and the course was clearly marked on the monitor just below her line of sight. Any deviation from the set course would mean disqualification. Each vehicle started out as a standard racer, and yet it was theirs to maintain and upgrade as they had the means to, or the inclination. Isla didn’t have the funds, but she had the know-how. She had spent a lot of hours tinkering with all manner of vessels in her past, and her racer had been no different. Her control panel was all her own work. She had spent the time working on it that she would have wanted to spend on her own ship, the only thing of value she did own. She’d left that with an old friend to watch over. For the moment, racing and this racer was all she needed.

Few tried to install systems that would give them an unnatural advantage. Although the racing industry wasn’t well regulated, the authorities came down hard on cheating. It was a risk she wasn’t willing to take. They might only start with confiscating her racer, but the few she knew had been caught cheating had never been seen again. She could only guess what might have happened to them.

Isla needed to race. It was the only freedom she had—it was all she had. Even if she was just entertainment for others, others with power and wealth. She would race until she could race no more.

A racer appeared in front of her, and she cursed as she tried to manoeuvre around it. Where had it come from? It certainly wasn’t part of the race. It wasn’t a racer she recognised, and after five years, she knew every ship. It pulled out ahead of her. She pushed her hands down into the controls, racing after it. She was going to win this one. She had to win this one.

She glanced at her monitor, and the ship ahead of her wasn’t showing on her map. Heavy uncertainty settled in her gut.

“Control,” she said, moving her hand to activate the communicator.

There was only static. She must have been too far out on the course, although they should have had deflectors up in case something happened and a racer needed to make contact. There were enough crashes during the average race to warrant that.

“Control,” she tried again. “Unauthorised vehicle on the course.”

More static. The other racer was pulling away, and she couldn’t let it win. But as she glanced at the map, she realised it was leaving the course. She turned left sharply to ensure she stayed within the markers, cursed herself for getting distracted and flicked her hand angrily over the panel. “Control!” she screamed.

Someone was trying to put her off. Someone saw her as a threat, and she couldn’t let that interfere with her winning. “OK,” she murmured.

The rest of the pack were catching up to her. Four racers were close behind and then one pulled alongside her, the new guy with the hair. His wings were too close to hers. Alarms sounded around the cabin as she cursed again.

She couldn’t increase the distance between them despite accelerating as much as possible, and she cursed loudly as something bumped her from beneath.

“What is it with people not following the rules today?” she growled.

She had heard of some racers doing odd things to spice it up for the crowd. Watching small fast craft should be enough. Isla rose up as another bump hit her hull. A bridge spanned across the cavern before her, and she rose up and over it before she realised she had missed the course. She thumped her hand on the panel as a voice filled the cockpit.

“Disqualified.”

“Damn it,” she grumbled.

She hadn’t left the course, just didn’t complete a task.

“Return to the stables,” the same voice instructed.

Isla slowed down and hovered above the race. This was supposed to be her race. There was no sign of the impostor. As she watched the racers fly into the distance, the new guy who had nearly touched her wing blew up. The whole world went into slow motion as the smoke filled the course and the remains of the ship dropped like a stone from the sky. She didn’t wish for anyone’s race to end like that.

Deflated, she was about to turn for the stables when she caught sight of something bright on the sand beneath. She ran a hand over the control panel. A small blip lit up on the screen. “Damn it,” she grumbled again and took the racer down towards the ground.

Isla slowly flew towards the base of the cliffs, looking around and searching her sensors at the same time. The blip might not be the racer. There were people who lived out here, although how they survived, she had no idea. She didn’t know what they might do to scrounge a wreck even if they found someone in it.

A sick feeling filled her chest. “Damn it!” The ship touched down on the soft sand. The sunlight could melt a man on the surface. Isla had enough protection in the ship to not notice the heat while racing, but willingly heading out onto the surface was something very different.

Tucked into the narrow pocket at the back of her seat was a cloak. As her fingers found it and pulled it from its hiding spot, she knew she was making a mistake. The cloak held too many memories, but she pushed those aside as she unbuckled herself and held it over her head. She hit the release, and the tinted cover slid open.

“Don’t look up,” she muttered to herself as she stood in the well and looked out at the distant wreck of the other racer.

