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Underground

 

Eda blew out a gentle stream of breath. Dust particles jumped into the air in front of her. She stared through the cloud of grime, her gaze moving over the surface of an intricately carved wooden vase. Angry faces leered back at her. Gods of war, their demonic features formed expressions of malice. With a delicate touch, she put the vase back on the shelf in front of her.

Despite its macabre appearance, the wooden ornament had a certain appeal. Had Eda been a tourist, she would have bought it, and congratulated herself on a bargain. After a closer inspection, however, she wondered how the ancient Amorphar people had acquired a type of wood not found anywhere on their home world. Obviously a fake. The shop owner's tenacity brought a frown to Eda's face. She carried on down the aisle between racks of muddled shelving. Drops of water fell from the hem of her raincoat and left a dappled trail on the floor. Around her, more examples of grotesque antiquities sneered out of the shadows. 

She paused at the end of the aisle, surveying the cluttered shop counter up ahead. Behind the till, a curtain of wooden beads stirred. Eda could just make out a man's shadow in the darkened recess. Turning away, she began to head for the exit. Whatever promise the shop might have held, the fake vase had driven it away. If she wanted to browse, there were no end of reputable antique stops in the city of Assulm, and most of them located in better suburbs.  

Behind her the wooden beads clicked.

"A moment, please. Was there anything you liked?" The voice had a forced pleasantness about it. Eda could picture the eager expression on its owner's face.

She took hold of the door handle. "Not really. Sorry."

"But Doctor Sooca, you haven't seen everything yet."

Eda paused, still gripping the handle but not pulling.

"Please, Doctor, he's waiting for you."

She turned to face a short, dark-haired man, and noticed how he rubbed his hands together, as if anticipating a profitable sale.

The door chimed as she pulled it open. A wave of heat and a splash of rain noise swept in from the street outside. "I really should be going. Maybe I'll come back later."

"He can help you." The man's voice now sounded more urgent than pleasant, and he took a step closer. "He knows people here in Assulm, people who can help you get off Quesamee a little more easily. I'm sure you're aware how slow off-world travel can be. Not the speed, of course, but getting the right papers. He'd like to help you."

Eda let go of the door handle. Slowly, her view of the street-come-sewage pipe outside, took on the cool blue sheen of the door's tinted glass. A beggar sitting beneath the shop awning turned and looked up, a hopeful, toothless grin on his face. The assistant stopped rubbing his hands together, a more genuine smile forming on his lips.

"Come." He gestured towards the beaded curtain. "The Pasha Rains will still be there when you leave." Stepping away from her, he took a pair of dark-rimmed spectacles out of the pocket on the front of his smock dress.

As Eda followed him through a narrow opening in the shop counter, she noticed the bald patch on the crown of his head. Though not particularly tall, on the planet of Quesamee she felt like a giant. So far, she hadn't met anyone who could look her in the eye without needing a box to stand on. Besides the height difference, her blue eyes and shoulder-length, grey hair also singled her out, along with the fact middle-aged women seldom travelled alone in the city of Assulm.

The beaded curtain clicked once more as Eda pushed her way through. She paused, letting her eyes adjust to the gloom of a darkened passageway. Having caught up with the shop assistant, she mounted the first step of a twisting stairway. 

The man's sandal-clad feet ascended without a sound. Eda's larger frame, however, made the stairway creak and groan. Cobwebs caught in her hair and brushed against her cheeks. She stared down at her feet, trying not to think about the narrow stairway and its cramped confines.

Thankfully short, the awkward climb ended on a wooden landing, the banister of which rattled beneath Eda's grip.

A firm knock made the door in front of the shop assistant sound solid and well constructed, unlike the stairs. Though Eda heard no reply, the bespectacled man opened the barrier just enough for his head and shoulders to fit through. A smoke-scented atmosphere tumbled out onto the landing. 

The assistant moved to one side and pushed the door open, gesturing for her to enter. A sparsely lit room, with a low ceiling and wooden floor, awaited her over the threshold. Faded, threadbare rugs marked a path between well-aged furniture, and following the carpeted trail, Eda made her way past a knee-high table, and in between several low sofas.

Pictures of ancient battles scenes and religious ceremonies broke up the sandstone walls. Painted in rich, dark colours, the images caught moments of anguish and triumph.

Only glancing briefly at these, Eda turned her attention to the centre of the room. In the middle of one of the sofas, sat her host. 

"Doctor Edarna Sooca." The old man's voice blended in with the rain noise coming from outside. "Please, have a seat. Agora, take the Doctor's coat."

She slid out of her raincoat and handed it to the shop assistant. With a smile and a bow, he backed out of the room, closing the door behind him.

Eda adjusted the collar on the jacket of her trouser suit, the thin fabric of which allowed her to stay relatively cool, despite the humid heat. Taking a seat opposite the old man, she declined his silent offer of a cigarette. Withered, yellow fingertips pinched out the glowing end of his own cigarette. He dropped the butt into an ashtray.

"I'm glad you've come." His voice had a calm, aged tone. "It's so good to finally meet you in person."

As her eyes adjusted to the broken daylight coming in through the latticework windows behind him, Eda could make out his features. He looked much older in the flesh, his face having a pasty, unhealthy sheen. The skin across his cheekbones appeared paper thin, time having screwed it up into a mass of wrinkles. But his eyes held the brightness of youth. A velvet suit, along with his well-trimmed beard, gave him the appearance of someone who appreciated the finer things in life. And could still afford them. 

Wesson Yarnex. Eda put a name to the face she'd been corresponding with for the past two years, ever since she'd left her home back on the planet of Ensoura. 

Pleasant small talk broke the ice, and they chatted for some time about the weather, and the lack of visitors in the city of Assulm during the Pasha Rains. Agora returned and served them tea. Again, the old man began to chat about nothing in particular. Eda shifted in her seat. She needed to find a way into the conversation, and steer it in a more relevant direction, or it felt like Yarnex would talk all afternoon.   

"I'm sorry I didn't reply to your last message," she injected, as he paused to sip his tea. "I received it during planet fall, and once I was down, I had some trouble making sure all my equipment had followed me."

"Yes, of course." He nodded. "No need to apologise." 

"You said you had something you wanted me to look at. Something I could help you with."

"I have, but first, now that we are at last face to face, I feel I must ask you about the reason for your brief stop over here on Quesamee."

Eda had wondered when he would mention the cause of their long distance friendship. "You mean the Spiral Chair?"

"Yes. It seemed inappropriate to discuss such an item in our correspondence. Don't worry, I'm not going to try and talk you out of looking for it. Quite the opposite, in fact. Do you mind indulging me, it'd be nice to talk to someone who's also interested in the Chair."

"No, I don't mind. What would you like to know?"

Yarnex's face lost some of its light-hearted expression. "Mostly I'm intrigued. So many people see it as a symbol of evil - doesn't that bother you? And the story of the Chair being the throne of the fallen god, such a cruel deity that even his own worshippers exiled him to an eternity of damnation."

"It's an interesting myth, but that's all it is."

"Maybe. But I've met people who swear by it."

