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      It was hard to decide sometimes which she hated most, the blazing sun or the freezing dark. Men died in the arms of both, and Lianetta Jansen was tired of clearing bodies so that staggering men yet to die had a clear path to tread.

      Around her, the descending elevator cage rattled. None among the thirty men and women cramped into the sweaty, claustrophobic space spoke. All, no doubt, were thinking of the cooler air in the deeper tunnels, while trying not to think about the firestorm that had raged across the planet’s surface just a week ago, catching two of Divil Brittle’s mining teams unawares, reducing them to ash.

      There had been no bodies to bury, the powdery remains dispersed by the wind.

      Small mercies.

      The elevator cage came to a halt, and the shouts of guards whose physical conditions were little better than those they guarded herded the prisoners out into the tunnel, urging them into the equipment queue. Some prisoners, as always, tried to slip a few places back, hoping they’d miss their spot for the shields and therefore bag a coveted position in the transportation crew, avoiding the additional hazard of working the trioxyglobin seams direct. The guards, though, large hairy Tolgiers for the most part, some with the strength of two humans and a carnal taste for their subservient origin species so great that both women and younger men disappeared into the tunnels with alarming regularity, knew the roster by heart, pulling some prisoners away, dragging others forward.

      Lianetta, her hands chained, kept her eyes lowered. She passed a couple of guards, one who reached forward and ran an overlarge hand down the front of her body, an ostentatious check for concealed weapons which was little more than an excuse to fondle her. She gritted her teeth. Even chained she had ways to strike back, but killing him would only get her killed. There was no way out, not yet.

      Wait, Lia. Wait.

      The queue paused. Frustrated, aware they would have to work longer to make up any lost time, murmurs of unrest passed back along the line.

      Ahead, though, came the shouts and scuffling of feet that signaled a confrontation.

      ‘Leave her!’ someone shouted. ‘She’s done nothing to you!’

      Lia recognised the voice. Tol Andon, a former Trillian trader from Boxar spaceport. Like many, the invasion of Raylan Climlee’s armies had left him at the mercy of the warlords. Like her, he could only wait and hope the revolution reached them before another firestorm erased them from existence.

      ‘No, let her go! Shadal!’

      Lia closed her eyes. So, they had taken a shine for Tol Andon’s daughter. Grime purposely smeared to disguise pretty faces would only deter the lustful Tolgiers for so long.

      The crowd shoved back, pushing Lia against the tunnel wall. She winced, feeling the itch of leftover trioxyglobin particles as they brushed her skin. The irritation could burn you up almost as quickly as the storms.

      Up ahead, the sound of a blaster went off. Dust exploded from the tunnel roof as a flash of light briefly illuminated the lines of dusty, tired faces. Lia winced as Tol Andon screamed, the meaty sound of a knife drawing across flesh.

      So, he had been part of the revolution, his hand revealed by family loyalties.

      There were less honourable ways to die.

      After a collective gasp of surprise, the crowd had fallen uncharacteristically silent. Lia listened like the rest to the telltale sound that sent a shiver of horror down her spine. The tinkling sound like icicles cracking under extreme cold.

      'What were you thinking, you worthless fool!' came an anonymous cry of rage from somewhere up ahead. 'We're all dead now!'

      Tol Andon, in his anger, had done what should never be done. The blaster he had somehow sneaked into the mines had exposed the volatile and extremely combustible trioxyglobin to fire.

      ‘To the elevators!’ roared the nearest Tolgier guard, and Lia let the crowd take her, aware her life or death was out of her hands. They would get two elevator runs, perhaps three, if they were lucky. The inferno as the trioxyglobin particles in the air ignited would take whoever was left behind.

      Five elevators stood in a line. Lia, caught up in the press, was shoved into one. Too many people pushed in behind, crushing her against one side, but someone managed to haul the door closed. In the adjacent elevator the press was too great. The door, unable to close, stood useless as people began to die, their bodies piling up, the life crushed out of them.

      And then her elevator was rising.

      Lia, unable to move, barely able to breathe, closed her eyes. She had waited for this day these past three years. The moment she was incinerated without warning as so many others had been. The moment all her hopes of seeing her friends again, of escaping this slave hellhole, were erased with a single wall of fire.

