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About the Book

For the crew of the Keiko, their stay at the Grand House casino on New Samara was supposed to be a well-deserved rest.

It didn’t last.

Captain Ichabod Drift promised that the side-trip to the mining planet Uragan would be a quick in and out – a data retrieval job then back to the tables. 

He was wrong.

When the revolution comes, all you can do is choose a side and hope to get out alive.
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To Janine.

For everything, pretty much.


THE GRAND HOUSE
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THE GRAND HOUSE on New Samara was exactly what its name suggested. Luxurious without being ostentatious, it eschewed the garish, dancing holos or blinking neon used as advertisements by those gaming establishments that lacked its pedigree. The outer walls were plated a rich, deep green so dark as to be near-black, with only the most delicate touches of decoration here and there: a few tiny, winking lights which served merely to outline and define its bulk, tasteful uplighting on the two small balconies open to the sky and, most important of all, no visible name. The Grand House was an imposing, dark green iceberg taking up a sizeable plot of hugely valuable land in the middle of the richest district on all New Samara: if you didn’t know what it was, you didn’t belong inside.

The tower at one end, not so tall as the surrounding skyscrapers but sharing their curved aesthetics, was a hotel affordable only to the rich. There was no requirement to visit the gaming floors while staying in the hotel, of course, but few would pass up the opportunity given that 10 per cent of their bill was refunded in the form of credit chips. It did, however, explain why patrons were always charged in advance. The Grand House would not wish to see a guest suffering any complications with regard to their accommodation following an unwise flutter. After all, there were standards to be maintained.

Ichabod Drift couldn’t help but feel he was automatically lowering them simply by being present.

He more or less looked the part, of that there was no doubt. His suit, the first such item he had ever owned, was a midnight blue, his shirt was silky smooth and starched at the collar and cuffs, and he’d abandoned his long-serving military-surplus boots for a fancier, shinier pair of shoes (which nevertheless had enough grip to run and enough weight to kick, as Ichabod Drift was in many ways a cautious man). He’d even re-dyed his hair to match the suit, abandoning the violet colour he’d sported for the previous eighteen months or so, and had persuaded Jenna to polish the small amount of visible metal on his augmented eye.

It was the darnedest sensation. Here he was, in New Samara’s Grand House, a casino so posh you weren’t even allowed to call it a casino, dressed like a toff and gambling huge amounts of money … and not one bit of it was a lie. There was no angle, no scheme in the works, and they weren’t scoping the place to rob the vault. He and his business partner Tamara Rourke had actually done that once, but in far less opulent surroundings. Even then they’d needed to assemble a one-off team of nine specialists, which meant the payout hadn’t been that great after being split so many ways. Such a venture would be suicide in the Grand House, however, so it was just as well that he was, for once, completely honest and above board.

At least, if you ignored the fact that the money he was gambling with had come from one of the private accounts of a man named Nicolas Kelsier, former corrupt government minister turned terrorist, and now thankfully and quite definitely dead.

‘So,’ he asked, sighing with pleasure as he surveyed the scene of well-moneyed gambling laid out in front of him, ‘what do you feel like hitting tonight?’

‘You.’

Tamara Rourke was short where Drift was tall, her skin was the colour of black tea instead of the golden almond tone his Mexican heritage had bestowed upon him, and her hair was an unbroken black cropped close to her skull rather than a rich, shoulder-length blue. Nevertheless, they both had a wiry build and shared a general attitude that money was better in their pockets than in other people’s. She seemed far less comfortable in this place than he did, though, because while Drift had always possessed the manner of a born showman, Rourke was happiest in the shadows, and for all its low-level lighting and relaxed atmosphere, the gaming halls of the Grand House hardly counted in that respect.

‘I’d have thought you’d enjoy a chance to relax for once,’ Drift said mildly, casting a sidelong glance at his business partner as a robot waiter purred past carrying a silver tray of expertly mixed cocktails.

‘Watching the rest of you dress up like idiots and lose money doesn’t qualify,’ Rourke snapped, shifting her shoulders slightly.

‘It was your idea we come here,’ Drift reminded her.

‘Come here, yes; show up, get the funds, maybe find an easy job or two while we stayed out of Europan space until all the fuss died down,’ Rourke replied testily. ‘I said nothing about gambling it away.’

‘A. and Kuai could do with some recovery time.’

‘I’m not arguing that,’ Rourke sighed. Apirana, their hulking Maori bruiser, and Kuai, the Keiko’s Chinese mechanic, had both taken recent gunshot wounds and were recuperating with stoicism and self-pity, respectively. ‘It’s just that … this isn’t our place, Ichabod. We might have the money, at the moment, but we’re out of our depth in this sort of society. Something’s going to blow up in our face, and I don’t like the feeling of being exposed.’

‘Maybe you should try to fit in more, then?’ Drift suggested. New Samara’s fashions favoured ostentatious outfits that sometimes bordered on the scandalous but Rourke had, typically, ignored them. She couldn’t get away with wearing one of her favoured utilitarian, skin-tight bodysuits but had got as close as she could: knee-high black boots encased tight, dark green leggings which were nevertheless stretchy enough to allow her to run, crouch or kick someone in the head as needed, and her black shirt was free of frills and other extraneous frippery that might get in the way. She’d also refused to abandon either her wide-brimmed, flat-topped black hat or her long, enveloping coat, and she’d been mistaken for a particularly short and rather delicately built man on more than one occasion so far.

