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Chapter 1
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​I was sitting by the pool, with a tall glass of gin and Athleberry (lots of ice), when I got the call. The Hanseker Tower was the best hotel on Lestran, an exclusive place on an exclusive planet, a popular destination for the great and the good. I was neither; I would just have to hope that nobody noticed. 

It was my first holiday in years, about time that I had a few days to myself. As I said, the hotel was top end. I had a luxurious room, the pool was inviting and the few other guests that I’d seen looked interesting, especially the single female ones. 

The hotel was one of those places that took your personal phone off you at the gate, ‘to preserve the privacy and peace of the celebrity guests’. They probably had some sort of EM shield as well, just in case. I didn’t care; the phone was a nuisance, being without it was as much a holiday as anything. Anyway, there was no celebrity that I was interested in taking pictures of. I’d seen more than a few close-up, they were no different to me or you. After all the complications I had managed to fight my way through recently, a break with no reminders of work was exactly what I needed. 

With no wireless field, it meant that the hotel's phone was on a long cord that snaked across the tiles. I watched as the uniformed steward manoeuvred it between the rows of sunbeds, heading in my direction. It felt inevitable; I could see it coming but could do nothing to stop it. It was like the micro-second before a car crash when your brain stretches time. Even so, I kept my head down, willing him to pass me by.

He arrived by my side, his training had kept him from standing in front of the suns; at least I wasn’t blinded when he coughed and I looked up. He gave me the handset. “A call, sir,” he said unnecessarily, before stepping back and turning away.

Nobody knew I was here, except the person who had sent me, all expenses paid, as a reward for completing the last job she had given me. 

“That was a messy business, Dan,” Fliss Bauer had said, just a few short days ago. “You did well, have a few days off on me. It’s all been arranged.” 

What new problem had changed her mind? Couldn’t it have waited for a few days? 

“Hello, Fliss,” I said. “I thought you told me that I was on holiday. I’ve only been here a day, scarcely time to get drunk or check out the ladies.”

“You’re slowing down then,” she laughed; an explosion of mirth that, even from fifty light-years away, still did things to me. “I won’t tell Hesta the last bit. I have another job for you, just came up. It’s urgent, sorry about that. I’ve organised a ship, there’ll be a car outside. Call me when you’re on the way.” 

The line went dead before I could reply, which was a good thing. I might have been on first name terms with her, but I was still an employee and not too indispensable to get away with telling her what I thought. Where I would be going and what I was about to do was a matter that could be discussed privately.

Sighing, I handed the phone back to the steward. “Thank you,” I said as I picked up my drink and my towel. There was little point in moaning about it, my holiday was over. At least I didn’t have much packing to do; I had hardly taken anything out of the case. The ladies would have to wait. There would be nothing to tell Hesta. Story of my life.

I took a last longing look at the pool, the trees that hid the security fence and the land beyond, with the sparkling waters of a sail-dotted lake and happy, smiling people everywhere. I finished the drink in one, put the empty glass on a table and headed inside.
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Chapter 2
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Less than two hours later, I was on one of Fliss Bauer’s fleet of transport ships. Her network had swung into action and whisked me away with frightening efficiency.

The car was waiting for me before I went up to my room; I spotted the driver sitting in the lobby. It had only been a few hours since we had last met. “Fancy seeing you again,” I said, “and so soon.” 

He pulled a sympathetic face, shrugged his shoulders, “Bad luck!”

“Be with you in a minute,” I called as the lift doors opened. I went to my room, got changed, threw everything in my bag and came back downstairs. He was waiting for me outside the lift.

“I’ve already checked you out,” he said, leading me to his car. As we drove out of the front gate, I was handed my phone. At the port, the car was waved through the barrier and we headed to the Bauer Transport hangar. 

There, I was met by another one of Fliss’s staff. An official stamped my passport; I was on board before I knew it. The pilot must have been raring to go; as soon as I was inside the hull, the door slammed behind me and the engines started. 

“Strap yourself in,” said a female voice, crackling and hard to hear over the noise. Almost before I had got into the first seat I could see, we were rolling. The acceleration pressed me back into the seat as we roared down the runway and lifted off. 

Unlike the passenger ships I was used to, this was one of the oldest ships I had ever been on. It was filled with heavily lashed cargo, with just the one pair of seats wedged between the stow, almost as an afterthought. All the other ships I had ever travelled on took off vertically and had inertial damping. This one was more like an atmospheric craft that had been converted. Hopefully there would be a bed, or at least a recliner; I couldn’t sit like this for three days.