      The elevator doors opened. People fell out, gasping for air. Lia, her chest seemingly crushed to within a finger’s width, jerked as air returned. She fell out of the elevator, one of the last, as the doors slid shut and it began another downward journey, one that would likely be too late for those still underground.

      ‘To the domes!’ screamed one of the guards, all sense of authoritarianism gone. ‘Run for your lives!’

      Lia stumbled after the others, heavy seconds ticking in her mind, blood pumping in her temples, aware that she had escaped death once, but that the great reaper was coming back for another run. Up ahead, the protective dome shimmered, the huge front lifted, a line of glittering lights slowly flicking on, assessing the condition of the air.

      Seven lights flickered. At ten it would close, and those trapped outside would die.

      Lia ran. Malnourished legs resented every step; three years of struggling to survive in this scorched desert hellhole felt like a spiked steel ball around her ankle, dragging her back, urging her to slow, to lie down, to give up the fight.

      They said you felt nothing when a firestorm came through.

      The dome’s entrance loomed above her, but the rush was intensifying, slaves and guards alike pushing each other aside, not wanting to be the last, to be among those trapped outside when the gate came down. Lia gritted her teeth and willed her legs to move, stumbling forward as a shadow fell over her to say she had made it. She looked up, saw the metre-thick rim of the dome’s gate overhead, and let her legs rest, collapsing to the ground, face kissing the hard grit as others came behind her, some stepping over, others catching her with their feet.

      Then, with a creaking grumble of ancient machinery, the dome’s gate began to descend. Lia watched helplessly as other slaves halfway across the open space between the dome and the elevator gates gave up their flight, sank to their knees, heads in hands, resigned to their fate.

      ‘Wait!’

      Lia looked up, wiping grit out of her eyes. A woman, no older than she, carrying a young boy, staggered towards the gate as it lowered. The boy, no more than ten years old, stared with wild eyes up at the sky, where the firestorm clouds were gathering as the tinkling of reacting trioxyglobin filled the air like a million triangles being rung at once.

      There were only seconds left—

      ‘Save him! Save my boy!’

      The woman stumbled, the rags covering her legs flapping up, revealing blackened welts and gangrenous flesh, wooden splints wrapped against her body to make it useable. She shoved the boy forward as she fell, but he landed face down, his own strength almost gone.

      ‘Save my little one….’

      Lia’s eyes glazed with the memory of a time when she still stood tall, a blaster in hand, closing down slaver operations like this with harsh words or even violence if necessary. The stumbling, near-starved slaves had always brought tears to her eyes, but also those of joy as she watched the people freed, aware that their lives might—just might—see the coming dawn with a smile instead of a look of despair.

      But now, though, as a slave herself, she could do nothing.

      Except—

      The strength to move came from somewhere she couldn’t have tapped, but it gave her legs the power to lift her up, to push her forwards, to reach for the boy’s hands and drag him out of the shadow of the closing dome to safety. She held him close to her, holding his face against her chest as the gate came to rest, and she looked up, through the metre-thick glass, and saw the boy’s mother put her hands together in a gesture of thanks.

      Then the clouds swirled, the world filled with blinding light, and the woman was gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The usual numbness had settled over the community in the wake of the firestorm. Lia, in her shack on Level Two, little more than a few pieces of metal sheeting over a small cave entrance, itself just an indent in the soft, crumbly rock she had hacked deeper over the years with whatever she could find, lay the boy down on the plastic pallets she called a bed and checked his body for injuries.

      One ankle was swollen, the result of a misplaced step, while his body was a mess of welts and bruises. Lia did what she could, strapping his ankle and cleaning his surface wounds, using what skills and techniques a career in the Galactic Military Police had taught her, before she had needed to run.

      When he was sleeping soundly, she stood up and went to see what information was circulating. A group had gathered in the communal area in the centre of the Level Two cave labyrinth. Lia heard the raised voices of the usual ringleaders, jostling for position as always. She stood back in the gloom farthest from the overhead light installations, listening as those who had risen highest among the prisoners argued over the length of the firestorm, the implications for the survivors, and—as usual—whether now was the time to rise up against the warlord and his men.

      Lia sighed. It was the same, over and over.

      ‘We’ll never get a better chance!’ screamed a large Tolgier in the common galactic tongue. At his right shoulder, other Tolgiers—a human subspecies which accented the human form with greater muscle bulk and more hair—had gathered in support.

