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Prologue
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Location: Sarathem Hub

In the flea-bitten basement of a back-alley cantina, two men were breaking the local gambling laws.

Basil Heffron worked the end of a stubby cigar between his stained teeth. He was sitting at a small round card table in the middle of a darkened room. A low-hanging bulb splashed out a feeble circle of incandescent light, partially illuminating his playing partner, sitting opposite. A steady thump of muted bass music seeped into the room from the floor above.

Heffron tilted his head and squinted through a plume of cigar smoke, the corner of his mouth now a chimney. His wine-coloured lips shaped into a grin as his cards slapped down in a showy flush of royals. ‘Not your lucky day, Mendell.’

A soft pop sounded from the shadows. 

Heffron cursed and brushed his neck. ‘What the hell?’ he complained, twisting in his chair and frowning back into the dark room. A burning sensation in his throat caused him to spit out his cigar. He tried to speak, to issue a challenge, but his trachea had swollen and closed. He rasped out a dry cough to clear his throat, but all he could manage was a mangled croak. 

Beads of sweat broke out across Heffron’s forehead above his now bulging eyes. Desperate to fill his lungs with air, the stricken man ripped at the front of his shirt, gagging and gulping like a beached fish. He reached out and tried to stand, but his legs were having none of it. The card table gave way under his staggering weight, and Heffron hit the floor. 

While the downed man wriggled and choked, his playing partner sat in rigid terror.

A young woman dressed in black walked out of the shadows. She reached down and retrieved a small dart from her victim’s neck, careful to avoid his flailing arms. Taking the lid off a small vial, she shook out a dead spider next to Heffron’s head, then stood back up.

‘Damned necrofang spiders,’ she said, sending a sideways look at the seated man. ‘You’d think a place as sophisticated as this would spray.’

The young man’s heart was pumping hard. ‘You murdered him!’

The woman busied herself, putting items away and sealing pockets. ‘Your friend upset some people he shouldn’t have.’

‘And... me? Are you—’

‘Going to kill you, too?’ she asked, seeming to think about it for a few seconds. ‘What’s your name?’

The man swallowed. ‘Leyland.’

‘Well, Leyland, I’m Ellie. And to answer your question, it makes no difference to me whether I leave you sitting in your chair, alive, or lying on the floor next to Basil.’

‘So...’

‘So, I was never here. Basil died from an acute allergic reaction to a necrofang bite. I suppose it comes down to what you saw.’ 

The young man blinked as his brain made a hasty decision. ‘Spider.’

The young woman smiled. ‘Your lucky day, Leyland.’
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Leyland Mendell
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Guild of Assassins

Veljeys

Brother Ermine, a progressive voice among the Council of Elders, sat forward and cast his eyes around the old ironwood table. ‘I’m sick of waiting, Osprey. Year after year, it’s the same—talk and more talk. When we control rhondite, we can lobby for a seat on the Galactic Council... When we have a seat on the Council, we can begin our plans to reshape the galaxy... It’s been years—decades! I’m fed up with waiting, old man.’

‘This is an old conversation, Ermine. The Council decided it long before you joined us. Let it rest,’ said Osprey’s wizened voice from the head of the table.

‘No! I won’t let it rest. While you move your pieces around the board, others take what should be ours. Look at planet Rulja,’ implored Ermine, gathering steam, ‘or the lawless world of Granichi. Street thugs rise to the heights of crime lords—almost institutions... from nothing! And all the while Osprey sings the same worn-out song.’

Osprey bit back a bitter response, instead asking, ‘What are you suggesting, Brother Ermine? That we abandon the hard work and sacrifice we’ve invested into our plan?’

‘Your plan, Osprey, not ours. I propose we move now! That we avail ourselves of outside investment capital and use it to begin our expansion. No more waiting while the decades trickle through our fingers.’

Cold light leaned in from behind, back-lighting Osprey’s old face into a study of lines and shadows. ‘Outside investment capital,’ he echoed, bending his lips into a shallow smile. ‘A prospectus perhaps, Brother Ermine; a glossy brochure of the products we deliver, and captioned with alluring words. Are you suggesting we list the Guild of Assassins on the Sarathem Hub stock exchange? Perhaps we could allocate shares, Ermine, and declare dividends when we’ve had a good year?’

‘Don’t be a fool, Osprey.’

‘Then tell us what you are proposing,’ demanded the old man, running out of patience.

Ermine sat back with smouldering eyes. ‘Since we can hardly approach a financial institution, or issue shares to the public as you so eloquently put it, I’ve spoken with Richards’ and Al Mali’s people. I’ve negotiated low-interest loans. I table a motion that we assess this option and accept the loans if it’s deemed financially viable.’

When Osprey counted the raised hands, he saw the sad truth of it: what had been a fault line within the Council of Elders was now a rift—the vote was seven to six in Ermine’s favour.
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Granichi

Bryce Mendell stared through the transparent wall of his pleasure yacht, Blue Lapis. The swollen curve of Granichi hung in its browns and greys across the top of the viewing panel. Ships, ship carcasses, space platforms, satellites and a hundred years of accumulated junk glittered in reflected sunlight as the whole swept around the planet in a silent dance. Far below, cities—congealed clumps of humanity—spread across the surface like dirty stains. 

Mendell tilted his head up as he studied the view. He sniffed, a derisive noise. ‘What a cesspit, Ewing. What a godforsaken, lawless dump of a world. Every time I come here, I swear it’s for the last time.’

Close by, the butler dipped his head in acknowledgement and looked out at the planet. ‘A frontier world on the edge of the Cluster, sir. What more can you expect?’

Mendell absently reached for his glass and then swivelled his chair around. ‘Have you arranged to transfer the new acquisitions back to Mingara?’

‘I have,’ Ewing replied, fetching a crystal decanter from a sideboard.

Mendell held his glass out. ‘On a fast ship?’

Pouring. ‘The same one we used last time, sir; Kusugua.’

‘Kusugua,’ echoed Mendell, swirling the amber liquid around in the glass and lifting it to his nose. ‘It’s rated to seventy-five times light speed, isn’t it?’

‘Eighty. But its captain rarely pushes the ship beyond 75C.’

Mendell sent the bottom of the glass high and tapped his chest against the burn. ‘I’d have preferred something a little faster than 75C, Ewing. You had ample notice.’

‘Indeed, sir. My apologies,’ said Ewing as he stepped in to refill the glass. ‘I’ve arranged for Kusugua to go into a facility in the Romskip system. We need to have some additional life support equipment installed.’

Clattering from the kitchen caused both men to look around. A waft of roast meat tickled Ewing’s nose and caused his stomach to beg the question. 

‘Are there any names among this batch we might exploit in other ways?’ Mendell asked.

‘Not among the Teutonian refugees, sir, but a couple of possibilities exist among some captured freight crews. I’ve prepared letters for your approval.’

Mendell waved a dismissive hand. ‘Just send them.’

Ewing acknowledged his understanding.

‘Now, I believe you have some other news.’

‘Indeed, sir. You recall the four crew members who escaped from Blue Lapis some years ago?’

‘Yes,’ said Mendell, scratching the back of his neck as his brain rummaged through the archives. ‘You caught up with three of them, as I recollect, and one evaded your detective skills. The communications officer, wasn’t it?’

‘The chef’s assistant, sir—I caught up with the communications officer down there on Granichi about a decade ago.’