It was a jump down into the sand, and she wasn’t quite sure what she would do when she got out there, or if she managed to find this guy alive. A thin line of black smoke wove into the sky. She glanced back at the monitor and the lone red flashing dot. How he had survived, she had no idea. She only hoped she didn’t die trying to help him as she leapt out into the sand and pulled the cloak around her.

She heard the roar of the racers as they flew somewhere above her. She didn’t look after them. She didn’t want to know who was winning her race. She just trudged forward through the soft, hot sand towards the black line of smoke and the racer it indicated. Another ship zipped above her, and she was reminded of her childhood, listening to them fly past and imagining the freedom she’d thought racing would bring.

It was only when she was halfway between the racer and the wreck that she worried it might be a trap. No one could have survived such an explosion, let alone the fall. But she continued on, then tried to run through the sand when she saw him sprawled out on it. His blond hair had fallen back, and his pale skin was already burning in the sun or had burnt from the explosion. Either way, she couldn’t leave him out here.

Isla nudged his still body with her foot, and he groaned. “Damn it,” she muttered. “This is a bad idea,” she told herself as she hooked an arm under his back. He groaned again. She lifted him to his feet with a groan of her own and then wondered why she hadn’t called for help. She tucked her cloak around him and started towards the racer, but his feet or legs weren’t working. He slipped from her grasp and into the exposed hot sand at her feet.

She held the cloak out over him as best she could and looked back to the racer. There was no way they would make it together, and she couldn’t leave him here. Something blinked in the sand behind the racer, something reflecting the light. She heard the quiet hum of a machine, and then a larger ship came into view. It was sand coloured, flying low, and very nearly took out her racer as it flew past it to land just before her.

Before she had a chance to determine if it was there to help, a ramp opened in the side and three men rushed forward. They were dressed in the same sand-coloured material, wound loosely around their bodies and around their heads, their faces covered.

Two picked up the man at her feet and carried him without hesitation back onto the ship; the third reached for her arm as he indicated the ship. She didn’t think she had a choice here, but she couldn’t seem to move.

“Please.” His voice was polite, but he had a Urgway accent. Isla hesitated before she nodded once and allowed him to lead her onto the ship. The door closed immediately behind her and the ship lifted into the air. She looked back through the small porthole towards her racer to see someone else climbing into its cockpit.

“Hey!”

“You don’t want it left out there, do you?”

She shook her head, but she wasn’t sure where they were taking her.

The blond man rolled over and groaned, then tried to climb to his knees.

“Do you want to explain exactly what you were doing?” Isla asked, aiming all her frustrations at him.

He raised his bright blue eyes to hers, and she tried to maintain his stare as he smiled and blew out softly, trying to lift the hair from his face. “You’re welcome,” he murmured.

“Excuse me? You very nearly took me out.”

“And then someone took him out,” said the man who had directed her into the ship, his arms crossed and a disappointed look on his face. She reached for a handhold as the ship shuddered and the blond man slipped back to the floor.

“I think you should be thanking me,” she said, looking between them. “You would have burnt to a crisp.”

“That is a nice cloak, Ms Tarle,” the blond man wheezed, his eyes closing against obvious pain.

She gritted her teeth. The other man gave a small smile. “Reilly,” he said, tapping his chest, “and this is...”

“I don’t care who you are,” she snapped. “And my name is Isla Dee.”

“Of course, it is,” Reilly said, the smirk growing wider.

“And I was helping,” the man on the floor murmured. She almost missed it over the hum of the engines.

“Helping who?”

“You,” Reilly offered.

“He’s a racer who tried to knock me out. He was trying to win. Did Boss set you up for this?”

“Ms Tarle,” he whispered hoarsely, then coughed. Reilly rested a hand on his shoulder.

“You haven’t been racing very long, have you?” she continued as though he hadn’t used that name again.

“Everyone in the Complex knows who you are,” Reilly said. She glared at him, and he looked down at the man he was squatted over.

“Are you spying? Did someone send you in?”

“We were watching, sure that something was going on that shouldn’t be. Didn’t expect to come across you, but I think someone else recognised you.”

She glared again. “No one cares who I am. And what could be going on that you would need to be watching some racers?”

“Why are you on Urgway?”

“I’m a racer. I’ve been a racer for five years,” she said.

“How have you been racing for five years with no one working out who you are?”

Isla looked around. “What does it matter? I’m just a racer.”

“No one here is just a racer. Everyone is hiding from something, but they aren’t as anonymous as you think.”

