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      It was much easier to breathe without an electrified staff prodding into your back, Lianetta Jansen thought, as the Oufolani guards herded her like cattle into a glass elevator. Surrounded by more guards on the other side of the transparent box, the pilot of her ship, Caladan, gave her an awkward wink out of his swollen, blackened right eye, a gesture he thought was funny or ironic. Then the elevator moved, and in moments they were dropping fast enough to make her eyes water, the grub-like Oufolani around her contracting like squeezed sponges.

      ‘Hold her,’ one of the guards said in a robotic voice that came from an embedded translation box in the roll of flesh below its tiny, caterpillar-like head. ‘Her intelligence might be compromised if she bumps her head.’

      Stumpy forelegs pressed around her arms, hundreds of tiny hooks tickling her skin. Not content to hold her with a single pair of legs, the nearest guard lifted the second and third of its six segments off the ground to hold her with six legs at once. The pair nearest her waist secreted a sticky liquid that smelled like rotten plant matter. Certain the Oufolan was getting aroused by its closeness, Lia closed her eyes and tried to think about the shipment of Whir-town brandy they had picked up at their last stop as she swallowed down the urge to vomit.

      As quickly as it had fallen into freefall down the outer edge of Ergogate’s third-largest tube-city, a fifty-mile deep glass tube known as Rock Haven, the elevator came to a jolting stop. Lia opened her eyes as the nearest guard released her. The one at her rear prodded her toward the opening doors.

      ‘Wow, he liked you.’ Caladan chuckled. ‘Pretty sure you’ve never turned me on that bad. Not even on laundry day.’

      ‘Your beard looks better when it’s on upside down,’ Lia fired back, feeling mildly victorious as Caladan frowned.

      He blew flat the part of his long beard that had curved up during the viciously swift descent. ‘I thought you’d got used to my face.’

      Lia scowled. ‘I’ll never get used to it.’

      ‘Move,’ the Oufolan guard captain said. ‘No dawdling.’

      The guards pushed them close together. The group headed down the corridor, a glass tube like most of Rock Haven, the uniform transparency broken only by a black felt carpet that collected a slime trail as the Oufolani passed.

      Caladan nudged Lia in the ribs with his only elbow. ‘Look at that.’ He nodded at Rock Haven’s vast outer wall, through which the planet’s surface was visible. ‘A firestorm is rising. Just think, if the glass wasn’t here, all these grubs would be incinerated. Like how I used to pour boiling water on the ants’ nests in my parents’ garden.’

      ‘I never knew you had a garden.’

      ‘You should ask me more personal questions. I was a proper horticulturalist.’

      ‘What happened to it?’

      Caladan shrugged. ‘Bandits, warlords, civil war. One of the three. Could even have been an implanted memory used during a torture session. I forget now. Wow, here it goes.’

      As the Oufolani pushed them along the corridor, Lia peered out at Ergograte’s barren surface, the firestorms that stripped everything on a near-daily basis leaving the rock scorched free of any hint of vegetation. The desert landscape had darkened, storm clouds gathering overhead, their grim undersurface betraying the devastation they were set to unleash.

      ‘Here we go.’

      Even through the tube city’s three-meter thick glass walls, the air rumbled as the clouds burst, the very air itself igniting as the flammable atmosphere self-combusted. The glass walls darkened, an automatic tinting system designed to protect the eyes of residents switching on, but beyond the glass the raging fire that enveloped all the visible landscape was still apparent.

      The Oufolani had stopped, Lia and Caladan coming to halt with them. As one, the ten caterpillar-like off-worlders dropped onto all six sets of legs and turned to watch the firestorm, umming and aahing through their robotic voice translators like children watching their first fireworks display.

      ‘Should we try to escape?’ Caladan whispered.

      Lia shook her head. ‘There’s nowhere to go. The spaceport will be in lockdown until the storm passes, and there aren’t a lot of hiding places in a city that’s ninety percent glass.’

      ‘We could skin a couple of those grubs and wear them like disguises,’ Caladan said.

      ‘You might be able to, but I’d die from the smell.’

      ‘I guess death is a better option, then.’

      ‘What is it you always say about my tongue? That’s it’s my greatest weapon. Give it a chance.’

      ‘That’s not quite what I meant.’

      ‘What did you mean, then?’

      The Oufolani resumed their positions, rising onto their three rear sets of feet to stand at Lia’s shoulder height. Even though she’d dealt with Oufolani before, Lia found it uncomfortable to be around them. She knew from studying Harlan5’s databases the Oufolani were highly intelligent, with an IQ twice that of an average human’s, and their scientists were sought after by technology companies all over the galaxy.

      It didn’t matter.

      They were giant caterpillars.

      The group passed through another glass door, this one tinted to hide what lay inside, and found themselves in a meeting room. A table stood in the center, piled high with dark green organic matter that resembled algae.

      Another Oufolan stood on the other side of the table. Unlike the guards, who were all a dull gray, this one was a kaleidoscope of color, everything from luminous yellow to chrome purple. A deceptively small head was disguised by large fake eyespots on its upper segment, which were backed by multi-colored spines curving forward like giant eyelashes.

      ‘Ah, Lianetta Jansen,’ came a robotic woman’s voice. ‘The legendary outlaw. It’s my pleasure to welcome you to my office.’

      ‘Adjunct Seefontik,’ Lia said. ‘I’d hoped to meet you in less pressing circumstances.’

