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            Harlan5

          

        

      

    

    
      The freighter shuddered from end to end. Debris bounced down the listing corridors, knocking the droid, Harlan5, off his feet. Unperturbed, he engaged his magnetic realignment system to return him to upright, then held still until the under-fire spacecraft’s internal gravity control came back online. With a frustrated look back over his shoulder as more laser cannon fire battered the side of the ancient ship, he took hold of a rail to support himself, and brought Caladan up on the intercom.

      ‘I haven’t yet located the captain,’ he said.

      A crackle of static was accompanied by another shudder. Lights flickered. A flashing computer map set into the ceiling showed where the hull had been breached. Two levels above him. Ships this old weren’t designed well enough to take such a battering. He had minutes left at best before the freighter began to break up.

      ‘Level Four cargo hold. Not sure which bay. That’s the last location on her tracker before she switched it off.’

      Harlan5 nodded. ‘Going there now.’

      ‘Hurry up. The freighter’s crew is sabotaging the systems to prevent the Barelaons getting hold of the cargo. They’d rather the ship fell apart.’

      ‘That’s what my programming told me to fear.’

      The link cut off. Harlan5 scowled, the rolls of his metallic brow folding up enough to let a little oil dribble down his chrome face. With a puff of exhaust fumes, he hurried down the corridor toward the elevators.

      As expected, they were broken. Harlan5 broke a hole in the floor’s casing and climbed down the shaft, moving quickly, hand over hand, his feet hanging free. His programming explained to him the fear a human would have of falling into the hundred-metre-deep elevator shaft, but he felt none of the tiredness such an activity would give to a human. There were benefits to being a droid, after all.

      Breaking through the elevator doors on Level Four, he found himself in a corridor clear of all the debris on the levels above. Dim strip-lighting on power-saver mode illuminated lines of cargo bay doors, some standing open, most shut.

      ‘Captain?’

      The word echoed down the empty corridor. It was met with a sudden blaring alarm as the ship rocked again.

      ‘Evacuate. Evacuate. We are under attack. Barelaon troops have boarded the ship.’

      Harlan5 groaned. Activating the only one of his three defense blasters that still worked, he moved on down the corridor to where his internal transmitter gave him the last known location of the captain.

      The stench of alcohol as he opened the cargo bay door told him all he needed to know.

      ‘Captain….’

      She lay between two open crates, one of the few unbroken bottles in a sea of smashed glass clutched in both hands. She had drunk half of it, and during the process of passing out, poured the rest of it over her upper body. Her thick black hair was a matted, stinking clump, her skintight blue tunic slick and wet. The pale skin of her legs, visible between her skirt and black boots, shone with wetness. Harlan5 looked at the angle of the empty bottle and hoped he could attribute that to the liquor as well, otherwise Caladan would jibe her halfway across the known galaxy about a failure to control herself.

      ‘Captain … we have to leave. The freighter is under attack. Barelaon troops have infiltrated the upper levels. They’re currently looking the cargo, after which they’ll destroy all working ships in the hangers, then rape, maim, or simply kill any living crew members they find. It really isn’t a particularly nice situation. My program suggests that now is a very good time to leave.’

      He was answered with a groan.

      ‘Captain?’ He kicked out at her leg, aiming for a purple bruise she had picked up a couple of Earth-days ago.

      ‘Ouch!’

      ‘Ah, you’re alive. That’s useful.’

      Lianetta Jansen opened her eyes and looked up. ‘Sod off. Today’s the day, Har. Today’s the day Little Lia pops her clogs. You can go away now. Tell Caladan he’s not the worse pilot I’ve ever known, but he’s close. Perhaps third.’

      Harlan5 gave the best human-like shrug his shoulders could give, then reached down and took hold of Lia’s ankles.

      He had heard that men found her intensely attractive. Caladan often claimed that had the bionic repairs to his body after years of military service not rendered him sexually inert, he would have fallen at her feet. Certainly, there had been occasions when her alluringness had got them out of tight situations, but to Harlan5 she was only what she was: a lump of human flesh that had a propensity to get itself into trouble.

      Without a word he hauled her up and swung her grumbling and moaning over his shoulder.

      ‘It might be better to unholster your weapon, Captain,’ Harlan5 said, as he carried her with effortless ease back to the elevator shaft. ‘We are likely to meet Barelaons at some point before we reach the hanger and it’s hard for me to engage my own weaponry while carrying you. If you see any, just shoot them, please.’

      ‘Leave me behind,’ Lia muttered. ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘I do,’ Harlan5 said. ‘My programing says so. And Caladan can’t fly the ship without you, so by default he cares too.’

      ‘Sod off,’ she said again, but made no attempt to wriggle out of his grip.

      Climbing the elevator shaft while the freighter rocked around him was a little more difficult with Lia slung over his back, but Harlan5 set to his task with systematic concentration, while Lia moaned at regular intervals, as though to prove she was still alive.

      ‘Just drop me,’ she said, more than once. ‘I don’t care.’

      ‘My programming says—’

      ‘Shut up.’

      They had left the Matilda in the Level Two hanger bay. As Harlan5 traversed the labyrinthine corridors and stairways of the stricken freighter, the sounds of battle rattled through the air ducts ahead of them. Harlan switched his only functioning defense blaster to standby, aware that more than five shots would be effective suicide. He had already gone too far from his charging port, and would run out of battery if they were engaged in a firefight. Hung over his back, though, Lia stirred.

      ‘Damn it, let me down.’

      ‘Certainly.’

      He dropped her on the ground at his feet. Lia scowled up at him, then pulled herself up, holding on to Harlan’s arm as she adjusted her top, pulled down her skirt, and pulled up her boots.

      She ignored her hair, but did take a moment to wipe a mixture of sweat and dried blood from the side of her jaw.

      ‘I dropped the bottle.’

      Harlan5 nodded. ‘Caladan would suggest that was a good thing.’

      ‘Shut up. Which way is the ship?’

      Harlan5 pulled up his computer memory of the freighter. ‘It’s—’

      An explosion rocked the corridor, throwing them to the ground. An airlock to their left burst open, and black-masked soldiers in thick body armour rushed through, heavy proton rifles held across their chests.

      Lia had dropped into a crouch and shot down the nearest three before Harlan5 could react. His programming told him he ought to be impressed.

      ‘Move, Har!’

      Lia dived right as proton fire crackled against the wall beside him. Harlan5 scrambled through a door she had blasted open, then they were running across a tall hanger while the flashes and crackles of weapon fire sparked and frazzled around them. Three ruined transport craft burned even as they provided cover for a battalion of attacking troops. Behind them, automatic weapons fired out of cannon emplacements in the walls, while the freighter’s scant defenders tried to hold a position by the hanger airlocks.

      ‘Where’s the Matilda?’ Lia shouted, ducking and rolling to avoid stray proton fire. ‘Damn it, where did Caladan hide her?’

      ‘Lia, oxygen!’ Harlan5 cried. ‘If the hanger doors open you’ll die.’