She shook her head then. “What do you think you are learning from this? What would Boss know other than the occasional rigged race?” Not that she had been asked to throw or win a race herself. There were times she’d been asked to help others win, but that was different. And she just wanted to be out there, racing free and fast. The risk, she thought. That was the draw. The risk wasn’t as great as she had faced before, but it helped her make it through the day.

“So, you want to tell us what you’re doing here?” the man asked. The bright light around them disappeared as they flew under low hanging rocks. She stepped around him and over the pilot’s shoulder to look at the cave they were angling towards.

They seemed to be maintaining their current speed, and she wondered if the ship would fit through the rough narrow entrance. The sensors lit up, outlining the tunnel ahead despite nothing visible but black. Isla clutched at the back of the pilot’s seat. She could feel the purr of the engines, and they were travelling far too fast. But then, they might have come this way before.

The dark continued for too long. She closed her eyes against it, her grip tightening. When she took a deep breath and opened them again, there was a faint light in the distance. She looked between it and the panel. The ship slowed, and the door opened without hesitation. The young man who had piloted the ship unbuckled, stood and then looked at her as though surprised to find her right behind him. He looked over her shoulder, then back, and indicated the door. She turned slowly, prised her fingers from the seat and followed Reilly, who was supporting the other man down from the ship.

She followed slowly behind. She wouldn’t like to try and fly out of here on her own. Several others rushed forward to take the other man from Reilly and help him inside the building that had been built into whatever rock structure they were under. Isla stepped forward into the light, and those moving around barely stopped to take her in.

The space was large. She walked to the nearest wall and put her hands to the cool metal.

“How did you build this here?” she asked.

“We didn’t,” Reilly answered as they helped the blond man onto a narrow bed. The wall behind him came to life with images and lights, she hadn’t seen technology of this level for some time. “We found it.”

“And those who built it?” she asked, stepping forward.

Reilly shrugged and turned to the blond man, who was trying to sit up. An older woman stepped forward and put her hand to his chest. “Give it a minute,” she said, but she was looking at the indicators on the wall and not the patient.

Isla leaned against the cool metal and watched as the woman put some information into a panel. Then a thin blue light moved out from the wall and formed a shield around the man.

“You’re a hummer,” someone whispered.

Isla laughed, and turned back to the room. “Hummers don’t exist.”

“Maybe,” Reilly said.

“Where is my racer?” Isla pushed her helmet back and ran her hands over her wayward hair, sure that the curls were sticking up all over. “And what were you doing, pushing me out of the race? I was winning.”

“You were never winning,” the blond man murmured from within his blue cocoon. The older woman shushed him.

Isla hadn’t been in a place like this in more than five years. The blue light winked out, and the man sat up and swung his legs off the bed. He waited while the woman ran a scanner over his skin. Then she nodded, and he sat up. His skin was pink, but clear of the burns from his exposure to the harsh Urgway sunlight.

“You haven’t answered any of my questions,” Isla said, crossing her arms.

“You didn’t have to come back for me.”

“I couldn’t leave you to die,” she murmured. “How long have you been here?” she asked the older woman, who glanced over her shoulder at Isla but said nothing. Instead, she looked to Reilly and then left the room.

“So, who is trying to kill you, little hummer?” the man asked.

“I’m not a hummer, and no one.”

“You were lucky he took the hit for you,” Reilly said while the blond man just grinned.

“The hit?”

“Sniper in the rocks, and then there was the racer that wasn’t a racer.”

“Maybe they were trying to disrupt the race,” Isla said softly, remembering the race continuing above her. Although she had been sent back to the stables, there hadn’t been an emergency vehicle racing out to help the damaged ship.

“Were you even in the race?” she asked.

“He wouldn’t have made it as far as the starting gates if he wasn’t,” Reilly answered.

The blond man held out his hand. “I’m...”

“I don’t want to know,” Isla interrupted. “The less I know, the better. I won’t tell anyone where you are, and I’m grateful you helped him, even if he caused all the mess.” The man’s hand dropped back into his lap, and he gave her a look she couldn’t read. “Now take me back to my racer.”

“Where do you think you can go?” Reilly asked.

“The stables, for a start. They’ll be mighty pissed that I didn’t return when directed. If I have to sit out a race for this, you’ll be the one paying.” She pointed a finger at him. “I was going to win this one.”

He shook his head and looked down at his hands. “Surviving is winning,” he mumbled.