‘You are not getting me into a dress, if you can even call what they wear here “dresses”.’ Rourke’s voice had taken on a dangerous edge which Drift had last heard when she’d been considering shooting him, so he decided not to push his teasing any further.

‘Fine, fine.’ His comm beeped the message he’d been waiting for, so he checked his cuffs and nodded towards the poker tables. ‘Back to seeing if I can relieve any heirs and heiresses of the family fortune. Enjoy whatever you decide to do.’

‘I might go and join Apirana,’ Rourke muttered, ‘at least his choices are interesting to watch.’ The big Maori was usually found on the first subterranean level at the Grand House’s combat sports arena, where you could see anything from ground-based grappling contests to full-contact cage fights, along with weaponised contests such as kendo and even low-powered laser shoot-outs.

‘Poker is a game of tactics and subtlety!’ Drift protested.

‘Not the way you play it,’ Rourke sighed. ‘Just try not to bleed the account dry, okay?’ She turned and walked away towards the elevators, scudding across the floor like a small but determined thundercloud. Drift watched her go for a couple of seconds, then shook his head and ambled towards the poker tables with an expression of affable good nature, and a slight alteration in the tone of his facial muscles to suggest the onset of drunkenness.

Drift would never have considered himself to be a professional gambler, unless trying to make a living as a freelance captain in this uncertain galaxy counted. Even so, he was well aware that the process of reading your poker opponents should start before you even got to the table. The Grand House attracted its fair share of prestige players, the men and women who would sit down, calmly bet enough money to buy a starship and make a comfortable living from it; these people would wipe the floor with him. Instead, he’d registered for one of the tables where the bored cousins of oligarchs, nephews of sheikhs and third-in-line to the family business were playing for what was, to them, pocket money.

He rejoined his likely, finely dressed group around a table near the edge of the poker area. There were eight other players, each of whom had already laid down the buy-in of 5,000 stars (the currency of the Red Star Confederate, who took a simple if unimaginative approach to naming it when they combined the yuan and the rouble). He shook some chips idly in his hand as he wandered back to them, the better to give an impression of slightly inebriated overconfidence.

‘Hola,’ he hailed them merrily, and slightly too loudly, ‘are we ready to go again?’

One of the women, a really rather good-looking brunette with a porcelain complexion, turned to regard him with sparkling eyes surgically altered to shine like diamonds. Her dress of a glistening burgundy fabric wasn’t strapless so much as mainly composed of straps, cunningly anchored to prevent ‘very suggestive’ becoming ‘blatant’. She gave him a predatory smile, probably because he’d made a point to be careless in their first session and she now had him pegged as an easy mark. ‘Are you, sir?’

Drift smiled ruefully and raised his glass to her. ‘As ready as I’ll ever be, I expect.’

The sentence was technically correct. It wasn’t his fault if this group of peacocks misread it as an admission of weakness.

They sat down and got back to their play. The big blind was posted by one of the other male players, a blond-haired fop barely into his twenties judging by appearances, and using a thin mesh vest to flaunt a physique surely created at the point where narcissism met art, or possibly surgery. The small blind fell to a stunningly beautiful woman in a cream dress which Drift recognised as a fabric that became more and more transparent as the owner’s heartbeat and body temperature rose. It was designed for the hedonistic club or party scene: wearing it to a poker table was an unsubtle statement of confidence in one’s own self-control.

Drift had lost some chips in their first session, but only one of their table had been in real trouble at the break. He was an athletically built man with a narrow moustache whom Drift guessed had Chinese ancestry, and who was the only other player at the table with clothes of similar quality to Drift’s own. His suit might have got him in past the door staff but it hadn’t garnered him any respect at this table, and nor had his playing style. He was overly conservative, bleeding chips and reluctant to take any form of risk. When he did go all-in, with a desperate bid to salvage his game, he ran a pair of tens into pocket jacks from the girl in the cream dress, who wiped him out and took his chips without her dress losing a shred of opacity. Drift wasn’t sorry to see him go: the man had a dangerous air which the rich kids around them seemed to have completely missed, and if he wasn’t something like a gangland enforcer blowing his pay then Ichabod Drift was a left-handed ham sandwich.

The next player to fall by the wayside was the girl in the straps, who watched Drift bluff his way to a couple of fairly small hands in quick succession with nothing cards and then went head-to-head with him as the others folded again, perhaps sensing a trap. This time Drift didn’t need to bluff, but made sure to chew the inside of his cheek in the exact same way as he had previously. She fell for it and saw her pair of fours from the table with an ace high get utterly trounced by the three fours Drift made using one of his hand cards. He didn’t get her completely, but her attempt to save herself in the next hand saw her lose her few remaining chips to a bald man with a narrow goatee who was wearing some modern-fashion interpretation of a twenty-first or twenty-second century military uniform, chewing some form of dried meat and smoking a genuine, hideous-smelling cigar.