      ‘Ah, got it,’ she replied, flashing him a grin as she pulled a thin sheath of plastic from a pocket on her belt and looped it over her face. The smart-mask immediately expanded into a clear bubble around Lia’s face, sealing to a bracelet around her neck. Its tiny vacuum pack offered enough oxygen for one hour, even though Harlan5 had told her time and again to find a black market selling better upgrades.

      ‘Through there!’

      The ground exploded in front of them. Lia dived again, this time behind Harlan5’s back, allowing the droid to shield her from the plume of flame.

      ‘They’ve seen us,’ Harlan5 said.

      ‘And there I was thinking they were just a very poor shot,’ Lia answered. ‘Hurry up and find the ship.’

      ‘This door.’

      Harlan5 blasted the airlock open and waved Lia through. Four shots left. His programming suggested that living life so close to the edge ought to leave him exhilarated.

      ‘There. Caladan! Fire the thrusters!’

      In the centre of the hanger, the Matilda, the Pioneer-Class XL Rogue Hunter Assault Craft that Lia, Caladan, and Harlan5 had called home for the last five Earth-years, sat like a crushed spider, her eight extendable legs folded around an oval central living hub, reduced her to half of her full eighty-metre length at full extension. As Lia shouted, lights came on beneath it, and three of the huge metal legs retracted and returned to their fittings, revealing a lowered capsule with an open door waiting for them.

      ‘I’ll cover you,’ Harlan5 said, turning and setting his aim for the entrance they had just blasted through. Three shots and he still might make it, but if need be he would give himself up for his captain. It was the most honourable way a droid could die; his programming told him so.

      The glitter of black armour appeared through the smoke. Harlan5 blasted it, his sensors telling him two Barelaons were now dead. He set his aim for the next, then steadied his body to prepare for the kickback.

      ‘Oh, no you don’t. Get in there.’

      ‘But Captain…’

      ‘Get on the damn ship!’

      A hand shoved him, and his programming told him to allow it to gain a reaction. He stumbled into the capsule and turned to help the captain climb in behind him. It shook as proton cannon fire stuck the door as it closed, and the casing’s magnetic shield deflected it. Two seconds later they were inside the ship, the capsule’s other door opening to let them out.

      As Harlan5 looked around for the charging cable he had lost during the flight through stasis-ultraspace to reach the freighter, Lia ran through the stuck-open doors on to the bridge.

      The captain’s chair swung around and a grumpy, crumbled face surrounded by a thick beard scowled at her.

      ‘Did you get the chip before you got plastered?’

      Lia patted her belt. ‘Of course I did. You know me, business before pleasure. Get out of my chair, asshole.’

      As Caladan stood up, he patted the old leather that had come from the hide of some long-extinct creature from one of the outer moons in the Centaur System. ‘Just getting familiar for when it’s finally mine,’ he said.

      ‘It never will be. Come on, let’s get out of here.’

      Caladan grinned. He punched a button on the dash and the ship lurched, its landing pads coming free. On video screens tapped from the freighter’s computer system, Harlan5 watched their own spaceship shudder beneath the fire of a dozen Barelaon proton rifles, but inside, the magnetic shields kept the ship unharmed. Barometers showed the Matilda to be at sixty percent of maximum resistance. Harlan glanced at the captain and Caladan as they worked the controls, his programming telling him he should feel nervous.

      ‘Nearly there … okay, tap the computer, get that hatch open.’

      On a video screen displaying the hanger’s front, a huge door slid open, revealing the blackness of space. Harlan5 watched as the Matilda’s rear thrusters engaged, and they roared out of the opening, reducing within an instant into a spot and then nothing.

      ‘We’re free,’ Caladan said. ‘Disengage with the computer, unless you’d like to watch the freighter go down.’

      Lia smiled. ‘And you call me morbid?’

      ‘I’ll record footage in case you want to see it later. What now?’

      Lia glanced at Harlan5. ‘Thanks Har. Good work. I’d give you a pay rise if I paid you.’

      ‘I appreciate the thought, Captain.’

      Lia rolled her eyes. ‘How many times have I told you…’ She shook her head and turned to Caladan. ‘Get us as far away as possible.’

      Caladan nodded. ‘Consider it done.’
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            Lia

          

        

      

    

    
      The blackness of space often terrified newcomers to space travel. They assumed you would feel close to the rest of the galaxy, when all it did was remind you how far everything was away. Drifting in deep space with only the occasional distant speck of an asteroid for company, you were reminded continuously that you were less than nothing on the foot of nothing.

      Not that Lia cared. In fact, she actually preferred it. The hopelessness, the hollowness, it felt welcome, deserved. She was nothing, the way it should be. The only downside to being nothing in space was that it was harder to procure one’s medication of choice.

      So tiny. She stared at the chip in her hand, no more than an inch across. It contained the plans for an offensive on Abalon3, a fire planet in the Trill Cluster. Her customer had required procurement of plans smuggled aboard the Grun Freighter Draft V14, a craft stolen shortly after embarkation by pirates, before falling quickly into the sights of Barelaon mercenaries for its cargo of ionized gold. In the midst of an offensive had proved the perfect time to sneak aboard the ship and recover the plans.

      After her customer received the chip, Lia would be well paid. And halfway across the Fire Quarter, one army would have an unexpected advantage over another, and thousands of unsuspecting troops would die in an unjust and unfair way.

      Lia shrugged. Not her problem.

      She had her own to worry about.

      ‘You’re losing control,’ Caladan had told her in a rare moment of seriousness between the jibes. ‘We’d have avoided some costly damage to the Matilda if you hadn’t stayed to get drunk. You can do what you like to yourself, but don’t endanger the rest of us.’

      The rest, of course, being a one-armed, disgraced pilot, and a stolen, reprogrammed droid.

      ‘You don’t understand,’ she muttered, turning the chip over in her hands. ‘No one does.’

      ‘What don’t I understand?’

      Lia looked up, startled. One hand hovered over her blaster weapon. Caladan stood in the doorway, his one arm leaning on the chrome framework. Lia stared at him, wishing she could make him attractive. Even missing an arm, had she found him remotely desirable the long hours of stasis-ultraspace could have been used more productively, but his lopsided nose, overlarge eyes and beard that he refused to shave made it impossible. It didn’t matter that as a Farsi he wasn’t even pure human; his anatomy was close enough, but there existed a simple lack of attraction.

      Luckily the feeling was mutual.

      ‘You’re supposed to be flying the ship.’

      ‘We’re in stasis-ultraspace. The robot can deal with the details. It’s time for me and you to get some sleep. I just came to see if you brought any of that piss with you so that I could put it under lock and key before you drank it all.’

      ‘I tried. I dropped the bottle while we were taking fire from those Barelaon mercs.’

      ‘A shame.’

      ‘It would have helped me sleep.’

      Caladan shook his head. ‘You lie, I can see it in your cheeks. You would have fed its properties into the food dispenser so we both had to live on it. We’d have crashed into the first asteroid we passed.’