Mendell absently swung his head around to look out at the planet, his mind travelling back through the years. ‘The gambler?’

‘Something like that, sir. Seems the poor chap got in a bit deep. Ended up indentured to a local thug, a chap by the name of Sefir Hadad Al Mali.’

Mendell chuckled. ‘Al Mali,’ he said. ‘That prick pops up everywhere, doesn’t he? You purchased the gambler’s debt and had a chat with him, if I recall. And he didn’t much care for your conversational skills.’

‘He wasn’t a fan, sir, no.’

‘Not a fan? You killed him.’

‘Regrettably. However, as you may remember, sir, he pointed us in the general direction of the escaped pilot and your entertainer.’

‘That’s right,’ said Mendell, snapping his fingers as it came back to him. ‘You caught up with them—or your contact did. I remember you telling me the pair of lovers had shacked up somewhere.’

‘Indeed, sir. They ran off to a quaint little world; Liliaque: white picket fences, rows of turnips, happy menfolk wending the cobblestones to the village tavern—that sort of thing.’

‘They had a child, too, didn’t they, by the time your contact found them?’

‘A daughter, sir.’

‘A daughter. And now you’ve found the last of our escapees I take it: the chef’s assistant.’

‘Indeed, sir.’

Mendell sipped his liquor. ‘Took your bloody contact long enough,’ he grumbled. ‘After all these years, I hope this story doesn’t end with happily ever after, Ewing.’

‘He was dealt with.’

‘Killed?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Mendell nodded his satisfaction. ‘Make sure you leak it to the crew.’
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A few days later, Bryce Mendell studied reports as Blue Lapis sped through hyperspace back to the mining world of Mingara. Frowning into the screen, he called up a graph, shaking his head at the downward sloping line.

‘Not looking good, Ewing. Freight costs have gone down, thanks to those automated engineering modules. But we’re not making headway in the mines. I’m still losing too much stock—rhondite and miners—to crystal-drop.’

Mendell tapped a few keys and read from the screen. He sighed. ‘I used to get an average useful life of around two hundred kilos of rhondite per miner. What I’m reading here,’ he said with a disapproving shake of his head, ‘is that it’s now below ninety kilos of crystal. How many refugees did we pick up in this shipment?’

‘Three hundred and forty-six, sir,’ replied Ewing, dipping his head to read from a data tablet.

Mendell tapped an equation into a calculator. ‘Thirty-one thousand kilos,’ he said. ‘Have the buggers stopped shooting at each other?’

‘Sadly, sir. It seems the warring parties on Teutonia are losing the stomach for it. There’s a risk peace might be about to break out.’

‘Bastards!’

‘Indeed, sir—fewer refugees seeking an escape.’

Mendell rubbed the heels of his hands against his eyes and groaned. ‘I need miners, Ewing. Three hundred won’t last long.’

‘We’ll continue agitating, sir. Who knows, we might get a flare-up and a few more locals wanting to get out.’

‘Mm. Tell your agitators there’ll be a bonus for every refugee they can get onto the ship. Pack ‘em in, Ewing. Any new reports about my son?’

‘Yes, sir. The female in question accepted your payment. She’s testified that Leyland killed her husband in self-defence.’

‘Good. Does Leyland know we bought the woman?’

‘No, sir.’

Mendell took a deep breath and exhaled. ‘I want him back, Ewing. God knows the business could use him. And I’m not getting any younger. I’m sick of the bloody mines.’

The butler drew his lips into a line.

‘I’m serious, Ewing. All these mysterious contacts you keep pulling out of your hat—get one of them to convince my son to return.’

‘I’ve tried, sir. Whenever—’

‘Try harder, dammit,’ said Mendell, slamming his hand onto the desk. ‘Get Leyland back here. I don’t want excuses, Ewing, do you hear me? I want my son. Here. Running the mines. Or there’ll be no damned mines to run.’

A flush of blood coloured Ewing’s cheeks. ‘Leyland is a party brat, Mr Mendell. He drinks and pisses his monthly allowance and wastes his time in whorehouses and gambling dens. What do you think he’d do on Mingara?’

Mendell pushed back in his chair. He closed his eyes and massaged his temples. With his eyes still closed, he said, ‘I’ve had enough, Ewing. More than enough. Mingara’s killing me. I feel like the Galactic Council is constantly breathing down my bloody neck, waiting to pounce if I step out of line. I’m done. Let the bloody mines be someone else’s problem. When we get back, I’ll draw up a sale or lease contract.’

Ewing’s flush turned to ice. He spluttered, ‘Sir, no! You can’t! The mines... rhondite!’

‘Don’t worry, Ewing, I’ll see you’re rewarded. And I’ll retire; somewhere towards the galactic core.’

‘Sir, please. Give me more time to convince Master Leyland—’

Mendell raised a hand to cut his butler off. ‘You’ve had time. And yes, my useless prick of a son is probably better left in his useless prick of a life.’

When the butler didn’t reply, Mendell pushed himself up. ‘I’m going to my quarters. Give me half an hour before you send the entertainer in.’

Ewing heard the words, but his mind had pulled apart like a puzzle box; the carefully placed pieces now teetered out of alignment. ‘Indeed, sir,’ he heard himself say as Bryce Mendell walked away.
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Ewing pointed to one of the three seated women. ‘You.’

The chosen woman stood and walked forward. He took her chin in his hand, tilting her face to the light and turning her head this way and that. He pressed his thumb against a bruise. When she flinched, Ewing sighed. ‘Sit down.’ 

Ewing stood looking down at the women for some time. They traded looks when the butler exhaled a deep breath and also sat. He looked up at the ceiling and seemed to drift away in thought. One woman shrugged a silent question at the others. Seconds passed as Ewing gazed up with unfocused eyes. Now and then he blinked and shook his head, as if scrutinising a strategy from different angles and then rejecting it, perhaps because of some flaw, some blemish on its surface.

Ewing took a deep breath as he stared up. Everything hinged on rhondite. Everything. Maybe I could persuade Leyland Mendell to return—but he knows nothing about rhondite or mining. What would motivate a hedonistic narcissist to crawl away from the flesh pits and take on a bleak world, Mingara, and an even worse life: mining? He blinked. What would motivate such a person? Pieces of the puzzle flipped and rotated, then slotted into place. The puzzle went back together; the same, but different. A small smile crept across Ewing’s face.

Standing, he pointed to another woman. The woman stood and walked towards him. She looked defiantly into Ewing’s eyes. He smiled and leaned forward to whisper into her ear. The woman sucked in a sharp breath. Ewing stood back and briefly lifted his eyebrows, questioning. The woman gave a tiny nod.

‘You’ll do,’ he said, and turned away. The woman followed.
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Ewing returned to Mendell’s quarters an hour later. He entered the lock-override code into the door panel and walked in when it slid open. He cocked an eye at the woman reclined on the couch. Then drew his lips into a flat line as he took in the naked body of Bryce Mendell.

Mendell was on the floor. His dead eyes stared up. His head an island in a spreading pool of blood. A stone carving—the instrument of his demise—lay on the floor nearby.

The woman, naked and splattered with Mendell’s blood, stood from the couch and walked forward. She looked down at Bryce Mendell’s body and spat on him. ‘I want credit for the kill,’ she said.

Ewing winced at the woman’s act of vengeance. ‘You know I can’t do that, Kelly Rey.’

‘He was a filthy pig!’

‘I know, I know. At least I gave you the opportunity to settle the score.’