"Ancient beliefs can have a powerful hold on people, but that's not me. I have respect for people who do believe in that sort of thing, I'm just not one of them."

Yarnex didn't reply straightaway, instead turning his head slightly and narrowing his eyes. Then a full-faced smile exposed his perfect teeth. "Good for you. It's thinking like that, that's going to help you succeed where all the others have failed. Now, let's get back to why I asked you here. The thing I'd like you to look at, it's in the basement. Would you mind accompanying me down there?"

"Em." A cautious voice in Eda's head warned her against accepting the offer. Rumour of Yarnex portrayed him as more than a dealer in fake antiques. "I really should be going. Maybe another day."

"Don't worry, I won't keep you long. And you'll be perfectly safe with me." He fixed her with an encouraging, eager expression. "It'll be worth your while to see what I have, I'll promise you that."

A certain sense of obligation pulled at Eda. Enough to have already brought her into one of Assulm's seedier districts. Through his correspondence, Yarnex had often helped her since she'd left Ensoura.  "Well, ok, I suppose so. But I really can't stay long." 

"Good, good." 

Eda watched as he took hold of a walking stick propped up against the sofa. Using it for support, he struggled to his feet. 

"I have a rather large storage facility here," he explained, straightening his jacket. "Placing things underground helps me keep them out of harm's way."

His heavy breathing accompanied their descent of the rickety staircase. Carrying on past the shop level, they emerged into an underground passage. Pale green lights flickered into life, revealing a damp, slime-coated tunnel.

Yarnex led the way forward. "You must feel as though you're always going somewhere?"

"Yes, you could say that." Through their correspondence, Eda had provided her host with bits and pieces of information about her journey from Ensoura. He appeared to have taken a degree of pleasure in following her progress. And his messages had often contained suggestions for a quicker, cheaper means of transport. Or ways to avoid planets that applied excessive transportation taxes.

"Two years is a long time to be on the move." A tone of admiration shaped his words. "I wouldn't have the stamina for it. When you get to my age, home comforts come to mean a lot."

He ended the sentence with a sympathetic smile, which Eda felt obliged to return.

In the silence that followed she reflected on what he'd said. Two years certainly was a very long journey time, and she still had another six months to go. But as for home comforts, she didn't really miss them. In fact, now she wasn't even sure where home was. In a way, she had become a citizen of the Seventy. A journeying being, trying to cross the majority of the seventy-two inhabited planetary systems. And amongst the confused mass of stars, her goal, the planet of Bodarium, couldn't be more remote, more inaccessible.

The click of Yarnex's walking stick marked their slow progress down the tunnel. As he hobbled along, the old man fumbled in his jacket pocket, finally taking out a small remote control. 

A pulse of light flashed from the end of the black oblong, and Eda heard a heavy click followed by the whir of door motors. Green light seeped through the opening up ahead. From the slimy tunnel, they descended in a groaning elevator. As it had no front or back, Eda watched grubby walls pass slowly by. First out the elevator, Yarnex led her down another passage, each of its faint lights playing host to a cloud of insects. Rounding a corner, they approached another doorway. Perched on a stool next to the opening, a very fat man dressed in a dark suit picked at a bowl of nuts. As he looked up and saw Yarnex, he got quickly to his feet. His height matched his enormous waistline. Obviously not a native of Quesamee.

Unlocking the door with a key taken from his trouser pocket, the large man appeared a little flustered. "I didn't expect you today, sir."

"No, Haz, this is just a quick visit," Yarnex replied, his tone more abrupt.

With a grunt, Haz used his huge bulk to heave the door open, and a light spluttered on in the room beyond. Ruffled by the exertion, the fat man's jacket now revealed the butt of a thick-barrelled pistol concealed in a holster under his right arm.   

"Thank you, Haz. Shut it behind us, please." Yarnex's walking stick tapped out a smarter rhythm as he crossed the threshold, and indicated for Eda to do the same.

A heavy thud marked the closing of the door, and Eda listened as the locks clicked shut. Sparse lighting fixtures revealed a cluttered storage area. She tried to gauge the size of the room, but transit crates of varying shapes and sizes obscured her view in every direction.

Here and there, an item stood waiting to be packed. Limbless statues, nose-less stone faces, replica weapons and ancient machines of torture. Yarnex had a select clientele.

As she trailed along behind the old man through the canyons of transit crates, a growing sense of apprehension slowed her steps. Coming down into the basement now seemed like a rather stupid thing to do. From the tales she'd heard about Yarnex, she knew him to be more than just a trader in fake antiques. Gunrunning, drug dealing and prostitution. All had been amongst the warnings she'd received. But his correspondence had seemed so genuine, so benign.

Another locked door blocked their progress. A well-practiced action had Yarnex entering a four-digit code, and with a heavy creaking the barrier swung open. Cold air tumbled out the doorway, causing goose bumps to prickle along Eda's arms. 

At a gesture from the antique dealer, she moved forward into the blackness. Her breath turned into a blur of white vapour, illuminated by the overhead lighting that struggled into life.

Empty except for a table covered in a black sheet, the room had a clean, sterile smell about it. The aroma reminded her of spotless operating theatres, or storage rooms used to house medical supplies. 

"This is what I wanted you to see." Smoke-like breath clouded Yarnex's features as he pulled the sheet away from the object on the table. "Please, take a look."

"Oh, my goodness." The exclamation escaped Eda's lips before she could stop herself.

Laid lengthways along the table, a coffin-shaped, rectangular slab reflected the overhead lighting off its jade surface. Ridges adorned the top and sides of the object, reminding Eda of blood vessels around a beating heart. She took a step closer. 

Patterns appeared within the ridges. Hieroglyphs, like those chiselled on the tomb of a fallen king, formed definite outlines. Eda recognised the origin of the code, but the symbols had been used in a way she'd not seen before. A new dialect formed from an old language. She reached a hand out towards the uneven surface.

Unsure what to expect, her fingers encountered something that felt like stone, but not entirely. Subtle warmth, similar to that of skin, pervaded the jade façade. She let her index finger trace the outline of one of the hieroglyphs, intrigued by the sensation of touching something that felt so well defined, but at the same time raw and unprocessed.

She directed her gaze towards Yarnex. "I've never come across anything like this before." 

"Yes, I can well believe that. But you must recognise something about it?"

"Sort of. The hieroglyphs look like Amorphar script. But they're arranged in a way that's new to me. And I can't tell if they've grown into this pattern or been carved. Is this living tissue?"

"That's a good question. Is there anything else familiar about it?"

Eda let her gaze pass over the object once more. Yarnex seemed to be testing her. Though she'd asked him a direct question, he'd only replied with a query of his own, as if he wanted her to vocalise her thoughts. But he must have known she wasn't an expert, just a keen amateur. 