      Lia shrugged and looked away. She hated the way Caladan always made her feel like a naughty girl.

      ‘Did you start to count down?’

      Caladan smiled. ‘You had eighty-seven seconds left before I left both you and the robot behind.’

      ‘You’re a bastard.’

      ‘I was being lenient. An Earth-year ago I would have given you sixty, but your standards have slipped. Both the robot and myself have noticed it.’

      Lia shrugged. ‘I guess I couldn’t miss an opportunity.’

      Caladan shook his head. ‘Tell me what happened down there. It’s not like you to screw up so bad. I mean, you redefined the whole meaning of the word, but that was close, even for you.’

      Lia looked at her hands and squeezed her eyes shut, refusing to allow the claws of her memory to take hold.

      ‘Today is June 1st,’ she said. ‘By the old Earth calendar.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Today’s the day I lost everything I ever loved.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The stasis-ultraspace sleep lasted only thirty hours. For a galactic hop, the trip was a short one, a blink of an eye compared to some that required the use of known wormholes in order to reduce the massive distances to a few Earth-days of travel. Lia kept her work around the Estron Quadrant—known among the rogue trader community as the Fire Quarter, due to the large number of fire planets—simply to cut a risk out of her already risky life.

      She tried to sleep, but stasis-ultraspace travel never made a hangover easy to deal with and the swirl of her memories was always strong around this time each Earth-year. It didn’t matter that more than a decade had passed, the pain was an open wound that would never heal. There was closure to be had if she could ever catch the bastard responsible, but even that would only be partial. She had seen places and peoples beyond even the realms of imagination, watched monstrous spacecraft battle like jousting butterflies, seen great creatures grown out of smoke, yet nowhere was it possible to restore the dead to life.

      No amount of drink would wash away the self-hatred for her own failing, although Lia intended to keep trying.

      Caladan found her on the bridge, peering out through the wall-to-ceiling screen at the distant dot of Iris, the main planet in the Areola System. One hand held her blaster, the other clenched and unclenched around an imaginary bottle that at times was wine, other was beer, and in a best case scenario, would be whisky right from Earth itself.

      ‘Let me guess, you’re wracked with guilt over the fee you’ll be paid for providing information that will lead to countless deaths?’

      Lia looked up and raised an eyebrow. ‘Torn,’ she said.

      ‘Just to clarify, I consider myself absolved of all responsibility, being a lowly salaried worker.’

      Lia scowled. ‘You get a cut. That makes it your problem too.’

      Caladan slumped down in the co-pilot’s chair beside her. ‘So you are feeling guilty?’

      ‘Are you accusing me of having humanity? Or this just a sneaky way of trying to get on my good side? Just to clarify, I will never, ever sleep with you. Even if you grow three more arms, it will never happen. Let’s just be clear on that. I’d rather sleep with the—’

      Caladan lived a hand. ‘There’s a crate of Earth whisky in Cargo Bay Four. I sneaked off the ship for a few minutes back there, while you and the droid were off sightseeing. Sorry, but did you really expect me to stay at my post the whole time? The emphasis on disgraced pilot is definitely on the disgraced. Anyway, it’s the best I could find. Happy birthday.’

      Lia smiled. ‘Sometimes I think that I’m wrong about you. That there really is a human being behind that beard.’

      Caladan shook his head. ‘Not enough of one, believe me. Parts of me will never grow back, and I don’t just mean the arm. Seriously now, all we’ve ever done is run black market goods in and out of the Trill Quarter. Now we’re getting involved in a war. The money can’t be that good, Lia. What’s going on?’

      ‘Getting cold feet?’

      ‘I was against it from the start. You know that. Someone hijacked that freighter for a reason, and I’m guessing it wasn’t for a few thousand tons of ionized gold. They were after what’s on that chip too. Perhaps we should stay out of someone else’s war.’

      Lia sighed. ‘It’s too late to start throwing your morals around.’

      ‘This isn’t morals. It’s self-preservation. I’ve come close to dying a few times, and I’m keen not to get too practiced at it. How many bounty hunters will we have trailing us if word gets out we were behind shopping the plans?’

      Lia lifted an eyebrow. ‘It would make life exciting, wouldn’t it?’

      Caladan jerked the stump of his left arm. ‘I didn’t enjoy the last bit of excitement I had,’ he said.

      ‘Well, you can stay on the ship, then. We’ll be docking in an hour.’

      On the screen, the distant dot had expanded into a world of greens and blues. Lia pulled up a summary of the planet on the screen, sighing at the familiarity.

      Iris, the third planet in the Areola System, was three times the size of Earth but carried a similar atmosphere and gravitational system. For Earth-sensitive beings like Lia, the 1.02 of Earth’s gravity would begin to make the shoulders ache after a couple of weeks. It was as close as most planets got to the far-distant birthplace of humanity and its dozens of subspecies, one of the few planets in the Estron Quadrant where humans could live with little or no buoyancy aid, and only occasional use of a respirator.

      In fact, Iris had only one downside—the weather.

      Three times Earth’s size brought weather systems that could be three times or more as devastating. Earthquakes that could rip canyons a hundred metres wide, tsunamis as tall as skyscrapers, and rainfall that could torrent for weeks at a time. As a result, all the colonies on the planet existed within great flexible glass domes. Painted to reflect the sunlight and avoid cooking the residents, from the upper atmosphere they looked like whiteheads poking out of the planet’s face.
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      Three hours later, the Matilda sat on a landing pad protruding from the upper surface of the dome of Louis Town, Iris’s third biggest settlement and seat of the planetary government. Harlan5 stayed on board while Lia and Caladan took the mile-high elevator that dropped them, ears popping with the pressure change, right into the middle of Louis Town’s downtown district.

      ‘I’ll meet you back at the ship,’ Lia said. ‘You have your intercom?’

      ‘Of course.’ Caladan held up a strip of paper with his only hand. ‘And my shopping list.’

      ‘Good. Pay in local currency. No trail.’

      ‘Got it.’

      Lia took a speeder taxi into the heart of the city. Louis Town was typical for domed cities built following the Ninth Expansion, some ten thousand Earth-years ago by planetary time. Its original design, all chrome towers with vertigo-inducing walkways and wide boulevards both at street- and sky level had entered into a period of overdevelopment mixed with decay. New buildings, many half-finished, others half-demolished, now encroached on what had once been a splendid example of planning and construction. The whole thing resembled a heap of collapsed scaffolding, with dirt and decay and scurrying rats living in the shadows beneath the girders.

      By now Caladan would be sitting in some dive bar, throwing his money at whatever passed for gambling in Louis Town. He often won big, because card sharks were always too trusting of a one-armed-man, but whatever coin he made rarely got back to the ship. Wherever you could find gambling, you could find other kinds of fun.

      Jiro’s was a pole dancing club in the seediest part of the city, built underground not far from the edge of the giant glass dome. Lia descended three levels down a sticky flight of stairs, passing several people in various states of drunkenness, as well as a couple of off-worlders: a grey-skinned, six-armed Karpali, and a towering, spine-backed Rue-Tik-Tan from the Trill System.