The well-muscled young fop bled himself slowly dry with poorly thought-out risks, and left muttering dire imprecations at somebody. The third woman in the group, a plump blonde with a dazzling smile and pleasing cleavage, or possibly the other way around, coolly eliminated a genial old man shortly afterwards. He’d been paying too much attention to her low-cut dress of midnight purple, and the tiny lights like distant fireflies that crawled all over it but seemed to pool most often over her breasts. Drift had no doubts at all as to how coincidental that particular detail was.

‘Will you at least let me buy you a drink for a game well played?’ the man she’d eliminated huffed jovially, heaving himself to his feet. He spoke Russian, as had most of them during the game, but Drift heard him in English thanks to the commpiece in his left ear, which provided an almost instant translation in its pleasant, neutral tone via the translation function on his pad.

‘You already have,’ his conqueror replied, gesturing to her pile of chips, and that was that.

They took another short break at that point, which Drift used to visit the nearest bathroom. He was making his way back when the last of their group of players, an androgynous youth of few words, fell in beside him before he’d even realised they were there. Their hair was an artfully asymmetrical mess of lengths and colours ranging from pure white to the darkest violet imaginable, and they wore a forest green sarong with what looked to be a deliberately shapeless sleeveless black top. It was probably in fashion.

‘So,’ they began, too casually, ‘whose feathers have you ruffled?’

Drift frowned sideways at them. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Someone’s taken an interest in you,’ his opponent said mildly. ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed?’

‘This is a pretty poor psychological game,’ Drift snorted. ‘Worried about your chances?’

‘I’ve seen at least two security watching you,’ they told him, carelessly flicking a strand of hair back from their face, ‘and someone else who I’m sure is one of the House’s plain-clothes people. You’ve attracted someone’s attention.’

‘The only thing I attract is the ladies,’ Drift replied with mock politeness, ‘but thanks for your concern.’

‘Don’t sell yourself short,’ the other player said with a faint smile, before leaving his side to resume their seat at the table. Drift returned to his own place, but despite his best efforts he couldn’t completely shake what they’d said. He made a pretence of looking around to see where the bald man in the pseudo-military uniform had got to, but in reality he was checking out the location and numbers of the nearest of the Grand House’s floor staff. He saw nothing untoward, but when he turned back to the table the youth was smiling at him.

Damn it.

Play restarted and Drift made an effort to resume his tipsy act, but his heart wasn’t in it. He told himself that it would be less believable now anyway given that he’d played astutely enough to avoid elimination so far, but he still would have preferred some sort of additional bluff between him and his opponents. The fact was that he was undeniably distracted by what he’d just been told, even though there was no reason for him to be. He hadn’t broken any laws here, he wasn’t trying to game the casino and he wasn’t wanted in Red Star space, so far as he was aware. Unfortunately you couldn’t skate as close to the edge of legality as he habitually did without getting a bit paranoid about the authorities, and someone had found a way to play on that.

Well, at least the game wouldn’t be boring.

He got back into the swing of things by eliminating the blonde woman with the lights on her dress, who was aiming for two pairs with her pocket queens and the two eights on the table, but fell foul of Drift’s pocket threes that allowed him to snatch a full house. The youth in the sarong followed not long after, when their queen-high clubs flush lost out by the narrowest of margins to the cigar-smoker’s king-high. That left Drift, the bald man with the cigar (now on at least his third) and the woman in the cream dress.

It was, on the face of it, a fairly even match-up: each of them had around fifteen grand in their stack, although the automated reading on the table showed that Drift was slightly ahead of both his competitors. However, the cigar-smoker seemed as implacable as a concrete wall, and the woman in the cream dress hadn’t allowed her apparel to grow the faintest bit translucent throughout the game’s duration. This was purely a hobby for each of them, he suspected, and the stakes weren’t enough to make them blink. For Drift, on the other hand, a potential win of over 40,000 stars was enough to make him start sweating.

He was abruptly tired of the game. Cheap trick by the youth in the sarong or not, he had become convinced that the bald security guard standing against the wall opposite was watching him, and he didn’t like it. Nothing good ever came of having security interested in you. He was dealt his next cards, checked them – the ace of spades and the queen of clubs – and came to a decision.

The cigar-smoker checked his cards, as unreadable as ever, and pushed in his bet: 5,000 stars. It was a hefty opening gambit, and one probably designed to intimidate, but it didn’t work.

‘All in.’ The woman in cream shunted her entire stack forwards, close on 15,000 stars. The cigar-smoker’s eyebrows climbed a little, but he said nothing.

Drift scratched the skin around his right eye for a moment, then shrugged. ‘Go big or go home, I guess.’ He pushed his stack in too, and looked enquiringly over at the bald man. ‘Are you game?’

The cigar-smoker just grunted. He did, however, push his remaining chips in to match Drift as closely as he could. Everyone was in and the winner would essentially take all.

They all turned their cards over, since betting was now at an end. The woman in cream had queens in hearts and diamonds and the cigar-smoker had … kings in diamonds and clubs. A faint smirk crossed his face: they all knew he had the best chance of taking this hand. The woman in cream swallowed slightly, and Drift thought he caught the faintest beginnings of translucency in her clothes. A pair of queens was a strong starting point, but it looked like she’d played aggressively at the wrong time.

The dealer flopped the next three cards.

The seven of clubs, the queen of spades and the three of spades.