What could be so urgent?

We were cruising out of the system and building up to light speed when the pilot came back. Fliss only employed women as the visible face of Bauer, she reckoned they could be trusted more than men, were less liable to bribery or blackmail. I didn’t agree but kept it to myself. This one was middle-aged, taller than me; solid and severe. Her hair was pulled back so tightly that it had lifted her eyebrows. She looked uncannily like Miss Watkins, the teacher who had frightened the life out of me when I was a teenager. She was dressed in the grey uniform of Bauer Transport. And she didn’t look happy. Maybe the trip was as much of an annoyance to her as it was to me.

Bauer Transport was Fliss’s legitimate business, one that did very well. Sometimes I wondered why that wasn’t enough for her, why she had to get involved in all the other things that she did, things like running the largest criminal enterprise on Gallix. And by default, controlling the planet itself. She pulled the strings, the politicians danced.

“Hello, Mr Jones,” she said. I smiled at the name; it wasn’t the one I had started life with. My real one had a reputation to live down. Mr Jones had been Fliss’s idea. It sounded bland or sinister, depending on how it was said and had stuck. “Welcome aboard.” 

You could tell that she didn’t mean it. “I’ve been told to call Gallix as soon as we’re away,” she said, in the tone of one who was not used to being told what to do on her ship. “I can do it now, if you’d like to come up to the cabin.”

I followed her along a narrow path through the crates and boxes, which were labelled as ‘machine parts’, past a small galley/mess room and a couple of other doors, arriving in a cramped space filled with dials and controls. There were two seats, but no co-pilot.

“Are we alone?” I asked, looking out of the port at the stars. We hadn’t gone trans-light yet, there was no red haze around them.

She laughed, at least I think it was a laugh, it came out as a cross between a cackle and a cough. “Don’t worry; you’re quite safe with me.” Which wasn’t what I meant. She punched buttons and I heard ringing, from a speaker behind my head. “I’ll leave you to it,” she said. “It’s all hands-free. Please don’t touch anything.” 

She pushed past me, aggressively and a little too closely, considering we had only just met. It made me wonder how safe I really was. She closed the door behind her. If she had any sense, she wouldn’t listen in.

The ringing stopped. “Dan,” Fliss said, “I’m sorry to drag you away but this won’t wait.”

She didn’t sound very sincere, but it was about as near to a proper apology from her as I would get. I think she assumed that never admitting you were wrong made her appear stronger. Her mother had been the leader of the criminal underworld on Gallix before her unfortunate demise and the mantle had been passed. Now there had been a strong woman. According to the stories I had heard, she would often apologise profusely, usually just before doing something horrible. I waited.

“It’s Kalindra,” she said. “I’ve just heard that she’s planning a trip to Gallix, and she’s bringing an army with her.”

And then I understood the reason for the rush. 

Kalindra Dallin was a rival, in more ways than one. Without bothering with the time and energy needed for a legitimate business, she openly ran a particularly nasty planet and was probably looking to expand. I didn’t know that much about Fallop, only that her home world was resource-poor, relying on cheap labour and unhealthy practices to process the raw materials and wastes that nobody else would touch. It made her money, wrecked a lot of lives and the inhabitants on Fallop were treated slightly worse than animals by her and her sycophants. The upper echelon all lived on an island, well away from the ecological disaster they had created, under a huge plasto-glass dome with clean air and water. It didn’t sound like the sort of place that I would enjoy.

Fliss had had trouble with people like her before, muscling in and trying to cream off profits that she regarded as hers – although one who ran a planet was a step up. Explaining things to them always kept me busy. Disagreements like this were more common than the general population realised, the real owners of assets were all too often subject to frequent and sometimes violent change. 

In the normal course of events, a parley on a neutral planet was the way forward for a dispute over who ran a particular operation. Terms would be thrashed out. Tributes might be paid but an agreement would be reached. Nobody wanted too much bloodshed, it was bad for business. Arriving on Gallix uninvited and unannounced was not good news, it meant that Kalindra didn’t consider it necessary to talk. Clearly, she was another one who wasn’t convinced of Fliss’s strength, she had simply decided that it would be easy enough to take what she wanted. 

“She’s booked the Tawney Heights hotel and the annexe,” Fliss continued, “in Cuthbert. The whole place, over a hundred rooms, for a month, starting in three days. Not under her own name of course. The hotel are just calling her an important celebrity guest, in need of a private vacation. My sources tell me that her ships are being prepared, an advance party is on the way.”