The woman scoffed and said, ‘So understanding of you.’

‘Kelly Rey—’

‘Whatever,’ she said, lifting her hands to end the topic. ‘What do you want me to do?’

Ewing recovered his business presence. ‘First, we need to get this mess cleaned up. We’ll be dropping back into normal space tomorrow, back at Mingara. I’ll tell your two friends Mendell took a shining to you. That’ll explain why you’re not going back to the residence when I send the shuttle down. You take the second shuttle over to my ship and head across to Sarathem Hub. I want you to give a message to someone.’

‘I’m one kill off Journeyman rank. This would have been it,’ she said, curling her toes back and sending a foot into the dead man’s ribs.

Ewing bobbed his head from side to side. ‘I’ll talk to the Council.’

The woman beamed. 

‘But I can’t make any promises, Kelly Rey. You understand that, don’t you?’

‘I do. And thank you.’

‘Alright, grab a foot, and we’ll drag him.’

‘Where to?’

‘Um... the garbage chute.’
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Veljeys

Brother Osprey’s body was bent in the shape of a long life. Sighing against his years, he stooped to gather up a piece of ironwood for the fire. As he tossed the splintered log into the hearth, the ancient tree’s last act of revenge caused him to suck in a sharp breath and flick the burning embers off his hand.

‘Terminal?’ asked an amused voice from behind. 

‘Only if you put poison on the bloody log,’ said the old man, examining his hand in the wan light.

‘Probably an ancient assignment shooting back from the grave,’ said a female voice.

Osprey chuckled softly as he shuffled back to his burnished leather chair and plopped himself down with a relieved moan. In the dancing light of the fire and with the aid of a few candles, he regarded his four visitors. 

‘What?’ asked one of them.

The old man rested his elbows on the armrests and steepled his fingers under his chin. ‘Something’s happened.’

‘Good, bad—does it affect the plan?’

‘It’s not good or bad. But it affects the plan. I’ll let Brother Kestrel explain in a moment. First, though, I need to reaffirm our resolve. Are we five still committed?’

The visitors looked around at one another. ‘Yes,’ said Peregrine, the female, ‘we want a seat at the Council.’

‘The Sarathem Council?’ asked the old man, testing the tilt of things.

‘No,’ said a male. ‘Ermine and his band of Progressives might be content to settle for Sarathem Cluster. We want a seat on the Galactic Council.’

‘Good,’ said the old man, nodding. ‘If we control the rhondite, we write our own terms—within and beyond the Cluster.’

‘But for now, we need to remain concealed, in the shadows. Like ghosts,’ Peregrine said to noises of approval.

‘Which means the bugs we need squashing must be squashed by others.’

Peregrine turned in her seat. ‘I didn’t know you were a gardener, Brother Falcon. And such a colourful one at that!’

‘Brother Ermine has delivered us a thorny branch,’ said Osprey, continuing the flowery analogy. ‘Like us, he sees the need to expand the Guild into the Orion Arm. But unlike us, he’s betting on the short game.’

‘Yes,’ said Peregrine, wrinkling her face. ‘Ermine’s accepting investment capital from known criminal organisations risks putting the Guild on the nose throughout the entire Cluster.’

‘Bad enough if it was just one criminal syndicate,’ said a male, ‘but Ermine’s tangled our roots with two crime houses. If this Richards fellow or Al Mali dig their talons into us, we’ll be little more than marionettes.’

‘Mm, the very bugs we need squashed,’ confirmed Osprey, referring to the crime lords. ‘And since we can’t assassinate them under our own discretion, we need to manipulate Al Mali and Richards into doing it for us.’

‘House versus House!’ said Peregrine, rubbing her hands together. ‘How delicious.’

‘Pity we couldn’t get rid of Ermine,’ said another voice.

‘Yes, well... let’s be careful what we wish for, Brother Falcon,’ said the old man. ‘Dealing with Ermine and his cronies could drive the wedge further into the Guild. Better if we deliver a seat on the Galactic Council first as a fait accompli and then stand back to gloat.’

‘And let Ermine fall on his own sword.’

‘Exquisitely put, Sister Peregrine,’ said the old man.

‘Has that part of the plan changed?’ she asked.

‘No. We’re still aiming to have Richards and Al Mali kill each other. Although I can’t see a couple of hoodlums pacing it out on a duelling field. More likely they’d contract the Guild to do it for them—which is fine: the Guild will pocket the fee. That part of the plan hasn’t changed.’

‘What has changed?’

Osprey wrapped his wiry fingers around the armrests and rocked himself a few times. He tilted into the last effort, and oomphed himself out of the chair. ‘I’ll let Brother Kestrel explain,’ he said, shuffling over to his desk and initiating a holographic communications link.

‘Greetings, sisters, brothers.’

‘Well, look at you, Brother Kestrel. Been into Regen, have you?’

A few seconds later, a smile slid across the face in the holograph. ‘Another ten-year roll-back, courtesy of my dear employer.’

‘And how is your dear employer, Kestrel? Furiously mining rhondite for us, I hope?’

‘He’s dead, Peregrine.’

Gasps rolled around the room as the seismic shock of his comment crashed out. A logjam of voices piled into a knotted heap.

‘I had my apprentice kill him,’ Kestrel dropped into the hubbub. ‘I want it added to her rank. Please consider Kelly Rey a Journeyman.’

When the shockwave rolled on, Peregrine said, ‘You’re getting too big for your shoes, old boy. Who gave you the authority to act under your own discretion?’

‘You can always come and replace me yourself, Peregrine. I’ve been out here for over two decades, keeping this plan on the rails. Kelly Rey is now a Journeyman. I expect to see it published on the Guild’s website within twenty-four hours.’

‘Fine, Kestrel, have it your way,’ Peregrine replied, pulling her red hair tightly back behind her head in a knot and skewering it. ‘Why did you kill Mendell?’

‘He was about to bail on us. I needed to act before he sold or leased the mines to someone else. And you know as well as me, the only two organisations in the entire Sarathem Cluster with pockets deep enough to afford it are the same two people we’re trying to get rid of.’

‘And so... are you now running the mines?’

‘Hardly, Falcon. What legal position do I have? I’m a butler. A dead man’s butler.’

Peregrine scoffed. ‘You’re a strategist, Kestrel. You wouldn’t have killed Mendell without knowing your next move. What are you planning?’

‘I’m bringing Mendell’s son here to Mingara. I’ll guide him.’

‘Really? I thought Leyland Mendell was reluctant to join the family business.’

‘True, he prefers his life in the fleshpots. But I never wanted him here; not while I was unfolding our plan. Managing both—father and son—would have been tedious.’

‘And you think Leyland will suddenly decide to leave his prized life of debauchery in favour of a life on a filthy grey rock in the middle of nowhere?’

‘No, I don’t think he’ll come here, Peregrine. Leyland Mendell is coming here. He’s en route as we speak.’

Old Osprey smiled inwardly as he watched his former apprentice run rings around his visitors. 

‘How?’ asked Falcon.

‘The woman Bryce Mendell paid to testify in Leyland’s favour? I paid her again. She changed her story back to the truth. When the authorities asked why she’d protected Leyland with a false statement against her dead husband, she told them Leyland had threatened her.’

‘How did you whisk young Mendell towards you when he could have gone... anywhere?’