      ‘Come,’ the Oufolan said. ‘We’ll leave my guards to feast while we talk.’ The tiny head turned. ‘Release them.’

      Lia and Caladan had their bonds removed and followed Adjunct Seefontik through a glass door into a wider chamber. As the door closed behind them, an automatic tinting system hiding the other room from view, she caught a glimpse of the guards hungrily gathering around the table of green mulch.

      ‘A moment, please,’ Adjunct Seefontik said. One stumpy foreleg pressed a control panel on the wall, then the whole room moved, gliding like a giant elevator through a series of glass tubes until it came to rest on a side of Rock Haven near the cliff. Lia, who had visited many of the galaxy’s wonders, still marveled at Ergogate’s tube cities. On a fire planet rich in trioxyglobin, the government of Quaxar System had utilized the only other resource—sand—to create giant test tubes embedded into fissures in the earth, each containing an entire city. While the lower levels, where complex generators harnessed the firestorms’ energy to power the city, were built of more conventional metal alloys, the upper levels were almost entirely glass. You could watch hundreds of people going about their business as though floating in the air, while tinted blocks would wink out when private matters were given attention.

      Adjunct Seefontik pressed another button and a doorway in the glass itself appeared, leading into a tunnel bored into the connecting rock. Without waiting, the adjunct headed into the tunnel, moving on all six sets of legs, leaving Lia and Caladan hurrying to keep up.

      ‘What’s this, a giant ants’ nest?’ Caladan muttered.

      ‘Seriously, I know you think that’s a joke, but I wouldn’t go there,’ Lia answered, nudging a small bug aside as it attempted to mount her shoe. ‘I’ve heard there’s an Oufolani subspecies which requires a live host for incubation. Their homeworld used to incarcerate an unnaturally high number of off-worlder prisoners.’

      ‘Best say nothing more about that.’ Caladan grimaced as he looked at his feet.

      Up ahead, Adjunct Seefonik slowed. She lifted her two front sets of legs and moved at a slower pace to allow them to walk side by side. ‘I thought I’d show you what you were doing when you decided to run with your cargo.’

      ‘We didn’t run,’ Lia said. ‘Like I told your guards—our ship suffered a malfunction. It automatically assumed a flight sequence. The autopilot had been glitchy for weeks.’

      ‘We’re refugees out of Trill System,’ Caladan said. ‘We’re tired of running. We were glad we’d found somewhere safe to hole up for a bit. We were looking forward to becoming productive members of the community.’

      Adjunct Seefonik sighed. The colors of her fake eye spots flickered, as though she were rolling giant eyes. ‘I don’t care about Trill System. It’s a million miles from here.’

      ‘Technically, it’s a lot farther than that,’ Caladan said.

      ‘The wormholes are being monitored,’ Adjunct Seefonik said. ‘We have nothing to worry about here in Quaxar.’

      Lia shook her head, refusing to argue, aware she had no leverage with people who hadn’t seen what she had seen. ‘Where are you taking us?’

      ‘You’ll see.’

      They reached a staircase cut into the rock. Adjunct Seefonik led them down, moving slowly. The Oufolani, an off-worlder race originating from a marsh world, had never adjusted to human inventions such as stairs. Lia and Caladan followed behind, Lia trying to ignore the pilot’s confused glances.

      Finally, they came to a steel door. Adjunct Seefonik pressed a button then muttered something in her own language into an intercom. The door swung open, and the adjunct went inside. ‘Come, come.’

      Lia found herself in a nursery. Heaps of stinking vegetable matter filled the cavern’s corners. Oufolani infants the size of small dogs crawled among it, eating and playing. A couple of adults, their colors brighter than the guards but not a match for the adjunct’s vibrancy, walked among them, supervising.

      ‘Here,’ Adjunct Seefonik said. ‘Do you know what you’re looking at?’

      ‘A personal nightmare?’ Caladan muttered into Lia’s ear as the adjunct turned in a slow circle.

      ‘This is an orphanage,’ Adjunct Seefonik said. ‘These children have lost their parents to accidents in the trioxyglobin mines.’

      One grub attempted to climb up Caladan’s leg. Lia suppressed a grin as he nudged it away, revealing a coating of slime left behind.

      ‘You attempted to depart with a cargo of protective chemical used for safety in the mines around Rock Haven. I wanted to remind you your actions will only cause more children to lose their parents in the future.’

      ‘I’m sorry. But like I said, we had an autopilot malfunction. It attempted to launch our ship without authorization.’

      ‘No doubt you were planning to deliver the chemical to one of the bases aligning with the dissenters, but you’re forgetting how your actions affect the people on the ground.’

      Lia sighed, wishing she had a better excuse. It was one they had used numerous times, but on this occasion it was true. Harlan5 had slipped while attempting to repair the autopilot, fusing two rogue wires and jolting the ship into a launch sequence which had seen it seized by the spaceport guards.

      ‘There must be something we can do.’ She scowled at Caladan as the affectionate grub now attempted to climb her own leg. ‘I mean, it was a simple mistake.’

      ‘One that cannot go unpunished. Your ship has been impounded until further notice. You and the rest of your human and subspecies crew have been found guilty of theft.’

      ‘I don’t recall a trial—’

      ‘Rock Haven’s law does not require you to be present.’

      ‘Hang on a minute—’

      ‘You have been sentenced to seven Earth-years of hard labor on the prison asteroid of Phuffu.’ Adjunct Seefonik turned around, her movements reminding Lia of a tank trying to make a U-turn. ‘I trust you will spend the time when you are not at the whip meditating on your actions. So you do not make the same mistakes again upon your eventual release.’