“Don’t care,” she returned, then walked back out into the main space and through the people working on various screens. A few people looked up as she drew closer, but she wasn’t interested in what they were doing. She only wanted her racer back. She tried not to see the weapons, but it was too late. As she turned slowly to the man who had led them here, he crossed his arms, and she wondered if she was ever going to get out.

“Don’t care,” she repeated. He sighed and indicated down a tunnel with his chin. She nodded her thanks and headed that way. It was wide and dark, and she felt along the wall as she stomped along it. Her heart rate was far too fast. Although the cool metal was somewhat comforting, she needed light. It was almost as she thought it that the dim light ahead of her brightened. She smiled as she stepped out into another large space. This one was filled with vehicles and ships, her racer in the middle of it. She walked straight to it and put her hand against the worn paintwork. “Did they hurt you?” she whispered.

“It’s a fine ship,” a young man said, appearing around the edge of it. His hair hung in his face and he wiped it back with greasy hands, which he then wiped on the rag hanging from his overalls. He looked like one of the mechanics from the race pit, but she would never let any of them close to her ship.

“What did you do to her?” she demanded, her hand still on the metal.

He raised his hands in defence. “Not a thing. Just looked her over.”

“Did he hurt you?” she asked the racer, and he looked at her as though she were odd. Which wouldn’t be the first time. But this little racer had done her well.

“Impressive wingspan,” he said. “I’m surprised you made it through the pass.”

Isla stared at the boy. He fidgeted, clearly waiting for some sort of response.

“I have to go,” she said, looking for a way to clamber into the racer. Usually, she was leaping in or out of it against the starter blocks. And it suddenly seemed too hard. She unclipped the cape from around her chin and rolled it into a tight ball.

“That looks military.” He nodded at the wad of material in her hand.

“Picked it up at some junk shop,” she muttered, looking around for some steps.

“They are worth thousands.”

She turned on him then, and he looked at her seriously. Then he nodded, skipped away, and returned promptly with an old set of steps.

“You were lucky to have survived all that,” he said, standing too close behind her as she climbed up and into the racer.

“They both were,” Reilly said, appearing in the door. “You can get back to work now, Johnny.”

Johnny nodded and looked around again, then disappeared.

“I need to leave,” Isla said firmly.

“I think you need to stay.”

“Lucky for me, you don’t get a say. But I do have to report back.” She ran a hand over the panel. The controls lit up, and she knew no one had tampered with anything.

“And where did you get a panel that sophisticated?”

“I made it,” she muttered without looking up. “Control.”

“You won’t get a signal in here.”

“I can get a signal anywhere,” she said. “Control.”

There was no response, and she could find nothing on her sensors. “Damn it,” she murmured, then started the engines. She felt their hum, the slight rise from the deck, the loud swearing of someone too close to the ship. She grinned as Reilly scampered away.

“I won’t say anything,” she called out and lifted higher into the space.

Isla glanced at the controls and ran her hand above where her race map usually was. A map appeared, showing her the tunnel ahead and the open space beyond. The race would be over now—she just had to hope they weren’t going to shoot her out of the sky as she approached the stables.
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Isla touched down without incident in the pit, only to be greeted by the stable master—an overweight, grubby frangar who was too friendly, stood too close and, if she wasn’t paying attention, would take the opportunity to grab whatever he could reach. She wasn’t alone; other racers, no matter their species or gender, all endured the same.

“Twiggy,” she murmured, hovering in the racer.

Frangars were native to Oric, as widespread across the Complex as humans, and not usually as round as Twiggy. He was all pink skin, which she was sure would burn at the idea of heading outside in the Urgway daylight. He barely covered it, and it exuded a pungent odour. His face was similar to a man’s, but with a flatter nose, and instead of ears he had two large tentacle-like protrusions that grew from the top of his head. They were usually short, hanging to his chin, and at times they could extend down his back. Isla was sure they did much of the grabbing.

“You didn’t win then.” He smirked and spat out whatever he had been chewing. She had been trying to guess what the substance might be for as long as she had known him, and she was still trying.

“Fell out of the sky,” she murmured, climbing down from the racer and trying not to turn her back on him.

“Racer looks ok. You want me to run an eye over her?”

“Nah, all good.” She made to walk away when a woman, tall and too thin, stepped out from behind another racer into her path. It took everything she had not to jump. “Boss.”

