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			The Book Game

			The press of sweating bodies crammed into the ballroom made for an oppressive atmosphere. Musky perfumes and pungent local spices caught in Orry Kent’s throat as she gazed longingly at the open doors to the balcony. Beyond them, Tyr’s bloated yellow sun hung low on the horizon, reflected perfectly in the still waters of an artificial lake set in landscaped grounds. After more than a week planetside Orry had adjusted to the lower-than-standard gravity, but she still couldn’t get used to the heat.

			She fanned herself as a pair of uniformed footmen threw open the grand double doors to admit the Count of Delf. Milan Larist Soltz was a tall, painfully thin man in a dark, form-fitting tunic, unbowed despite his advancing years. His skeletal frame, short grey hair and smooth-shaven face put him at odds with the corpulent gentlemen who immediately flocked towards him, fingering extravagantly curled moustaches and beards, drawing attention to hair teased into gravity-defying styles. There were women in the press of bodies too, proudly displaying the ersatz youth provided by the latest gene treatments.

			Orry curled her lip at the scrum of pampered prigs competing for one of the count’s thin smiles. It was clear to her that here on the capital world more than anywhere, the Ascendancy had lost its way; Delf’s austere personality was a rarity among the decadent Ruuz aristos, where restraint was pretty much a lost virtue.

			He’s here, she subvocalised, watching minor nobles, magnates and high-ranking members of the Administrate alike being expertly deflected by Madam Costanza, the count’s major-domo; the severe-looking middle-aged woman stood out amongst these birds of paradise in her sombre charcoal-grey trouser suit relieved only by the crisp white stock around her neck.

			Yeah, I know. I’m into the security substrate. Orry’s integuary rendered Ethan’s words with such clarity that her brother might have been standing beside her rather than huddled in a ditch beyond the estate’s distant boundary wall. Ready, Sis?

			Where’s Konstantin? She glanced around the packed ballroom, searching for the count’s grandson.

			Still with his sick little chums. He hasn’t realised you’ve arrived early.

			She stared thoughtfully at Delf. Okay, do it.

			Executing now . . .

			She saw Costanza hesitate. The major-domo’s eyes glazed for a moment as she focused on her integuary, then she glanced towards one of the ballroom’s several exits. Leaning close to Delf, she murmured something. The count nodded and Costanza strode away.

			Orry started making her way around the edge of the dance floor. The dark wood parquet looked ancient; she supposed it had been transported from Earth along with the rest of the estate.

			The ballroom running the length of the Delf mansion had tall windows overlooking the extensive manicured grounds. Lights burned in crystal chandeliers suspended from the high ceiling, illuminating the laden tables lining the walls; they left the centre of the long gallery clear for the immaculately tailored aristos to dance to the music of a string quintet. After watching the dancers for an hour it was Orry’s considered opinion that somebody should remove the broom handles from their backsides.

			She was nearing the count when a young man in an under-lieutenant’s uniform stepped into her path. The waxed tips of his moustache were drooping in the heat and his face looked a little florid above his high collar, which bore the silver insignia of the Grand Fleet. He snapped to attention, clicking his boot heels together as he jerked his head into a stiff bow.

			‘Your servant, miz. Lieutenant Varin Ivchenko at your service.’ She tried to move around him but he blocked her. ‘I wonder if I might have the pleasure of this dance?’

			Orry gritted her teeth; she needed to keep an eye on Delf. What was this idiot doing approaching her, anyway? Any one of these simpering Ruuz society girls would be wetting their gussets at all the gold braid on that dress uniform, let alone the sabre dangling from his belt. Why couldn’t he bother one of them?

			‘I’m flattered, Lieutenant,’ she said in her best highborn accent, ‘but I fear I must decline.’

			She stepped to one side, but he moved with her, his smile vanishing.

			‘I must tell you, miz, that I am accustomed to getting what I want.’

			She patted him lightly on the cheek. ‘Not this time, sweetheart.’ She pushed past the startled officer.

			Problem? Orry frowned at the tension in her father’s voice.

			Just a Ruuz who thinks he’s God’s gift, she told him.