She started with what seemed obvious. "I think that somehow it was created by the Amorphar. The design reminds me of other pieces taken from the planet of Bodarium. There's a continent called Hymila that runs almost pole-to-pole, and a city in its southern desert region known as Mastra. I think this object comes from there. The markings are regular Amorphar hieroglyphs, but they're arranged in unusual patterns. I think it could be a different dialect to what's been found before. I can't really say what it's made of, but the overall shape and size reminds me of a coffin or a sarcophagus. Then again, the ridges on the outside almost make it look like a cocoon. Can I ask where you got it from?" Eda hoped a second direct question would receive a straightforward answer.

"Your assessment of its origin is spot on. It's a family heirloom, handed down over many generations spanning about two hundred years. It's been in my possession most of my adult life."

"Two hundred years." Eda did some quick mental arithmetic. "Then I guess it was taken off Bodarium when the Amorphar were captured by the slavers?"

"That's correct. It's not a part of my family history I'm particularly proud of, but I am a descendent of the Serlham slave raiders who wreaked so much havoc in the Blue Flow system. They found this object as they were preparing to leave Bodarium for the last time. It was hidden in a chamber beneath the citadel of Harlak in the city of Mastra. None of the Amorphar left in the city would go near it, until the Serlham killed a few of them for disobeying orders."

Still watching Yarnex, Eda noticed how the lightness and charm in his mannerisms had disappeared as he told the tale of his forefathers. 

A pang of sympathy pulled at her. "Have you ever had it scanned? You'd probably learn a lot."

"Ah, that's very interesting," he replied, his lightness of tone returning. "Let me show you."

Shuffling past the table, he crossed the room and drew aside a heavy curtain.  Lights buzzed on in the alcove beyond, revealing a variety of electronic equipment. The sparkle in his eyes grew brighter, as he stepped up behind an aged scanner.

He touched the machine's screen, then wheeled the device across the room and positioned it in front of the table. Eda watched as his fingers moved around the display, engaging the machine's warm-up cycle and causing a soft hum to fill the air.

"I've scanned this object countless numbers of times." An earnest expression matched the eagerness in his voice. "But it's still very exciting." 

Slowly, an image began to appear on the scanner's screen. A wire-framed rectangle filled the monitor. Yarnex worked the screen's control sliders. The shape began to solidify, and Eda spotted contours forming along the surface. Yarnex switched his attention to a different series of sliders. A subtle shade of green appeared on the object's surface. Abruptly the humming stopped and the screen readouts turned white. The object began to revolve, allowing a gradual view from all sides. A head and shoulders rotated past. Arms appeared, held close by the sides of a male torso that tapered down to well-muscled legs.  

Yarnex stepped back from the scanner. "Interesting, isn't it?" 

"Yes, it is." Eda stared at the image. "The shape...it looks like there's a body in there." 

"Doesn't it just."

"I could confirm that for you. I think your scanner is a little old. I've got handheld devices that could probably tell you a lot more." 

"I'm sure you have. But I only keep this old thing here to use in the presence of customers." He patted the edge of the screen. "I find a sale much easier if the potential buyer thinks they have the upper hand, thinks they know something I've missed. I can assure you, however, that this object has been in front of the best reading equipment there is, and each time the results were just the same as what you are seeing now."

"So, there might be something in there, or it could just be an empty space shaped like a body?"

"I can't say for sure. But there is a little more to reveal." He turned his attention back to the scanner.

The humming sound returned, only this time at a much lower pitch. Simultaneously, the image of the rotating man shrunk into the top right hand corner of the screen, to be replaced by a sonic interface. Yarnex took a tiny earpiece from a panel in the side of the scanner, and handed it to Eda. Complying with his wishes, she slipped the plastic circle into her ear.

Moments passed and nothing happened. About to suggest the equipment may have developed a fault, she caught a faint hissing noise coming through the earpiece. A deep, distant moaning quickly arose in the background. The depth of frequency made the sound almost inaudible, causing Eda's ear to tingle, and bringing to mind the kind of noise created by deep-dwelling sea creatures. The tone of the moaning pitched abruptly upwards and oscillated between two different notes. Here it stayed for a moment, continuing with heart beat regularity. Then the hissing noise grew louder, and the beat gradually faded away to nothing, like a dying echo.

Unsure why the sound had made the hairs on her neck stand up, Eda glanced at the interface on the scanner. The machine had drawn a visual representation of the tone, beneath which sat an analysis of its composition. As she regarded the heartbeat like waveform and read the breakdown, she became aware of Yarnex staring at her. He seemed to be waiting for a reaction.

"That's very odd," she began. "I can't help but again question the ability of your equipment. Did the other scanners pick up the noise?"

He nodded a reply.

"And their analysis was the same?"

"Yes, but slightly more detailed."

"In that case, I can only think of one course of action left to you. Open the object and have a look inside. I could help you with that, if you like."

Yarnex smiled. "If I were you, I probably would. But it's not really mine to tamper with. I am only its guardian."

"There'd be very little damage done. A pin hole investigation would be enough."

"I would like to, but my hands are tied by an age old promise. To be truthful, I shouldn't even be letting you in here. Family tradition forbids outsiders from seeing this thing. But times are changing."

"I see. Well, I'm not sure I can really help you. I know quite a lot about Bodarium, and the Amorphar people who lived there. However, I've never heard of this object. But seeing as quite a lot of their history was oral, there are some big gaps in my knowledge. There might be other people here on Quesamee who could tell you a lot more."

Yarnex's expression hardened. "Be careful when you get to Bodarium." 

Was this a threat? Had she offended him? She hoped not. Despite his stature and overall pleasant demeanour, the world he moved in had a definite sinister side.

"There are other people here on Quesamee, in Assulm in fact, who also have an interest in the Spiral Chair. People who hold a different set of beliefs to you. Keep an eye over your shoulder, and watch out for who's behind you."

"I will." An apprehensive look came over Eda's face.

Yarnex must have noticed her change of expression. His features relaxed, the aged gentleness returning. "I don't mean to scare you, but like I said upstairs, I think you're going to succeed where all the others have failed. And you've got Doctor Frenhal's journal, haven't you?"

Eda slid a hand into her jacket pocket. "Em, yes I have." 

Though she'd told Yarnex many things during their correspondence, she hadn't shared all the details of her Amorphar research. How could he know about the journal, one of her most valued possessions, and closely guarded secrets?

"I often wondered what happened to the Doctor's notes. Have you had them long?"

"Quite a few years. The journal was a present." 

"Do you have it with you? I'd like to see."

Eda's fingers closed around the shape in her pocket. If she refused Yarnex's request, would he just help himself? The old man might not pose much of a threat, but the bodyguard by the tunnel door certainly did. With great reluctance, she drew her hand back out into the light. Excited eyes stared down at the plastic cover, as Eda handed the journal over.

"This isn't the original. I left that back on Ensoura. This is my field copy."

Yarnex didn't reply. Withered, trembling fingers slowly flipped through the weatherproof pages. 