      Caladan lifted his only hand. ‘Wait—’

      Adjunct Seefonik rose onto her rearmost pair of legs, and a spray of gray gunk coated Caladan’s chest. He tried to wipe it away, but the sticky substance contracted, holding him tight. Lia tried to look pitiful to spare herself the same fate, but it did no good. Adjunct Seefonik doused her too. ‘I will call the guards to take you to the prison transport,’ she said. ‘Your ship and possessions will be dealt with by an independent tribunal.’

      Lia opened her mouth to protest, but a globule of gunk slid off her upper lip, sticking her teeth together. She looked at Caladan, who was also unable to speak, but she could tell what he was thinking, and it wasn’t good.
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      The prisoner hold of the lumbering prison ship Crampus was a community onto itself. After reaching deep-space cruising speed, all bonds were released and prisoners could interact freely with each other. Overhead, automatic gun emplacements followed every movement, flashing into life to cut down anyone who got involved in a physical altercation. The rest quickly learned that keeping the peace was in their best interests, even though several traditionally warring races were contained in the same area.

      Several huge view-screens set into the walls showed their progress through space, for the most part a sea of stars with occasional annotations in multiple languages flashed up to indicate certain known systems. On another wall, a computer representation gave a repeating detailed description of the Crampus’s design and features. A surprising number of prisoners had gathered to watch the revolving 3D image of a gray box wider at one end than the other, which flew cocked over into a diamond shape, its thrusters embedded into two outer corners. Caladan had wondered if the video might inadvertently give some clue to an escape route, but the internal views only focused on the flight deck and crew quarters, ignoring the prison hold and the engine rooms.

      Lia had wandered off to hunt out information. Caladan tried to find an interest in a pseudo-gambling circle where the only thing being waged was a bucket of fake coins provided by the guards, but without some real risk it failed to capture his excitment. Instead, he found himself gravitating to one of the view-screens, sitting among a cluster of off-worlders, a few humans and subspecies.

      When an annotation flashed up to announce a distant dot was Trill star, a grumble rose from the group, which to now had watched with disinterest. Caladan turned to a man beside him who was shaking a fist at the screen. ‘You came out of there? Any news?’

      ‘Chance would be a fine thing. Trying to get in was my crime.’

      ‘Your crime?’

      ‘It wasn’t yours?’

      Caladan shrugged. ‘Likely it was one of them, but no. I’m here for attempted smuggling.’

      ‘Word is that Trill System is being annexed from the Estron Quadrant. A definite point of space time has been suggested, and beyond that point no vessels are permitted to enter or leave.’

      Caladan shrugged. Objectively, he agreed, having witnessed at first hand the destruction taking place inside Trill System. Last reports out of the mightiest of the Fire Quarter’s seven systems was the two most populated planets, Feint and Cable, were now under the control of a combined enemy consisting of a world-eating Bareleon Helix, its associated fleet, and the forces of the warlord Raylan Climlee, which included a mercenary Shadowmen navy and their enslaved Evattlan foot soldiers. The Trill System Spacefleet, the largest in the Fire Quarter, had been defeated, and while pockets of resistance still came from many of the outlying planets, Trill was set to become a wasteland unless other systems came to its aid.

      ‘My captain’s mother lives on Cable,’ Caladan said. ‘And there’s a possibility her husband and son are captives of Raylan Climlee. She has reasons to get back into Trill System.’

      ‘And so you ended up here, on a prison ship at the other end of the quadrant?’

      ‘Taking the scenic route, I guess.’

      ‘Where’s your ship now?’ the man asked.

      ‘We were docked at Rock Haven’s spaceport, but it got impounded. We had an autopilot malfunction. The ship initiated a launch sequence which drew too much attention. We got searched and they dumped us with a smuggling charge for something we hadn’t got around to offloading, due to yet another malfunction in the crane system.’

      The man shrugged. ‘Unfortunate. They’ve been tightening the laws for some time. You drink?’

      Caladan nodded. ‘Of course.’

      The man reached into a pocket and withdrew a hipflask. ‘Stillwater out of Cask System.’ He winked at Caladan. ‘The best in the known galaxy.’

      Caladan, who’d never heard of such a thing but guessed the misnomer of its name meant it was potent indeed, took the flask and sipped the liquid. It ran over his tongue and down his throat, leaving no taste or sensation whatsoever. ‘Still water,’ he said. ‘Nice.’

      The man grinned. ‘Stillwater. Does it for you, doesn’t it?’

      Caladan, still waiting for the punchline, smiled. ‘Oh yeah, that’s the stuff. I love me a bit of still water. Even better when it’s cold.’

      ‘We’re almost friends already,’ the man said. ‘Say, do you have a name?’

      Wondering what would happen if he responded in the negative, he nodded again. ‘Caladan.’

      ‘That’s all?’

      ‘I had a family name, but I forgot it.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      ‘Got caught smuggling weapons out of Galanth and did a spell on Vantar.’

      The man nodded. ‘The most notorious of prison moons.’

      ‘I forget exactly what happened, but it involved a certain amount of interrogation. I was younger then. My mind was more pliable, and I think they stretched it a bit too far.’

      ‘Is that so?’ the man repeated

      ‘And I guess if we’re exchanging pleasantries, you would also have a name?’