      ‘And who gets to work the rock face every time your rebellions fail?’ shouted a six-armed Karpali. ‘It’s easy to haul the trucks, isn’t it? Less so when you’re cutting for two men because the fool who used to stand beside you got killed trying to get out.’

      ‘Patience, brothers,’ shouted another man, a Farsi, human-like in appearance besides more emphasised facial features, a little more strength, and—some said—a more pungent body odor. ‘Hang on in there. Raylan’s forces can’t be far away. Soon we’ll all be walking free.’

      At the mention of her greatest enemy, the former warlord now calling himself Overlord of Trill System, Lia felt her muscles tense. One day, Raylan, she thought. One day I’ll rip your head off your shoulders and piss down your neck.

      ‘Shut up, you ass!’ shouted another man Lia didn’t know. ‘Raylan’s not coming for us. The Bareleon will eat us long before he ever gets here.’

      Again, Lia held her tongue. These people knew nothing of the intergalactic war that had ripped the peace of the Seven Systems apart—a war she had tried to end.

      ‘Brittle’s not Bareleon and Raylan Climlee’s not our friend,’ came another voice. ‘You’ve been living under a rock so long you’re seeing the sand as the sky.’

      Lia smiled. The last voice she recognised. Troad Rolt, an Abaloni native, and a friend.

      ‘Quiet,’ shouted the first Tolgier. ‘You have no voice here, Rolt. You’re one of them.’

      ‘I’m one of nothing,’ Rolt shouted back. ‘If you want to survive in my lands, you have to understand them. What if you overthrow Brittle, what then? We’re a thousand miles from Boxar. Are you planning to walk there with no water or food, at the mercy of the firestorms, waiting to be cut down by the Bareleon or Raylan’s forces?’

      ‘Raylan’s on our side!’ shouted the Farsi.

      ‘Raylan’s on Raylan’s side,’ Rolt shouted back. ‘Good luck. You’ll need more of it than you do to survive in Brittle’s mines.’

      Lia slipped away, leaving them to argue. With the firestorm likely to knock out the mining operation for several days, and little else to do, they would argue all night, until the food supplies arrived in the morning. Or, if no food came, until hunger forced them en masse into the deepest tunnels, scraping the edible algae off the tunnel walls.

      The boy was still sleeping when Lia returned. She sat beside the pallets, listening to his breathing, her eyes closed, remembering another boy, who had been about the same age when she lost him.

      Andrew.

      I’ll never forget you.

      She was drifting towards sleep herself when the door to her shack rattled. She sat up as Troad Rolt’s voice came from outside.

      ‘Jeanette? Are you there?’

      For a moment Lia almost forgot her assumed name, then she nodded. ‘I’m here.’

      Troad Rolt stepped inside. He took one look at the boy lying on Lia’s pallet and frowned. ‘So, it’s true. He’s from Level One. You can’t harbor him.’

      ‘The guards won’t come in here. They wouldn’t dare.’

      ‘They don’t need to. They have coin and food. They’ll send someone in to drag him out.’

      ‘Look at him; he’s just a kid. What chance would he have in Level One alone?’

      Troad said nothing. They both knew that Level One, where the newest prisoners lived and which always suffered most of the firestorm deaths because they were first in, last out, was a death sentence for a boy so young. Death, or worse. He was still healthy enough that the guards might take him as a plaything. The guards, or some of the stronger prisoners. Lia couldn’t imagine which might be worse.

      ‘I saved him. I can’t just throw him back out there.’

      ‘You can’t protect him. He’s meat to many of the others in here. They’ll drag him away while you’re sleeping. There’s a reason there are no kids on Level Two.’

      ‘I’ll kill anyone who touches him. You can spread the word about that, and if a group comes, I’ll kill as many as I can. Tell them I’m waiting.’

      Troad signed. ‘I don’t know who you are, Jeanette, but you have a death sentence hanging over your head.’

      ‘I’ve had it since I was brought here. We’re all just waiting to die.’

      Troad sat down on the ground without being asked. ‘I know you’ll never tell me the truth about where you come from, or what life you might have lived before you ended up in these tunnels, but I know you’re not from Abalon3. When you grow up with the firestorms, you get used to the danger, and the knowledge that death is a blink of an eye away.’ He tapped the hard shell of his back, hidden beneath his rags. ‘Even when you’re half machine, and built to survive them. Sometimes there are no warnings.’