"Doctor Poab Frenhal." His slow drawl sounded full of admiration. "My father met him, you know. But of course, that was a long time ago. As a child, I often heard how the Doctor went to Bodarium looking for the Spiral Chair, and was never seen again. With this, you're bound to succeed, and that might not be such a good thing. Digging too deep can sometimes reveal a little too much. Things are normally buried for a reason. But listen to me, I said I wasn't going to try and put you off, and here I am filling your head with vague warnings." He snapped the journal shut and handed it back. "Thank you for taking the time to come here today, and I wish you the best of luck. What I've shown you may give you something to think about during the next leg of your journey. Which reminds me, I've heard you're having trouble getting a permit to take your equipment back off Quesamee."

"Yes, I am. A real lot of trouble, in fact."

"I can help you. I move things on and off the planet all the time. Cargo taxation annoys me, so I'm always looking for ways around the official channels. Off-world admin has its headquarters here in Assulm, and a contact there owes me a favour. If you don't mind, I can ask him to assist you."

"That would be a great help, thanks. I'm sorry I couldn't tell you anything new about your sarcophagus, or whatever it is."

"Maybe you can, with a little more information." Yarnex fumbled around in his jacket pocket, eventually removing a small data round. "This d-round contains all the data I've accumulated over the years about this piece. Perhaps you could give it some attention when you have a moment. If I'm still around on your return journey, you might want to stop by and discuss it. And if I'm not here, well, whoever is next in line will probably be interested. The information might also be of some use to you with regards to your search for the Spiral Chair."

Eda took the bullet shaped data device. "Thank you."

"Good, good. Agora will come down in a minute and escort you back upstairs. It's been a pleasure talking to you. I'm sure you're going to find the missing piece of the puzzle, and come back to tell me what's inside my heirloom."

"Bodarium is a big world," Eda didn't want to disagree, but he seemed to be clutching at straws, "I don't rate my chances very highly of finding anything."

He fixed her with a knowing look. "I wouldn't be so sure."
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The Sisters

 

"Saffuse, she's leaving," Okeilore whispered from out of the shadows. "Come on, or we're gonna lose her."

"No. She's only going back to the hotel. I want to find out what she said to the old man."

"You mean go in there?" Okeilore gestured towards the shop across the street.

"Yes. I've been wanting to speak to Yarnex for a long time. Check your weapon."

Obeying her sister's command, Okeilore unbuttoned her rain cloak. The pistol butt felt reassuringly familiar as her fingers wrapped around its varnished wood. Though hidden in the gloom of the alleyway, she didn't risk drawing the weapon, instead, inspecting it by touch alone. She then adjusted the hem of her thigh-length skirt, and pulled out the wrinkles in her stockings. Ankle-high boots protected her feet from the puddles of garbage water, which filled the alley with a rancid stench.

"I'm ready."

"Me, too." Saffuse headed towards the mouth of the alleyway. "Remember, don't do anything to Yarnex until he's told us everything."

"What if he won't talk?"

"You'll make him. Come on."

Rainwater splashed at Okeilore's feet as she jogged across the street. The shop door chimed out a string of notes, but she ignored the delicate ringing. Quick, noiseless steps carried her towards the counter. The shop assistant looked up as her shadow fell across the open page in front of him.

"May I help..."

A blow from her pistol butt caught him above the right eyebrow, shattering his glasses. Okeilore vaulted the counter, dropped to her knees and grabbed his slumped form, flipped him onto his stomach, and quickly tied his hands behind his back.

Saffuse handed her a dirty rag from the counter top. "Here, stuff this in his mouth."

"What about the door?"

"I've locked it and put up the closed sign." 

Back on her feet, Okeilore followed her sister through the beaded curtain. The gloomy passageway brought with it a feeling of relief. Working in the daylight made her nervous, exposing her as it did to prying eyes and inquisitive stares. But darkness hid everything, offering a place where violence didn't seem so wrong. In the shadows, her light brown skin became a benefit instead of a hindrance. It hid her, rather than singling her out as being something less than everyone else. 

"I'm gonna go up to the floor above, see if he's in the apartment." She pulled the stairway door open. 

"Be quick," Saffuse urged. "I'm going down to the basement."

Okeilore paused at the top of the stairs, her senses focused on the wooden door at the end of the landing. Ten seconds later, when the silence had remained unbroken, she crept forward and took hold of the door handle. A sharp push revealed an empty apartment. The lingering smell of tobacco smoke hung in the air, while on the table, two drinking bowls sat half full of tea.

She retraced her steps, descending past the shop level and continuing on to the basement tunnel. 

"There's nothing up there," she advised, as her sister stepped out of the shadows.

"Right. The old man must still be down here somewhere. The basement is guarded, so be ready."

Okeilore nodded, drawing the pistol out from beneath her rain cloak. With her other hand she pushed aside a strand of long, black hair, which had come loose from the ponytail hanging down her back. 

Green-edged shadows, cast by slime-covered lights, followed the two sisters along the tunnel as they crept forward. Easily disabling the elevator lock, Saffuse gestured for Okeilore to follow her inside. Uncomfortable in the tiny space, Okeilore closed her eyes and let her mind centre on thoughts of an empty desert.

"Come on," Saffuse pushed the elevator door open, "and stay alert."

A tunnel, much the same as the one above, led them deeper into Yarnex's business empire. Rusty hinges squealed up ahead and both women stopped in their tracks. The noise came accompanied by the grunts of a big man exerting himself. Okeilore took a step forward, raising a hand as she did so and signalling for Saffuse to stay put. Pressed hard against the wall, she carried on alone.

Conversation drifted through the musty tunnel. An old voice thanked someone younger for their help. Okeilore peered round the bend. A fat man, almost wide enough to block the tunnel, stood leaning his weight against a very thick door. In front of him, Yarnex watched but didn't offer any help. Without warning the aged features snapped around to face her.

"Haz." Yarnex's shout caused the fat man to start.

Moving faster than his size suggested possible, the bodyguard reached into his jacket and snatched out a huge pistol. Okeilore fired from the hip. Wide of its target, her shot ricocheted off the half open door and shattered one of the tunnel lights. Muzzle flare jumped from the fat man's sidearm. Okeilore fired again, diving forward as she did so. The tunnel floor tumbled past. Curled into a ball, she landed on the uneven flagstones, rolled forward onto her feet and fired once more. A ragged, red hole appeared in Haz's gun arm. About to fire once more, a shout from Saffuse stopped her.

"Don't kill him. We can't shut the door on our own."

"All right, but get his gun."

Okeilore stepped aside, her own weapon still trained on the fat man, as her sister stooped down and retrieved the bodyguard's fallen pistol. Blood dripped from his hand, a dark stain now running down the length of his jacket sleeve. 

Saffuse gestured towards the open door. "Get in there, both of you, and keep your hands by your sides."

Last over the threshold, Okeilore glanced back down the empty tunnel. Nothing moved in the dirty, green light.

"Ok, fatso, shut the door. Okeilore, get the key off Yarnex."

As the huge barrier ground shut behind her, Okeilore stepped up to the old man. Trembling fingers handed her the plastic key. She pressed the activate button, and listened to the lock clicking into place.

"Do we need him anymore?" She looked in Saffuse's direction, whilst pointing towards Haz.

"No."

"Wait," Yarnex interjected. "You do need him, if you want to get out again, the door's too heavy for the two of you to open on your own."