      ‘Jake O’Flagon,’ the man said, tipping an imaginary cap. ‘Middle name: “of the”.’

      ‘That’s nice,’ Caladan said. ‘And did you have a line of business before your life made an about turn for the worse?’

      ‘Journalism. ‘I work out of Cask System.’

      ‘Cask?’ Caladan frowned. The word felt strange on his tongue. ‘Not often you meet a fellow from there. In fact, this could be my first time.’

      Jake O’Flagon gave a nonchalant shrug. ‘Since lines of communication with Trill have become restricted, the system government allowed some people to leave in order to find out what was going on. I was one of them. However, I got picked up by the Galactic Military Police in Quaxar’s deep-space. They accused me of smuggling, and they searched my ship’s computer. I got sent to Ergogate for detention then sentenced to fifteen Earth-years of labor for nondisclosure of intention. Apparently, it’s a crime to both be from Cask and be heading for Trill these days.’

      ‘System governments are jumpy about anything to do with Trill. They’re afraid the Bareleon Helix could head for their system next, but what they should be doing is uniting to blast the thing into dust.’

      ‘I’ll drink to that.’ Jake held up his flask. ‘You want another sip of Stillwater? I have plenty to share with an honest man.’

      Caladan shook his head. ‘You keep it. A bit too strong for me, that stuff.’

      ‘That it is. Listen, I have a proposition for you.’

      ‘Does it involve getting laid, paid, or drunk?’

      ‘Potentially all three.’

      Caladan grinned again. ‘See, even though I’m a nameless smuggler wanted in a thousand systems, and you’re a man out of a system more restricted than my butthole after electrical interrogation, we still have a common language.’

      ‘That we do, friend.’

      ‘How can I be of service?’ He leaned forward.

      ‘You come across as a man who knows the Estron Quadrant well. I have a reason to get into Trill System, and I’m guessing you have the means. Information out of there, especially if it is of value to the Cask System government, is worth its weight in pretty much any substance I desire.’

      ‘Nice. So, you want me to get you in?’

      ‘Exactly. As close to the Helix as possible then out if you can.’

      ‘Sure, no problem. Except for the minor one that we’re both stuck in the hold of a prison ship on the way to a life of slavery, currently floating somewhere in deep-space, a million miles from anywhere.’

      Jake grinned. He pointed at the monitor. ‘We were. Not anymore.’

      Something came into view, a cross-shaped space station lit on one side by the glow from Quaxar star. Elongated docking bays, which from a distance made the object appear spiny like an orbiting pin cushion, flashed with warning lights.

      ‘I’d guess that’s a fueling station,’ Jake said. ‘But it’s more than that, isn’t it? To us, it’s land. And land to a shipwrecked traveler means escape and safety, doesn’t it?’

      Caladan, not sharing his new friend’s enthusiasm, nodded. ‘I guess so.’
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      Lia found Caladan looking up at a wide view-screen. Standing beside him was a tall man with a handsome, ageless face and spiked hair that appeared frozen into position. He wore a gray tunic and black boots. Despite the simple style of his clothing, he looked far more stylish than Caladan did in the tattered officer’s uniform he had stolen off a dead adversary some years before.

      ‘What’s going on?’ She came up beside Caladan, taking hold of his single arm. She noticed how his new friend glanced across, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘We’re docking with a fueling station,’ Caladan said. ‘Expect them to turn the lights off shortly and possibly spray us with some lethargy-inducing agent to prevent possible revolt. You know, just in case.’

      But as the fueling station grew larger on the screen, nothing happened except the screen split in two. A new viewpoint appeared, one from the fueling station showing the prison ship’s approach.

      ‘There’s Crampus in action,’ Caladan said. ‘Wouldn’t win many beauty contests, would she?’

      Lia opened her mouth to offer some witty reply, but Caladan’s companion spoke first: ‘I imagine in a certain light…’

      As the two grinned amiably, Lia felt a flush of jealousy. ‘Well, hello,’ she said, turning to the newcomer. ‘I see you’ve met my pilot. Has he tricked you out of all your worldly goods yet?’

      The man touched his head in a casual salute. ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance, fellow prisoner. I am known as Jake O’Flagon.’

      ‘Lianetta Jansen.’

      ‘Oh? I’ve heard that name. Or rather, seen your face on a list. Last time I was browsing in search of some fascinating crime to report, I think you’d broken the top one hundred.’

      ‘Top one hundred beauties in the known galaxy?’ Caladan grinned.

      ‘Most wanted,’ Jake said.

      ‘Ah, of course. You’re a journalist.’

      ‘You’re a what?’

      ‘Jake here hails from Cask System,’ Caladan said.

      ‘Cask? I thought Cask System was in self-isolation.’

      ‘It is. It’s been that way for the last two Earth-millennia, but in light of the war in Trill System, the government sanctioned a few people to leave to find out what’s going on.’

      ‘Jake wants passage into Trill System,’ Caladan said. ‘In return for a um, reward.’

      ‘Drink, money, or women?’

      Jake laughed. ‘I can tell the pair of you spend a lot of time together.’

      ‘Too much time,’ Lia said. ‘You want passage into Trill on the ship we no longer have?’ She clicked her fingers. ‘Wait a moment. I’m sure it’ll appear shortly.’

      Jake grinned. ‘What would you need me to do to get you back to your ship?’

      ‘More than you have the means for.’

      ‘Name it.’

      ‘We need to send out a distress signal. For that we’d need to get into the communications center.’