“And she hasn’t told you that she’s coming? Hasn’t asked for a meeting?”

“Nothing,” Fliss almost shouted. “As far as I’m supposed to know she’s got no plans to leave that dump she calls home. As if I wouldn’t find out. She shows me no respect, so I think she needs to be taught a lesson. Enjoy your flight, do some research. Explore the possibilities. We’ll talk about the details of exactly what I want you to do when you get back.” 

As if I couldn’t work it out. Kalindra might arrive but she wasn’t leaving, at least, not alive. Which meant that I was going to have to get my hands dirty again. This was a big job, probably the most important thing I had done so far. The idea of doing it in a hurry, without proper planning and organisation wasn’t attractive. I liked to plan meticulously, to make sure that I stood a chance of survival, with leaked hints to the victim, so that they knew what was coming. Rush jobs were always a bad idea. 

And all the details? As it was pretty obvious that I would have to kill her, Fliss would be concerned with how I did it, most likely in a way that sent a message. 

For me, it meant working out a way that I could do it and get away alive afterwards. There was bound to be a spin and propaganda blast accompanying Kalindra’s demise. At least I would get my holiday, a few quiet months in hiding would be my reward as everyone calmed down and business resumed.

I was about to speak again when I realised that the call had ended. ‘Touch nothing’, the pilot had said. I didn’t even know her name. I got the impression that she was unhappy at my presence and we were stuck together for three more days. Enjoy your flight? Some chance of that.

I sat in the pilot’s chair and let my mind wander.
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Apart from Miss Watkins, I don’t really remember much about growing up. Franchin was a nice planet but my formative years weren’t. My father was a drunk, my mother hardly ever seen. I fended for myself. School was the only place you could guarantee a hot meal, so I went, but I always stopped short of trying to learn anything much while I was there. I just did sufficient to keep out of trouble and keep my stomach full. Free time was spent exploring, learning to survive.

The army was my way out, it offered travel, adventure and stability. In a way, I think I was looking for the family I had never had. The recruitment team came around to the senior school every few months and I would always ask to join up. The recruiters laughed at my twelve-year-old self, told me to grow up, toughen up, then ask them again. I reminded them on every visit until, at last, the time arrived when I was old enough. I signed up for eighteen years, slipped away without waiting for my father to sober up so I could tell him and never looked back. 

I learned a lot of useful stuff, how to become part of a team, how to live off the land and how to kill. I went to places and did things that you would never believe, collected scars on the inside and the outside. They pinned bits of metal on me and told me that I was valuable, but that I must never tell anybody what I had done. That was fine by me, I had no associations outside the barracks anyway.

I never wanted to leave; I was planning to sign on again. Then, with three years to go, the Federation Autonomy treaty made half of us redundant overnight. I went from a comfortable billet to a dingy bedsit in Cuthbert, one of the major cities on Gallix. It was all I could afford on my gratuity, if I wanted to eat occasionally. There were no jobs I fancied, they all needed qualifications I didn’t have, the stripes on my sleeve, the bits of metal for valour were suddenly useless. All I could find was work as a night watchman in a factory. The only good thing about it was the uniform, it reminded me of better days. The gun I had wasn’t loaded, it was just for show. I think the dog I patrolled with was paid more than me.

One day, I was sitting in a bar feeling sorry for myself, exposed and vulnerable in my civilian clothes when a striking blonde woman, far too young for me, slid into the next seat. She placed a full glass next to my empty one. “Gin and Athleberry isn’t it?” she said, looking straight at me with eyes the same blue as my drink.

Bells went off in my head. How did she know my poison? Never one to turn down a free drink, I took a long gulp before she changed her mind. I was sure I’d find out what was going on soon enough. “Cheers,” I said. “Why me?”

“Can’t I buy a guy a drink?” she replied, furrowing her brow. It only made her look more attractive. 

“Sure you can, it’s just that I’m not used to something for nothing and you’re about ten years too late in my life.”

She laughed, placed her hand on my arm. It felt warm and soft against my skin. We were getting to the interesting bit.

“Listen, Dan,” she whispered. “I understand, you feel abandoned and alone, the army was all you had and now they’ve kicked you out. My boss wants a word, she might have a job for you.” 

She knew my name, my tipple of choice. Even I could work out that this wasn’t a random pick-up, my rugged good looks hadn’t finally helped me get lucky. I played along, anything would be better than walking around that factory all night, second fiddle to a bloody dog. 

“Why not?” I said, raising my glass to her.