      Lia nodded. ‘I’m not prepared to die just yet.’

      ‘That’s good. For what it’s worth, I’ll do my best to look out for him. I don’t want a price on my head, but at least I have a shell I can hide inside.’

      ‘Thanks, Troad. I’m aware the odds of surviving aren’t all that great.’

      ‘We’re lucky to be alive. I overheard the guards talking yesterday. Apparently a month ago Raylan’s allies razed Elentor, one of Cable’s moons. Blitzed it from space and sent in a Bareleon army to … eat the rest.’

      Lia glowered. ‘And to think some believe he’s our saviour. If they knew what I know—’

      Troad lifted a hand. ‘Don’t say something that could be tortured out of me. Remember, I don’t know you nor want to know. It’s safer when you’re just a face.’

      Lia nodded. ‘I appreciate your help. And I’ll watch your back in turn. I know how hated your people are.’

      ‘All because we have some kind of defense.’ Troad smiled. ‘I can live with a little hate. When you’ve lost as much as I have … huh. There I go again.’

      He went out before he could say anything further, leaving Lia alone with the boy. She mopped sweat off his brow with a dirty rag, then closed her eyes, hoping to sleep.
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      The firestorm kept the mines out of operation for three days, until the ground had cooled enough for reparation work to begin. During that time, all slaves were confined to the caves, although several times groups of guards made forays inside, dragging people out of their shacks before others could combine to form any kind of resistance.

      ‘They’re weeding out dissenters,’ Troad Rolt told her after another night of random, violent raids. ‘The trouble is, anyone who’s ever back-talked a guard is at risk.’

      ‘Which means all of us,’ Lia said. ‘If they want to get rid of dissenters, they need to scorch the caves, kill us all. There’s not a person in here who wouldn’t cut Divil Brittle’s throat if they could.’

      ‘They wouldn’t last long otherwise. You look after yourself, Jeanette. Get some rest while you can. How’s the boy?’

      ‘He’s alive. That’s all I know. He hasn’t spoken to me.’

      ‘I hate to say this, but you might have been better to leave him. He’ll only bring you trouble.’

      Lia grimaced. ‘I know.’

      ‘But there’s a story there, isn’t there? I’ll close my ears to it and let my imagination fill in the spaces. As I said, you look after yourself.’

      Troad ambled off before Lia could say anything else. Overhead, a loud speaker began to buzz with sound, followed by a scratchy amplified voice requesting the appearance at the cave entrance of an old Tolgier who lived in a shack a short way past Lia’s. As the announcement ended, she heard a voice roar, ‘You come and get me, you scum!’

      Lia sighed. If they did, others would likely die too. If the Tolgier followed instructions, he would likely die alone. It wasn’t a choice she wanted to make, but if her name was called—

      ‘Lady?’

      She snapped her head around. The voice came from inside her shack. She went in, pulling the iron door closed, giving herself what scant privacy she could. In the glow of the sodium lamp she had traded with another prisoner in exchange for half an hour in the darkness, the boy was sitting up on the pallet.

      ‘I’m here.’

      ‘Where am I?’

      Lia had wiped the boy clean as best she could, but the scratches and scars on his face would take longer to fade. He looked like what he was, a boy perhaps born into a life of slavery, undernourished, his hair patchy, muscles atrophied. His mother had kept him alive when really he should have died. His existence was little short of a miracle.

      ‘You’re on Level Two of the dweller cave system. Your mother … I’m afraid she didn’t make it. The … firestorm—’

      ‘My mother?’

      Lia couldn’t meet his eyes. Inside, rage was building. Slavery had been banned by intergalactic law hundreds of Earth years ago, yet some pockets still existed, and now, with Raylan Climlee’s forces battering their way across the Seven Systems, it was experiencing a resurgence. Where there were rocks, there were monsters hiding beneath, and on the outlying planets of most systems, there were a lot of rocks.

      ‘The lady … she wasn’t my mother.’

      Lia looked up. ‘Then who was she?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      Lia wondered if the boy had lost his mind in the firestorm blast. He wouldn’t be the first.

      ‘She told me to protect you. Aren’t you her son?’

