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Before we start…

Before we start…


Desert Bound is the first book in a new sci-fi series. It’s also the continuation of an existing trilogy‌—‌a trilogy that also has a prequel, so this can also be seen as the fifth story in that series.

If that’s a bit confusing, let me back up. This won’t take long.

A few years ago I wrote a book called Shadowfall, a science fiction tale with a dash of horror (I took a lot of inspiration from the classic Alien movie). This led to two sequels. I was happy with the way the Shadows trilogy played out (there was a definite arc across all three books, and I liked how the very last scene in Shadowstrike mirrored the opening of Shadowfall‌—‌sometimes, it’s the little things that bring the most pleasure). But I felt there was more to tell. I’d grown to know and appreciate these characters, and I was intrigued to learn more about the world (and especially the evil company, Kaiahive).

So I wrote a new story, set after that trilogy.

It was good (I only had a first draft, so it was a mess, but I was pleased with the story). But it didn’t have the same hint of horror that the original Shadows books had. And I still felt that those books worked well as a trilogy. Adding another chapter would mess that up.

I put this new story aside for a while, but it kept on calling to me. It had legs. I started imagining where the longer story arc might go. It reached a point where I knew I had to continue working on it‌—‌not as the continuation of Shadows, but as its own series. Just as the surviving characters at the end of Shadowstrike set off to start a new chapter of their lives, so the story could re-start.

Which is why Desert Bound is the first ShadowTech book. Also, it’s far more action/adventure than horror.

There were problems with this. I couldn’t rely on readers being familiar with the Shadows books. So I worked at the text, making things understandable for new readers while not being overly-repetitive for those who had read Shadows.

This is a slightly convoluted way of saying that you don’t have to have read the Shadows trilogy to enjoy Desert Bound, so don’t worry about starting in the middle of something. But if you do want the back-story to the ShadowTech series, check out Shadows. You can either start with the first book (Shadowfall), or get the complete series in one book (also available in a very thick paperback, for anyone wanting a new doorstop).

And what of that prequel I mentioned at the start of this rambling? That’s the e-book novella Shadowlair, which is only available through newsletter subscribers. Click here, or visit twiain/join-the-list for more information.

Right. That’s it. I’ve taken up far too much of your time with this. Let’s get on with Desert Bound.






1: Ryann

Ryann


Ryann turned to the door of her cell the moment the eye-slot clunked back. As the guard looked in, she met his gaze.

She knew he was coming, of course. Even though the walls were thick, she could still feel his trace, that sensation of presence every person emanated. She’d never fully understood how traces worked‌—‌and she strongly suspected that even her instructors didn’t have all the answers‌—‌but she knew how to read them.

It helped that this man, and his two colleagues, all had lattices. Like many law enforcers in this place, their lattices were original Kaiahive set-ups, but hadn’t been tweaked. They were a step up from dormant, but only just.

Not like her own. The hybrid tech layer sat under her skin, reading signals from her body and communicating with her mind. It allowed her to pull up filters on her lenses, to read data from external systems or her own node storage at the base of her neck. It gave her communication to any other person with a lattice. And, where she’d been tweaked, it enhanced the performance of her own body, increasing her natural abilities.

But not enough to prevent her capture. Not enough to stop the swarm of enforcers who descended on her, dragging her off to this holding compound out on the edge of the desert.

The guard at the door narrowed his eyes. Ryann smiled. He snorted.

“I could do with a drink,” she said.

The guard didn’t respond. Ryann knew he was waiting for her to repeat her request, so she stayed quiet. But she didn’t look away.

After four long breaths the guard slammed the eye-slot shut. Ryann settled back on the rough, narrow bench.

The cell was pretty much what she’d expected, when they’d brought her in. There was this bench, a bucket in the corner, rock walls and flooring, and bright light flooding in from above. If she stood in the middle of the cell, she’d be able to reach both walls at the same time. The bench was barely long enough to lie down on.

She didn’t want to sleep in here. There was no telling what the guards would do to her. There were stains on the bench that looked like blood, and others she didn’t want to recognise.

So Ryann kept her eyes open as she ran through, again, what had happened, looking for her mistakes.

Maybe coming to this dry, forsaken place had been one of them, but since she’d led the crew away from the company her options‌—‌their options‌—‌were limited. They needed to get off-planet, and that didn’t come cheap. So they needed funds. Being fugitives‌—‌not technically, but being wanted by the company amounted to the same thing‌—‌they couldn’t take legitimate work, so they were forced to take alternatives.

And the city of Athelios looked promising. An important archaeological site, but also a refuge for criminals and degenerates. The outlying towns were even worse. Lisit, the site of this holding compound, was a prime example, filled with crumbling, half-empty buildings and a population that would as soon stab you as look at you.

For Ryann and her crew, it was ideal. She’d made enquiries, as discreetly as possible, and had approached Porfirio Fay.

Even thinking the man’s name made her shudder. But he’d offered a decent reward for the capture of Castor Martell, and Ryann couldn’t turn the job down.