"Oh yeah?" Okeilore raised her weapon, and stared along the barrel into the bodyguard's piggy little eyes. "We know there's a back door outta this place."

The bullet made only a small hole in Haz's right cheek, but as it exited out the back of his head, half his skull and most of his brain went with it.

A mountain of lifeless flesh crashed down in front of Yarnex. But from the look on his face, he appeared no stranger to violence. "What do you want? No, wait, I recognise you. You're the sisters who work for Vatroneese. Hired guns. Did he send you? I have an agreement with him. I don't take any of his business, and he leaves me alone. Have I done something to offend him? I'm sure we can work it out."

Saffuse flicked a quick glance towards her sister. "We don't work for Vatroneese anymore. We're on our own now."

"I see. Then maybe I can offer you employment. I pay well." 

"We're leaving Quesamee. But first we want to know about the woman who was just here. Tell us what you said to her."

"Nothing special. She was just a tourist."

Okeilore grabbed the old man's arm and pushed the barrel of her pistol under his chin. "Do you want to end up like him?" She nodded down at the fat corpse. "What did you speak to Edarna Sooca about?"

"You know who she is?"

"We know a lot about her. But if you don't tell us what she was doing here, I'll kill you."

"Ok. I've been in correspondence with her for some time. We have a shared interest."

"What shared interest?"

"She's keen on antiques. I advised her on a piece she's looking for."

"That ain't good enough." Tightening her grip on Yarnex's arm, Okeilore pushed his hand down onto one of the packing crates next to the door.

Splinters of wood shattered outwards, along with pieces of blood and bone, as a single shot blew away the old man's right forefinger. He dropped to his knees. A pulse of blood squirted up from the stump where his finger used to be. Okeilore pulled him upright, but he slumped back down. She let him fall. Then taking hold of his collar, dragged him up against the bloodstained crate.

"Tell us what we wanna know. What did you speak to Edarna Sooca about?"

"She's going to Bodarium," desperate gasps accompanied Yarnex's words, "I warned her to be careful."

"Bodarium." The sisters exchanged another glance. "There's nothing there. What's she looking for?"

"She's looking for your past. You're Amorphar, aren't you? Escaped slaves."

A new look of agony suddenly twisted across the old man's face. Spasms shook his body, as he clutched the bloody hand to his chest.

"He's having a heart attack." Saffuse stared down with uncaring eyes. "You shouldn't have hurt him so bad so soon."

"He wasn't gonna talk."

"Maybe not. But now he's no good for anything."

Okeilore dropped to her knees and took hold of Yarnex's jacket. "He ain't dead yet." She waited for the convulsions to stop. Shallow, blood-speckled breaths coated his lips with a sheen of red, like badly applied makeup. Okeilore raised her voice. "Where on Bodarium is Sooca going?"

"Slaves. Fifth generation slaves, here, in my shop." Yarnex's gaze seemed to pass right through her. "What do they want? They live in the past, but they don't know its secrets."

"Where's Edarna Sooca going on Bodarium?"

"She's going to find the truth. Your gods aren't what they seem, you've been lied to. He's there, and he'll tell her the truth."

"Who's there? Who's she gonna find?"

"The red..." another spasm shook Yarnex. 

Blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth, and his tongue flopped out like a half eaten piece of offal. Though still breathing, his eyes seemed devoid of life.

Saffuse took a step closer. "We'll get nothing else out of him."

"I think you're right." Okeilore straightened up. "That stuff about finding the truth, what was all that about?"

"Not everyone shares our beliefs."

"I don't think he was lying, so at least we were right, Sooca is going to Bodarium."

"Yes," Saffuse stepped over the fat bodyguard's corpse, "and we're going to have to follow her."

"How?"

"We'll use the money we stole from Vatroneese to buy a Planet hopper. It won't be comfortable, but no one will notice a ship that small."

"What happens when we get there?"

"We follow Sooca. If Yarnex spared the time to talk to her, she really must know what she's doing."

"And if she finds the Spiral Chair?"

"It'll be blasphemy for her to touch it. We'll take it from her."

"What about him?" Okeilore pointed her pistol at Yarnex's twitching form.

"He might survive and tell someone about us." 

"I'd better kill him then."
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The Runshore Connector

 

"Damn." Eda tried to grab the crumpled jacket as it slipped from her hand.

Packed away in one of her clothes cases, the badly creased trouser suit hadn't seen the light of day since her meeting with Yarnex, just over three months ago. She considered leaving the jacket lying where it had fallen. But despite her dislike of packing, she bent down and picked it up. Something small and cylindrical slipped from the pocket and hit the floor with a hard tap. Eda glanced down just in time to see the data round roll under her bunk. Dirt and dust coated the floor beneath the bed, and she sneezed twice as she groped around for the bullet-shaped storage device. 

Though she'd often thought about viewing the information given to her by Yarnex, there had always been something else to do, and now she just didn't have the time. A quick wipe of the data round on the sleeve of her shirt cleaned off the worst of the dust. Perhaps if she left the storage device on the bedside table, she'd be reminded to look at it later. Careful to make sure it couldn't roll away again, she placed the d-round next to the bed and turned her attention back to the clothes cases. 

Machine packed, the contents of each container had been so neatly arranged she felt reluctant to remove anything else. Carefully sorting through one of the cases, she found what she was looking for. But as she pulled out the thermal body suit, layers of neatly folded underwear came with it.

Eda frowned as she bent down to once again retrieve her belongings. She then frowned some more as she tried to squeeze into the body suit. Since leaving her home on Ensoura, she'd worked hard to stay in shape during the long haul space flights. But on the last leg of her journey, the one that had just brought her from Quesamee to the space station known as the Runshore Connector, she had neglected her exercise programme. Semi-naked, she stepped over to the cabin's full-length mirror. Breasts, hips, stomach and thighs all looked ready to join forces and overwhelm her underwear.

To pay for the last stage of her trip, she'd worked her passage as ship's doctor, a job that involved removing the cook's gall stones shortly after leaving Quesamee. For this, the man had been eternally grateful. From then on, she'd been lavished with the most palatable dishes he could create, often plundering ingredients from the ship's cargo of real foodstuffs.

Eda shook her head. Not wanting to dwell on her ample form, she turned her thoughts once more to the planet of Bodarium. Devoid of an indigenous population since the Serlham slave raiders had left with their fully laden slave ships, it appeared in her mind as a world of quietness. Would the image she'd created match the real thing? Only time would tell.

She finished struggling into the body suit. Over the top of this she pulled on a pair of loose-fitting grey trousers, and then slipped into a baggy t-shirt, leaving it un-tucked to hide the bulge of her tummy. A snow jacket completed her outfit, the collar of which she zipped all the way up to her chin.

A few moments later, her footsteps echoed along the main shopping boulevard of the Runshore Connector. As the cold started to make her fingers tingle, she slid her hands into the jacket pockets. Alone on the deserted boulevard, she wandered past locked shop fronts, metal gratings covering the windows like bars in a prison cell. Overhead, the panoramic glass ceiling offered a view of the starscape outside. Whilst on the final approach to the Runshore, the cook had told her what to expect, but most of what he'd said she already knew.