‘I sent Kelly Rey to the Hub, to give Leyland a message. She told him his father had passed away and with the mines in abeyance, it ended his allowance. Kelly Rey mentioned she was heading back here to Mingara to see me. When Leyland discovered there was an open warrant for his arrest, he begged Kelly Rey to bring him here.’

Of its own accord, Peregrine’s tongue flicked out and ran moistly along her lips. A smile flickered briefly. ‘I may have underestimated you, Kestrel.’
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Rhondite Mining

Mingara

Anger burned cold and deep in Leyland Mendell’s eyes as he faced the raging gale. Hatred smouldered there, too, for a father who’d cared for no one but himself. A flash of lightning ripped across the sky and struck the ground somewhere in the distance. A moment later, thunder rumbled across the desolate landscape. Wind drove the rain sideways. It pummelled and whipped against the young man’s body, rocking him on his legs. ‘You bastard!’ he bellowed into the tempest.

Leyland Mendell shut his eyes, squeezing them tight. His teeth clamped in a rictus of rage. White-knuckled fingers wrapped like steel cords around the rusted wrought-iron railing. His head, drenched and dripping, arched back and up to the sky. Filling his lungs deeply with the pungent air of Mingara, he hurled it back out at the storm in a guttural roar of anger.

He spun around, spraying out a flat fan of water from his face and hair. ‘You knew!’ he accused, shouting above the wind. ‘You knew, didn’t you?’

Behind the clear panel, a wiry figure cocked an eyebrow and then turned and walked back into the shadows.

Leyland Mendell raced to the sliding panel and slammed it aside. He stepped across the threshold and slid his eyes around the gloomy interior. The wind howled in delight, racing in to explore. Mendell set his features and marched into the chamber, dripping water onto the polished stone floor, his boots adding to the storm’s cacophony.

Ewing stood at the entrance to a large wood-lined study. An open fire crackled in the grate. He handed Mendell a dry towel and when he entered, went to place another log on the flames. 

‘You knew the damned business was insolvent!’

‘Yes, Master Leyland, I knew,’ said Ewing, whose age appeared to be somewhere between sixty and a hundred years. His fine, grey wisps were combed neatly above a tanned and wrinkled face. Dark eyes, calculating and dangerous, looked out atop a wiry frame. His posture and movements made him look as if he were a coiled tension-spring of unpredictability.

Ewing stepped back to the young man and took the now-damp towel, folded it and set it down on a low table. ‘Something to drink, sir?’ he asked.

‘Vodka.’

The old man crossed the room to a sideboard. He set out a couple of glasses and twisted the stopper from a bottle before pouring a measure into each glass. 

‘I’ve pinged the kitchen,’ he said, as he returned and placed the glasses onto the table. ‘We’ll chat while the chef prepares dinner.’

Mendell shook his head to clear some errant water from his hair. It caused Ewing’s head to dart aside. The old butler pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe his face.

The young man lifted the glass to his lips and upended it, thumping his chest and grimacing as the hard liquor went down. ‘How bad is it, Ewing?’

Ewing sipped his drink and then returned to the sideboard to fetch the bottle. ‘It’s not terminal, sir. But it’s not good,’ he said, refilling Mendell’s glass and sitting back down.

‘So, we can save the mines. They can make money again.’ Leyland ventured this more as a hopeful statement.

Ewing’s shoulders lifted and fell without commitment. ‘I suspect so, Master Leyland. The question is, can you do it?’ 

‘Me? What the hell do I know about mining? I’ve spent a lifetime perfecting the art of spending money, Ewing, not making the bloody stuff.’

A smile flickered across the old man’s face. ‘Well, never mind, sir, you can always get a job.’

Leyland scoffed and wiped his hands back over his damp hair. ‘Hilarious, Ewing. Remind me to laugh one day.’

Ewing lifted his glass in acknowledgement and took a sip before replying. ‘After your mother died, your father rolled somewhat down the hill. Much of what needed doing to keep the business in trim just went undone. Of course, you’d have been aware of that if you’d replied to your father’s pleas to come home—even once.’

‘Like that was going to happen,’ said Leyland, cutting a frigid look towards the butler. ‘The old bastard can rot in hell for all I care. Sorry if that sticks in your nose, old man,’ he added as an afterthought.

Ewing took a deep breath, as if dealing with a truculent child. ‘Your father may have had his faults, Master Leyland, but hoping for a reconciliation with his son—his only blood relative—wasn’t one of them.’

‘No, that wasn’t one of them.’ The young man conceded, before lifting his glass and staring into the clear liquid. He swirled it around and watched the viscous fluid wet the edge of the glass and slide back down. ‘If I’d known the business was dissolving...’ he trailed off.

‘Your father locked your allowance into the priority queue. He paid you before anyone else. Even as creditors circled, your allowance went out. In the end, he paid you out of his own savings.’

‘Guilt, Ewing? Is that the game we’re playing now?’

‘You’re too sharp for me, Master Leyland. I wouldn’t dare match my wits against yours.’

Leyland lifted an eyebrow at the old man. ‘Bullshit, Ewing. Father told me something once when I was a toddler. It stuck with me; a quote from someone called Schopenhauer: Talent hits a target no one else can hit; Genius hits a target no one else can see. He said you were in that second group.’

Ewing raised his glass to the room and took a sip.

‘So, I will not fall for a game of wits against you, Ewing. I’m smart enough to know how dumb that would be.’

When the old man inclined his head in amused acknowledgement, Leyland added, ‘I have no intention of working for a living, Ewing. What do we need to do to fix this thing?’
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The storm blew on for three days before succumbing to exhaustion. The local star, small and dim, cast anaemic light onto the planet. Mingara was the second planet from the system’s sun. Closer in, a radiation-bathed Hades of a world boiled within its near orbit, while further out from Mingara, a tidally locked eyeball of a planet, frozen on the shadow side with a dark liquid pupil of ice-melt, gazed perpetually inward.

On the mining world of Mingara, Mendell senior had buried his brooding mansion into the protective rock of a cliff-face, sinking the building deep within volcanic basalt and leaving a Gothic facade of long, pentagonal rock-pipes to weather the elements. Years of nature’s fury had sandblasted the cliff-face to a dull, dark finish.

Ewing stood next to Leyland on the dark stone balcony high above the terrain. Below, a landscape of greys and blacks stretched out to the horizon. Here and there, light danced dimly against shards of crystallised mineral, highlighting them like twinkling diamonds.

Leyland Mendell squinted against the dull glare as he followed Ewing’s directions.

‘The rhondite mines are about three hundred kilometres in that direction,’ said the old man, pointing towards the horizon where two low mountains sloped down to a meeting point. 

‘There are five shafts, loosely spread out over a hundred or so kilometres. The miners’ accommodation compound is situated closer to Mine-1, the oldest shaft. Your father had earmarked another site for more accommodation, closer to the newer operations. His rationale was the miners would spend more time mining and less time commuting.’

Leyland accepted the information with a nod and said, ‘Rhondite’s a crystal, isn’t it?’

‘A crystallised mineral,’ clarified Ewing. ‘Rhondite seams grow like mycelium about two hundred metres below the surface. Miners ease the crystals off the vein walls. Now and then, if we’re lucky, the tendril or vein ends in a vug—a crystal-lined cavity.’

‘Yes,’ said the young man, remembering. ‘I recall Father telling me about the rich cavities.’