      Jake nodded. ‘Follow me.’

      Lia gave Caladan a skeptical look as they followed the journalist across the prisoner hold, past groups of bored prisoners reclining on pallets, watching monitor screens, playing cards. At one end of the partitioned chamber was a pair of automated steel doors through which they had entered. A second set lay on the other side as an extra line of security. Through a thick glass window to the door’s right was a guard room. Four large Tolgier guards sat around a tabletop screen. From the way they would each reach out in turn to adjust something on the touchscreen, Lia guessed they were playing a roleplaying game.

      With none of the sparse entertainments nearby, Lia, Caladan and Jake were alone by the doors.

      Jake turned to them. ‘Look at me.’

      ‘We’re looking,’ Caladan answered. ‘Are you going to do a magic trick?’

      ‘Close your eyes. Now, open them.’

      Lia opened her eyes and blinked. A tall Tolgier guard stood in front of them, its human features concealed by excessive hair, overlarge muscles pressing against its Quaxar System prison guard uniform.

      Beside her, Caladan gasped, reaching for a blaster that was no longer at his belt and squeezing his hand uselessly in the air. ‘A shapeshifter. I thought they were a myth. Everyone knows Cask’s full of crazy stuff, but I never believed it.’

      The Tolgier guard blurred, then Jake stood before them once again. Lia squinted, something making her eyes water.

      ‘I’m not a shapeshifter,’ Jake said. ‘Chance would be a fine thing. It was a chemical secretion which screwed up your visual senses.’

      Caladan shook his head. ‘Sorcery.’

      Jake smiled. ‘I might look like a man, but I’m a subspecies, like you. Mine is Human-Livinion. The original Livinion were natives of Rayol in Cask System, but when humans came, they were enslaved. Their close visual similarity and genetic makeup meant there was a ton of interbreeding, most of it forced.’ He gave a resigned shrug. ‘The usual routine when one species enslaves another. The Livinion had pores in their skin which allowed them to secrete the impairment chemical as an airborne spray. It was their primary mode of defense, giving them the ability to temporarily confuse their attacker into seeing whatever they wanted them to see. The pure Livinions were extremely powerful, though there are few left. Those who are live in protected enclaves.’

      Caladan puffed out his cheeks. ‘That’s a clever trick. If you can do that, why are you on this ship?’

      ‘Because the Oufolani are immune. The chemical must be inhaled for it to work, but their nasal passages contain a film which blocks it.’

      ‘Likely the only way they can stand their own stench,’ Caladan said.

      ‘So, how’s this going to help us if we’re stuck in here?’ Lia asked.

      ‘I have a plan,’ Jake said.
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      ‘Look at that.’ Guard Karr-Urd pointed at the screen.

      ‘It’s nothing,’ said Guard Rone-Ar, not even looking up. ‘It’s your turn.’

      ‘But the prisoners are doing something strange,’ Guard Karr-Urd continued. ‘They’re trying to pull the view-screen out of the wall.’

      Guard Rone-Ar growled and stood up. He gave the monitor an apathetic glance, then looked back, his eyes widening. Karr-Urd was right. The prisoners, in a bizarre act of cooperation, attempted to reach one of the view-screens set into the wall overhead. Some of the larger races were lifting the smaller up into the air, and these were vainly stretching for the screen as though reaching for hands offering freedom.

      ‘Ray-Er, Fown-Id, get in there and see what’s going on. Go with them, Karr-Urd.’

      The three guards made their way out of the guardroom and around to the gate. It consisted of a pair of steel doors twenty feet apart and could act as an airlock if pressure destabilized in one part of the ship. The whole prisoner hold could detach from the ship and be left floating in space if necessary. Karr-Urd knew where the control lay and had often lifted his hand over it in a gesture of power.

      Guard Karr-Urd operated the door control while the others waited, each grumbling they had been close to winning the game. Guard Karr-Urd scowled at them. He knew the truth: he had been about to win. They were both fools; he’d been holding his best moves back for a later coup.

      The doors hissed open. Guard Karr-Urd operated the second control and they waited again. He sighed as the door went through its series of hisses and clicks before opening out onto the prisoner hold. He remembered mailing off his draft papers for the Quaxar Space Navy with great excitement. Now, ten years on a prison ship later, he wished he’d stayed in his father’s mechanics yard.

      ‘Let’s get this sorted quickly,’ he said to the others. Both were far less experienced than Karr-Urd at dealing with the motley assortment of off-worlder detritus which passed for prisoners. ‘And remember your training. If any come at you, blast them. No second chances. These people are the scum of the known galaxy. Why they don’t chain the lot of them is beyond my understanding, but some stupid rights protocol means we have to put up with them acting like they’re on a tourist cruise.’

      The two others nodded, although Ray-Er gave Karr-Urd a sideways glance as though disliking to be given orders by an officer of essentially the same rank.

      ‘Hey!’ Karr-Urd shouted, waving his blaster in the air while remote activating the two small shoulder cannons fitted into his body armor. The blaster was for show, but the cannons would unleash carnage if the prisoners turned on him. ‘Get down from there!’

      ‘Hungry!’ someone shouted.

      Karr-Urd moved a little closer

      ‘I can almost reach it,’ someone else said.

      ‘What are you playing at? Get down from there right now!’

      A couple of prisoners had managed to hook fingers, claws, or tendrils over the metal casing around the view-screen. Karr-Urd heard murmurs about a food supply, but all he could see was an image of the fueling station as they came in to dock.