"You've come to the backside of nowhere, my girl." Even though Eda considered herself middle-aged, the cook, being twenty years older, had seen things differently. "Forty years ago, we used to come to the Big Area all the time. Massive fleets would pass right through here. But even in the good times, the Runshore had room to spare. It never got more than half of what it could handle. All the stuff that used to go through there, people, machinery, heaps of raw material, it's all gone now. The Runshore was built on the promise of good times to come. But they never did. We're too far out, you see, all the way out here. No one in their right mind comes so close to the edge of the Seventy. Present company excepted. No offence meant."

"None taken." Eda had given the cook an understanding smile. 

"You see, there's too much space and not enough planets. When the recession came, the Big Area turned into a no-go zone. Companies were dropping like flies. Bankruptcy, insolvency, crews not getting paid. Or worse, being left stranded for months on end. Only the Runshore stayed open. And that's just 'cause it had to. It was in the contract, you see. Now, it's just a ghost station. Empty corridors and a skeleton crew of 'bots, nothing else. But don't let me put you off."

Eda stopped at the end of the boulevard. The cook had been right. A ghostly silence filled the Runshore, and as for the crew of 'bots, so far she'd not met a single one.

She looked toward a grassy bank at the end of the thoroughfare. The greenery seemed out of place amongst the greyness of the closed shops.

An artificial breeze blew into her face as she headed towards the small recreation area, ascended the incline, and stared down at an ornate fishpond. Around this, miniature evergreens encircled a well-tended lawn. Careful not to slip on the freshly watered grass, she made her way around the pond towards a solitary bench. Here, she sat and stared at the water. 

If the tiny park area had been designed to promote a sense of relaxation, the architect had failed. Uncomfortable in such a false environment, Eda got up and headed away from the pond. To one side of the expanse of greenery, she spotted an overgrown flowerbed surrounded by tall grasses and substantial weeds. As she passed, the statuesque form of a 'bot came into view amongst the foliage. Vines and creepers grew up around the machine's hydraulic legs, making it seem as though it had started to transform into something organic. 

Eda's gaze lingered on the automaton. A featureless head sat atop broad shoulders, which in turn gave way to arms that reached all the way down to its knees. Familiar with the design, she recognised it as a type three, general-maintenance 'bot, manufactured by the People Mode Corporation of Ensoura, her husband's former employer. Had Jesser been with her, he would have laughed at the machine's condition. Its lowly status would have amused him, being such a contrast to how the same model appeared in his marketing reports and sales data.

But he also would have helped the 'bot, removing its control centre to be re-installed in a new machine. Eda kicked a stone towards one of the metal legs, then carried on past the defunct contraption without a second glance.

Back on the shopping boulevard, she headed towards the space station's central restaurant hub. More closed shops greeted her, but the smell of cooking added a hint of life to the otherwise empty surroundings. Movement within the only open eatery drew her into its brightly lit interior.

"Hey, Doctor Sooca, we've saved you a seat." Lill delivered the greeting with a broad, lop-sided smile.

Eda slid into the chair opposite him. Alcohol fumes drifted across the table from the direction of its other two occupants. Lill and Greeth had arrived on the Runshore a few hours after her, and though their conversation mostly centred on mining, and the search for precious stones, she was glad of their company.

Greeth offered her an unlabelled bottle. "Wanna drink?"

"No, thanks. You two look like you've been here all day."

"Yeah. What else is there to do?"

"Not much, I suppose. When are you being picked up?"

"Ships comin' day after tomorrow." Greeth took a long swig from the bottle. "You're off here in the morning, aren't you?"

"Yes. It's an early start for me."

"Expect you'll be glad to get off this place. Did you say you're going to Bodarium?"

"That's right."

A 'bot, identical in design to the derelict in the flowerbed, shuffled up to the table. Eda ordered a standard Runshore reconstituted meal, and watched as the machine plodded back towards the kitchen area.

Greeth leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette. "Why Bodarium? There's nothing there." 

Lill frowned at his companion. "Don't you remember what she told us last night?" 

"Of course I don't remember last night." Greeth held up the liquor bottle. "This place is so dead, what's the point of trying to remember?"

"Man," Lill shook his head, "you're such a waster." He turned back to Eda. "I liked your story. But Greeth is right, Bodarium's empty. No people, no nothing."

"I don't really mind being alone."

"What about your friends, family? Aren't they bothered about you? And your husband," Lill pointed at Eda's wedding ring, "I bet he's going to miss you."

"I don't think so. Jesser died two years ago." She watched Lill's face lose its relaxed smile. Death, experience had taught her, was always the conversation killer. Maybe it would be better to lie, but what other reason could she give for travelling alone? Divorce? Would that provoke a different reaction? For a while, after Jesser's death, she'd thought about taking off her wedding ring. But that only singled her out as 'available', and attracted the sort of unwanted attention she could do without.

"Oh, I'm sorry. Hey, man," Lill dug his elbow into Greeth's ribs, "let's go check if our stuff's ready for pick up."

Slightly unsteady on their feet, the two prospectors exited the restaurant and stumbled away down the boulevard. The 'bot returned with Eda's meal. Silence for a companion, she sat alone and ate what she could. But just mentioning her husband's name had put a knot in her stomach.

Awake early the next morning, she noted the derelict flowerbed 'bot in the space station's log. As she sat dictating her observation of the broken machine, an automated female voice filled the cabin.

"Station announcement. Station announcement. Please be advised, incoming ship commencing final approach run. The merchant vessel Terble, bound for the Blue Flow system, will dock with bay seven in twenty minutes." 

Quickly finishing her file entry, Eda transmitted the updated log and then headed for the Runshore's docking bays.

The transfer of her equipment from one vessel to another always made her nervous. Even though she'd supervised the task on numerous occasions, it didn't get any easier. Two years ago, when she'd left Ensoura, her brand-new cargo containers had not a scratch on them, their shiny, yellow paintwork a testimony to their worth. Now, as she stood in one of the Runshore's cavernous cargo areas, she watched a docking crane lower the first of her scratched and dented metal boxes into the Terble's primary freight hold.

The five cargo containers, each about the size of a small, four-man transit vehicle, more or less held everything she owned. Leaning over the handrail that ran around the edge of the pressure door, Eda stared down into the Terble's hold. The ship had docked beneath the Runshore, allowing its upper hull to connect directly with the station's cargo transit area. Lighting on the crane arm failed to penetrate any depth into the darkness. With the container's disappearance down into the gloom, Eda waited for the sound of it making contact with the Terble's decking far below. 

A pleasingly gentle clank allowed her to breathe again. Moments later, the crane's container hand reappeared out of the darkness. Eda glanced across at the operator's booth, and pointed out the next item to be loaded. The woman behind the controls gave her a thumbs up, and the huge hand glided towards the next battered, yellow box.

With all five containers safely loaded on board, Eda made her way to the boarding tube that linked the ship to the station. As the Terble had docked so close to the Runshore, she couldn't judge the vessel's size or shape, her view from the transparent tube consisting of nothing but a grey hull section.