      The bar’s innards were as she had come to expect from the kind of places she spent most of her time: gloomy and cramped, stinking of blood and human sweat, the floor littered with broken glass, spores, and scales from some of the off-worlders, while at one end, a selection of naked girls—many quite clearly surgically enhanced—plied their trade upon sweat-slicked poles while a group of bored customers looked on. It was the kind of place she remembered from her childhood without any remote fondness, the kind of place her mother had dragged her into in search of her father, who had eventually drunk himself to death in such an establishment.

      Mankind had colonized more than fifty star systems, yet their tastes in entertainment had barely changed in a thousand years.

      Her contact was sitting in a booth along the wall, facing away from the pole dancing at the far end. As she sat down he looked up, his face registering neither surprise nor welcome.

      ‘Drink?’ he asked, waving a seven-fingered hand at the bar. A human waiter with the shaved head and hairless face of a monk or a eunuch sauntered over, an electronic keypad in his hands.

      ‘You got Earth gin?’ Lia asked.

      The waiter shook his head. ‘But a shipment of decent brandy from Centaur 3 came in last night.’

      ‘I’ll have that. Large.’

      ‘How large?’

      ‘As large as you’ve got. In fact, screw it. Bring me a bottle. Two glasses.’

      The waiter nodded and left.

      ‘Your expense account has already closed,’ her contact said, eyebrows coming together to appear like a single long line of hair across his forehead. Otherwise, the heavily muscled Tolgier—a human subspecies that shared many of the same characteristics of its parent species—was totally bald, a rarity among a species known for its excessive body hair. Large grey eyes studied her as though excited by her next move.

      ‘I don’t care. I have money. What I don’t have is a drink.’

      ‘Did you bring the chip?’

      Lia nodded. ‘Of course.’

      ‘I trust the mission was a success.’

      Lia shrugged. ‘No one got killed. None of mine, at any rate.’

      ‘Good. The hijacking of that Grun freighter was a complication my client didn’t foresee. I’m grateful to you for recovering the shipment.’ The Tolgier leaned forward, his attempt at a smile becoming more of a sneer. ‘I apologise that the Barelaons fired on your ship. They find it difficult to be selective when bloodlust gets in their way.’

      Lia stared at him. He wasn’t unattractive if you liked subspecies.

      ‘What’s so important about a little tiny chip that you required a dozen Barelaon mercenary ships to throw themselves on to a big, stinking fire?’

      ‘My client would not approve of me giving me up that information to a simple smuggler,’ he said. ‘You have fulfilled your part of the bargain, and on my client’s behalf, I will fulfill mine.’

      ‘It keeps me alive to be curious.’

      ‘But too many questions could get you dead.’

      The waiter arrived and put a quarter-bottle of brandy on the table, setting down two glasses.

      Lia lifted the bottle.

      ‘Drink?’ she said. ‘Just to celebrate the mission’s success?’

      The Tolgier stared at her for a few seconds, then smiled.

      ‘Don’t mind if I do,’ he said.
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      The sex wasn’t unpleasant, but it took two bouts before she even got the Tolgier’s name. Leon-Ar, a name she couldn’t be sure was real or not, but at least it gave her a point of reference. His client, however, remained a mystery, even though she did her best to coax the information out of him. The best she could get was that the Tolgier worked for a warlord who resided on one of the moons around Abalon3, and in the end, she had to settle for a decent, if slightly awkward lay. She had never completely adjusted to sleeping with off-worlders or subspecies. For a start, you had to pick the right ones, or a simple physicality mismatch could leave you maimed or dead. Of those that were compatible, some had benefits, but others were creepy. The Tolgier, for all his enthusiasm, still had too many fingers for her tastes.
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      She was drowning her frustration in another basement bar when her intercom buzzed. Harlan5’s call-sign appeared on the tiny screen. Lia lifted it to her ear.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Caladan said he couldn’t get in touch with you on the ground.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘There’s some kind of block being placed on devices from outside the system. I can’t figure it out.’

      ‘Then how are you calling me?’

      ‘I’m using the Matilda’s computer to boost the signal. I think you should return to the ship with haste. My programming tells me I should be fearful.’

      ‘What about Caladan?’

      ‘He’s heading back to the ship.’

      ‘Harlan, prepare the engines for takeoff within thirty minutes. I’m heading—’

      The world exploded. Lia dived for the ground as the air was sucked from her lungs. For an instant everything was a swirling mess of colour, then the years of combat training kicked in. Her hand found the respirator on her belt, and a second later it was pressed over her mouth.

      She sucked in a long breath. Around her, people were screaming. Above her, ducking and weaving among the towers and walkways, a squadron of Dirt Devils—small, circular land-based fighter craft—had blasted through the great dome and were cutting a path of destruction across the upper tier of the city.

      All around, other people were struggling the find the respirators that most space travelers carried as a necessity. Some locals without were running for oxygen bunkers, while a lucky few whose physiology was unaffected appeared bemused by the sudden chaos.

      Lia tried calling Harlan5, but her intercom signal was dead. She reached for her blaster, just as, high above, two of the Dirt Devils made a sweeping turn and began to descend directly toward her.
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      The drunk didn’t know what he was talking about, at least on the surface. In the gambling circles it was common to hear endless monologues about off-worlders disrupting human trade routes, either by manipulating the markets or by deliberate sabotage, but most of it was the kind of general discrimination that one race always held for another.

      Caladan, as always, had won well enough to enjoy the rest of his shore leave. He had learned the hard way never to return to the same gambling den twice, but even the hardest of card sharks let their guard down a little in the presence of a one-armed man. Despite the savage irony, he liked to refer to it as disarming, although the first time he had used the quip, his own arm had been removed from his body and fed to a warlord’s dog.

      It wasn’t a quip he ever repeated out loud.

      Now, leaning over the bar while contemplating which of the seediest establishments further up the entertainment strip was most deserving of his company, he listened as the drunk waxed lyrical about growing unrest out in Iris’s darklands.

      ‘They’re cropping up like a goddamn pox,’ the drunk said, spilling his drink but catching the glass just in time to retain some of the luminous blue liquid. ‘All over this system and the next. The government, it talks its talk, you know, but it’s all space, space, space. No one cares what’s going on down here anymore, under the domes. We’re squeezed, I tell you. Tax bills come in, but they ain’t for nothing anyone can ascertain. They’re protection fees, the lot of them. Protection against each other. Miss one and I wouldn’t be drinking here with you tomorrow.’

      Caladan nodded in all the right places. He had learned long ago that the best way to find out what was going on anywhere was to shut up and listen. Missing an arm automatically put him down among the rats, making him someone to confide in. Lia paid him as much for what he could find out in any given spaceport as she did for flying the heap of space rubble she called a ship.