She couldn’t see exactly where things had gone wrong, though. They’d hunted‌—‌predominantly herself and Brice, with Piran scouring what systems he could access in search of information‌—‌and they’d caught Martell’s trail. They’d tracked him to an old warehouse on the edge of Lisit. They’d set up surveillance, and when they knew he was alone they’d gone in.

Only he hadn’t been there. Instead, Ryann had been captured. It had been a set-up.

At least she was alive, though. As were the others. Keelin, Piran, Brice and Deva. Her crew. Her family.

<‍Ryann? You there?‍>

She shook her head. For a moment she was certain the voice was a memory. But it came through her lattice, and although the signal held an edge of distortion it was strong enough to tell her one thing‌—‌Keelin was close.

<‍It’s good to hear your voice, Kee,‍> she sussed. And in her mind two images rose. The first was Keelin as she’d been a little over a year ago‌—‌young, hair obscuring half her face, confident and bubbly. And then there was the current Keelin, towering over Ryann, leathery grey skin that covered hard muscles, lower face pushed into a snout. A monster, created by Kaiahive.

But she was only a monster in appearance. Inside, Keelin was still that young girl.

<‍Where are you?‍> Ryann continued.

<‍Close enough. Using the craft’s systems to boost the signal. How are you faring?‍>

<‍I’m alive and uninjured. What about the others?‍>

<‍Oh, they’re around.‍>

There was a smile in Keelin’s tone. It set Ryann’s heart pounding. <‍What’s going on?‍> she asked.

<‍We’ve got a plan.‍>

<‍What kind of plan?‍>

Keelin didn’t respond straight away, and Ryann imagined her grinning as she eased back in her chair.

<‍We’re breaking you out.‍>







2: Piran

Piran


Piran shuddered. What was wrong with this place? How could it be scorching during the day then freezing at night? At least the forest had been constant. Wet and miserable, but constant.

He rested a hand against the cold stone of the holding compound, and turned to look at the fence. It was only a wire job, hadn’t taken more than a few moments with a cutter to get through. No vibration alerts, no watching sensors, just a bored enforcer walking past every fifteen minutes. And this place was supposed to be secure?

Some animal barked, and a voice yelled out, telling the mutt to shut up. A distant rumble of a vehicle, a few muffled voices. But nothing close. And the enforcers were inside the building. Next patrol wouldn’t be for another ten minutes.

He brushed his clothing. It spread dust around, left his hands dirty. He wiped them down his thighs, cleaned them as best he could. His palm terminal wasn’t a bad bit of kit, but this dust got everywhere. Piran didn’t want to fix the thing again.

It would be so much easier with his lattice back on-line. But the bloody company had shut it down, hadn’t they? So he had no access to his old routines and code, couldn’t pull from the node at the base of his neck. Anything he used now had to be from a blank slate, or mutations of whatever he could pull through physical connections.

Had to do everything the hard way‌—‌palm terminals and com-links.

He tapped the device in his ear. “Keelin? I’m through the fence.”

“Any problems?”

“This whole mission’s a problem. She should never have got herself caught.”

“Wasn’t her fault. We’ve been through this.”

“Not blaming her.”

“It wasn’t Brice either.”

How the hell did she know what was on his mind? “Sure. Just happened. One of those things.”

Piran didn’t believe that for a moment, though. Martell had played them.

Keelin sighed, and for a moment Piran thought she was going to argue. But then she said, “Give me a shout when you’re ready,” and muted her end.

Piran swore‌—‌under his breath, because she was still monitoring, wasn’t she?‌—‌then he crouched down and got to work.

The junction box was at the base of the wall, half-hidden by one of those prickly plants that grew wild out here. He should’ve worn gloves. But he teased the spikes aside, hard-connected his palmie, then tapped to set the routines free. Data flowed, and Piran monitored‌—‌let his eyes seek out patterns, let his mind absorb the changes. He smiled when the routines cracked the first layer of security‌—‌wasn’t much more than the digital equivalent of cutting a few wires in a fence‌—‌and then he was through to the building’s system core.

An icon flashed. Piran tapped his ear-piece again. “I’m in. Waiting for Deva’s signal.”

“Good. You know what she’s up to?”

“Nope. Assuming she does, though. Ryann?”

“Primed.”

“How’s she doing?”

“Same as ever.”

Yeah, wasn’t as if Keelin would tell him any different, was it? Too tight, those two. Always shutting themselves away on the bridge, or sussing in private. Even if he had his lattice working, they’d make that communication tight, shut him out.

“See you in a bit,” Keelin said, then cut to mute.

He leaned against the cold stone, conscious of that damn spiky plant to his left. He’d done his part. Now all he had to do was wait, for whatever Deva had in mind.







3: Deva

Deva


Deva didn’t have a plan, just a vague idea. Intel said there were three enforcers in the building, all male. Away from the city, they’d be low-level. Wasn’t like they had to do much more than watch the locked cells, was it? They’d be thugs, the kind superiors could boss about. Tough, but stupid.