She had let me finish my drink in silence, then she took me out to her vehicle, one of the new model electric ones, powered by wireless microwave induction from a wire in the road. Whoever her boss was, they had money. I had a rough idea who it could be, I’d heard enough talk since I’d been a civilian, about how Gallix worked, who really ran the place.

“I’ve read about you,” she said, when we were seated and the door was shut, “about what you did at Memnerel; very impressive.” 

“How did you find that out?” Memnerel was an event from the last war, my final bit of action before the treaty. The outcome might be well known but the details, the names, were not for public consumption. I had been told in no uncertain terms what would happen to me if it ever became public. The fact that I could never talk about it still played havoc with my brain, the gin helped but there was a part of me that desperately needed to let it all out, get it out of my system. The dog knew all about it, I’d discussed it with her often enough. I figured that she wouldn’t let on.

“My boss has her ways,” she said, enigmatically. If it was supposed to impress me, it didn’t work. Her eyes shone and I could see a flush on her neck, perhaps she thought it had been an exciting adventure. Her idea of what had happened might even have turned her on. I could disillusion her on that score; it had been dirty, what I had done had made me physically sick for days after.

I shrugged, “They gave me a job and I did it, no biggie.” That disappointed her and we rode in silence for a while.

“We’re here,” she said as we stopped outside a building that I walked past every day on my way to work. 
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I HAD ONLY SAT IN THE reception area of the top floor for a minute or so when the office door opened. The secretary (another blonde) ignored me and watched a screen, headphones blocking out the noise. “Come in,” said a voice that I recognised from the news broadcasts. I had been right in my guess; her boss was who I’d thought. I got up, smiled at the secretary, who was oblivious, walked towards the door. There was nobody there; it must have been opened automatically. I glanced at it, there was a hardened steel frame with multiple bolts and toughened hinges. You would need some serious machinery to get through it in a hurry. It was hardly the door of a welcoming boss.

“Hello, Mr...” the voice stopped. “Let’s call you Mr Jones, I’m Fliss Bauer and I’ve got a proposition for you. Come in and take a seat.”

I did as I was told, the automatic reaction to a voice of command. The door shut with a very final sounding noise. 

“Go on then,” I said, trying to sound casual. “I’ve got nothing much on my calendar for today.” 

She was standing in front of a large picture window; behind her was a view out over the city. I sat, choosing an armchair that faced her. She was simply dressed in a dark suit and white blouse, tall and slim with black hair in an elaborate braid that hung forward over her shoulder and reached to her waist.

“Or for any other day,” she said, sitting on a couch and crossing her legs in an interesting way. If she intended to distract me, it was working. “Or so I hear,” she continued as I tried to focus. “The army has used you up and dumped you; you’re guarding a warehouse when you used to lead men into battle. It must make you very angry with the system.” She was right about that, but I wasn’t going to give anything away. Inside, I was hoping that this was my way out of the boring rut I had gotten into.

“Let me guess,” I said, my heart pounding with excitement, “you want me to work for Bauer Transport. I’m honoured, only I’m a bit confused. What part of my skillset do you think makes me qualified? I wasn’t a pilot, I was a grunt. If you’ve looked me up, and you must have, you’d know that.”

She waved her hand in irritation. “Spare me and cut the modesty. You know what I really do, everyone on this rock does. The army trained you to solve problems, like you did at Memnenal. So think about it, solve it.”

“You mean Memnerel,” I said, feeling a little angry that she couldn’t even get the name right, even her gopher had managed that. “And in civilian life, there’s no room for ‘solving problems’ the way I did then.”

She smiled; there was no warmth in it. “In civilian life, maybe. But there is in my line of work. I have competitors, rivals, people who need... explanations. There’s always another problem that needs sorting out.”

“So, what? You want me to be your enforcer, a criminal, a hitman? And I thought that you only employed women.”

“Officially, you’ll be employed by Bauer Transport as a ‘corporate trouble-shooter’. The money will be good, and there are various perks. Don’t worry, you won’t be expected to be a businessman. As for the women, that’s just a selling point for my legitimate business, it makes me stand out from the competition.”

I was going to say, ‘no, what makes you stand out is that you don’t have competition, because you’ve destroyed them all’. Instead, I said, “If you want me to kill to order, can I ask you something? Have you ever killed someone?”  

She looked me straight in the eye and nodded, I could see from her expression that she had. I suppose you didn’t get to her position without getting your hands dirty. And for all the talk about war being a thing where you killed people from miles away on a screen, I knew that the reality was often very different. 