Heavy footsteps lumbered up behind her. A pair of 'bots plodded along the tube carrying her clothes cases, their synchronised steps giving them a comical appearance. At the entranceway to the ship, the machines stacked her containers in a neat pile, and then waddled back aboard the space station. 

"You must be Edarna Sooca?" A boyish-looking junior officer, dressed in a badly creased uniform, offered her his hand.

"Yes, I am."

"Welcome aboard the Terble. I'll send a crewmember to get your cases in a minute. Follow me and I'll show you to your cabin."

Thirty minutes later, a resounding thud rumbled through the walls of Eda's tiny birth. Familiar with the noise, she knew it signalled the closing of pressure doors, and the sealing of a primary freight hold. A vague humming then told her the ship's main engines had started. From out of the cabin window, she watched as the Runshore Connector shrunk slowly from view. A relieved smile spread across her face. At last, she'd begun the final leg of her journey. Next stop, Bodarium.
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Homeless

 

Okeilore slotted the magazine back into place, and listened as her pistol auto-loaded the first bullet. The sound brought a smile to her face. With a gun in hand she felt strong, empowered, an equal of anyone who might cross her path. 

"Have you checked the rest of the weapons?" Saffuse squeezed past her into the planet hopper's tiny hold.

"Yeah. And cleaned them all as well."

"Good. What about supplies? How much will we need to re-stock?"

"Quite a lot. But you said there'd be plenty on the Runshore."

"There will be. We've got a problem though. The station isn't empty."

Okeilore slid the pistol back into her shoulder holster. "Who's there?"

"Two prospectors, waiting to be picked up by a ship heading out of the Blue Flow system, and their stay overlapped with Sooca's."

"Will they have spoken to her?"

"Almost definitely."

"So they'll know where she's going?"

Saffuse nodded.

"We need to stop them telling anyone else."

"I'm not sure that's necessary. She's been on a lot of ships, spoken to a lot of people. Obviously we can't go back and silence them all."

Okeilore closed the ammo box in front of her, and pushed it back between two crates of rocket-propelled grenades. "All them others don't matter, not when they're a long way from here. No one's heard of Bodarium, or cares where it is. This close, though, it'll mean something. They'll know going there ain't right, especially for a woman travelling alone."

The prospectors waiting on the space station, nameless, faceless beings, appeared in Okeilore's head. Did they have wives? Did they have children? Where did their mothers live? She'd never know. And it did no good to think about that kind of thing. "When we gonna dock?"

"In about twenty minutes. The prospectors, I'd like to speak to at least one of them, find out what she said."

"Ok. It won't be a problem making them talk."

"I thought not." Saffuse opened a case of drinking flasks and took out one of the carefully packed containers. "Want a sip of this?"

Okeilore nodded, taking the flask from her sister. "Do you think Vatroneese will send someone after us?"

"How could he? He doesn't know where we're going. But it'll be a mistake for us to ever go back to Quesamee."

"That don't bother me," Okeilore shrugged. "It's just another entry on the list of planets where we ain't welcome, not when we're free, anyway."

Saffuse reached out and placed a hand on her sister's shoulder. "There's only one place for us, and we're heading there now. Things will be better on Bodarium. It's our home, it's where our people come from. We belong there."

"I hope you're right."

"I am. Anyway, you look a bit rough. Would you like me to plait your hair?"

Okeilore nodded, turning her back to Saffuse. Enjoying the sensation of her sister's gentle touch, she closed her eyes. No matter where she went, or what she did, if Saffuse was with her, she'd be all right.

Fifteen minutes later, as the planet hopper performed its final docking manoeuvre, Okeilore stared out the bridge window at the Runshore's grimy superstructure. From a distance, the station had looked like a magnified snowflake, intricate in design and delicate in construction. But up close the illusion disappeared. 

Another vibration rattled through the bridge, as the planet hopper's thrusters pushed it up against a boarding tube. Okeilore glanced across at the transparent tunnel. Strip lighting flickered into life, then the door at the far end slid open and two silhouettes appeared in the entranceway.

"Remember," Saffuse kept her attention fixed on the ship's control board, "I want to know what they know about Sooca."

"Don't worry, they'll talk."

With a heavy thud, the planet hopper connected to the station. Okeilore stood up from the co-pilot's chair. Quick, light footsteps carried her out of the bridge, down a flight of spiral stairs and onto the lower deck. A series of solid clunks sounded around the outside of the ship's main hatch as it began to unlock. Okeilore unbuttoned her rain cloak, pushing the folds of material aside to allow for a quick removal of her pistol. The hatch swung open with a hiss.

Two smiling faces came stumbling down the boarding tube, the smell of cheap alcohol coming with them.

One of the men raised the bottle in his hand, as if proposing a toast. "Hey, new arrivals, welcome to the Runshore Connector. Where you from, where you going?"

Okeilore drew in a sharp breath. The sight of drunken men bearing down on her threatened to awaken unpleasant childhood memories. She reached inside her jacket. 

The man's inebriated smile turned to a look of bewilderment. The expression stayed frozen in place, as Okeilore squeezed the trigger twice and turned the crotch of his trousers into a bloody mess. A scream filled the boarding tube. Staggering sideways, the wounded man blocked her view, allowing his companion to lurch quickly back up the transparent tunnel.

Her line of fire broken, she dodged past the first man and sprinted along the tube. For a moment, she thought her quarry might have the presence of mind to shut the station entranceway, but he just blundered straight through the opening. A small airlock served by three dimly lit corridors awaited Okeilore inside the station. The noise of running footsteps moved off into the distance. But which passageway had the fleeing man taken?

Saffuse's voice crackled out of the boarding tube intercom. "He's gone down the middle one."

Gun in hand, Okeilore sprinted along the twisting, shadow-filled corridor. A silhouette stumbled through the gloom just ahead of her. She raised her pistol. Erratic, exaggerated movements made the drunken man a difficult target. Sparks jumped from the ceiling bulkheads as she fired into the dimness. But the man kept running, his lumbering form disappearing around the next corner.

Okeilore rounded the bend, and barely managed to dodge a fire extinguisher as it came swinging towards her head. A heavy thud resounded off the corridor wall. The extinguisher burst open, and a jet of gas erupted in front of her. Wrong footed by the attack, she tripped and lost hold of the pistol. Choking fumes formed a swirling fog that hid the fallen gun. A dark shape lurched out of the mist, swinging the still leaking extinguisher. Okeilore dodged the blow. Timed to meet the next attack, the young woman kicked upwards and connected her boot with the man's wrist. A cry of pain rose above the extinguisher's hiss. 

She struck again, ramming the flat of her hand into his face. Something snapped inside his nose, a torrent of blood gushed down over his upper lip and he fell backwards. About to stamp her foot down on his face, Okeilore had only a split second to change from attack to defence. Gunfire from her fallen pistol filled the corridor, the weapon held fast in the man's hand. Shots ricocheted around her head. Suddenly grateful for the extinguisher fumes, the young woman leapt backwards and hid herself in the chemical fog.