Summed up far too many of the meat-heads Deva had crossed. No way she could compete physically, so she’d have to use other methods.

Before she reached the compound gate she undid her light jacket and pulled her top free from her belt. A couple of buttons flew off, and the night air chilled her skin. She bent down, grabbed a handful of dust, ground it into her hair and clothes. She balled her fists into her eyes, rubbing and pushing until her vision blurred and her eye-sockets stung. She grabbed a pocket in her trousers and ripped it, letting the material dangle.

She pulled the comms from her ear and stowed it in a back pocket. Then she patted her jacket, felt the comforting bulk of the tool.

“You can do this,” she told herself. “Only three of them. They’re idiot lads. Not monsters.”

The gate towered over her, built into the fence that encircled the compound. There was a call-terminal to one side, and a sensor high up. Deva threw herself at the terminal, slamming one hand on it while the other grabbed the gate and shook. She sniffed, blinked moisture from her eyes.

“What?” The voice erupting from the terminal’s speaker was cold.

Deva panted. “Please,” she said, her voice raspy, on the edge of cracking. “I need help.”

“Yeah?”

“They‌…‌they tried to…‌I had to‌…” Deva swallowed, shook her head for the sensor. “I got away, but my friend…‌Please. I don’t know what to do. You’ve got to help me.”

She let the words choke off and rested her head against the gate.

“Okay.” The enforcer on the speaker sighed. “Come on in.”

The gate clicked. Deva pushed away from the terminal, staggered for the watching sensor, then leaned into the gate, squeezing through the opening.

The moment she stepped into the compound light exploded. She lifted an arm to shield her eyes, and wove across the dusty track toward the building. As her eyes adjusted to the brightness she focused on the door.

Wasn’t like there was much else to see, was it? The building, like so many others out here, looked like it had been carved from the rocky ground, all rough surfaces and weather-rounded edges. And no windows, just a door.

A second door round the back, though. Something to do with regulations.

And sensors. One to each side of the door. The enforcers must’ve been using them to monitor her approach, because the door opened when she reached it.

She stepped into a warm, fuggy atmosphere.

The room contained three desks, each with a fitted terminal and countless mugs. Some steamed. There was a door at the rear, closed, had a terminal to the right. A door to the left sat ajar, and Deva caught a tang of urine from that direction.

“Yeah, you don’t look so good.”

The voice‌—‌the same one she’d heard at the gate‌—‌belonged to the man who leaned back in his chair to her left, boots resting on his desk. His charcoal-grey shirt pushed against his gut. There was a geometric logo on the breast pocket, like the one on his wide-brimmed hat. The man’s jacket‌—‌same colour as the rest of the uniform‌—‌hung on the back of his chair, and he wore a holster around his waist.

The holster was empty. He held the gun in his hand, used it to push the hat slightly higher. His eyes travelled over Deva’s body, finally resting on the ripped top of the shirt.

So predictable!

She rushed over, stumbled, threw her hands down on the desk and leaned forward. Pushed her shoulders in, gave him a better view.

“Oh, thank you!” she said. “I‌…‌I didn’t know what to do.”

The enforcer smiled. “You in some kind of trouble, girly?”

“Yes. No. I mean…‌We were minding our own business. We didn’t want any trouble, honest. And‌…‌my friend.” Deva looked away, sniffed loudly and wiped her face with the back of a hand. The dust stung her eyes.

The enforcer stood. His boots squeaked as he walked around the desk. “Hey, hey. You don’t need to be afraid now. We’ll look after you.”

“Sure we will,” said another voice, and a second man appeared by the open door, accompanied by the sound of a flushing toilet. Deva noticed there was no water on the man’s hands.

He was tall and thin, wore similar clothing to his colleague. The holster around his waist was empty, and it jiggled as he crossed the room.

“What’ve we got, Jud?” he said. “Damsel in distress?”

“Seems that way. Keeps mentioning a friend.” He raised his eyebrows in a way Deva didn’t trust at all.

“Don’t see anyone else,” the thin man said. He leaned in, and his breath stank of coffee. “She not with you, your friend?”

Deva shook her head. “I had to‌…‌to leave her. Nothing I could do.” She shook her head, shut her eyes. But she listened hard, heard footsteps beyond the room.

Three enforcers. And Ryann, in a cell at the back of the building.

“What’s she like, this friend of yours?” the second man asked. “She cute as well?”

When Deva opened her eyes he was closer, peering down her top. He grabbed his crotch with one hand.

Deva backed away, as if she suddenly realised what they wanted to do.

“Yeah, I reckon I know how this went,” said the first man. “You and this other tease in some bar, right? Have a few drinks, out for a bit of fun. Come on to some of the locals. Good lads round here, but not sophisticated. Easily led, especially when some cute girl’s flashing eyes at them. Young. All those hormones slopping around. Yeah, obvious, right?”

The second guard grinned. “Bound to rise to the occasion.”

Deva shuffled back until her heel hit the wall. The overweight man approached from her left. His colleague moved to cover the exit. And the door to the rear of the room opened. The third enforcer walked in.