War could be like her world sometimes, it was just that what I had done had been official, legitimate. If she really had, then both of us had fought dirty, been close enough to see the light go out in someone’s eyes. I didn’t know about her but I had seen it when I had known that the other person was trying to put mine out. So why did she need me? Because she needed to distance herself, I would be the cut-out, her very own fall guy. Did that bother me? Not at all, if the wages and perks were worth it. I knew that it was the only thing I was any good at. And it beat walking that smug dog around all night, reliving the events at Memnerel.

“Shall I get my people to call your people then?” I asked.

“A handshake should be enough. I’ll leave all the other stuff to Hesta. I think you’ve already met her.”

We shook on it and I became a contract killer. And I discovered the first perk. Hesta became my lover. She wasn’t the gopher; she was on the fast track to becoming Fliss’s right hand and heir apparent. Even Staren, the secretary, started talking to me. My life was on the up.
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There was a discrete knock at the cabin door, bringing me back to reality. I sighed, before we had got to the good bits. 

“I’ve finished,” I said and it opened. Gone was the shapeless uniform, she was dressed in some sort of robe. Long-sleeved and hanging to the ground, it was wrapped around her and secured with a wide belt. Embroidered with birds and flowers, it looked out of place against the bland grey paint of the bulkheads. Bare toes peeked out from the hem of the gown, she had taken off the boots and was wearing sandals. I noticed that her toenails were painted. It seemed strange, her fingernails weren’t. The tight belt showed that she had a figure too.

Her hair had been washed and let free, it cascaded around her face. She was a lot less severe than before and looked considerably younger. She came in and ran a quick eye over the instruments, our bodies briefly touched as she leaned across me for a better look. She can’t have been listening if she had been away doing that. Sensible of her. I wondered if the contact and her change of attire was some sort of invitation.

“I left everything alone,” I said. 

She nodded. “That’s what they all say. Boys and toys, can’t be too careful.”

“Seriously?” I was surprised. I was too frightened to touch anything. This was raw flying. On the passenger ship, you were fooled by the design into thinking you were in a cocoon, a place of safety. Here, you could see the framing of the hull, hear the noise as the cargo moved against its straps. Like the dropships that the army used, the journey was much more frightening than actually sliding down the abseil rope while being shot at from the ground. “Then they’re crazy. I don’t want to die out here, this is your area of expertise.”

She ignored my attempt at a compliment. “It all looks OK. Are you hungry?” she asked, changing the subject. “There’re meals in the locker, maybe even some beer. Help yourself.”

That sounded better, I hadn’t eaten for a while. She turned and left the cabin and I followed. The galley was on the left, with a small table and a coffee machine. She showed me the cupboard with the food packs. There were quality rations here, all in self-heating containers. You just had to choose a meal and press the button on the side of the box. Heating was automatic. When it was ready, the pack split open to reveal your food, with cutlery in a holder on one side. I could see enough packs for several people, at least a month’s supply for the two of us. One stack was marked in black pen, large angry letters. ‘Su says, hands off’.

“Don’t touch those,” she said, “special diet.”

“Are you Su?”

“No, she’s my co-pilot.”

“How come she’s not here then, don’t you need a co-pilot, aren’t there regulations?”

She looked annoyed, perhaps she thought that I was questioning her competence. “Don’t talk to me about regulations,” she snapped. “I shouldn’t even be here. Your desperate need to be on Gallix has screwed up my vacation. I’m supposed to be on a week’s rest. My co-pilot’s gone over her allowable flying hours for their licence. It was too short notice to get anyone else, I live close to the port, no way I could get out of it. I’m type-certified for solo trips, even though it’s not my favourite way to fly.”

She paused for breath, red in the face. Then she said something that freaked me out. “You’re my backup, if I have an accident, at least you’re about to raise the alarm.”

As if I could do anything to help. I couldn’t fly this thing, or get it safely down on the ground anywhere. It was questionable if I could even work out how to send a distress signal.
“I’m getting a second pilot on Gallix,” she continued, “and heading straight back out. This cargo’s all for Halstern. We can just about get it there on time if we go full speed. But I won’t be finished until it’s all been unloaded and I get back to base on Lestran.”
Halstern was in the opposite direction to Gallix. No wonder there was tension; from a week off to a fortnight’s work, and all because of me. It was about time that I let her know that it wasn’t my doing.