      ‘Guard!’

      At the sound of the voice, Karr-Urd spun. A tall officer strode toward him, flanked by two others. All three wore the same uniform as he did, but the central figure—a human woman, no less—wore an extra stripe on her uniform, the sign of a general.

      The woman stepped forward. ‘What are you doing in here? You think three men are enough if the prisoners turn on you? The flight deck asked me to find out what’s going on. Come on, let’s go.’

      An intercom on Karr-Urd’s shoulder buzzed. ‘What are you doing?’ came Rone-Ar’s voice.

      ‘Switch that off,’ the woman snapped. ‘Don’t you know how to present yourself to a superior officer?’ She shook her head. ‘What do they teach you in the academies these days?’

      ‘I, um—’

      ‘Quickly, back to the gate. The scum can take care of themselves. It’s no loss if we lose a few, is it?’

      Karr-Urd gathered his two fellow guards and together with the party from the flight deck they headed for the airlock gate. He noticed the prisoners had given up their hunt for invisible food and were climbing down, milling around with puzzled looks on their faces as though unsure what they’d been doing. He shook his head. Half of them were crazy as well as scum.

      The first airlock door had engaged. Fown-Id activated the control for the second, and they waited for it to engage.

      In the silence, the intercom he had turned down to show respect to the general buzzed by his ear. A tiny voice he wouldn’t have heard in the noise of the prisoner hold squeaked, ‘Where are you taking those prisoners?’

      ‘What prisoners?’

      Movement came behind him, reflected in the shiny airlock walls. He spun, but something was barreling into him, one arm pulling his blaster free. He had set it to stun, and a moment later he learned what it felt like as his whole body went numb, his arms gripped by a terrible itch he had no way to scratch. Shaking from side to side, he strained to get up, succeeding only in opening his bowels and soiling himself.

      Nearby, Ray-Ir and Fown-Id were similarly incapacitated. The airlock door slid open and three people in plain clothes—a strikingly attractive woman, a tall man, and a bearded Farsi missing his left arm—ran out into the corridor.

      As the numbness in one arm eased enough to reach his belt, he found they’d taken not only his blaster, but his security passkey.

      Kone-Ar’s voice continued to squeak into his ear: ‘What are you doing? Get up right now! The prisoners are getting away!’
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      His programming told him it was best to wait. The captain and Caladan were long overdue to return, and while the dome covering this section of Rock Haven’s spaceport had shown the firestorm in all its splendid glory, inside the city they were perfectly safe.

      Their port jaunts had a habit of veering off course, with the captain’s propensity to get into trouble, and Caladan’s to find his way into some gambling pit, where he had once lost an arm. Usually with trouble on their tail they always came back, but it had been a full week now.

      They were rarely gone so long.

      Harlan let out a sigh that his sensors had adapted to sound realistically human and turned to look at the readings on his computer terminal. All normal. The Matilda, patched up once again with all of her eight weapons arms intact, was fully fueled, armed, and ready to fly.

      Harlan looked around the flight cabin, taking in the small space he’d called home for more than ten Earth-years. Automatic view-screens that looked like glass windows but were complex computer displays powered by space radiation showed a view of a quiet spaceport hangar. Three other ships stood at dock, while a fourth came in to land, connecting with metal docking gear.

      In front of the screens, two seats an arm’s length apart sat surrounded by computer terminals. The pilot’s chair and the co-pilot’s, usually referred to by Caladan as the gunner’s chair. The captain, despite being an exceptional pilot, wasn’t as good as Caladan, so took the gunner’s chair. During a long-ago port stop, she’d upgraded the old seat to one of genetically engineered elephant leather, in a pedantic stunt to have the better of the two seats, something Caladan—having tried both—failed to agree with. Harlan, secured with a wall brace with his technicians’ computer screens surrounded him, felt envious of both when he was feeling human enough to care.

      Across from him stood three passenger seats which were rarely used. On the occasions they took passengers their guests either stayed in one of the relaxation rooms farther down the first level corridor or went into a stasis tank for the journey’s duration. And if a passenger was actually a prisoner, they were kept in one of the smaller cargo holds.

      Between his terminal and the passenger seats, a door led through into a winding corridor, the first of four levels of awkward, twisting corridors, ladders, and a central elevator which only went down as far as level three. The Matilda had three distinct modes—attack mode, where her eight legs revolved around the central core, deep-space flight mode, where the legs elongated against the ship’s hull, giving them nine thrusters of forward power, and interplanetary mode. While the ship’s central column was essentially a tube, it had multiple areas filled with hydraulics, fusion generators, fuel tanks, and ammunition stores. Meaning the Matilda’s insides, from the entrance hatch up past the escape pods and the cargo holds, into the corridors leading eventually up to the flight cabin in a domed cap which revolved depending on the ship’s orientation, were like a tangled ball of string.

      Designed for war, not for comfort.

      Harlan5 checked the screens again. Nothing unusual. The docking ship had come to rest, and its systems were being checked over before the crew could disembark. Four Oufolani Spaceport Security Guards shuffled toward the ship’s lowering hatch.

      Harlan’s programming told him had he been human, he would be feeling a little uncomfortable right now. To a human’s eyes, the Oufolani appeared like giant caterpillars, shuffling along on six sets of stumpy legs. His memory database held a summary of their background. They were highly intelligent, particularly in the fields of science and mathematics, meaning they had adapted well as an off-worlder race to a variety of living environments. And while their appearance seemed permanent, they had the ability to transform into massive flying insects. Something that required the specific atmospheric conditions of their distant homeworld of Oufolan in the remote O-27 System and was performed as a departing ritual: a transformed Oufolan would die within a few hours.