He grinned, white teeth shining in a dark face. He pushed his hat further up his head, then tucked his fingers into his belt, let his hand brush his holstered weapon.

Deva slid toward the main door, but the thin enforcer reached out, his hand resting on her shoulder. Deva flinched.

“You don’t want to leave, girly,” he said. “Bad lads out there, right? You’re better off staying here with us.”

“Yeah,” said the new man, approaching. “Kids don’t know squat. You want a bit of fun, you need something special. The real thing. Right, Jud?”

Jud, the first enforcer, nodded. “Yup. Real thing. Reckon you need a special. Three times the enjoyment.”

Deva held a hand against her stomach, fingers inside her jacket. She let them move of their own accord, reaching for her trusty tool.

The thin enforcer’s fingers dug into her shoulder. One stretched out, seeking bare flesh. “Couple of ways we can play this,” he said. “Jud here likes a bit of struggle. Personally, I go for compliance. You lay back and take your medicine. And Rank over there, he takes it however it comes. That right, Rank?”

“So long as I get my fun.” Rank’s left hand slipped over the bulge in his trousers, and he gave himself a squeeze.

“So what d’ya think?” the thin one said, those spindly fingers massaging hard. “You want to start mellow, or go straight into a bit of rough?”

Deva screamed, as loud as she could. She bent her knees, as if trying to escape from the man’s grip.

She twisted, thrust her hand up. The screwdriver ploughed into the enforcer’s armpit.

His scream was higher than she expected. He jerked back. Deva yanked her sticky weapon free, pushed away from the wall. Saw the look of surprise on the first enforcer’s face, noticed that he didn’t even have a finger on his gun’s trigger.

Deva took the advantage. She slammed into him, used her slight weight to force his wrist against the edge of the desk, hard enough that the gun fell. She kicked it away and spun toward the door.

The third enforcer‌—‌Rank?‌—‌ran. But he wasn’t close enough. Deva was small and fast. She dived for the door, thankful that it was still open, and ran into the cold dust.

Her legs burnt. She grabbed the comms from her pocket, rammed it into her ear. Ignored the shouting from behind. Jumped at the gate and climbed, still grasping the bloody screwdriver.

“Brice!” she yelled. “Need you to get me now.” Gulped for air, reached the top of the gate, swung her legs over. “Piran, do your stuff.”

She jumped down as the first shot rang out.








4: Brice

Brice


Brice kicked the trike into action as soon as he saw Deva burst through the door, was level with the gate by the time she had scaled it. As she dropped he held out a hand, pulled her behind him.

The ground sparked by his boot‌—‌a lucky shot from one of the three enforcers. They raced to the gate, which started to open.

“Hang on,” he said, and throttled away in a wide arc.

“Where d’ya get the trike?” she yelled into his ear.

“Borrowed it.”

He’d even left a couple of bottles by the guy asleep beside it. Wasn’t like he was in a fit state to ride anyway, not with the alcohol fumes that hung in the air.

The rev counter spun, and the engine purred. The owner might not have cared for himself, but he cared for this beauty.

“We need to get Piran,” Deva said, her breath warm in his ear. Her arms circled his waist and squeezed. One of her hands was sticky with blood.

“Sure?”

“Don’t be like that.”

Brice jerked the yoke round. In the left mirror he saw the enforcers run to their vehicle storage. He’d popped in earlier, knew it would take them a while to sort things out.

It had almost been fun, trashing the place.

Piran was through the fence, waiting. He leapt to one side and sneered, as if Brice was trying to run him over.

Tempting, but Ryann would ask too many questions.

Piran jumped onto the bucket seat, between the rear wheels. “What the hell did you do, Deva? I heard the scream from here.”

“We needed a distraction.”

“Is that blood?”

“Not mine. Buckle in. Brice, get us back to Keelin.”

“On it.”

Piran muttered as Brice surged the trike forward, and Brice shook his head. The idiot should’ve fastened the straps instead of talking. But he was secure now. Would’ve been better if there was a bit of webbing for his mouth, though.

“What about the guards? What did you do to them?”

“Not our concern.” Deva’s head rolled against Brice’s back as she turned to face Piran. “They’re not in the hold now, though. So long as your stuff worked, Ryann should be out.”

“Hey! My code’s fool-proof.”

“Heard that before.”

“Think you could do better?”

Brice pulled the trike into a turn, doubling back along the front of the compound. He heard Piran shuffling in his seat.

“This the right way?”

“You’re not piloting.”

“Yeah, but‌…‌won’t the enforcers be round the front?”

“Yep.”

“So what the hell are you going this way for? Skirt round the back!”

“That’ll lead them to Ryann. She’s on foot.”

“But‌…‌but what about us?”

“We’ll be fine.”

In the mirror, Brice saw Piran crane his neck round as a roar grew from their rear. He also saw the shapes approaching.

“You sure about that?” Piran’s face grew pale.

“Yep.”

Brice opened up the throttle, and the trike shot forward.