      The boy shook his head. ‘But she protected me.’

      He turned away, staring at the corrugated sheet Lia called a door, a wistful look in his eyes, a lazy smile spreading across his face. He sighed, his eyes closing.

      ‘You have friends,’ he said, barely loud enough for her to hear. ‘He cares for you. He would never betray you, although he doesn’t know you at all.’

      Lia frowned. ‘What are you talking about?’

      The boy looked down, and began playing with a tassel on the shawl he wore. The edges were frayed, the material around it threadbare.

      ‘The man with the shell. He has a kind heart.’

      ‘Troad?’

      ‘I don’t know his name.’

      ‘Were you listening to what we said?’

      The boy’s smile dropped. His teeth gritted, and when he spoke it was like a muzzled dog. ‘The master’s plaything is dead. He is coming for you.’

      Lia shook her head, struggling to comprehend. The boy had barely eaten in three days; he was delusional.

      ‘You should get some rest,’ she said, attempting to push him back on to the pallet, but the boy shrugged her off with surprising strength.

      ‘He is angry. Those who come threaten him. And his heart, it hurts too for one who is lost. As does yours.’

      ‘I think you need to stop—’

      ‘Andrew,’ he said. ‘You lost him, didn’t you?’

      ‘I don’t want to talk—’

      ‘My name can be Andrew too, if you wish. My name can be anything.’

      Lia scrambled backwards. Her hands stretched for the door behind her, and she pushed out, running hard up the tunnel, not caring which direction she took, only wanting to get away.

      Once, she could have run for hours, but now her strength was almost gone. She ran until her heart started to jump, then as she slowed, her legs gave way and she went sprawling to the tunnel floor. Elbows and knees ached, the skin split. In the gloom of a single light far overhead, Lia sat up, staring with dismay at the beads of blood that oozed exhausted from the fresh scrapes, as though her body were too tired even to be hurt.

      Andrew.

      She had not said his name out loud in years. Had she been talking in her sleep? Was the boy playing with her mind?

      She shook her head. Other things he had said showed an uncanny insight too. Was it possible he had some kind of telepathic ability?

      The science was not unknown. The ability had been developed in science labs and had even been discovered present in several alien species. However, its intrusiveness had always been frowned upon. The science had long ago been outlawed, and many species in which the ability was present attacked and slaughtered. There were rumours that it was still studied in secret and that some alien species with the natural ability had survived, suppressing their ability to maintain their safety. The boy looked humanoid, though. Was it possible that he were some kind of subspecies, or even the result of an experiment?

      She pushed herself to her feet, suddenly aware she had left him alone. She had brushed off Troad’s fear that someone might take him, but it was entirely possible with some of the pockets of nastiness she lived among. For every group of prisoners who had each other’s backs, there were others who would cut your throat for a single drop of your blood.

      Voices came from around a corner, guards calling for assistance from their bunnies, those prisoners in their pocket.

      ‘Jeanette Larson. Where is she? The master has called for her.’

      ‘Level Two, fourth corridor,’ came an answer.

      ‘Here. You may eat tonight. Now get out of here.’

      A thank-you was lost in the sound of someone pushing food into their mouth with desperate abandon.

      Lia pushed back into the shadows as the group passed. Nine guards, four Tolgier, three heavily armed Karpali, two Evattlans. Lia shivered at the sight of the last. The buglike foot-soldiers were from Raylan Climlee’s armies, meaning his reach stretched even here. In battle they were considered cannon fodder, so their presence in the tunnels made sense: they would fight off any prisoner uprising while the others made their escape.

      Several prisoners emerged from their huts to watch what was happening, but the Karpali, their six arms loaded with weaponry, ordered them back inside.

      The group reached her shack. Lia hid behind the door of an empty shack a short distance up the tunnel, watching as the guards made a ring around hers, the Evattlans farthest out, the Karpali inside them, and the Tolgiers approaching the hut, three with weapons drawn while one kicked open the door.

      ‘Jeanette Larsson? Lord Brittle has use of you. Come out and there’ll be no trouble.’

      Several gapers had appeared, forming a ring a safe distance from the Evattlans. Lia squatted down, keeping out of sight of both the guards and the growing crowd of onlookers. Was the boy still inside? What would they do when they discovered him?