      For Harlan5, there was something about them his programming told him a droid should find uncomfortable. They were ultimate omnivores, meaning they could eat anything, including droids.

      He watched the scene outside. The hatch was fully lowered, and the landing party waited patiently for the crew to disembark.

      In an explosion of brown-gray gunk, the two nearest Oufolani guards blew apart. The others dropped onto their front feet to make the smallest possible target then returned fire into the hatchway with back-mounted canons.

      The first got off two blasts, the second a solitary one. Then they too exploded under a hail of blaster fire from inside.

      As the remains of the guards seeped into ventilation grills in the floor, nine people rushed down the hatchway, blasters held at their shoulders. Five were human, the others a mixture of off-worlder bipedal races. One in the middle spun around, taking stock of their surroundings then pointed at the other ships in dock. Three ran off toward a Phevian light freighter, three others toward a maintenance vessel out of Event System.

      The other three turned toward the Matilda.

      Harlan5 pulled up an information tab on his computer terminal which assessed the ship’s security status. Good: all doors were locked. The ship was safe—

      An alarm sounded. His screen cleared, replaced by a warning signal informing him the secure hatch had been breached. Someone had input an override code.

      As further alarms alerted him to the presence of unidentified persons onboard, he consulted his programming on the best possible emergency procedures. He had two shoulder-mounted cannons, but his internal batteries were old and would lose charge quickly in the event of a firefight.

      It would be far better to stay quiet and observe.

      The flight deck door burst open.

      ‘Lie him down there, on those seats,’ a girl’s voice said from beneath a scarred soldier’s helmet Harlan5 identified as belonging to the Land Defense Force Cadets on Rail in Areola System. ‘Paul, get this junk heap in the air before they turn their guns on us.’

      The one called Paul hurdled over the back of the pilot’s chair with the agility of an enthusiastic deer.

      ‘From Vantar’s Hells, this thing’s old,’ he cursed. ‘There were other ships, Beth. Couldn’t we have picked one of those?’

      The girl looked up. Harlan5 estimated she was seventeen or eighteen Earth-years old at best. But despite her gray, adult eyes, she was—according to Harlan’s programming—of a visual appearance most humans would describe as “pretty”. A bob of orange hair framed a pale face not yet scarred by battle.

      ‘We couldn’t have got Davar onboard in time,’ Beth said. ‘Look. They’re swarming out there.’

      Dozens of guards had appeared outside, guns pointed at the newly arrived ship and the three others its former crew had hidden inside. Other automatic cannons in the hangar walls were turning to train on them.

      A light flickered in the ceiling, and an automatic intercom switched itself on, relaying messages from the spaceport. ‘All unauthorized personnel are required to turn themselves over to spaceport authorities. You have one minute to comply.’

      Paul laughed. ‘They’re angry.’

      ‘Have you figured it out yet?’ Beth snapped.

      ‘Nearly. It’s so old, none of my codes work. Ah, here. Well, look at that. It’s still operational. Whoever pilots this thing hadn’t even locked it.’

      From somewhere deeper in the ship, the launch thrusters roared.

      ‘We’re off,’ Paul said. ‘Wow! They’re shooting at us!’

      ‘That was a quick minute,’ Beth said. ‘Davar … hang on.’

      Laid across the row of passenger seats, Davar—a tall, spindly Kalistini—groaned. One skeletal hand lifted to rub a brow that was more bone than skin.

      ‘We’ll find you a recoup chamber as soon as we’re safely away,’ Beth said. ‘Stay strong.’

      ‘Hurts…’ Davar muttered.

      Beth spun around, finding a medical supply cupboard beside the door. Frowning at its sparseness—Caladan’s fault, Harlan5 noted—she pulled out a gauze pad and some sealant cream, then got to work on Davar’s injury. A blaster shot had ripped a hole in his side. Harlan—whose database contained a complete physiology of all known off-worlder species—estimated Davar had barely a ten percent chance of survival, unless they quit their posturing and got him into a recuperation tank.

      The Matilda shuddered under cannon fire as it broke free from its docking brace and spiraled up into the air. Harlan5’s programming told him the boy had failed to activate the Matilda’s defensive magnetic field. It would take no more than a dozen hits to disable them. Aware they had still failed to notice him standing quietly in his launch brace, he reached out and activated the control from his own terminal.

      ‘Wow, look at that! It has automatic shields!’ Paul shouted. ‘We’re styling now, Beth.’

      Harlan5 raised a chrome eyebrow. His programming told him there was much to like about the infectious energy of these clueless kids.

      Outside, one of the other hijacked ships had taken off, but the third had collapsed on its landing gear, and the original ship was a smoking ruin.

      ‘Damn!’ Paul shouted.

      ‘Come on, Davar, stay with me.’ Beth patted one of the Kalistini’s cheeks. Her stricken friend groaned, opened his eyes briefly then closed them again.

      ‘The gates are opening,’ shouted Paul, who, Harlan thought, seemed to shout a lot. ‘Come on! Come on!’

      The Matilda, still with its landing gear down, soared out through an opening in the spaceport’s massive glass dome, up into a glittering orange-red sky.