‘We haven’t found one in years,’ said the old man in a wistful tone. ‘The veins used to keep money trickling in, but when miners grew scarce, the creditors seized your father’s carriers. It was a heavy blow to the company.’

‘He killed himself, didn’t he? He reached the end of the line and got off.’

‘Misadventure,’ said the old man, staring off into the distance. ‘Your father was stronger than you’re giving him credit for. We were in Granichi, looking for miners.’

Leyland looked up at a small gap in the clouds. A fleeting shaft of light angled down and then faded as the clouds closed again. ‘Why didn’t he go to Sarathem? Surely the Hub would have been a safer place to do business.’

‘Rhondite mining requires a certain que faut-il faire, Master Leyland. One needs to accept what they must do and do it. And Granichi attracts a... certain class of people.’

‘Lawless lowlifes, you mean?’

‘In a manner of speaking. Your father saw an opportunity to secure some miners, and he took it. On this occasion... I brought his body back here. We—the staff and I—said a few words and then laid him to rest next to your mother.’

Mendell sniffed, a derisive sound. ‘My mother loathed this godforsaken rock, Ewing. It killed her as surely as that damned sun’s radiation.’ He drew a breath of air in through his nose, wrinkling it against the planet’s volcanic aroma.

‘You get used to it, sir.’

‘I certainly hope not, old man,’ said Mendell, turning and walking back inside.

Seated in a hewn-rock lounge room, the young man asked, ‘Where are we at, Ewing? What’s the bottom line here, with the mines, the business?’

Ewing tilted his head this way and that as he considered his reply. ‘We have perhaps three loads of crystals. If we could ship them in towards the galactic core, it would fetch enough to bring workers back into the mines.’

‘Which would just push the wheel around again. Basically, we’d be back to where we are now, wouldn’t we?’

Ewing shrugged at the truth of it. ‘Mining rhondite is a dangerous occupation. Unfortunately, you can’t automate it. Then, as you just pointed out, Mingara’s constantly trying to kill you; the sun’s radiation, the surface dust... Finding miners is—’

‘We’re screwed, is what you’re saying.’ 

The old man dragged a thumbnail across his forehead. ‘Your father was a pragmatic man. He accepted what needed to be done to make the mines work.’

‘Ah, Mendell the Expedient.’

‘The galaxy needs rhondite, Master Leyland, and to get it, the galaxy is quite prepared to turn a blind eye to the way of it. And, frankly, if you don’t work the mines, you’ll lose them.’

‘I could sell them.’

‘The people who’d take them wouldn’t bother to pay. Do you have any gunboats lying around, Master Leyland?’

‘I get the picture,’ said Mendell, lifting a finger in defeat. There was a beat. ‘And so now you’re wondering whether I’m a pragmatic man.’

The old man reached forward to refill Mendell’s glass. ‘Master Leyland, I’ve known you since you were born. I’ve watched you grow through all your twenty-three years. I know exactly what kind of man you are, sir.’

A smirk tugged at the edge of Mendell’s lips. He sat back and crossed his legs, regarding the fluid in his glass. ‘I see. And does that place us at odds, Mr Ewing?’

The old man filled his own glass and sat back, also crossing his legs. Reaching into his jacket, he produced two cigars and a silver tip-cutter. Nipping an end from each cigar, he bent forward and offered one to the young man. Mendell sloped a smile and took the offered item, placing it between his lips and leaning into Ewing’s lighter. The old man sat back and lit his own cigar, giving it a good puff and sending a billow of aromatic smoke up towards the ceiling.

‘Not at odds, sir. Nothing of the sort.’

Leyland puffed on his cigar and looked out at the grey sky. ‘Can we turn the business around?’

‘Oh, Master Leyland, you can make it into as grand a vision as you can imagine. The issue is, do you have an imagination? And just as importantly, sir, do you have the balls for it?’

Mendell slapped his leg. ‘In all the years you’ve been watching me, Ewing, I’m sure you’ve seen whether I’ve got balls.’

‘I know you murdered a man when he caught you with his woman.’

Mendell coughed and sprang forward in his chair. ‘I did not kill that man, Ewing. His wife shot him and then pinned his bloody murder on me.’

‘Relax, Master Leyland. Do you see law enforcement officers anywhere? Of course you don’t.’

‘How did you come by that information?’

‘I told you, I know a great deal about you, sir. I have certain... talents, certain... contacts.’

Mendell waited for his heart to slow before asking, ‘Just how big a picture are you asking me to imagine, Ewing? How big a risk are we talking about?’

‘Risk is nothing to fear, sir. Risk is an asset. One manages risk, like any other asset.’
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The next day, Ewing flew Leyland Mendell out to see a mine. Mendell looked out at the landscape as it rushed by beneath them. ‘I’ve been nosing around the residence, exploring,’ he said.

‘Understandable,’ said Ewing, mentally preparing himself for the inevitability of this topic.

‘The floor below the servants’ level...’ said Mendell, leaving the sentence open.

When the old man didn’t respond, Mendell went on, ‘There’s a room down there.’

‘A room, sir?’

‘A chamber; chains, straps, devices.’

‘Oh, that room,’ said Ewing.

Mendell shook his head and laughed to himself. ‘Well?’

‘It is what it is. What more must I say?’

‘Explain the damned thing.’

The old man drew a breath and exhaled in a frustrated sigh. ‘Your father’s tastes for... pleasure... the room you’re referring to catered to those urges.’

‘My mother? No, don’t answer that.’

‘No, Master Leyland, your father started down that path after your mother passed away.’ 

‘It’s a wonder he didn’t die of heart failure,’ muttered the young man as he turned his face back to the window and watched the horizon.

‘Black everywhere,’ he said after a while. ‘It’s depressing. What is it?’ he asked, looking down.

‘It’s volcanic; silicone dioxide—a type of obsidian.’

Ewing manoeuvred the air-car down onto its landing pads and let the repellers spin down through their whining bands. 

Leyland placed a hand on the front dashboard. Sensing a slight judder, he slid a look across to the butler and said, ‘Feels like you’ve got a few blades off-pitch, Ewing. You might want to get that seen to.’

‘I’ll add it to the list, sir. Now, please secure your respirator. The dust is dangerous if it gets into your lungs.’

‘How do workers cope?’

Ewing looked up for a moment. ‘Do you know, sir, your father never once asked me that.’

‘Ah! Mendell the morally corrupt.’

‘Let me check your seals.’

Outside now and crunching across the black volcanic gravel, Ewing explained, ‘We’ll suit up in the administration office. We need to insulate before we go down into the mines. Rhondite crystals are rather sensitive and considerably ill-tempered when it comes to temperature differentials. The last thing we want to do is upset them.’

Ewing palmed a button on the wall outside the administration annex. The storm-etched steel doors slid apart on their recessed rails, crunching across grit as they went. 

‘This way, Master Leyland,’ said the old servant, leading them into the gloomy interior. He flicked a wall switch and cast his eyes around the ceiling, nodding to himself when all the lights came on.

Mendell looked around the office. ‘Not much to look at, is it,’ he observed, running the tip of a finger across a desk and leaving a shiny track through the dust. 

Ewing caught sight of it in his peripheral vision and subconsciously raised his hands to check his respirator. He gave it a little wobble to bed it down snug. ‘It gets everywhere,’ he said, referring to the dust. ‘I’ll start the air scrubbers before we go down.’

Ewing pulled out a couple of insulation suits and helped them dress. 