5: Ryann

Ryann


Ryann sat up when she heard the first scream, stood when she heard the second. There was a thud, like a door being slammed, and muffled shouts.

<‍Ryann? You ready to move?‍> Keelin’s voice was comforting, despite the urgent tone. <‍Piran’s triggered the doors. You should be able to walk free.‍>

Ryann knew the door only opened inward, so she reached for the eye-slot, managed to get purchase with her fingers, and pulled. The door swung free, and Ryann stepped into the corridor.

The building was silent. Ryann pushed with her lattice, reading the traces.

She was alone. The enforcers had all left, along with‌…‌with Deva? Whatever her crew was up to, whatever wild scheme they’d concocted, it seemed to be working.

<‍Which way do I go?‍> she asked Keelin.

<‍From your cell, turn left. There’s a back entrance.‍>

So much for security. But Ryann reminded herself that this was only a holding facility. She imagined it was usually somewhere for drunks to sleep off their troubles.

She turned left, walked past three cell doors on either side, all closed. The eye-slots were open, lights extinguished within, no current traces present.

It must’ve been a quiet night.

She reached the final door, at the end of the corridor. It was black, with no markings and no handle.

Trusting Piran’s work, she leaned her shoulder on the door and pushed. It swung open. The night’s chill sent a shiver down her spine, and she pulled in a deep breath. The air was arid, with a taste of something rotten deep within, but it was an improvement on the claustrophobic, fusty funk of the cell.

But she wasn’t home yet. The building was surrounded by a fence, and there was nothing but desert beyond it.

<‍I’m out,‍> she sussed. <‍Where’s the craft?‍>

<‍Straight on. Piran should’ve cut the fence. Then turn left, head toward that hill.‍>

Ryann knew the one. They’d noticed it, when they set up the drop on Castor Martell. There was a burial ground on one side, and Brice had said that felt appropriate.

<‍When you get close, I’ll give you more,‍> Keelin sussed.

<‍Thanks.‍>

Keeping her body crouched, ignoring the shouts and engine sounds from the front of the building, Ryann ran to the fence.








6: Piran

Piran


The buckle pressed against Piran’s chest, and the straps dug into his shoulders. Bloody thing was made for midgets. And he still slid in the seat whenever Brice spun them around a corner.

When did the idiot learn to pilot a trike anyway? Yeah, he’d been reading up on all the manuals they could find, but theory wasn’t everything, was it? This rate, they wouldn’t have to wait for the guards to catch them.

“Watch it!” he yelled. He gripped the seat. Bloody flimsy plastic! And was it really only held on by a couple of bolts?

“Going to die,” he muttered to himself.

“Hold on,” Brice said.

Piran cursed, gripped tighter. The trike’s engine screeched, and smoke rose from the wheels as Brice slid them into an alley.

“Think I’m going to throw!”

“Not on me, you’re not,” Deva shouted. In the darkness her teeth flashed as she smiled. How the hell could she be enjoying this?

Had her arms around Brice, though. Like that wouldn’t distract him.

“Brice? You know what you’re doing?”

“Saving your skin again.”

Buildings whipped past, all cold stone and small windows. And Piran realised why that felt wrong.

“Keelin’s out in the desert,” he said. “Need to turn round.”

Brice shook his head. “Easier to lose the tails in town.”

He threw the trike sharp left, and for a moment Piran faced back the way they’d come. The enforcers’ buggies bounced after them, lights dancing. Engines whined as they slammed on the brakes to follow. Something flashed, just above one of the lights, and air whistled past Piran.

“They’re shooting at us!”

“That’s their job,” Brice said.

“But I’m at the back.”

“Good of you to protect Deva.”

Piran muttered under his breath, words he hoped Deva didn’t hear.

The psycho spun the trike again, and the buildings loomed closer. The trike mounted a walkway, the bump jarring Piran’s spine, and someone yelled as they jumped out of the way.

“Watch it!”

“Relax,” Deva said. “Enforcers’ll be more cautious if there’s others around.”

“Yeah?” There was a crack from the left, shouts and running feet. “You sure about that?”

“Just hold tight. Brice’ll get us out of this.”

Far too much confidence in her voice. Sure, she was good with that screwdriver, knew her way around anything mechanical. But she wasn’t the brightest, was she?

Couldn’t be, when she had a thing for that moody psycho.

Brice sent the trike off the walkway, into an alley. The buildings on either side were close enough to touch.

Piran tried not to think about that. He looked over his shoulder.

“Still following us.”

The wall to Piran’s left splintered, rock fragments peppering his face.

“And they’re still shooting!”

“Got an idea,” Brice said as they tore from the alley, tilted to the right.

“This thing’s got three wheels for a reason!”

The trike righted itself with a thump, tilted again as Brice sent them into another track, or alley, or whatever these little routes were called.

The night sky disappeared. The engine echoed. Piran glanced up, saw stone blurring past.

“We in a tunnel?” he asked.