“You were recalled.”

“Had some trouble getting back.”

“That is not like you, Isla.” She was too sweet. “You seem to be able to fix anything on your racer with just a look.”

Isla gave her a shrug. “So, who won?”

“Cruzer,” the woman said, her grin too tight across her face. Isla forced a smile across her own.

“I should go say well done.” She made her way around the woman, only to be stopped by a slender hand on her arm and too-sharp nails pressed into her skin. Isla looked at the hand pointedly, then back to the woman when she didn’t let go. “Problem, Boss?”

“You tell me.” The tone was dangerous. Isla wondered just what Boss knew.

She shook her head quickly and made to walk away again.

“How long have you been with us, Isla?” Boss asked.

“Feels like forever,” she said casually. If pressed, Isla could have told her down to the minute.

“Five years.”

“Really, that long? Well, what do you know? I should catch Cruzer.”

“Leave him,” Boss growled, and Isla stopped.

“I got knocked out,” she said matter-of-factly. “I got knocked about. It took a bit to fix it. I tried to call it in, but got no response.”

Boss cocked her head to the side. Isla knew she didn’t believe her, but she wondered what else she knew that she wasn’t telling. Isla waited. She didn’t want to provoke Boss, but she also didn’t want to stand there all day trying to make conversation. Isla glanced over her shoulder at the racer, wondering what secrets it might hold and possibly tell.

“You’ve done wonders with this machine,” Boss muttered, her gaze lifting from Isla for the first time as her hand rested on the side of the racer. Isla had the same feeling she got when Twiggy tried to grab her.

She waited, unsure what Boss wanted to hear.

“Maybe it is time we helped you win a few more.”

“Really?” Isla asked. She was fairly sure the races she’d won had been with her own skill alone.

Boss grinned, and Isla nodded. She wondered about the men she had met out in the desert. They knew there was more going on, although she wasn’t sure she believed them. Would Boss want her dead, or was it someone else?

“A ship exploded during the race,” she blurted, and the look on Boss’s face didn’t change. “Was someone hurt?”

Boss shook her head slowly. “I think you made a mistake,” she said softly.

“It happened right in front of me,” Isla continued. She had heard the danger in Boss’s voice, but was unable to heed the warning inside her head.

“No explosion. No one lost.”

“That’s a relief,” Isla said, turning away again. Was she insane?

“What are you doing, Isla?” This time, the tone of Boss’s voice made every hair on her body stand to attention. Although she had her back to the woman, it took everything she had not to look up at her hair and see if that too was standing up.

“Change rooms,” Isla muttered, taking a slow step forward, half expecting the woman to stop her again. But when the silence continued, so did she. She almost ran the last part of the hallway and into the open space. There was no one there; there never was. No one used the change rooms anymore. Everyone had their own small room with facilities above the stables. In many ways, it was like being back in the corps.

Isla ran her hand over the old-style lockers. As her finger brushed across one, it opened with a gentle click. She glanced over her shoulder before opening it wider and looking at the small package inside. She wasn’t willing to give up the weapon, but she couldn’t carry it with her. It was against regulations. She wasn’t going to leave it in her room because she doubted it was the private space they were guaranteed. Twiggy would likely rummage through her things the moment she was out on the track.

She tucked it inside her belt and cursed the fitted flying outfit. She withdrew the weapon and put it inside her helmet, tucked it all under an arm and hoped no one stopped her. She wasn’t sure what she would have done out on the planet’s surface if she had been armed.

“Damn it,” she murmured as she headed back out into the corridor. She looked both ways to ensure there was no one around and then headed towards the lift to take her up to her quarters.

“You heard the news?” a cocky voice called out behind her as she waited for the door to open.

She tried not to groan, turning with a grin she was sure matched the man’s marching towards her. “Well done,” she said, trying to sound like she meant it.

“I was sure you had it in the bag this time. You were so far out!” He slapped her hard on the shoulder as they stepped into the lift, and she nearly dropped her helmet.

“Bloody fault took me out.”

“With that machine?”

She tried not to look around.

“You have that thing running better than the military cruisers—even The Hendra’s own guard would kill for a ship that ran like yours.”

“And yet I win so few races.”

“Three in a row for me,” he said, as though it was nothing but everything at the same time.

“Mmm,” she grumbled.

“Talk to Boss. Maybe she could fix things.”