Dipping a shoulder into the suit and shrugging into it, Mendell said, ‘I never took much interest in the business, Ewing. I mean, I knew we mined rhondite, and I knew my allowance came in monthly—but I couldn’t really say what we actually did. What did we do?’

‘We mined rhondite, sir,’ said Ewing, sealing their suits. The old man walked over to an elevator and pressed the call button. When the doors slid apart, Mendell stepped in. Ewing activated the office air scrubbers and then followed the young man into the lift. There were no floor numbers; the only directions were up or down. He pressed ‘down’.

The elevator dropped, rattling and juddering here and there, and Ewing said, ‘You can touch the crystals if you like, Master Leyland—they are quite attractive, and I’m sure they’ll tempt you. But try not to snap one off from the wall. If you do, you’ll lose your arm, and then your legs.’

Mendell swung an anxious look towards the old man.

‘Rhondite converts latent energy into piezoelectricity. If you snap a wand from the vein wall, the torque, heat, and pressure of the molecules shearing their bonds will convert to energy—a lot of energy. It’ll fry your arm. Of course, you’ll then drop the crystal onto the ground. And that’ll be your second mistake. Few miners live beyond a crystal drop.’

Mendell’s mouth fell open.

‘Indeed, sir.’

‘Ewing, what the hell is rhondite? I mean, I looked it up once and read it’s used in shipbuilding. Beyond that, I was more interested in my next allowance receipt.’

‘Superluminal engines on spacecraft, mainly.’

When the young man’s face wrinkled under the weight of confusion, Ewing said, ‘Miners ease the crystals from vein walls with focused beams of subsonic soundwaves. It’s a spectacular process to see. They then place the wands into an inert solution and slowly cool them to minus 273 degrees Celsius; a hair off absolute zero. Emphasis on slowly cooled, sir.’

Mendell braced his legs against the rocking elevator and digested the information. 

‘For faster-than-light travel,’ Ewing explained, ‘the engine management system pushes a matrix of crystals into a magnetic channel and then routs it through a reactor. The abrupt temperature differential, especially in the presence of a sodium-enriched environment, causes the rhondite to ionise at superluminal velocities. In fact, the ion stream often needs slowing to avoid quantum tunnelling.’

‘How?’

‘Polarity, sir. Magnets swing their poles about in the ion stream when the engine’s artificial intelligence tells them to.’

Mendell absently scratched the back of his head when he recalled something he’d read. ‘Superluminal engines... Bakerfield?’ he wondered aloud.

‘Precisely, sir. The Bakerfield facility on Romskip is one of our customers. He’s coated the insides of his Longreach engines in rhondite. How he’s done it is anyone’s guess.’

Mendell felt his weight increasing as the elevator slowed. It stopped, and the doors slid open.

‘Ewing, aren’t we violating some sort of natural law here? I mean, what you’re describing... these crystals seem to generate a lot more energy than what’s going into them.’

‘Conservation of energy, Master Leyland?’ asked Ewing as he stepped out of the elevator and into the vein. ‘Yes, your father’s business has allowed countless scientists to postulate through entire careers about it. By the same token, sir, if you take a rod of iron and a similar-sized magnet, it takes the same amount of energy to destroy one as it does the other, doesn’t it?’

Mendell blinked his confusion. ‘Meaning?’

Ewing stopped and turned to face the young man. ‘The magnet contained all of that potential energy. Where did that energy go when you destroyed the magnet? If the conservation of energy is a law, Master Leyland, how does it explain the magnet’s lost energy?’

Pinpricks of light sparkled on the vein walls. Collectively, it illuminated the tunnel’s interior like a full moon might on a cloudless night. As the pair crunched along, Ewing explained where the miners had stripped the walls, and where new tendrils branched away from the central vein. He turned into a small opening, dropped to his hands and knees to crawl through a narrow aperture and disappeared.

Mendell swallowed back his claustrophobia and followed. As he crawled through the confined space, it grew lighter until he emerged into a brilliantly bright cavern. Before he could raise his hand to shield his eyes, the photochromic lenses in his respirator visor darkened. 

He stood, rooted to the spot, and let his eyes drift around the walls. The domed chamber was perhaps twenty metres across and about fifteen high. Crystals jutted inward from the wall in haphazard angles as if trying to out-manoeuvre their neighbours in some sort of expansionist race. Wands, metres long, terminated in multi-facet points. Colours spanned the spectrum from deep glowing indigo through the rainbow to yellow, into red and deep crimson and all the way to white.

Now and then a flash of colour strobed into the chamber and set off a chain reaction to ripple out across the entire wall, sometimes crossing a ripple coming back from some other point.

Ewing saw the mesmerised look on the young man’s face.

‘Mingara has a molten core,’ he explained. ‘The crystals absorb sub-surface geothermal energy and convert it into light. The light flares into the chamber. Energy also transfers into neighbouring crystals and sets up a chain reaction. Impressive, isn’t it?’

‘Hypnotic would be a better word.’

Mendell pointed to a crystal on the ceiling, a small wand of about fifteen centimetres. ‘Is that one a dud?’

Squinting up at a lifeless-looking specimen high above them, Ewing said, ‘I didn’t see that one. Well done to you, sir. You’ve got the eye for it, that’s for sure. We must remember where that one is.’

‘Why? Can it contaminate its neighbours or something?’

Ewing laughed briefly. ‘No, sir. It’s giving off light—or more accurately, it’s giving off energy; just not in the spectrum our eyes can see.’

The old man pointed a small hand-held device at the dull crystal and read off the displayed data. ‘Frequency: ten to the power of nineteen; wavelength: ten to the power of minus-eleven—a touch above gamma; just into the x-ray band, sir. An exceptional crystal.’

‘Is this a vug?’ asked Mendell, looking around the cavity.

‘No. This is what we call a node, a branching point. A vug is much smaller—perhaps a fifth of the volume of this space.’

Mendell aimed a quizzical look at the old butler. ‘How is a vug prized over this?’ he asked, waving a hand around.

‘A vug sometimes sits at the end of a vein. The crystals are like flowers on a tree—it’s where the tree concentrates its energy with all the beauty it can muster. The crystals in a vug, Master Leyland, are something else entirely to behold. Come, let’s get out of these suits and return home for lunch.’


Ewing’s Plan

Leyland sat in silence as Ewing flew back from the mine. The grey landscape drifted past, an unfocused blur a few hundred metres below. How often had his father flown this route? Had he ever looked down there, at that rock face, or that odd-shaped boulder? Had he ever desired a different life than this? Had he ever thought about his son or wondered what kind of person he’d become? Then again, how often did I think about him?

‘Tell me about my father, Ewing. How did he die? And don’t bullshit me. If you want me to show some balls, then give it to me straight.’

In the fading afternoon light, Ewing sat at the controls as if he hadn’t heard, his face almost a silhouette within the shadows. He nodded. ‘Very well. He was killed.’

‘Murdered?’

Ewing tilted his head. ‘As I said, your father and I had taken the yacht to Granichi to find miners...’

The truth was the best foundation on which to fabricate a structure. As Ewing spoke, his mind relived the edited version of events. He recalled the soft interior lighting of the yacht’s dining saloon, the swollen curve of Granichi in the viewing panel, the muted clatter from the galley somewhere behind and the waft of a meal in the making. 

When Ewing fell silent, Leyland spent a few moments to order his thoughts.

‘A whore killed my father.’