“Under some building,” Deva said. And Piran remembered how so many buildings were carved out of the rock round here, how the streets rose and fell even though the overall landscape was flat.

“Is that sensible? What if they block the end? What if they drop something on us? What if‌…‌what if Brice loses control?”

“Not going to happen,” Brice said. “Deva, take over.”

“What? No way! Deva, stay where you are. He’s lost his bloody mind!”

But she was already moving, wriggling around Brice, half hanging off the trike. And Brice shifted in the opposite direction.

“Doing well,” Brice said. “Rest on my knee, swing your leg across. Got it? Here,” and he lifted one arm off the yoke, let Deva duck underneath. “Comfortable?”

Piran whimpered. Light danced over the scene in front. “Think they’re closer!” he yelled.

“Hope so,” Brice said. “Deva, grab the yoke. Got it? Keep us steady. Not too bad now‌—‌alley widens up ahead. See? Okay, throttle. Going to move my right foot. Need you to replace it, fast as you can. Don’t press too hard. I’ll cover the brake with my left. Count of three.”

Piran counted along in his head, and braced as the engine noise fell and the straps dug into his shoulders again. Then the noise picked up, as did the trike’s speed.

“Nice,” Brice said. “Cover the brake yourself now. You’ve got this. Keep us in a straight line, but ease off the throttle. Just a touch.”

Had Piran heard that right? “No! Deva, speed up! They’ll catch us!”

Brice turned, and his eyes were wild, his lips a straight line. And Piran was suddenly very afraid.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Piran said.

“So do I.” Brice shuffled back. He crouched on the trike’s bodywork, close enough that Piran could see the dark patches under his arms. Bloody idiot didn’t even have a jacket on.

Light from the following buggies flickered over Brice, and his eyes shone. He flashed his teeth at Piran, then turned to Deva.

“Slower. Need the buggies closer. You’ll know when to speed up again.”

The roar of the engine dropped. And Piran realised what the lunatic was going to do.

“You’re a bloody maniac,” he said.

Brice nodded. And then, as the light from behind flooded the alley, forcing Piran’s eyes half-shut and bathing Brice in an unearthly halo, the bloody maniac jumped.








7: Brice

Brice


Brice had this.

In all the chaos, Brice felt calm. There wasn’t time for excitement. He saw, and listened, and felt. He took it all in, and knew what he had to do.

The enforcers weren’t going to leave them alone unless they were stopped. They weren’t going to listen to reason. So he had to make his point another way.

The alley was narrow, forcing the buggies into a single file. Only two of them had mounted weapons, and they both followed the lead buggy. Brice hadn’t planned it that way, but he’d take the advantage.

The lead buggy was only a couple of metres behind them, but Brice didn’t want to come in straight.

His whole body flared as he uncoiled. He reached out, hand grazing the wall, then a boot. A light kick and he altered his course.

It was enough.

He slammed into the first enforcer. Brice grabbed the steering yoke, twisted it violently. At the same time he slammed his foot down, forcing the man’s boot to engage the brake.

The buggy swerved and tilted.

Brice slid his fingers into the enforcer’s collar and pulled. The enforcer wasn’t ready, cried out, fell from the machine.

Blinding light smothered Brice. Engines whined as brakes dug in.

Brice jumped again, just as the second buggy powered into the side of the first. He brought his legs up, kicked. His right boot connected with the enforcer’s head. Something cracked. The enforcer jerked back.

The third buggy skidded to a halt, and the enforcer reached for his holster. Brice was on him in a heartbeat, thrusting a hand into the man’s throat, a second into his stomach. He grabbed, pulled the man to the ground, kicked. The enforcer grunted, didn’t move.

Brice turned. The front buggy lay on its side, the second embedded in it. No way they’d be shifting any time soon. The enforcer from the second buggy shuffled, moaning. The other two didn’t move.

Brice jumped on the third buggy. He twisted the yoke, opened up the throttle, spun away. He raced along the alley, out onto the main street.

He breathed. His whole body tingled, a combination of adrenaline and his screwed-up lattice. The night air hit his face, cooling his mind.

A moment of reflection. Deva would pilot her and Piran to Keelin. She had a decent grasp of the layout of this place. And Ryann would be on her way there too.

They weren’t out of trouble yet, though. The enforcers weren’t the only ones on their tail.

Brice sped through the streets, hoping he reached Ryann in time.








8: Ryann

Ryann


Ryann slowed when she saw the dot of light in the distance. She’d been caught out too many times before. Just because Keelin said there was nobody around, that it was safe to have that single light on underneath the craft’s hatch, it didn’t mean it was all plain sailing.

<‍I’m almost there, Kee,‍> she sussed.

<‍That mean we can get out of this place? Good. Piran’s done nothing but moan since he got on board.‍>

<‍At least he’s safe. Is Deva with him?‍>

<‍Taking a shower.‍>

<‍Brice?‍>

Keelin paused. <‍Not yet.‍>

Ryann swallowed, felt that dark pit open in her stomach. <‍What happened?‍>

<‍Not sure. Piran’s going on about him being crazy, Deva said he hung around to stop them being followed.‍>

<‍She’s not concerned?‍>

<‍Hiding it well.‍>

That sounded like Deva.