Isla turned and looked him over as he grinned. Why was she always so surprised that the racers accepted it was fixed? Isla was sure it depended on who had money against them. Her odds were certainly pretty good now. When she’d first started, she was winning nearly every race, and then Boss wouldn’t put her up.

“How far behind me were you when I fell out of the race?” she asked as the door opened and she stepped out onto her floor. The racers from the same division tended to be housed together, so Cruzer wasn’t too far from her room.

“Didn’t see you,” he said, turning down the nearest corridor.

“Cruzer?”

He stopped and turned around, giving her a shrug. “You were so far out in front I thought you had already won. It wasn’t until Control called in that I knew I was winning.”

“Don’t you have a map? Trackers?”

He shrugged again and walked off. She wondered what else he had gained by winning, or what he might have been offered. She was tempted to call after him again and tell him Boss had offered her another chance at winning, but she was standing in the middle of the hall with a military-issue weapon. Better not to be caught.

She entered her room to find the bedding crinkled. Someone had sat on it. Her hand closed around the handle of the Starduster in her helmet, and she waited. For a small weapon, it was surprisingly effective, usually referred to as a duster. The nickname belied the power within. There was no sound and nowhere for anyone to hide in the small room. But it gave her theory bones that Twiggy had been in here. She sniffed but couldn’t detect his pungent body odour. Maybe it had been Boss, or they had sent in a lacky.

She smoothed over the blanket, making it crisp. The sarge would have been proud, if he’d had the chance to see. Although a well-made bed was really all she had to boast about, and that would disappoint the sarge more than she would like to guess at.

She pulled the band from her braid and ran her fingers through her hair, getting them snagged several times as she tried to pull the braid free. After she had thrown the helmet and duster on the perfect bed, she put her pin code into the door and hoped it held while she stripped off her racing uniform, glanced again at the handgun and stepped into the shower bay. Hot water streamed over her skin, and she flinched. She must have burnt her arm after all in the heat of the desert.

She had tried to shield herself, but it had been hard to do that and pick up the guy who had been blasted out of the sky. She wasn’t sure how he had survived. First the blast, which had destroyed his ship completely, and then the fall.

She suspected that he might have faked it all. He wanted her attention, wanted to get her out in the desert. She could see him sitting on the edge of the bed, his skin damaged, keen to introduce himself. But no, she wouldn’t think of him again.

The water stopped too soon. Isla allowed the hot air to dry her off, sure her hair was frizzier than when she’d gotten in. She walked out into her room naked, catching glimpses of her scarred body in the mirror she tried to avoid before she threw on an old oversized t-shirt and a pair of shorts. She breathed in the scent of the cloth, disappointed that it now only smelt of laundry soap, and then returned to the washroom to gather two small tubs of cream.

The contents of the first one smelt of the forest. The relief was immediate as she rubbed it carefully over her burnt arm. It would be healed by morning. The other she smothered over her hands and then raked through her hair. Soft curls bounced around her shoulders and down her back. She rarely wore it out now, let alone out of the room, and she pulled it back into a loose, messy bun. Tomorrow she would tame it into a tight braid, which would again have worked its way free by the afternoon.

She lay back on the bed, the duster across her chest, and closed her eyes. Another man came to mind, one she didn’t allow herself to think of very often. But the sandy-haired man she had tried to drag from the heat of the surface had reminded her somewhat of him, if only in the blue eyes they shared, and possibly his height and broad shoulders. Not that she was looking. She rolled towards the door, the duster still tight in her hand.

“Dim,” she murmured. The lighting of the room reduced but did not go out. She couldn’t sleep in the dark, even with that kind of firepower at hand.

[image: image]

Standing at the gate the next morning, Isla found that she wasn’t as enthusiastic for the race as she wanted to be. She knew it was hers. Boss had made that clear, and even Twiggy had winked at her when she’d gone to warm up the ship. But she hadn’t slept well, plagued by dreams she’d thought long gone. She rested her hand against the ship, hoping the familiar feel of the metal would help draw out some enthusiasm. But she was still standing there when the first buzzer sounded.

She walked too slowly and climbed in. The starter sounded before she had even buckled herself in. She waved her hand over the panels and started the engine. She pushed her fingers through the controls, and the ship lurched forward. She growled something about Twiggy, wondering if anything was every truly hers as she tried to focus on the racers pulling away from her.

“Too many ghosts,” she muttered as Cruzer took the lead.