      On a wallscreen in the corner, some local drama was playing. Caladan, unable to read the subtitles that were in local script, switched his gaze between the actors on the screen and the drunk sitting on his right.

      ‘Have another drink,’ Caladan said, waving for the bartender, an off-worlder whose race he didn’t recognise. A single eye watched him out of a shaggy fuzz of hair, but the grunt to the affirmative came in the common tongue.

      ‘Don’t mind if I do,’ the drunk said, holding out the glass for the bartender to refill. Caladan took another refill of his own, but he had been topping up the drunk’s glass on the sly since the man’s tongue started to wag.

      ‘You’ve lived all your days in Louis Town, I take it,’ he said.

      ‘You’ve got me,’ the drunk slurred. ‘Born and bred. Father was a lumberjack.’

      Caladan lifted an eyebrow. ‘Of trees? What do you need wood for?’

      ‘Nah, of steel girders. Off the crashed spaceships out west. Back in the Barelaon War. Parts rained down for a day and a night, so the story’s told.’

      ‘I don’t know it.’

      ‘I can elaborate if you have the time. I’m something of a historian.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      The drunk grinned. The bartender rolled his single eye as though this was a story he had heard often before.

      For the next twenty minutes, Caladan listened patiently to an often contradicted or repeated story about a space war that might or might not have happened as the drunk claimed. The Barelaon War was true enough—it had left three star systems uninhabitable—but it was the first he had heard of it happening in the Areola System. Whether the drunk had attributed the right battle or not, that there was a vast desert of space junk out to the west of the city was undisputable; Caladan had flown over it.

      Of more interest was that the drunk claimed a warlord was hiding out there, using it for a base.

      The drunk had just begun another elongated monologue about the failing politics in the Areola System and the resultant rise of feudal warlords on several of its habitable planets, when the wallscreen in the corner abruptly turned to static.

      Several customers jumped up in frustration and rounded on the bartender, who shrugged his furry shoulders.

      ‘Transmission’s down,’ he said. ‘Drink some more until it comes back on. One drink each on the house.’

      ‘That’s the spirit,’ chortled the drunk, but Caladan’s enthusiasm was gone. He excused himself and headed out into a shared passage with other bars on the pretence of a restroom visit.

      His intercom blinked with a red light, indicated the weakest signal available. ‘Robot? You there?’

      ‘Here. Something’s blocking transmissions within the city. I’m using the ship’s booster to get through.’

      ‘Where’s Lia?’

      ‘I haven’t made contact yet. The captain’s intercom is diverting to messages.’

      Caladan groaned. Which meant she was screwing the client. It didn’t matter what systems they visited, or what work they did. Some things never changed.

      ‘I’m heading back to the ship. Get me a tracking on her location and I’ll find her if I can. If not, prepare the Matilda for leaving. Something’s going on down here and I’m not feeling too good about it.’

      He switched off before the robot could reply. Where had Lia got to?

      Outside, the street shone with gaudy neon, amplified voices, and the shouts of bar touts. Caladan pushed his way through the crowds of revelers, heading for the access to the spaceport built into the dome’s roof.

      He was halfway there when the dome above him exploded.

      The air was torn from his lungs. It took him a few desperate seconds to reach the respirator fixed on the wrong side of his belt for his hand, during which his vision blurred and his stomach started to spasm. He took in a desperate breath one moment before he vomited up his last few drinks, then stuffed a respirator now stinking of bile back into his mouth and grimaced as each breath he sucked in came with the smell.

      Racing through the towers and walkways overhead came a group of Dirt Devils, ships even the Matilda’s rusty cannons could chew right up, but here in the confines of the city they posed a serious threat.

      ‘Where are you, you dumb cow?’ he muttered, crouching into an alleyway as hordes of screaming people rushed in all directions. A blast of proton cannon fire destroyed a building at the far end of the street, bringing more hysterics.

      Caladan pulled out his intercom and searched the small screen for information. It had picked her up already. She was less than five hundred metres away, but judging by the circling Dirt Devils in that direction, she was under fire.

      ‘Damn you, fool,’ he muttered, stepping out into the street, causing a hover-taxi to jerk to a stop, its automatic collision-prevention system throwing it sideways to avoid him. The hatch opened and the driver, an elderly, six-armed Karpali climbed out, shaking two of three clenched fists at him.

      With a wave of his blaster, Caladan hijacked the taxi, climbing inside and disabling the voice activation system with a single shot. As the door slid shut, he pulled a small device from his pocket and attached the damaged wires protruding from the destroyed voice activation system to it, using a clip to hold them firm.

      Then, switching on the homemade device that gave him control of the taxi, he pointed at two circling Dirt Devils a few streets away.

      ‘Right underneath,’ he said. ‘That’s where we’re going.’

      The little hover-taxi darted through alleys, under bridges, and past tall buildings as the Dust Devils circled. From somewhere behind him came the blare of an alarm, signaling the local authorities had taken to flight and would soon engage the terrorists in combat. That the Dust Devils showed no signs of leaving worried Caladan. A larger attack might be imminent, perhaps by a ground infantry force.

      ‘Here,’ he shouted at the voice command, and the taxi ground to a stop, its doors swinging open. He stumbled out as rubble rained down from high above, blocking the street ahead. With nowhere else to go, he slipped into an alleyway between two buildings. With its automatic command systems disabled, the hover-taxi sat by the curb, then with an earsplitting crunch disappeared under a heap of falling masonry.

      ‘Come on, robot,’ Caladan muttered as he ran, flicking on his intercom, praying for a signal. ‘Where’s that stupid woman got to?’

      Up ahead, three Dust Devils were encircling a squat concrete building that looked like a bunker or depository. Photon cannon fire had decimated its upper levels, but its foundations still stood, its lower levels perhaps installed with reinforced steel for such an event.

      As he reached the end of the alley across the street, a Dust Devil dropped to the ground, its landing gear lowering as it came to a stop.

      Much bigger close up than they looked in the sky—where they resembled grey buttons—Caladan was surprised to see nine men climb out, all wearing headgear and body armour, and carrying heavy duty proton blasters. As he watched, they spread out to encircle the building, their weapons trained on the dark under-space where conventional wheeled vehicles were parked.

      His intercom bleeped. He groaned as it confirmed his worst fears. Lia was underneath the building.

      ‘All right, here we go,’ he muttered, checking the attachment of his respirator and then unholstering his blaster. Not for the first time, he regretted the exchange that had taken an arm from him. In such situations, a second was more than useful.

      Above him, the three other Dust Devils had been engaged by five local police Peacekeeper craft. Tough-hulled but cumbersome, Caladan was a little surprised that Louis Town hadn’t upgraded to the newer Enforcers he had seen on many of their recent landings. Perhaps the drunk was right about the rot setting in on Iris. He watched an exchange of fire, in which two Peacekeepers were shot down for one of the Dust Devils, then the two remaining Dust Devils turned and fled into the narrower streets of the southern part of the city, leading the Peacekeepers away.

      ‘Up to me,’ he muttered.