<‍Is he on the comms?‍>

<‍Can’t reach him. Might’ve gone dark on purpose.‍>

That wouldn’t be a surprise. <‍He’ll be fine,‍> she sussed, although the words were as much for herself as for Keelin. <‍Is there anything else I need to know?‍>

<‍We’re good. No sign of movement.‍>

That didn’t mean there wasn’t any, though. Keelin could only see what the craft’s sensors showed her, and what she sensed.

But she had her secretive moments, didn’t she? The poor girl still held so much pain.

She clicked her tongue in irritation. If Castor Martell hadn’t set them up, if they’d taken him down as they’d planned, they’d have Fay’s payment by now. It wouldn’t be enough to hire a meditech to sort Keelin out‌—‌and Ryann seriously doubted there was anyone around here who could even begin to deal with what the company had done to the girl‌—‌but it would be a start. The hundred thousand Fay had offered for Martell’s capture would have given them a lot of breathing space.

<‍You want to hurry up?‍> Keelin sussed. <‍It’s painful watching you saunter along.‍>

<‍So you’ve got a visual on me?‍>

<‍Sure. Doesn’t look like they roughed you up too much. They didn’t‌…‌you know‌…‍>

<‍They threw more insults than anything else.‍> But it was comforting to know that Keelin cared. And it could’ve been far worse. Ryann had been lucky.

But luck ran out sooner or later. She still needed to be wary.

Keelin had the Proteus in a small quarry, with rock walls on two sides. That made sense, as it hid the craft to a degree. But it also gave places for others to hide. True, Keelin was monitoring the area. But it was an obvious rendezvous point. Anyone expecting trouble could already be waiting.

Her uneasiness grew, and she pushed out with her lattice.

She caught the trace as the man stepped around a flake of dark rock, and Ryann recognised him in an instant. He wore a long coat over his tall body, and his trace flared orange with self-confidence. He didn’t have a functioning lattice, but he was still dangerous.

“Not what you were expecting?” Castor Martell said, stepping closer still. He’d slicked his hair back, but his chin was dotted with stubble and his shirt was rumpled.

He held a gun in his hand. Ryann recognised it as a Preben. If he wanted her dead, all he had to do was squeeze the trigger. Even without lattice-lock, there was no way he’d miss from that distance.

Her hands rose of their own accord.

“Very good,” he said. “Finally learning your place. Of course, you should be back in that compound. I’d originally planned a little surprise when they transferred you to the city in the morning, but those degenerates you hang around with forced me to act sooner.”

He circled, stepping away from the Proteus. Ryann followed his movements, but she sensed something in the shadows. When she focused, she caught a familiar trace.

Was this all part of the plan? If it was‌—‌and that was her best hope at the moment‌—‌she needed to play for time.

“Why are you here?”

He laughed. “You need to ask? Fay wants you to take me. I can’t allow that to happen. You’re a stubborn bitch, so there’s only one way to stop you.”

Castor raised his Preben.

“I understand that,” Ryann said, forcing herself to speak slowly, forcing the rising adrenaline to slow. “But how did you know I’d get out?”

“Oh, that. I had my suspicions, paid my usual sources, and read how things played out. More than that, you don’t need to know.”

His smile was smug, and Ryann hated him. But he liked the sound of his own voice, so she had to keep him talking.

She focused, and tracked the trace as it shifted in the shadows.

“And now you’ve found us.” She kept her eyes on Martell. “Found me.”

“You. Yes. You’re an interesting character. I’d be tempted to offer you a position, if you weren’t so honest. And if you didn’t have those kids hanging around.”

“They’re not kids.”

“No? That punk girl’s small enough to be a junior. The sarcastic brat’s got the mind of an adolescent. And the moody one‌…‌well, he’s just a freak.”

“I’m far more than just a freak.”

The voice came from behind Martell, and the man jumped to the side, spinning around.

Brice stepped from the shadows. His eyes blazed with anger. He held his right arm rigid by his side.

It wasn’t his normal stance, and Ryann squinted. But she couldn’t see what he concealed in his hand.

“You’re a freak,” Martell repeated. “But we can put an end to that.”

Ryann saw events in a flicker of freeze-frames that surged across her lenses, the actions of a heartbeat spread out.

Martell raised his Preben, and his finger tightened around the trigger. But Brice skipped to the side and ducked as he lunged forward. He slammed his shoulder into Martell’s chest. The gun clattered onto the rocky ground. Martell fell, Brice on top of him.

Brice swung his right arm, and now Ryann saw the syringe in his grip. He plunged the needle into Martell’s neck. Martell squirmed and buckled, but Brice held him down.

As Brice pressed the plunger, Martell’s eyes widened. His lips quivered, as if he wanted to cry out, but no sound emerged. His limbs jerked once, then again. He shuddered. His eyes shut.

When Martell lay motionless Brice turned to Ryann.