      ‘Larsson, you have one last chance—’

      A hand fell on Lia’s shoulder. Another covered her mouth to muffle a scream. She twisted, looking up into Troad Rolt’s face.

      ‘I have him safe, don’t worry. He says to go. He says it’s your only chance. But he says not to forget him. And he said to remember the number three-one-three-zero. He said not to forget it. It’s of vital importance.’

      ‘Troad, I—’ Lia began as Troad Rolt pulled his hand away from her face, but he shushed her with a finger to his lips.

      ‘Go now. I’ll keep him safe. I don’t know why, but … I trust him.’

      ‘Jeanette Larsson,’ shouted the foremost Tolgier guard again. ‘You will reveal yourself now, or we will display the master’s dissatisfaction.’

      Two Karpali pushed inside a nearby hut and dragged out two shaking Farsi women. Lia knew them; she would never call them friends, but they worked hard without complaint, and while they felt the same anger at their incarceration as everyone else, they were as far from deserving of retribution as anyone.

      Troad Rolt melted into the shadows as Lia stepped out into view. ‘I’m here. I went for some food. I’m sorry. What do you want?’

      Twenty guns trained on her. The senior Tolgier guard smiled.

      ‘You will come with us,’ he said. ‘Lord Brittle has need of you.’

      The three Karpali surrounded her. One pulled her arms behind her back and slipped electric cuffs over her wrists. Any attempt to resist would send a jolt of shock through her body.

      ‘Back to your business!’ the senior Tolgier shouted to the remaining gapers. ‘Nothing to see here. It would be best that you rest up before the mines reopen. Lord Brittle is angered that his production is behind schedule.’

      ‘Three-one-three-zero,’ Lia whispered to herself as they dragged her roughly away, repeating it over and over like some kind of mantra, hoping both Troad Rolt and the boy were right.
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      Clicktar, on the surface a remote outpost mining down in the middle of Abalon3’s largest desert, was in effect little more than a cover for the warlord Divil Brittle’s slave-powered trioxyglobin refinery. Spread across a couple of dusty, treeless hills, it was a bleak and unforgiving place, the sole road leading out of town visible as a single straight line heading out across the desert. The black squares of firestorm shelters built at Earth-mile intervals looked like a line of ants receding into the distance.

      Even though Lia had played the part of Jeanette Larsson, crash-landed and subsequently enslaved parts trader, for the last three years without event, the sight of Evattlan warriors patrolling the streets filled her with dread. A long way from their home world, where they lived in massive hives providing for queens the size of small cities, here they were genetically engineered to act as disposable foot soldiers and guards. Life in the mines had filtered out most truths about happenings across the Estron Quadrant, leaving only a few rumours passed on by the guards and exaggerated further by prisoners eager for any kind of gossip outside the harsh—at times brutal—routine of their daily lives.

      Raylan Climlee to some was a semi-mythical figure, a demonic oppressor or even a saviour, depending on your view of the world’s ruling classes and parties. Others thought he didn’t exist at all, and laughed off suggestions that the mighty Trill System, economic powerhouse of the Estron Quadrant, could have fallen to a Bareleon Helix, one subsequently destroyed in suspicious circumstances, leaving the millions of rogue mercenaries and battling armies to take sides as the Seven Systems formed alliances in a bloody aftermath which had already escalated into full intergalactic war.

      Across ground still hot from the recent firestorm, the guards led her. She glanced with a sense of weary regret at the scorched remains of bodies and buildings unable to shutter their doors and windows in time. Trioxyglobin, so valued as starship fuel yet so incredibly deadly, with its gases capable of self-combusting in the blink of an eye, turning the planet’s very air into a raging fireball that could last for hours, was a goldmine for a select few but a death sentence for many. Lia sometimes felt lucky she had survived so long, other times sad she hadn’t succumbed to the very first firestorm that had scorched the ground after her arrival.

      Divil Brittle lived in what outwardly appeared to be a stone castle on a hillock at the back end of the ugly little town. The guards walked her to a closed door twenty metres high, then the lead Tolgier lifted an intercom to his mouth and spoke in his subspecies’ own language. Lia knew only a few words of Tolgierian, but she caught a couple she knew, including what she was sure was “filthy slave bitch”. She smiled. It was accurate at least.

      A line appeared in the
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