The woman in cream puffed her cheeks out and gave a small, semi-nervous laugh, while the cigar-smoker’s already stony expression fell a fraction. Three queens on the table suddenly made her the huge favourite, and Drift’s paltry two queens meant he could almost see his pile of chips sliding across the table in her direction.

The turn card revealed the four of spades, and suddenly Drift breathed again. Any spade for the final card would see him sweep the table with a flush, which meant the cigar-smoker had only one hope left: the king of hearts, to give him three kings without Drift getting the spade he needed. However, the woman in cream was still winning as it stood.

The dealer, with a disappointing lack of drama, turned over the river card.

The two of spades.

‘Motherfucker! Seriously? On kings?’ The cigar-smoker shot to his feet and stormed off without a backwards glance, his implacability finally crumbling away. The woman in cream simply smiled ruefully as the dealer pushed the pile of chips towards Drift’s waiting arms.

‘Well played, sir.’ She quirked an eyebrow at him. ‘Although I think you have luck to thank for it.’

‘A win’s a win,’ Drift grinned at her, sliding a couple of thousand-star chips back the dealer’s way as a tip. ‘I admire your confidence in your wardrobe, by the way.’

‘Oh, it would take more than this table can offer to get me excited,’ she replied, not without a hint of mischief.

‘Well, I seem to have an abundance of cash,’ Drift said, getting to his feet. ‘How about I use some of it to buy you a drink and test that theory?’ She might have quietly sneered at his clothes when they’d first met, but Drift wasn’t the sort to hold grudges. Well, not when the other person had the kind of features you’d expect to see in a fifty-foot hologram advertising make-up, anyway.

She opened her mouth as if to respond, but then something in her face changed. She composed her features and took a step backwards. ‘Perhaps another time.’

Drift blinked in surprise. He’d been almost sure she was going to …

A hand landed on his shoulder. Startled, and not a little annoyed, he looked around to see which of his crew had spotted him and come over to interrupt his flirting.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ said the bald Grand House security guard, two of his colleagues standing at his shoulder. ‘I must ask you to come with us.’


A NEW PLAYER

[image: image]

‘EXCUSE ME?!’ DRIFT found his voice rising more than he’d have liked, and not one part of it was a result of play-acting the drunk. ‘I think there must be some mistake.’ He turned back towards the beauty in the cream dress but she’d already disappeared, presumably not wanting to risk being caught up in whatever this was.

‘No mistake, sir,’ the guard said, his expression not shifting by a jot. ‘Please come this way.’

With three guards in close proximity, Drift didn’t really have an option. He pocketed his chips, ruining the line of his suit in doing so. ‘Can you at least tell me what this is about? I can assure you, I won that game fair and square.’ Their little group garnered several curious glances from players at tables as he was shepherded across the floor, and he briefly wondered how many games they’d mildly disrupted before his mind went back to windmilling through the possibilities. Was this some sort of trick played by the person in the sarong? But what purpose could it serve now the game was over?’

‘I apologise, sir,’ the first guard said quietly from his left, ‘but Mr Orlov has told me to ask if you will accept an invitation to meet with him.’

Drift didn’t exactly stop dead, but he certainly stumbled a little as his train of thought was thoroughly derailed. ‘Wait … Mr Orlov? Mr Sergei Orlov? The owner?’

‘Yes sir,’ the guard replied neutrally.

Drift chewed the inside of his cheek for a second, the mild pain helping him to focus his thoughts slightly. Sergei Orlov, owner of the Grand House, was what you got when a gangster was so respectable he barely counted as a gangster anymore. He was a businessman with enterprises that stretched far beyond the establishment where his family had first made their name, and was probably immune from ever being arrested, even without the fact that he had the slickest lawyers around. If Sergei Orlov’s businesses started to struggle, then a third of the system’s population might find themselves economically disadvantaged in one way or another.

Sergei Orlov was very much the big fish in the New Samaran pond, and by comparison Ichabod Drift was … some sort of water beetle, perhaps? Maybe a fly larvae. Old Earth biology had never been his strongpoint.

‘Just so I’m clear on this point,’ he said slowly, looking sidelong at his escort and with a sinking feeling that he already knew the answer, ‘is this invitation an “invitation” or an invitation?’

‘I assure you sir,’ the guard replied, ‘you are free to choose whether to see Mr Orlov or not. If you do, we will take you to him. If not, you are free to go. However, he suggests that seeing him would be more profitable.’

Drift digested that and thought furiously. His first instinct was to cut and run, to bring his crew’s stay on New Samara to an abrupt end and get the hell away from whatever had brought him to the attention of Sergei Orlov. Was it simply a velvet-lined trap, enticing him with soft words and financial rewards instead of disrupting the House’s atmosphere by having him dragged away? Playing on his ego by claiming that Sergei Orlov wished to see him personally when that was about as likely as the planet’s twin moons dancing a hornpipe if he played the flute?

He sighed. If someone in authority, be that Orlov or no, wanted him removed from the House floor then he would be removed. He might as well play along on the off chance that this was actually as benign as it sounded. Besides, if it genuinely was Orlov who wanted to see him then he was intrigued despite himself.

He gave the bald guard his best smile. ‘Lead on, then.’