“I’m sorry to mess your plans up,” I said, in an effort to smooth things over. “If it’s any consolation, I was on holiday too. I’d only just arrived. Not even enough time to unpack. I got dragged away from a prime seat by the hotel pool.”

That didn’t go down very well; maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned the pool. “Yeah, but you’re the company trouble-shooter, it goes with your territory. You get extremely well paid to be on call all the time. Me, I’m on minimum hourly and I need the work.” Her voice was cynical, the implication clear. The bosses like me said ‘jump’ and the minions asked ‘how high’.

I wondered what I could do to get in her good books. “Tell you what,” I said, “we’ve both been messed around by Fliss, let’s not let it spoil the trip. I’m on your side.”

She shrugged, “Whatever. If I complain, with your reputation I’m unlikely to ever work again.”

That brought me up short, was I really thought of like that? Someone who could break you, just because you didn’t like being messed around and dared to say so. It wasn’t the image I’d wanted to cultivate. Sure, I had to discipline people, it was part of my job, at least the official one. All the same, I never reckoned I was unjust or vindictive. I always tried to see both sides and make an honest call. Not everyone would see it that way, if people had heard rumours about the unofficial side and what I did there, maybe that wasn’t helping.

“Is that what you think? I’m just another employee,” I said. “Look, I might earn more than you but I have more stress.” I was going to say responsibility, that didn’t seem right, given that she was in charge of keeping me alive. “I’m not unreasonable; I appreciate you turning up to fly me. If you were made to do it, then I apologise, it wasn’t my idea. I’m certainly not going to tell tales to Fliss about whatever you say to me. I’m grateful for your help, even though I wish I was still on holiday.” I tried to sound sincere without being patronising, whether it would do any good was another question.

“OK,” she replied, “for the sake of a better atmosphere, I’m going to believe you, plus, I’m hungry.”
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WE ATE SURPRISINGLY well, and we talked. Her name was Zephra and she was from Bontari, a huge agricultural planet. As it had for me, the army had seemed like an escape. She had been flying since she could remember. She sat on her father's lap, as he sprayed crops and hunted predators. As soon as she could reach the controls, she started learning how to fly. She was obvious pilot material and had ended up flying troopships. Once, we might have been enemies, now with the fragile peace, we were allies.

Perhaps, now that the galaxy had stopped wasting its time fighting and looking over its shoulder at the next threat from within, things would improve for everyone.

We drank beer and talked of old missions; during the meal we went trans-light. I felt the kick in my stomach, she never noticed, her hands were waving about as she described a particular manoeuvre that she was proud of. She had certainly seen some action. We were getting on a lot better, the beer probably helped.

“Incredible. Grab another?” I said as she finished the story. I shook my empty can.

“Not for me,” she said, looking at her watch, “but you help yourself. I’ve got to check the alarms and then I’m turning in.” She stood and without thinking I got up, blocked her path and reached for her hand. She backed away. 

“Hang on a minute,” she said, “let’s get this straight. There’re two cabins, yours is the aft one. You seem confused so I’ll explain; we’ll be in one each, clear?”

“Clear,” I said. What did I expect? I was still the boss and I’d wrecked her week off. I might be able to do lots of things, read signals was clearly not one of them.

“Don’t take it personally,” she said with a grin. “I can see the attraction, but you’re not my type. I’ve put your bags in the cabin, good night.”

There didn’t seem to be much point in another beer after that. “Good night,” I replied. “See you in the morning.”
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Chapter 5
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The aft cabin had Co-pilot written over the door. Inside, it was small but comfortable; it had the stale smell of a room that hadn’t been used much. A bunk, a wardrobe and a desk were the only fittings, a small door led to a compact washroom. Sure enough, my suitcase and holdall were on the deck by the bunk.

I kicked my shoes off and lay on the bunk. My life, which had seemed so organised less than twenty-four hours ago was suddenly not so simple. I had thought that I had it all under control, now I was being bounced into a big job with little preparation. Not only that, I had got a glimpse of how other people saw me. Worse, I had made an inappropriate move and got knocked back, after trying so hard to be nice.

I thought about the reason for my hasty recall. This was a big job. I wasn’t expected to kill or maim some other gang boss on Gallix this time; Kalindra was a woman who ran a planet. A woman like Fliss, except that, for all her faults, Fliss wasn’t as bad as Kalindra’s reputation would have you believe.

Whatever, the first thing I knew for sure was that this wouldn’t be like one of the hits I usually carried out. Kalindra wasn’t a small-time competitor or someone who had attempted to cheat and had got caught. She was a leader with a big
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