‘I don’t think your father considered them that way, Master Leyland. To him, they were... items of use, objects. He would have thought the same about the yacht, about me, this air-car... things.’

‘Was I a thing?’

‘Goodness, no. After your mother died, your father focused all of his love towards you; if love is what you could have called it. To him, it probably was. No, Master Leyland, you were never a thing.’

‘You said you killed the escaped communications officer; the gambler. Who killed the other three?’

‘I contacted the Guild of Assassins on Veljeys. I hired them to find and kill the pair of lovers on the planet Liliaque and, when he was eventually found, the chef’s assistant.’

‘I wouldn’t have wasted the money.’

‘Appearances, sir. Sometimes you do it just to send the message.’

‘And the three hundred-odd miners you acquired?’

‘All gone; used up. We need more.’

‘You mentioned you’d found some names to exploit, from a freighter’s crew. And letters to send.’

Ewing’s brain hunted for the memories. ‘Ah, yes, I came across a couple of recently signed-on crew members. I sent letters to their family—basically just to tell them we had their family member and would return them for a minor consideration.’

‘Extortion?’

‘Such a harsh word, sir.’

‘Where do you get freighter crews?’

‘I have a contact—’

‘Who, Ewing?’

‘Very well. His name is Hans Drako. He runs a... refurbished freighter space yard.’

‘Refurbished. As in pirated.’

Ewing bobbed his head. ‘Alright, pirated. His shipyard is a few light-years out from the Hub. He has contacts on Granichi; Nash, a pirate, and a fence through whom he liquidates any freight or items of value.’

Mendell stared out of the front view screen. The horizon seemed fixed in place, never coming closer.

‘Why focus on recently joined crew members?’

‘Extortion, you mean? Freighter crews spend so much of their time in hibernation as their ships plough through hyperspace that regular crew can be many hundreds of years old—not in a subjective sense—to them they’re whatever age they think they are. But while they sleep away the decades between the stars, the rest of us grow old, naturally. Relativity, time dilation, all that gobbledegook,’ he offered with a lopsided shrug, before adding, ‘there’s no family left to extort.’

Mendell’s brain did a quick double-take. ‘Almost sounds like time travel. Tell me, does your little side-hustle work?’

‘The letters? Occasionally. I advise the family their precious loved one is in the nurturing arms of Viscount Lazuli. Sometimes we get lucky, sometimes not.’

Mendell laughed. ‘Viscount Lazuli?’ 

A smile creased Ewing’s lips.

‘You don’t actually return people if their family pays, do you?’

Ewing turned his face to Mendell and cocked an eyebrow.
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Leyland Mendell swallowed the last of his meal and sipped some water. A server, standing by the wall, walked over to remove his plate and cutlery. ‘Dessert, sir?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Mr Ewing?’ asked the server.

‘Not for me, thank you, Jane.’

When the server departed, Mendell asked, ‘What’s your role, exactly, Ewing? You’re like the butler that isn’t.’

‘Indeed, Master Leyland. I was your father’s advisor.’

‘Advisor,’ reflected the young man, absently lifting his crystal tumbler and noticing it was empty.

Ewing stood and walked over to the sideboard. He brought back a bottle and refilled Mendell’s glass before returning to his seat and pouring a drink for himself.

‘What sort of advice?’

Lifting a shoulder into his reply, Ewing said, ‘Business advice; this, that.’

‘Business advice. Really.’

‘Easy to ridicule from the safety of a monthly allowance, sir.’

‘Fair point, Ewing, fair point.’

Ewing lifted his glass in acknowledgement.

‘Alright, Mr Advisor, advise me.’

Setting his glass down and relaxing back into his chair, Ewing shaped his reply. ‘To advise properly, sir, I need to know how big a bite from Orion’s arm you want to take. How much can you stomach?’

Mendell tapped a fingertip against the table as he sat, looking at the old man. ‘If you can do it, Ewing, why even hitch your wagon onto me? Why don’t you go out and do it on your own?’

‘Rhondite’s the key, sir. And you now own the only known source of it.’

Mendell absently dipped a finger into his liquor and traced a few wet swirls on the table. Angling his eyes up to the old man, he asked, ‘What would a broad-brush picture of your advice look like?’

‘It would look daring, Master Leyland; daring and complex. It would span star systems and potentially pit crime houses against one another.’

‘You’re suggesting the mines aren’t the ends, they’re the means. The means to what?’

‘To greatness, sir.’

An electric thrill quivered through Mendell’s body like the radiating ripple across a rhondite wall. Despite his efforts not to, his lips twitched into the briefest of smiles.

‘I’m listening,’ he said.

The old man dipped his head in acknowledgement and unfurled his plan.

‘Have you heard of Cornucopia, Master Leyland?’

‘References only, I’m afraid.’

‘It’s a single planet in a system about sixteen light-years spinward of Sarathem Hub.’

‘And what’s so special about it?’

Ewing smirked. ‘It’s a world on edge, Master Leyland. A little push in the right direction and Cornucopia will erupt into planet-wide war.’

Mendell’s brows pulled together.

‘Refugees, sir.’

‘Refugees?’

Ewing took a breath. ‘Picture a world with a single, elongated landmass, surrounded by ocean. The soil is fertile enough, but the entire planet is almost devoid of iron and many other minerals a civilisation needs to expand and prosper. Most of the land is in the northern hemisphere. There’s a narrow choke of rugged mountains about five hundred kilometres north of the equator—so rugged and high they’re completely snowed in for a large part of the year.’

‘An hourglass of a continent; bigger on the top. Go on.’

‘The mountainous choke point acts as the border between the North and the South, which, if you think about it, makes perfect sense. The mountains are impassable for a large part of the time.’

‘Yes, I suppose it’s a logical place to draw a border. Keep going.’

‘The thing is, Master Leyland, the mountains viz-a-viz the border are about five hundred kilometres north of the equator. This places the equator in the Southerners’ territory, and the canny Southern buggers have built themselves a space elevator.’

‘A space elevator.’

‘Indeed, sir. And due to centrifugal forces of a rotating mass—a planet—the equator is the only place you can put a space elevator.’

‘And this elevator does... what exactly, besides going up and down?’

‘It brings iron ore down from the asteroid mines. The Southerners have a monopoly on the stuff. And the Northerners want a slice of the pie.’

‘Judging by the gleam in your eye, I take it the Southerners don’t want to share the pie. And this causes the unrest.’

‘I couldn’t have said it better, sir. That’s precisely the situation.’

‘Alright. Notwithstanding I don’t get why the Southerners don’t sell or trade with the North, where do refugees fit into the equation?’

‘As to the reluctance to trade, the Southerners used to trade their minerals with the North. But a previous Northern ruler got uppity and invaded the South. Since the South had ground defence installations against air and space attacks, the only approach was through the mountains. It didn’t end well for the North—militarily or economically. The Southerners cut off trade.’

‘And so we have a trade impasse—literally. Which brings us back to refugees.’

‘I’m getting to them, sir. The Southerners—called Veldtlanders, and the Northern people, ruled by King Wokomo, are in something of an arms race. Rumour has it they’re approaching the issue from different angles, and each side has called for expressions of interest from weapons manufacturers on Romskip to produce their weapons.’

Mendell squinted at the old man. ‘How do you know all this, Ewing?’

‘I have contacts, Master Leyland. I network with others throughout the Sarathem Cluster. Collectively, we make it our business to know and then we assist our employers in making more informed decisions.’