      Harlan5 frowned. Clouds were rolling in, indicating an impending firestorm. The Matilda was heavily armored, but such intense heat would fry her systems. He reached out again, first retracting the landing gear, then switching the Matilda over to deep-space flight mode, increasing their speed to ensure they made it out of Ergogate’s lower atmosphere before the firestorm struck.

      ‘Man, this thing’s great,’ Paul exclaimed. ‘I mean, it looks like an old box of spare parts, but it’s totally modern.’ He turned in his seat. ‘How’s Davar?’

      Beth shook her head. ‘Don’t ask.’

      Harlan switched one of the visual screens over to rear-view. An image of Rock Haven from above appeared, a giant glass tube embedded into a sandstone gully amid an arid desert dotted with glass-domed trioxyglobin mining operations. Behind them, the second hijacked ship followed, but a smoke trail showed it had sustained damage during its escape.

      ‘Oh, Paul, look.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The firestorm. See that.’

      To the south, the sky had lit up in a rolling cloud of oranges, yellows, and reds, rushing toward them. One moment the second ship was following, the next it was gone, lost in a blanket of fire so bright both Paul and Beth gasped and covered their eyes. Even Harlan had to raise the tinting level on his visuals in order to watch.

      The other ship almost made it. Its nose appeared briefly then it was gone, sucked back down into the maelstrom.

      As the Matilda broke through the atmosphere, a purple field of stairs appeared on the screens while the firestorm faded in the rear-view.

      Beth punched the back of the gunner’s chair. ‘Paul, what are we doing? This is futile.’

      Perhaps assuming the Matilda was now on autopilot—Harlan5 reached out and ensured it was, setting an undefined course to take them up into Ergogate’s orbit—Paul climbed out of the pilot’s chair and hugged Beth to him.

      The girl cried, sobbing like a child against his chest. ‘Paul … it’s all such a waste. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.’

      ‘There, there. You’re stronger than this. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known. And that’s why …’ He trailed off, but Harlan5 saw him mouth the words ‘I love you’, like the hero in one of the old-Earth-movies Caladan watched while they were moving through deep-space.

      Harlan5 felt it was time to make his presence known. These kids had hijacked his ship. Moving slowly to avoid alerting them, he opened a hatch on his right shoulder and activated one of his defensive cannons.

      ‘What do we do with Davar?’ Beth said. ‘He’s going to die unless we can get him back to the war fleet in time.’

      Harlan5 decided to hold over the burning question—‘What war?’—for another time. Instead, he turned up the volume on his cannon’s targeting zoom loud enough for a dramatic entrance. Then, as Paul and Beth spun toward him, he said, ‘There’s a recuperation tank in the medical bay. However, it’s not usually reserved for hijackers.’
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      ‘We’re not going to make it.’ Caladan ducked out of sight as another volley of blaster fire lit up the corridor, burning holes in the corner he had been peering around only a moment before. A group of remote droid guards had pinned them down. ‘Prison ships tend to be pretty loaded with defenders. The passengers don’t inspire a lot of confidence…at a rough guess.’

      Lia leaned out in front of him, firing the guard’s blaster. Up ahead, a crackle of electricity came, then a humanoid robot collapsed into the middle of the corridor.

      ‘How did you do that? You couldn’t even see him.’

      She held up the blaster and pointed to a dial on the side. ‘These are pretty primitive,’ she said. ‘Adjust the intensity setting like this to a lower level, then the blasts reflect off the walls rather than detonating on them.’ Lia leaned out again, fired at an angle of the wall. A flicker of yellow light bounced out of sight around the curve of the corridor. Two more robots fell into view, crashing down on top of each other.

      They waited a few seconds, but no more fire came.

      ‘Let’s go.’

      Behind Caladan, Jake O’Flagon let out a chortling laugh. ‘Oh my, what a heroine,’ he said. ‘As good as the stories. I’ll drink Stillwater to that, and I’ll write fables to be told across Cask System for millennia.’ He held up his flask. ‘Who’ll drink Stillwater with me?’

      Caladan grinned. ‘I like to keep a clear head in battle.’ Lia looked about to accept Jake’s offer, but Caladan whispered, ‘It’s just still water.’

      Jake took a swig and wiped his mouth like an actor warming up for a performance. ‘Ah, Stillwater.’

      ‘Come on,’ Lia said. ‘Looks like we’re clear.’

      Caladan followed her lead, with Jake coming behind. Around the corner they found an elevator. Lia swiped it with a passkey taken from one of the guards, and it slid upward without a sound. Caladan watched the rising numbers as they flickered over the door. ‘What next?’

      ‘Jake will work his magic.’ Lia patted Jake on the arm.

      As Jake grinned, Caladan felt a flicker of jealousy. ‘On second thoughts, pass me that Stillwater.’

      Jake laughed and handed him the flask. Caladan took a dramatic swig then passed it back. ‘Ah, still water,’ he said, forcing a smile.

      ‘Stillwater!’ Jake cried.

      Lia looked from one to the other with a look of bemusement.

      The elevator doors slid open. Five Tolgier guards in a semi-circle leveled proton cannons. Caladan threw his hand up in the air, but Jake stepped forward.

      ‘Tis true, the revolt be in full force,’ he said. ‘You’d best allocate a larger consignment of troops to quell the feisty rebels before they overflow their tank.’

      The two guards in the center, both wearing the crests of higher ranks, looked at each other. ‘Yes, sir,’ one said.

      Caladan glanced at
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