The guard nodded to the others, who melted unobtrusively away. Drift blinked his one natural eye in surprise, a motion his remaining escort apparently picked up on.

‘Mr Orlov wished to give the impression of you being removed from our establishment when you left the table,’ he explained, extending a hand in front of him to direct Drift towards an elevator situated in a curve in the wall, ‘but there is no need for my colleagues now.’

‘Curiouser and curiouser,’ Drift muttered, falling into step alongside him, then adding, ‘said Alice.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Mmm? Oh, nothing.’ Drift waved a hand dismissively. No one appreciates the classics anymore.

The elevator shaft was as curved as the rest of New Samara’s architecture, with a mainly oval footprint that was flattened at the narrow ends. The guard entered a security code on a pad, shifting his body to block Drift’s view, before pressing the floor button. Drift supposed that this was to prevent just anyone from dropping in to see Sergei Orlov, then bit his cheek again at the realisation that yes, perhaps he was about to see the Grand House’s owner. What were the odds?

Well, he was in a casino. Whatever the odds were, they were almost certainly against him.

The elevator rose, passing through two other floors judging by the display above the doors, before slowing to a halt with a ping.

‘Don’t be alarmed,’ Drift’s companion muttered, seconds before the doors slid aside and he was confronted by a short, narrow corridor and two more guards, each pointing a pistol at him.

‘Well, this is depressingly familiar,’ Drift sighed. His own guns were back in his hotel room, since the Grand House took a very dim view of patrons going armed onto the gaming floors. However, to his shock the two guards holstered their weapons after a second’s scrutiny and stood back, one against each wall.

‘Sir?’ The guard beside him stepped forwards, quirking the fingers of one hand to motion Drift to follow him. After a moment of checking that he was certain this wasn’t some elaborate trick, Drift did so.

‘Roman? Did he come?’

The voice was rich, with a faint burring of the initial ‘r’ but not an extravagant roll. The Russian accent was strong, but it was a statement of identity rather than an inability to adapt to a different language’s vowels and consonants.

‘Yes, sir,’ the man called Roman replied, stopping at the point that the corridor opened into a room and extending one hand to invite Drift forwards.

‘I suspect you already knew that I came,’ Drift said, stepping out, ‘or you’d have probably said that in Russian …’

He tailed off, impressed despite himself. He wasn’t quite sure what he’d been expecting, but being shown into Orlov’s personal penthouse suite certainly wasn’t one of them. This was the top floor of the main casino, narrower than the rest of the building below but still considerably larger than the entirety of the Jonah, Drift’s Carcharodon-class shuttle currently sitting in New Samara’s spaceport. He experienced a burning moment of envy at the opulence and size, and briefly wondered exactly why he’d spent most of his adult life in the relatively cramped conditions on board spacecraft instead of settling on a planet where your home didn’t need to also contain engines and cargo holds.

Oh yeah. ‘Freedom.’

‘Captain Drift!’

Sergei Orlov was rising to his feet from a recliner and approaching him, a glass tumbler in one hand and the other empty, his arms spread wide in greeting. Drift sized him up in a second: late forties from his looks, with a peppering of dark stubble across cheeks that were starting to sag into jowls, and thickening slightly at the waist while still being physically fit. Orlov’s hair was cut short at the sides and slightly longer on top. He was wearing loose, pale trousers, gathered at the ankle in the Arabian style, paired with a dark green roll-neck top, and his bare feet sank into the plush carpet on the floor.

All in all, he hardly looked like a man seeking to make an intimidating impression; not that he needed to, of course. Regardless, Drift’s spirits rose a little further and he accepted the warm handshake which was proffered.

‘Thank you for accepting my invitation,’ Orlov told him sincerely, looking him in the eyes while they traded grips for a second or so, ‘I hope you do not object too much to the manner of it?’

‘I’ve experienced considerably ruder ones,’ Drift replied with a smile. ‘So, um … what can I do for you?’

‘Captain Drift, I hope you may be able to help me with a small problem I have,’ Orlov said simply, standing back. ‘Roman, you may go.’

Drift caught a very slight tightening in the guard’s features, but this was clearly a man who knew better than to question his boss’s orders, certainly in front of strangers. Roman simply nodded and turned to leave. However, this brief distraction did little to take Drift’s mind off what Orlov had just said.

‘I see,’ he replied, trying to keep his voice level despite his surprise. ‘Well, I’d be happy to help, of course.’

Orlov chuckled. ‘You seem a little confused, Captain, and without wishing to be arrogant, I can understand why. After all, I am Sergei Orlov, yes? I have dozens of starships at my disposal. But, if you will, walk with me outside and I will explain why I have taken an interest in you.’ He pulled aside a sliding door and stepped out onto the flat, white-tiled roof of the main casino, under the stars.

Drift followed, for lack of any other real options, and felt the cool kiss of the night air against his skin. It was this air, the naturally occurring oxygen-rich atmosphere, that made New Samara such a haven for the Red Star’s moneyed classes. Set comfortably inside the habitable zone of the Rassvet System’s star, New Samara had needed the barest touches to be able to support plant life. Virtually the entire planet was an agriworld, devoted to producing food crops in bulk and, with the exception of the thinly spread farming crews, the majority of the human population lived at the cold poles or on the edges of the baking deserts where plants struggled to grow. The Confederate had allowed for one temperate city on the entire planet, the capital which shared its name, and with land at such a premium outside its borders it was no surprise that only the rich could live here.