      The Dust Devil had been left sitting in the street, its doors down. Caladan adopted the pose he so often used to put sentries off their guard, the stooping lurch of a drunk. With one arm of his cloak hanging loose and the other clutched across his belly, his blaster hidden by folds of the thick material, he stumbled across the street until the ship was blocking his view of the building.

      They had to have left a man inside. No militia would every leave a ship unattended, its doors open.

      Caladan reached the shadows around the landing gear and peered up the gangway into the ship. Lights still blazed, computers and machinery still hummed.

      There.

      Standing on the other side of the landing gear, a proton blaster across his chest, his back to Caladan, was the sentry.

      Caladan stopped. He put away his blaster, and opened a small box on his belt. He withdrew a long syringe and lifted it up to the air to check the end of the needle was still sharp. Satisfied, he held it gently in his hand, careful not to touch the tip.

      He crept within a couple more feet of the sentry, then made his move. He kicked the metal landing gear to the side of him, aware how the sound would carry as the metal frame reverberated. As expected, the man jumped, lifting his gun, facing to the left.

      Caladan stumbled out of the shadows, jabbing the needle through the thick material of the man’s uniform, embedding it into his forearm.

      With a grin, he gave the plunger a quick squeeze.

      The effect was immediate. The man howled and fell to the ground, his limbs jerking and kicking like a fish thrown on to land. Caladan gave him only a cursory glance. It wasn’t a pleasant way to die, but the poison would finish its work in a couple of minutes.

      Picking up the fallen guard’s photon blaster, he fired a couple of shots at a building across the street, giving the other militia men the impression they were under attack from that direction, then ran up the gangway into the craft.

      The sentry had been alone. Caladan frowned at the folly of these inexperienced men, then slipped into the pilot’s seat, pulled up the viewing screens and turned the cannons of the Dust Devil on to the men it had recently disembarked. Five died before they knew what was happening. The others took cover, dropping behind whatever was nearby: fallen masonry, a burning hover-car, a line of portable vending machines.

      Cackling, Caladan opened fire on them all as he prepared the Dust Devil for take-off, warming the engines and setting a course for the spaceport. A few returned fire, one man standing to blast a hole in the Dust Devil’s left wing. Caladan turned the cannons around, but someone else got there first. The man doubled over as blaster fire hit him from behind, then a figure was sprinting out of the dark beneath the depository building. Caladan smiled as he watched Lia on the screen. She fired over her shoulder, taking out two entrenched militia men, then dropped and rolled as others opened fire on her.

      Caladan swung the cannons around to give her cover. Lia jumped to her feet and ran the last few steps to the gangway.

      ‘Well, fancy finding you in here,’ she gasped, breathless.

      ‘Hurry up,’ Caladan shouted. ‘We haven’t got all day.’

      Lia stepped into the cockpit. ‘Nice to see you again,’ she said, grinning. A trickle of blood ran down the side of her face. ‘Did you enjoy your shore leave?’

      ‘Wasn’t as sedate as I was expecting,’ he said, grinning, engaging the lower thrusters to send the Dust Devil spiraling up into the air.

      As they headed back to the spaceport, they caught the attention of a Peacekeeper craft, a small two-man ship shaped like a mathematical set-square, with a square head and its thrusters blasting out of its lower, sloping underside. Its warning beacon flashed and a message appeared on their screen, but Caladan switched it off, then dropped into the narrow streets of the city, cutting through tight alleys and into a long, low tunnel until they had shaken it from their tail. Lia, hung on to the back of the pilot’s chair as the ship bucked and twisted, a smile on her face, seemingly enjoying the ride.

      A few minutes later, Caladan took them back up into the air, from where they found the spaceport in front of them.

      ‘Man, they smashed it bad,’ he said.

      The dome had been blasted through right below the main docking station for off-world ships. Tangles of glass and metal swung in the breeze of a growing storm, held to the dome by steel wires that passed through the surface. Already, though, tiny computer systems built into the dome were beginning to move them back together.

      ‘It means we can fly straight through,’ Lia said, but Caladan shook his head.

      ‘Not so fast. It’s regenerative. It’s already begun to restore itself. This system used to be prone to large meteor showers.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Look.’

      Caladan pointed to a corner of the view screen. ‘There. It’s knitting back together. But that’s not all. First it puts up a frame which it builds around.’

      ‘Can’t you blast it?’

      ‘The holes are too big. It’s like a net. The cannon fire with go straight through.’ He grinned. ‘I have a plan, though.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Call up the robot. Tell him to get the ship ready.’

      Lia pressed the intercom to her mouth and started speaking into it as Caladan turned the Dust Devil around, readying the rear thrusters for one final blast.

      Lightly built machines, they were designed for speed and agility, not durability in a fire fight. Neither did their regular arsenal have the firepower to break through the dome surface—a mixture of metal and glass—so one must have been deployed with a special payload.

      ‘They weren’t planning to get back by air,’ Caladan muttered to himself. ‘They were after something.’

      ‘Are you going to tell me your plan?’ Lia said, switching off the intercom. ‘The Matilda is airborne, the rear dock ready to receive us.’

      Caladan grimaced. ‘We won’t be docking,’ he said. ‘Hold on.’

      Lia glanced up at the screen. The sky in front of them appeared laced with lines of silver. ‘Caladan … you’re not serious.’

      ‘It’s the only way.’ He grinned, hiding the terror he felt. ‘Get ready to jump.’

      The armour plating on the Dust Devil’s outer surface shrieked as they crashed into the wire netting. The small ship broke through, but not before sustaining terrible damage. As it looped up into the air, both engines cut out, and the wind howled through dozens of rents in the hull.

      ‘I always knew you were crazy,’ Lia gasped, heading for the back of the cockpit, holding on to overhead pipes and shelving units as the ship rocked in its death throes.

      ‘Yet I continue to surprise you, is that it?’

      ‘That’s right.’

      Caladan grinned. ‘Goddamn pray that robot sees us coming.’

      He jabbed a button on the dashboard and the roof the cockpit ejected. Freezing wind filled the small cabin. Lia climbed out on to the top of the spacecraft, then twisted and reached down for Caladan.

      ‘Never the easiest of maneuvers,’ he said, letting go of the ship’s controls to take her hand.

      As Lia pulled Caladan up beside her, the ship began to list, the last of its upward motion exhausted. It hung in midair for a while, then plummeted out of the sky.

      Lia pressed the intercom to her lips. ‘Harlan….’

      Something huge loomed beneath them, then the Dirt Devil was spinning across the floor of the Matilda’s landing bay as the rogue hunter swallowed the smaller craft like a giant space whale. Lia wrapped her arms around Caladan and they jumped clear. Caladan grunted as the fall knocked the wind out of him, but there was no time to quietly suffer. The Matilda lurched, righting itself, and the Dust Devil slid right back out again. As soon as it was through the opening and spinning through the air, the cargo bay door closed with the hiss and groan of hydraulics.

      ‘Close one,’ Lia said, sitting up, one hand picking a piece of wire mesh out of her hair.