He was not going to beat her this time.

“Come on,” she growled, pulling a belt around her middle while pushing her hand forward over the controls. This was her turn.

Isla moved easily through the field of ships around her, but she couldn’t quite get around Cruzer. She cursed and grumbled as she watched the race map, doing everything she could to overtake him. When she moved up, so did he. When she tried to slip underneath him, he suddenly dropped from the sky before she could manoeuvre past him.

“It’s like he knows what I’ll do before I even do it,” she muttered, looking over the control and trying to work out what the others were doing. The field was tight. Although she was at the front with Cruzer, it would only take a small mistake for someone else to take that lead from them. She shook her head. She didn’t like this. “Has Twiggy done something to you?” she asked the ship.

“Did you call in, lovely girl?” the slimy voice came over her headset.

“No, Control.”

“Sure?”

They were midrace—what was he playing at? They never talked to Control unless there was a problem. Or they were getting specific information or instructions. Isla ran her hand over the communication panel. Although the lights dimmed, she knew they weren’t out.

“What you playing at, Twiggy?” she muttered.

“Could ask you the same,” he returned too quickly.

Before she could reply, another racer pulled too close beside her, nearly clipping her wing. She cursed.

“Problem?” Twiggy asked, his voice too chirpy.

She wasn’t going to be winning this one either. Maybe the guy in the desert was right. But why would they want to take her out? She was good, she knew that, but it wasn’t like she was dominating the race wins. Despite the Boss’s talk of helping her out, she knew it would never happen. Isla was entertainment, one of the few female racers, one of the few ex-military. Although, she hoped no one remembered her anymore. She’d served long ago, and people didn’t remember war heroes like they used to.

Not that she would ever describe herself as such, but back then they had honoured her in such a way. That had been far from here, this little dry planet they raced around. They would spend several weeks or months racing in an area and then move the whole thing to the next city or region. Buildings, stables, crew. Sometimes accidents happened; sometimes people were hurt, but they rarely died. And none at her hands. She worked her fingers across the panel, slowing down enough that she was still in the race, but not near the front of it. The panel glowed green and the communication light went out. She grinned. That would fix Twiggy and his floppy ears.

“Control. I have a problem. Control.”

Nothing. She ran her hand over another part of the panel and made sure all communication and microphones within the cockpit were disabled.

Another racer skimmed past her. Isla banked, taking the corner with them, but they were closer than they needed to be. She sucked in a breath and, moving her hands slowly through the panel, she flew forward, leaving them behind. Something caught the corner of her eye, and a rock face started to crumble. At first, she couldn’t believe it was happening. Pebbles, followed by rocks, and then the top of the cliff all tumbled down into the raceway.

She pulled up just as a rock hit the side of the racer who had touched her, and they were thrown out of the race line. They wobbled back and forth, a stream of black smoke trailing behind as she watched them land.

Isla’s sensors showed someone on the ridge, but she kept racing forward. She overtook the two racers in front of her with little effort, although they tried to make it difficult. They nearly took themselves out in the process. This was turning into the race from hell. Someone else shot in beside her, dropping out of the sky, and her sensors couldn’t identify them. Not a racer, although they looked like one—likely the same ship that had tried to take her out the day before.

The bang to the side of her ship made her curse. This was quickly turning from a race to a fight for her life. It bumped against her again.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured to the racer. It was being beaten up for a second day in a row.

Isla rose up above the race, and the other racer followed. She flew down between two other racers, just missing them, and one spun off with the surprise. The mystery racer was not far behind. She growled her frustrations, overtook the ship in front of her and dipped down to the lower level of the track. Her hull nearly skimmed the ground. Rock and debris exploded out in front of her, and she turned to miss as much as she could. The racer was a tough one; a few rocks wouldn’t do too much damage, but something much stronger had hit the rock to cause it to explode that way. Isla wondered what weapons they had managed to get onto a racer, then reminded herself that it wasn’t a racer chasing her down.

The serious look of the men she had met the day before made her curse again. They were right. Someone was trying to kill her, and she was sure it had nothing to do with racing, although now she was fairly certain the racers were involved.

Isla glanced through the tinted panel above her to see the race apparently slowing down as they moved through tall rocky formations. She would finish this if it killed her. As she had that very thought, the stone archway ahead of her started to disintegrate, coming down onto the track and those flying under it
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