‘Firstly,’ Orlov said as he trailed his fingers through the fronds of a line of soft, ornamental conifers, ‘let me address who you are. Ichabod Drift, captain of the Keiko, who arrived here in my city some two weeks ago and immediately went to the main bank to withdraw funds which did not, by any reasonable standard, belong to him.’

Drift froze in place, but when Orlov looked around his expression was not mocking but mildly amused. ‘Please, Captain. You are aware of who I am. It should not come as a surprise to you that I have contacts in many places, no? And as a result of who I am, I have no great concern about who takes money from whom, so long as it is not taken from me. On this occasion the money was taken from an account belonging to a man named Nicolas Kelsier.’

Drift bit the inside of his cheek and didn’t trust himself to answer.

‘Word travels across this galaxy, Captain,’ Orlov said, turning and walking back towards Drift, ‘especially to someone like me. I hear of unusual events on a small Europan backwater world involving a shoot-out in a market between two groups of off-worlders. Not particularly noteworthy in and of itself perhaps, but when eyewitnesses suggest that the Laughing Man was there … well, then anyone notable enough to perhaps one day fall under that der’mo’s crosshairs is far more likely to pay attention.’

Drift swallowed. He’d lost a crewman to Marcus Hall, the cold-hearted bastard of an assassin better known to the galaxy at large as the Laughing Man. Micah van Schaken had been … well, he’d been an abrasive, easily dislikeable mercenary, but he’d been reliable, and he hadn’t deserved to die with Hall’s razor-edged stardiscs puncturing his throat.

‘And then,’ Orlov continued, ‘the Europans announce that they’ve taken action against the man who was behind that explosion in the North Sea on Old Earth, that botched bombing attempt? That man was Nicolas Kelsier, would you believe? One of their former ministers. And here you are, spending his money, with your bright hair and your metal eye, your colleague Miss Rourke with her hat and coat, and your big Maori friend with those distinctive tattoos of his; all people mentioned in that shoot-out in the marketplace. Captain, this leads me to one, simple conclusion.

‘You are quite clearly not a man to piss off.’

Drift blinked. ‘Er … what?’

Orlov chuckled again. ‘I’m sorry, that lead-up probably sounded a little menacing, didn’t it? I assure you, I was simply proud of my own deduction.’ He raised his glass to Drift and took a small sip in salute. ‘I don’t believe you are Europan agents, Captain Drift, but you must have been involved in some way with the downfall of Kelsier, or how would you have got his account details? I strongly suspect that he angered or provoked you in some manner and you brought down retribution on his head. Suffice to say, I have no intention of making the same mistake. I do not like to underestimate people. I believe you and your crew can be fearsomely capable when the need arises. This makes me simultaneously want to hire you, and to ensure that you do not see any need to make my life difficult in ways I could probably not even imagine.’

‘That’s … very good of you,’ Drift managed, still stunned at what he was hearing. Here was the most powerful man on New Samara, arguably the most powerful man in the entire system, basically saying that he was going to tread carefully around the crew of a battered freighter. It was welcome, but he wasn’t sure he believed a word of it.

Then again … he and his crew had ruined Nicolas Kelsier, based on nothing but an epically ambitious web of bullshit and the fact that they’d had no other option. It had been him or them, and by the time Kelsier had worked out what game they were playing he’d pretty much already lost. If Orlov had heard the right parts of it he might not have realised how tenuously desperate the whole mess had been.

‘So that, Captain Drift, is why you,’ Orlov said, pausing for a moment to look up at the few stars above them that could be seen through the capital’s light pollution. To one side of them a muffled booming grew in volume before fading again: the sound system of someone in an open-topped hovercar. ‘I must say that I was also impressed with your play in the casino tonight. You showed an admirable mix of caution and risk-taking.’

Drift decided that this was not the time to admit that he’d gone all in on the final hand simply because he’d been getting spooked by Roman and his companions and wanted out of there.

‘As to what you can help me with,’ Orlov continued, ‘are you familiar with the planet Uragan?’

Drift frowned. ‘That’s in this system, isn’t it? Further out, some sort of mining planet? About the only thing I know about it is that I have no plans to go there.’

‘An understandable position,’ Orlov nodded. ‘It is not a world for sightseers, certainly. My government plunders the crust for metals and the populace shelters underground from the toxic atmosphere. It is …’ He paused for a second, selecting the correct word. ‘… grim. However, I need a piece of information from a man who works in Uragan City, whom I will not name unless and until you accept this job. He cannot transmit it to me, and I certainly cannot go there myself. I need someone to retrieve this information and bring it back to me, in person. They will need to get in and out again before the next of Uragan’s regular hurricanes hits the mining complex in two days standard, at which point no shuttle travel will be possible through the atmosphere for roughly seventy-two hours.’

‘And you don’t have anyone in your own employ who could do this?’ Drift said dubiously. ‘Forgive me, Mr Orlov, but this sounds like something far too simple to need an outside contractor.’