      Beside her, Caladan nodded, still too shaken to answer.
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      ‘My programming says I should be proud of that maneuver,’ Harlan5 said, standing by the airlock leading out of the cargo bay, his wide, magnetic feet holding him still while Lia and Caladan struggled against the motion of the ship as it rose towards the outer edges of Iris’s atmosphere.

      ‘If you dig a hole you’ve got to fill it in,’ Caladan growled, pulling himself up. ‘Get us out of here.’

      Lia patted the robot on the shoulder as she reached him. ‘Ignore him,’ she said. ‘Listen to your programming.’

      ‘My programming tells me—’

      ‘We need to get to the bridge,’ Lia said, engaging the airlock. ‘Come on.’
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      ‘We’ve got security cruisers waiting for us,’ Caladan said from the pirate’s chair. ‘What the hell did you do down there? Those Dust Devils were after you. Don’t try to hide it. What did you do?’

      Lia grinned, remembering the Tolgier’s hands on her body. ‘Aside from get drunk and get laid?’

      ‘Of course. Some things are a given.’

      ‘Jealousy doesn’t fly ships.’

      ‘A good job. If it did, we’d have crashed by now.’

      ‘My programming says—’

      ‘Quiet.’

      Lia sighed. ‘Those Dust Devils. I think they were after the chip.’

      ‘Robot, you didn’t happen to hack Louis Town’s radar towers while you were down there, did you?’

      ‘I did.’

      ‘Really?’

      Lia smiled at the way Caladan seemed genuinely pleased.

      ‘And did you get a source location for those Dust Devils?’

      ‘No. I searched for only routine information.’

      ‘Well, next time the waste disposal unit breaks down, we’ll know where to find parts.’

      ‘My programming says I should be offended at that statement.’

      ‘No, no, your programming is malfunctioning.’

      Lia would have punched Caladan’s arm but she was on the wrong side. Instead she gave the stump a squeeze through his jacket.

      ‘Don’t tease him. He got us out of there.’

      Caladan looked about to retort, but a light began to flash on the control panel. ‘Ah, problem.’

      ‘What?’

      Caladan pressed some buttons on the computer terminal and lines of code began to appear. ‘We’ve been flagged for leaving without clearance,’ he said.

      ‘So? Another fine. So what? I imagine they have bigger problems about now.’

      ‘Makes us look guilty,’ Caladan said.

      Lia sighed. ‘Then let’s at least do something to feel guilty about. ‘Jump it.’

      Caladan laughed. ‘Strap in.’

      Lia climbed into her seat, while Harlan5 took up a brace position in the rear of the cabin.

      ‘Anywhere in particular?’

      ‘Trill System.’

      Caladan pressed a button to activate an automatic stasis-ultraspace sequence. ‘Well, it was a flying visit, Iris,’ he said, tapping the receding ball on the rearview screen. ‘Not sure we’ll be back any time soon, but, for now, goodnight.’

      The glittering star field outside become a rainbow of colour. Lia winced, pissed at Caladan for leaving the screens open as the ship entered stasis-ultraspace, something, which, if done too close to a star, would either blind them or burn up the inside of the bridge. As she opened her mouth to say something, Harlan5 murmured, ‘Oh, my programming tells me I should find that pretty.’
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      Lia turned the chip over in her fingers, wondering if the Tolgier had discovered the ruse yet. Somewhere, halfway across the galaxy, he was perhaps loading what he thought were stolen invasion plans and finding nothing but a blank screen.

      She had gone into the meeting with good intentions, with both the original chip and the counterfeit she had instructed Harlan5 to make secreted away on her body, but something Caladan had said had rankled, and when she looked at it objectively, the fee was far too high for a simple recovery mission. Whoever Leon-Ar worked for, they desperately wanted the chip and had the kind of wealth to ensure it happened that made Lia nervous.

      Leon-Ar’s commission had been to recover the item from the hijacked Grun freighter during an attack by Barelaon mercenaries designed to hide the infiltration by Lia’s team. The item—allegedly plans of some kind—would allow an uprising on one of the Trill System’s outer planets to be crushed before it gained too much momentum.

      Yet, something about the expense of the operation disturbed her. It felt like a cover for something bigger, more deadly. She had instructed Harlan to check the political situation on each of Trill’s planets, and he had found nothing other than the usual squabbling and backbiting—nothing to suggest a major offensive was imminent.

      So, she had done the only sensible thing: have Harlan5 check the contents of the chip, but the droid had found it inaccessible, locked tight.

      Instead, he had copied the encrypted information and made a counterfeit, and Lia had gambled that Leon-Ar would not have the means to check.

      Most contacts would have made certain they weren’t being duped. It wasn’t the first time Lia had disarmed someone with her body, and while her looks held, she doubted it would be the last. She was hunted now, she knew it, and not just because the Dust Devils had come out of nowhere to attack her.

      Dust Devils, which offered significant firepower at a low price, were a favorite of the warlords that had sprung up in most systems in the absence of a solid intergalactic council. Leon-Ar, she suspected, had let it slip that he was making a deal for a warlord, and another warlord had decided to make it his business.

      Whatever information the chip contained, it was no doubt of immense value, and something that valuable couldn’t be just handed over.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ‘Five Earth-hours,’ Caladan said. ‘Which planet do you want?’

      ‘Cable,’ Lia said. ‘We need to find someone who can tell us what’s on this chip.’

      ‘Can’t the robot do it?’

      Lia shook her head. ‘He’s too old,’ he said. ‘A positive antique.’

      Caladan lifted an eyebrow. ‘It surprises me that there is an item of technology older than your robot.’

      ‘I’m listening,’ Harlan5 said from his berth behind them. ‘My programming tells me to begin feeling an affront toward your behaviour.’

      ‘Go back into hibernation mode,’ Caladan said. ‘Just don’t forget to wake up. We might need you to carry some boxes or oil the landing gear.’

      Harlan5 paused a moment, then obeyed the first command, his body shutting down with a hum as the flickering light in his eyepieces went out.

      ‘Ah, peace,’ Caladan said. ‘So. What’s the plan?’

      Lia shrugged. ‘We find out what’s on this chip, and then we sell it to the highest bidder.’

      Caladan grinned. ‘Come on, you can’t fool me. You’ll hand it over to whichever government is nearest. Once GMP, always GMP. For the record, I’m proud of you. Partly. I don’t approve of everything you did, but I think you might have just saved some lives. Not ours, of course. We’re screwed. But some people will thank you without every knowing it.’

      ‘Thanks … I think.’

      ‘Welcome. Now, let me take a look at that thing.’

      Lia handed over the tiny chip. It was a small rectangle that nestled neatly in the palm of a hand, but compared to the digital wavelength technology that ran most ships, it was a brick.

      ‘We should be able to find a machine that’ll run it in a junk shop on Cable. Easy.’

      Lia grimaced. ‘And that’s what worries me. I have a feeling we need to be very careful with this thing.’