“You want to clean up before taking him to Fay?” he said.









9: Brice

Brice


Brice didn’t want to be here, but Ryann had insisted.

“Let me do the talking,” she’d said. And he was fine with that. He had no wish to converse with Porfirio Fay. “But pay attention. And be ready, just in case.”

In case of what, she didn’t have to say. The man always had protection, never got his own hands dirty. If it came to a fight, no way would they win. Best option would be to run.

Everything about the man was loud‌—‌booming voice, garish clothes, expansive gestures. And his building suited him, with its pointless pillars and fast-moving wall displays. His office was dominated by a dark-wood desk, but there was a couch to one side, some hideous white rug on the floor, and grotesque blocks on plinths that must’ve been art of some kind.

Fay had squeezed himself into his oversized chair, head resting against the leather upholstery.

“I’m disappointed,” Fay said. He brought his hands up, formed a steeple beneath his multiple chins.

“We did what you asked,” Ryann said. “We’re here to collect payment.”

“Hmmm.” Fay tapped his middle fingers together. His eyes focused on Ryann‌—‌Brice was a lackey, not worthy of the man’s attention.

That didn’t make Fay careless, though. Brice had spotted the weapons the servants wore, and he’d noticed how the door hadn’t closed when they entered this room.

“We delivered Castor Martell as instructed,” Ryann said. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

That wasn’t good. Brice stood steady, feet shoulder-width apart, hands hanging by his side. Fay’s people had searched them both for weapons, of course, but his stance might make Fay think twice before doing anything stupid.

“Not quite,” Fay said. “I wanted him alive.”

“He was when we handed him over.”

“Only just.”

Ryann frowned. “His vital signs were strong. The drug was from a reliable source.” She shot Brice a glance, and he nodded. “He was in good health when your people took him. You can’t hold us responsible for anything that happened subsequently.”

“So you blame me for the man’s death?”

“I didn’t say that. Accidents happen. We completed the job you hired us for. An honourable businessman would pay us what he’d promised.”

“You accuse me of being dishonourable?”

“You misinterpret my words.”

Brice took a deep breath, forced himself to stay calm. She was too defensive, and that was coming across as aggression. Fay wouldn’t take that well.

It was another reminder that Ryann wasn’t a commander. Not really. She was older than the rest of them, had more years experience in the company, and she’d held a higher position before‌…‌before everything went wrong. But she’d only been a second. Could do all that mothering crap, could look after a crew’s wellbeing while under a commander But she wasn’t a leader.

And Fay knew this. The man might look like a joke, but to get to his position‌—‌and remain there‌—‌took a lot of savvy, a lot of quick judgement. He had Ryann down as an amateur from the start.

This wasn’t going to go well.

Fay smiled, his bright red lips parting to reveal perfect white teeth. “You don’t trust me. That’s fine. I don’t trust you either. Especially not after this screw-up.”

“We delivered Martell as instructed…”

“No! I wanted information from him, but his death prevented that. And his death was the result of that concoction you shoved into his body.”

“We were careful…”

“You weren’t careful! If you had been, you’d have discovered his condition.”

Ryann frowned. “There was nothing odd in his medical record.”

“Of course not! You think a dog like Martell wanted just anyone knowing about his weak heart?” He tilted his head. “Or maybe you did. Maybe you did this on purpose.”

“We’d have no reason…”

“You don’t like me, do you?”

Ryann blinked. “Our arrangement is business. My personal feelings don’t come into it.”

“Oh, cut the crap! I offend you. You don’t like the way I operate. You’re jealous of my position and wealth. Admit it, woman! You don’t like me.”

There was a sheen of moisture on Ryann’s forehead. Sure, the room was too warm, but Ryann was nervous. And that made Brice nervous too.

He needed to stay alert, and ready.

“You’re not someone I’d choose to socialise with,” Ryann said, her voice too quiet, too apologetic. Something else that wouldn’t go down well with Fay.

“Very diplomatic,” the man said, making the words emerge as a threat.

And Ryann either missed it or didn’t care. She let her shoulders roll forward. As she spoke, her hands waved in the air.

“But you hired us for a job, and we did what you requested. If Castor Martell had a health issue, and if he chose to disguise that fact, then he only has himself to blame for this accident.”

“Accident?”

“If we’d killed him on purpose, why would we come back to you?”

“Because you thought you’d play me. And you need my money.”

“There are other opportunities here in Athelis, and in Lisit.”

“After you destroy their property and attack their enforcers?”

Ryann almost smiled. “Some might call that experience.”

“And they’d say you should have done a better job. You want to impress Lisit scum, you don’t leave law enforcement alive.”

“We don’t kill indiscriminately. And we didn’t kill Martell.”

“I say different.”

“Only because you don’t want to pay us.”

Ryann stood firm, meeting Fay’s gaze. Her words hit hard‌—‌his middle fingers stopped their tapping, and he didn’t respond straight away.

Maybe she knew what she was doing after all.

She raised her eyebrows in question to Fay. He, in turn
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