Orlov’s face pulled into a grimace, his lips twisting as though he’d bitten down on something sour. ‘Captain, when you sit as high as I do, there are always people trying to take the chair out from under you. I have rivals who are trying to infiltrate my organisation; I say “trying”, but I have no doubt they have succeeded in some part. How large a part, I am not sure. Of one thing, however, I am sure: none of these rivals have had any reason to try to bring you into their service, as you yourself were not aware that I was offering you employment until just now. Also, you will need to leave more or less immediately, so they will have no chance. You have some small reputation as a reliable contractor, the job itself is not taxing, and I will pay you the sum of 100,000 stars if the information I require reaches me before the next storm on Uragan has begun to lift.’

Drift nodded thoughtfully. One hundred thousand stars was a thoroughly respectable sum for a few days of courier work, for all that the currency was worth less, unit for unit, than the USNA or Europan dollars. Sure, he’d just made forty-odd, but he had no illusions that poker was a future career for him. Orlov’s proposal, on the other hand, sounded like his bread and butter. He did have one concern though, given the source.

‘Is this job illegal?’

Orlov’s face twitched into a small smile again. ‘There are certain parties who might not wish me to have the information you would be retrieving, it’s true. They concern shipping schedules, cargo destinations and the like.’

Drift frowned. He’d heard no stories of pirates operating in the Rassvet System, and surely that was the only reason to know a cargo and destination? Then he remembered who he was dealing with, and comprehension dawned. ‘And the reason you want them before the storm lifts is so you can know how much of what has been mined recently, to get a head start on buying and selling shares before the next shipment can actually take off?’

‘You are a perceptive man, Captain,’ Orlov nodded, ‘but the information would be valuable only to someone with enough financial capacity to take advantage of it, and so time-sensitive that you would struggle to find another interested party with that capacity before it was useless. Hence I am confident that you would find it simpler to come straight back to me for your payment as opposed to, ah, “shopping around”. Whereas should I choose the wrong employee from my organisation to retrieve this piece of information for me …’

‘… they might know exactly who to go to with it, and buy their way into someone else’s good graces,’ Drift finished, nodding in his turn. He turned the offer over in his head and failed to find any obvious flaws. The logic for his selection was sound enough, the payment was generous but not so high that he was concerned Orlov was trying to blind him with greed, and the job sounded feasible and only mildly illegal, if that. Most importantly, Orlov had no history with him and therefore presumably no reason to set him up.

‘As a small additional matter,’ Orlov murmured, sipping his drink, ‘while you are of course being financially compensated for your time and effort, you would also have my gratitude for your assistance. It is not limitless, of course, but may be of some small use should you ever find yourself inconvenienced somewhere my name carries weight.’

Drift scratched at the skin around his right eye. Perhaps this was actually a good idea, given that his crew’s loyalty was still somewhat up in the air. Nicolas Kelsier had employed him in years gone by, then had resurfaced suddenly to blackmail him into transporting a mystery package to Amsterdam by threatening to reveal his darkest secret to his crew. The package had turned out to be an armed nuclear bomb, and in the aftermath of that spectacular shitstorm his big secret had come out anyway: Ichabod Drift, freelance merchant captain, had once upon a time been known as Gabriel Drake, ruthless pirate. What was more, he’d had to admit that instead of dying with his crew, as the galaxy thought, he’d actually opened all the airlocks on the Thirty-Six Degrees and let them suffocate, making it look like an accident, then jettisoned in an escape pod.

It was a betrayal of trust, which had been haunting him for over a decade, and it wouldn’t be inaccurate to say that it hadn’t gone down well with his current crew.

Apirana had nearly strangled him, and Rourke had threatened to shoot him. Kuai had declared his intention to leave, and his sister Jia had been teetering. They’d stayed for long enough to take Kelsier down before the old bastard could eliminate the only people who knew he’d tried to nuke Amsterdam, and Drift had promised them a share of the funds they’d gleaned, but the simple truth was that once this money was gone he didn’t know if they’d stick around.

He liked his crew and didn’t want to lose them, let alone find new ones. They’d have little reason to refuse a nice simple job with a decent payday, and it might be exactly the sort of thing needed to ease everyone back in to being a team again. If this went well then maybe anyone still harbouring ideas of leaving the Keiko could be persuaded that it wasn’t such a bad way to make a living after all.

Besides, if Drift had been afraid to take a gamble he’d have never set foot in the Grand House. He stuck his hand out with a smile.

‘Mr Orlov, I do believe we have ourselves a deal.’


URAGAN
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‘THAT,’ JIA CHANG said thoughtfully as she brought the Keiko into geostationary orbit and activated the chime that called all crew to the cargo bay, ‘is one ugly-ass piece of rock.’

‘Congratulations, Ichabod,’ Rourke said, clapping the Captain on the shoulder, ‘you’ve found us a planet that looks like a giant bruise.’

Jenna McIlroy, the youngest member of the Keiko’s crew, made her way over to the viewshield and peered out at Uragan. The light of the Rassvet System’s star was behind them, and Uragan City, their destination, was in the middle of one of its fourteen-hour days (not that the solar cycle mattered much to the inhabitants, who almost never saw natural light anyway). Sure enough, the planet’s atmosphere was an ugly yellowish-brown – large amounts of sulphur dioxide, according to the records – and reminded her of nothing so much as pus.