      ‘Got you. So, tell me where we’re going, and we’ll see what can be done.’
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      Cable, the second largest of the three inhabited planets in the Trill System, had been barren and lifeless within the memory of some creatures Lia had come across during her travels, but now, some Earth-centuries after a race known as the Trill had terra-formed it, providing it with a breathable atmosphere, leaving behind only the system’s name before vanishing into the galaxy and effectively out of the annuls of intergalactic history, it was a thriving planet of two billion people.

      The vast majority resided on the main continent, Argilli, and of those, most lived within the hundred-Earth-mile wide city of Seen.

      Seen had developed like many oxygen-breathing cities had: a mixture of super-rich and super-poor with everything in between. It was a hedonist’s dream, but also a criminals’ paradise, particularly in the middle-areas where security was either lax or under-maintained. Most intergalactic trading companies had offices here. The population was sixty percent human and subspecies, with the rest being made up of a motley assortment of off-world traders and investors.

      It had been Caladan’s idea to ground the ship some way outside the city in one of the great open grasslands that made up much of Argillis. They found a dip between hills on an open moor, then engaged the oft-misfiring camouflage function to bring the Matilda down unnoticed. Once on the ground, the colour-sensitive panels in her body armour adjusted—theoretically, at least—to blend into her surroundings.

      Of course, were someone to stumble across the Matilda, no amount of camouflage could disguise a ramshackle but functioning rogue hunter assault craft, which was why Caladan offered to stay behind. With Harlan5 to accompany her, Lia took their only functioning quad buggy, and headed for Seen.

      Three times they were stopped by police patrols, and twice ordered to pay a fine for using an unregistered vehicle. Lia knew they were being scammed, but grimaced and handed over the money in both cases. The second group offered to take the droid in exchange, but Lia politely declined, keeping one hand near her blaster in case things got heated. Luckily, the group moved off without incident.

      They found themselves in the midst of Seen’s suburbs without even noticing how the city had sneaked up upon them. Empty streets lined by widely spaced houses soon gave way to narrow, busy streets lined by apartments, which then became great towers and domes and silver office buildings that reached for the sky.

      ‘Would you like a map drawn?’ Harlan5 asked as they doubled back for the fifth time. ‘It will only take a moment to compute if I log in with a tracking satellite.’

      Lia shook her head. ‘It’ll leave a trace signal. I’m concerned about this. When I agreed to this job, I was naïve.’

      ‘My programming tells me to inform you that you were almost certainly drunk,’ Harlan5 said.

      Lia scowled. ‘And my programming tells me that even though you’re probably right, it might be time to solder your voice circuits.’

      ‘Touché,’ the robot said.

      After another half an hour of meandering through increasingly cluttered streets, Lia jumped up from her seat. ‘Here, this is it. I recognise this place.’

      Lia jumped down from the quad bike and looked around, shaking dust off ancient memories of a time long ago when she had been much younger than now.

      ‘I’ll take it alone from here,’ she said, patting Harlan5 on the shoulder. ‘You should go back to the ship and help Caladan with whatever needs fixing. I’ll be in touch when I need to be picked up.’

      Harlan nodded, and headed off, the quad buggy leaving a cloud of stinking smoke in its wake. Lia continued on foot into a narrow, covered warren of shops and bars. Due to the stasis-ultraspace routes, she was unsure how much real time had passed since her last visit to Trina, but it felt like years.

      The ancient bric-a-brac shop looked like something out of a fairytale. Boxes of junk spilled out on to the streets, some of them literally tipping over, hundreds of ancient components of various sizes knocked across the floor. Lia nudged aside old radios, computers, intercoms, implants, satellite tracing beacons, and all manner of other junk as she made her way up to the door.

      Thanks to a large, square object pushed into a space behind it, the door only opened halfway, but Lia managed to squeeze through the opening and immediately felt as though she had travelled back in time as she moved among heaps of retro equipment, all poorly illuminated by strip lighting battling against the grime that covered the windows.

      ‘Is anyone here?’

      A bell announced the opening of an inside door. ‘I’m coming,’ a woman’s voice said. ‘Just wait a minute. Don’t you know how it hurts to get around these days?’

      A plump, grey-haired woman appeared between two stacks of junk. Her hair frizzed out around her face as though caught in a constant mesh of static, while the old pinafore she wore was smudged with grease. Her face, kindly, was deeply lined.

      ‘Hello, again. It’s been a long time, Trina.’

      ‘Do I … oh.’ The woman stopped. ‘Lianetta. Oh my.’

      Lia smiled. ‘Or should I say, Mum. I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.’
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      Raylan Climlee’s arm shook as he held the blaster to Leon-Ar’s head. Even kneeling, the Tolgier towered over him, but Raylan pressed his toes into the ground and raised himself on tip-toe to ensure the barrel of the weapon left an imprint on the Tolgier’s skin. ‘You will tell me again how you failed to retrieve the shipment you were sent to collect.’

      ‘There was an attack—’

      ‘I don’t care about that. Other warlords in the Trill System make it their business to disrupt mine as best they can. It’s being dealt with. What I want to know is why you brought me what is effectively a worthless piece of plastic.’

      ‘The drive was a perfect copy. Without the means to test it I was unable to know the ruse. Had I been able to run a test—’

      ‘Silence.’

      Raylan lifted the weapon and brought the heavy butt down across Leon-Ar’s face. The Tolgier grunted, crashing face-first into the stone floor. He looked up, blood trickling down his cheek, his eyes desperate.

      ‘Your contact … explain.’

      ‘Lianetta Jansen … disgraced former Galactic Military Police, later mercenary, smuggler, space mule. She came with a reputation, but her record for success was the best of anyone I could find who was still alive. And I know she collected the shipment. There was no other way she could have engineered a fake of such exact likeness.’

      ‘Then she still has it.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You will recover it. And you will find out why you were tricked.’

      ‘My lord….’

      Raylan turned away. He clasped his hands behind his back and strolled across the room, humming lightly to himself. ‘You have disappointed me, and as a result, I have sent a platoon of my men to your home moon, where they will await further orders. Should you fail to recover my shipment in its original form within one Earth-month … I will order them to attack your home village. Every member of your family, every one of your friends … the people who you grew up with, went to school with. I will have my men massacre them one by one. Their screams will haunt you, literally. I will have them recorded, and you will be consigned to a cell in my moonbase, a headset strapped to your face, where you will listen to your loved ones die on an endless loop until you are driven so mad that you will not feel the rats gnawing through your feet. Is that understood?’

      Leon-Ar nodded. ‘Completely.’

      ‘Good. Now get out of my sight before I humiliate you further. I am beginning to feel the need to defecate.’

      As the Tolgier stumbled from the room, Raylan holstered his blaster and tugged on the braids of his beard.

      ‘Worthless asshole.’

      ‘You were a little harsh on him, were you not?’

      In the doorway to his bedchamber, Lady Julienne leaned with one foot resting against the other. Her skin, as dark as the night, was a like a
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