‘Alright, so, these Cornucopians have called for quotes to produce their whatevers.’

‘Not quotes, sir; not yet. Just dipping their toes in the water. I suspect each side will draw up a shortlist of manufacturers and make a choice when their respective prototype weapons are ready for production.’

Mendell noticed his glass was empty again. He reached for the bottle and thought better of it, choosing instead to put his glass down and nudge it away. ‘Go on, Ewing. I’m doing my best to keep up with you.’

‘Excellent, sir. I happen to—’

‘Have a contact?’

Ewing smiled. ‘... have a contact who knows a person who operates a fast transport vessel, the Kusugua. Its rated velocity is 75C, swift for a transporter. Then again, the things he transports require some alacrity from time to time.’

Mendell shook his head in amusement. 

‘You see, sir, I, and the network with which I’m affiliated, believe that when the Cornucopians finally have their prototype weapons ready for production, they’re going to be bursting to get them built and delivered. In fact, whoever gets their weapons back from Romskip first will be the winner—whether or not they fire a shot. The other side won’t be able to take to the field.’

‘So, time is of the essence, and Kusugua enters the scene.’

‘Exactly. My Romskip counterparts have whispered some economic wisdom to a couple of the leading weapons houses—those most likely to win one or the other contract when they go to tender. A single manufacturing facility wouldn’t have the production capacity to take on both projects. There’ll have to be two manufacturers: one for Wokomo’s weapon, and one for the Southerners.’

‘What sort of wisdom did your contacts whisper?’

‘That a weapons manufacturer might make more profit, or be able to place a lower bid to win the contract, if they shared the cost of a fast transporter with the winner of the other contract. And since time is a critical factor, a 75C transporter is going to be a significantly more attractive proposition than each manufacturer individually hiring a plodding old 20C merchantman.’

‘So, the winning manufacturers share the cost of a fast ship to go to Cornucopia, pick up the prototypes and bring them back to Romskip? And you think the opposing factions on Cornucopia will happily place their prototypes on the same ship?’

‘Something like that, sir. In fact, we would arrange for Kusugua to be listed on the Orbitals & Ships Listings. That’s a—’

‘I know what the O&SL is, Ewing; it’s the Orion Arm ship timetable.’

‘For freight transporters and inter-system passenger liners, yes, it’s like their marketplace. As soon as the Cornucopians call for tenders on Romskip, we’d list Kusugua in the O&SL as calling into the Neath star system, a scant ten light-years from Cornucopia. The weapons manufacturers would solicit Kusugua and find a willing captain. The ship would pop over to Cornucopia—and pick up the prototypes.’

‘Same thing, Ewing. Wokomo won’t put his prototype on the same ship as the Ventlanders.’

‘Veldtlanders,’ corrected the old man. ‘No, Wokomo won’t be. He’ll be putting his prototype on a different ship. You see—’

‘A different ship?’

‘Yes, sir. We’ll list Kusugua as two different ships in the O&SL: Fell Swoop, and Lady Kate. Kusugua’s master has several transponders and ship identities—he needs them. So, O&SL will show Fell Swoop close to Neath, and coincidentally, Lady Kate will swing in from the galactic core and pass by Cornucopia at about the same time.’

Mendell slapped his thigh. ‘The same ship masquerading as two different ships. You devious son of a—’

‘Indeed, sir.’

‘So, now you have both of the prototypes on Kusugua; or two fictitious ships. How long does it take to get them back to Romskip?’

‘Romskip?’

‘What?’

‘Oh, no, no, no. We don’t take the prototypes to Romskip. Where would the fun be in that? We hijack the prototypes. Maybe we ransom them. Or simply destroy them. Either way, Fell Swoop and Lady Kate disappear—probably pirates, or something along those lines.’

‘Wait,’ said Mendell, holding up a hand. ‘You’re bending my brain, Ewing. Tell me, do the Romskip weapons manufacturers know you’re listing this transporter under two different ship identities?’

‘Of course, sir. How else are they going to agree to split the cost of a single transport ship and advise their client of the ship that’s coming to collect their prototype?’

Mendell’s face adopted an odd expression. ‘And do the Romskip weapons dealers know you’re going to take the prototypes and the ship transporting them?’

‘Hardly, Master Leyland. How would that go down?’

‘I feel like I’m running through quicksand. What happens next?’

‘Well, we’ve upset the Cornucopians, that’s for sure; they’ve lost their toys. We’ve also upset the weapons dealers; they’ve got to give back any deposits they received. And they’ve lost the production contracts.’

‘You like upsetting people, don’t you?’

‘Oh, everyone will get over it, sir. You see, we’ll list Kusugua in the O&SL as a third ship—Scarborough.’

Mendell held his palm to his creased forehead. ‘Scarborough. I’m too afraid to ask, Ewing.’

‘Indeed, sir. Scarborough will head into Sarathem Hub from here, Mingara, with a load of rhondite crystals; we need to finance this whole endeavour. Perhaps we’ll unload the prototypes and store them here. Either way, we’ll need Kusugua back here for Scarborough to make a showing.’

When the young man nodded understanding, Ewing continued. ‘We’ll send the crystals off for sale or, better yet, we let Bakerfield know we’re in the market and see what sort of offer he makes. And since Romskip is next door to the Hub, we pop over and load a shipment of arms; whatever is on offer. And we hightail it back to Cornucopia. By now, the natives will be well and truly restless. We sell the weapons to the highest bidder and whip our backsides back to Romskip for another load of weapons to sell to the other side. Happy weapons manufacturers; happy Cornucopians.’

‘You think the fireworks will start between Wokomo and the Veldtlanders?’

‘Depends on the timing, Master Leyland. If the high pass is under snow, the shooting won’t kick off until after the melts. But it will kick off—it always does. If each side has lost its respective prototypes, they’ll be enraged. And now they’ll each have weapons. Bang bang, bang, sir. Nothing surer.’

‘Okay, I think I’ve got the pieces of the picture in the right spot. Where do the refugees fit in?’

‘We’ll refit Scarborough for humanitarian aid—nothing fancy, just hibernation cells. We can rent whatever cells we need short term from any of the passenger lines based in the Hub. When life on Cornucopia gets hot, a lot of residents will want to leave, even for a short while. The same thing happened on Teutonia. It’s a world of civil unrest, a place where the moral philosophy of political liberalism had set its bulwarks against the corrosive might of secular zealotry. People were scrabbling for berths to get away. And they paid handsomely for it.’

Mendell’s eyebrows lifted. ‘You’ve actually done this before?’

‘With your father, yes.’

Mendell took a deep breath to give his brain a bit of time to stop bouncing around. ‘Okay, you’ve got a ship full of refugees. Now what?’

‘We have a ship full of the highest paying refugees, Master Leyland. And we bring them here. We put them into the mines.’

‘Into the mines?’

‘We need miners. We make as many humanitarian trips as we can manage until the Cornucopians run out of steam and stop shooting at each other.’

‘How the hell do we pay them?’

‘Pay them? We own them.’

‘We own... slaves?’

Ewing shrugged.

Mendell arched his head back and pinched the bridge of his nose. He heard a gurgling sound and looked to see Ewing filling his glass.

‘Thanks,’ he said, picking up the glass and emptying it in one swallow. ‘Who the hell are you, Ewing?’

‘I’m many things, Master Leyland. Most importantly











And For Your Last Wish?
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