Muzzle flare flashed in front of her. Crouching behind a bulkhead, she flinched as bullets glanced off the floor. Then the firing stopped, replaced by a sharp clicking noise. The gas cloud melted away, and her attacker appeared, pointing the empty gun directly at her. Stiff, clumsy footsteps carried him forward, until his legs gave way and he crashed face down onto the deck. A slender silhouette appeared behind him.

Saffuse bent down and yanked her knife out from between his shoulder blades. She wiped the weapon on his dirty overalls, then pulled his collar aside and placed her fingers on his neck.

"Damn it." She shook her head. "He's dead."

Okeilore stepped out from behind the bulkhead. "What about the other one?"

"Still alive. But he's bleeding a lot. I've tried to stop it, but I don't think he's going to last long. It'll be bad if he dies before I've spoken to him."

"If he's still breathing, that'll be enough."

"Ok. Help me drag this one back to the boarding tube, then you can get started on the other."

A short while later, Okeilore knelt down in front of the wounded man and rolled up his shirtsleeve. A quick stabbing motion inserted a needle into his forearm. 

Saffuse stood over her. "How much you going to give him?" 

"All of it. He's gonna die anyway." Okeilore pushed the plunger in the syringe all the way down.

The man's eyes flickered open. A vacant look made his face appear already dead. Shallow breaths fell from between colourless lips.

Saffuse crouched down in front of him, and read the name on his dirty overalls. "Listen to me, Lill, there was a woman here three days ago, what was her name?"

"Am I going to die?" As emotionless as his face, Lill's voice sounded machine like.

"No, of course not." A sympathetic smile matched Saffuse's suddenly soothing tone of voice. "We're going save you, but you must tell us if you spoke to the woman who was here. What was her name?"

"Doctor Sooca."

"Good. And where was she going?"

"Bodarium."

"Well done, Lill. But Bodarium, that's a bit off the beaten track. What was she going there for?"

"She's an archaeologist. She's looking for something." Lill's sentence ended with a weak cough.

Okeilore glanced downwards. Through the ragged hole in his overalls, she could see tattered flaps of skin where his genitals used to be. Spray-on membrane, applied by Saffuse, had slowed the flow of blood but not stopped it altogether. 

"Did Doctor Sooca say what she's going to look for on Bodarium?"

"Not really, but it's something old. A religious thing I think."

"When she finds this thing, what's she going to do with it?"

"Take it off Bodarium. Take it back to her home on Ensoura."

"No, she's not." Saffuse stood up. "I've heard enough. Let's finish loading the supplies."

"What about him?" Okeilore gestured towards Lill.

"He can stay here."

"No." The prospector's face became suddenly animated. "You said you were going to help me. Don't leave."

Ignoring the wounded man's pleas, Okeilore followed Saffuse as she headed back into the planet hopper.

A team of Runshore cargo 'bots made short work of the loading procedure. Heavy, metal feet beat out a continuous rhythm, as the machines trudged through a second boarding tube connected directly into the planet hopper's hold. Okeilore gazed across at the first transparent tunnel. Once again, Lill made a feeble attempt to crawl towards the station entranceway. Bloody smears marked the glass behind him, reminding her of the trail a slug would leave.

"This is the last of the supplies." Saffuse followed the 'bots as they emerged from the ship. "I've also fiddled with the station's log entries. Sooca's report is gone, and no one will ever know we've docked, or that those two guys were here."

Okeilore pointed across at the other boarding tube. "Should I go and kill him?" 

"No, don't bother. Just close this up and meet me on the bridge."

Heat discharge from the 'bots lingered within the hold. Okeilore sealed the hatchway and then squeezed her way between the cargo crates. On the bridge a few minutes later, she eased into the co-pilot's chair and buckled the safety harness across her chest. Engine noise rumbled through the deck. She glanced out the window at the forward boarding tube. Lill's bloody trail had almost reached the station entranceway, and now the wounded man seemed to be crawling with renewed effort, probably aware of the planet hopper's imminent departure. For a moment, Okeilore thought he might make it, then Saffuse flipped the switch that closed the entrance and sealed him in the tube. 

Rolling onto his back, he stared directly up at Okeilore. A series of thuds marked the unlocking of the planet hopper's holding clamps. Jets of vapour pushed the ship away from the boarding tube. What Lill was shouting, whether a plea for mercy or a final damnation, Okeilore couldn't tell. Sucked down the tube like waste flushed from a toilet, the prospector, along with the corpse of his dead friend, slammed into the side of the planet hopper. As the gap between the ship and the end of the tunnel widened, pieces of torn flesh and fragmented bone sprayed out into the vacuum of space.
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Number Six

 

Eda fiddled with the straps on her safety harness. Despite her best efforts to try and think calming thoughts, the impending launch still made her heart beat faster. She gazed out the porthole to her left. Down below, the planet of Bodarium rotated slowly past the Terble's dirty hull. At first sight, the globe had seemed tranquil and inviting. Now, however, it only served to remind her that in a few seconds she'd be hurtling down towards it, encased in a ball of fire. But looking on the bright side, she took some comfort from the fact this would be her last planet fall.

A metallic clank echoed through the ceiling above her head. Eyes closed, she tried to picture the scene outside. No longer aboard the Terble proper, she awaited the descent within its planet hopper, an ugly looking craft that reminded her of a bloated insect larva supported by six spindly legs. 

Three hours ago, as she'd yet again supervised the loading of her cargo containers, she'd tried to ignore the planet hopper's grime-covered exterior. The thought of planet fall already worried her enough, but the idea of undertaking it in a rust-bucket had only made things worse. She opened her eyes. Perhaps it would be better to focus her attention on something within the cabin.

A display set in the back of the chair in front counted down the time until launch. Thirty seconds to go. Thirty seconds, and then her three-month journey aboard the Terble would be over, the final leg of a two and a half year trek that made her old home on Ensoura seem a very long way off. Four zero's lined up across the screen. Eda dug her nails into the arms of the chair and braced herself against the acceleration.  

Violent shudders rattled through the cabin. Denied a view of Bodarium by the blast screen that had snapped shut across the porthole, Eda instead concentrated on trying not to be sick. 

When at last the screen rolled back, and revealed a close up of the planet's surface, her sense of relief brought with it a smile and a weary sigh. 

After its initial dive down into the atmosphere, the planet hopper descended on a shallower glide path that took it over one of Bodarium's immense oceans. The sky around the craft, a never-ending, cloudless blue, offered Eda an unbroken view of the watery surface below.

A distant land mass appeared way off on the horizon. Rushing closer, the continent of Hymila rolled in beneath the ship. The planet hopper banked sharply and turned to follow the coastline, allowing Eda to see how the sea had changed from deep blue to slate grey. A heavy swell bombarded sharp-edged rocks with white foam explosions.

Again the view outside changed, as the planet hopper gained altitude and turned inland. Weather-ravaged heath land whizzed past, but Eda found herself more interested in a distant flash of sunlight. Like a mirrored snake, the meandering
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