‘It might not look like much,’ Drift admitted, ‘but we’re not here for the aesthetics. We’re here for business, and business waits for no one. And nor will that,’ he added, pointing to a menacing swirl in the clouds visible even from this far up: the next ravaging storm due to strike. ‘That’s our timescale, ladies, and it’s closing in. Let’s go and find Mr Orlov’s contact.’ He glanced over at Jenna. ‘Do we have a landing window?’

‘Seventy-two minutes until we can start final approach,’ Jenna replied, checking her self-built wrist console. ‘I could always bump us up the list a bit, if you want?’

‘No,’ Drift said firmly, shaking his head. ‘I appreciate the thought, but we should be able to get this done without breaking any laws, so let’s not jeopardise it with any unnecessary jiggery-pokery.’

Jenna raised her eyebrows. ‘“Jiggery-pokery”?’

‘What?’ Drift protested, looking mildly hurt. ‘I like that word!’

Jia rotated around on her chair. ‘Is that just one word, or actually two—’

‘Move.’ Rourke clapped her hands twice. ‘C’mon, we’ve got over a standard hour to wait before we can break atmo, you can all discuss language once we’re on the Jonah.’

They trailed through the corridors of the Keiko, down towards the main cargo bay where their shuttle sat. Jenna had often thought it was in some way a waste of the cavernous space to have most of it taken up by a shuttle with a far smaller capacity, but that was simply how it was. Humanity had developed an Alcubierre drive that could compress space–time and allow travel far faster than the speed of light, but the doughnut-shaped structure had to encircle the ship’s midriff and no one had yet succeeded in constructing one that wouldn’t disintegrate upon entering even a moderately thick atmosphere. As a result, if you ever wanted to be able to land on a planet without relying on someone else’s transport, you needed a separate shuttle of your own … and that meant you needed to store it somewhere while you travelled between stars.

Drift palmed open the airlock and they stepped out into the cargo bay. Jenna looked up at the grey and somewhat battered shape of the Jonah with almost equal parts fondness and loathing. The two ships felt far more like home than they had done but she’d been brought up on Franklin Minor, a planet which, like New Samara, had needed very little terraforming before it was suitable for human habitation. As a result, she’d spent the first twenty or so years of her life used to open skies and wind on her cheeks. The Keiko was just spacious enough that she could feel a little like she was in one of her old university buildings, even if most of the room was given over to functionality. The Jonah, on the other hand, was unmistakably a small, enclosed tin can in space.

‘Back into the rat trap, eh?’ a voice rumbled, and Apirana ‘Big A’ Wahawaha appeared from around the other side of the shuttle. The big Maori was an imposing, not to mention intimidating, sight. Possibly a shade closer to seven feet tall than six, and at least three times Jenna’s weight, his hands could form fists nearly as big as her head with battered, scarred knuckles attesting to their historical use. Then there was the tā moko, the dark whorls of tattoos spiralling across his face, which lent his features an exotic look to Jenna’s eyes when in repose, and a truly terrifying one to anyone’s when angered. That was the point, to a certain extent: for all that they were a mark of his heritage, Apirana had them done when he was an angry teenager being used as muscle for a local gang back on Old Earth. His hold on his temper was better these days, although not perfect, but his sheer presence had caused many a potential fight to stop before it even started.

He was also, to Jenna’s mind, the best company on board. She liked Drift, and was grateful for his willingness to give her a berth and a job when she’d been desperate to find passage away from the Franklin system, but his mind was like quicksilver. It was forever flitting from scheme to scheme, hard to follow and impossible to truly keep up with. There was a knot of secrets in there too, and she didn’t think for a moment that his previous identity as Gabriel Drake was the end of them. There was also the fact that he was entirely capable of shooting people dead without an apparent second thought, should the need arise. No, the Captain was not just all smiles and camaraderie.

Rourke was as unreadable as a blank steel wall and about as friendly: a former Galactic Intelligence agent who’d abandoned working for the USNA government for reasons she chose not to share, she was ferociously competent but hardly warm. As for the Chang siblings, Jia was pleasant enough most of the time but a raging egomaniac when it came to her flying skills, and Kuai had apparently healed well enough from his gunshot wound to ease out of the mild depression he seemed to have fallen into and start being passive-aggressively pessimistic about everything again.

‘It’s not that bad,’ Jenna laughed, honestly enough, ‘at least it’s just a surface trip this time.’

‘A surface trip down to a subterranean warren where everyone speaks Russian,’ Apirana replied, pulling a face. As a New Zealander by birth, he too had grown up under the open sky, although he’d had longer to get used to being enclosed than she had – including over a decade in prison on Farport for various crimes which he’d declined to list, but was open enough to admit had included violence and drug-running offences.

‘Everyone on, c’mon,’ Drift urged from behind them, making shooing motions with his hands and looking around as though to check he hadn’t forgotten anything. ‘Everyone got what they need?’

‘What do we need?’ Jia shouted from the top of the ramp. ‘Thought this was going to be a cakewalk?’

‘That’s the theory,’ Drift replied, ‘but when was the last time something went exactly as planned? You got your pilot hat?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well then,’ the Captain beamed up at her, ‘we’ll be fine, won’t we?’ He looked down at Jenna and his gaze slid to her bare right wrist
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