			Don’t they all? Okay, you know what you have to do. Just give Ethan the time he needs.

			I know, she replied testily. Her father had been drumming the plan into them for the past week, which was troubling – she couldn’t remember the last time Eoin had been this uptight about a job.

			Delf hadn’t moved far, but the false security alert Ethan had planted in the mansion’s substrate wouldn’t delay Costanza for long. With his major-domo otherwise occupied, a number of strutting peacocks were pressing for Delf’s attention, so Orry snagged a silver platter of shellfish as she passed a table and used it to forge a path to the count.

			‘Buttered redspine, Your Grace?’

			He frowned down his long nose at her. ‘No, thank you.’

			She turned and handed the tray to an obese gentleman with a walrus moustache and a pair of soot-black goggles covering his eyes. The man took it automatically, smiling at her – then spluttered with outrage as she returned her attention to the count.

			Get nearer, Ethan told her.

			‘Do you not care for redspine, Your Grace?’ she asked, pressing closer. Delf smelled of expensive cologne and the local brandy he was drinking.

			Better, Ethan sent. His pattern’s copying now. Stay right where you are.

			Orry hid her exasperation and smiled up at the count.

			‘Who are you?’ Delf asked. Another man might have been amused by her intimate proximity, or have seen it as an advance. The count just sounded irritated.

			She dropped into a curtsey. ‘Lady Jade Flint, My Lord.’

			He narrowed his eyes. ‘You look familiar,’ he said. ‘Do I know you?’

			‘Oh no, sir,’ she replied with a girlish laugh. ‘I am entirely unimportant.’

			Delf frowned at her a little longer, as if trying to place her, then blinked. ‘Well, if you’ll excuse me, Lady Flint . . .’ He tried to edge past.

			Keep him talking! Ethan sent.

			‘This is a wonderful ball,’ she said quickly, standing her ground.

			Delf sighed and took a sip of brandy. ‘Your first, I take it?’

			‘Does it show?’

			‘Perhaps a little. Now—’

			‘You should hold them more often,’ she blurted, and immediately cringed as the murmur of conversation around her faltered. Since the death of his son ten years ago, grief had turned Milan Soltz into a recluse. Orry didn’t feel much sympathy for the count; her mother had died ten years ago and she’d managed to get over it.

			Delf squinted down at her. ‘Who did you say you were again?’ he asked. His voice was dangerously quiet.

			She smiled sweetly again, trying to think of a way out of this, but rescue came from an unexpected quarter.

			‘There you are,’ a familiar voice said from behind her, and she turned to see Konstantin, his full lips drawn back into a strained smile. The young viscount was dressed in a frock coat and cunningly tailored waistcoat which went a long way to disguise his ample belly. He bowed to his grandfather.

			‘Did you invite this young lady?’ Delf asked.

			‘Yes, Grandfather.’ He shot her a hard look. ‘I’m sorry if she was bothering you.’

			The count waved a dismissive hand and turned away.

			I need one more minute, Ethan sent.

			Konstantin leaned forward and kissed Orry’s white glove. Glancing up into her face, he murmured, ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ The singsong tone belied the anger in his eyes.

			‘I was being polite, of course,’ she said, trying to sound hurt, ignoring Konstantin’s fingers pinching the bare flesh of her upper arm as he marched her towards a side door.

			I’ve lost Delf, Ethan sent.

			Did you get it all? her father asked urgently.

			No.

			Dammit, Orry. You have to get back to him.

			She turned her face from Konstantin to hide the integuary-dullness in her eyes. Are you kidding me? Let’s just finish the book game and regroup. There’ll be other opportunities.

			Like when? It’s taken me years to— He stopped himself, then spat, Shit on it! Orry had never heard her father so angry. He remained silent for a few seconds, then announced, Okay, you’re right. Let’s just get this fiasco over with. Try not to screw anything else up.

			She flushed, determined not to retort. 
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			High-Roller

			‘Do you have it?’ Konstantin demanded quietly. His breath reeked of wine and sweetsmoke.

			Orry forced a smile. ‘Of course,’ she said as he opened a door and ushered her through. She coughed, her eyes watering in the sudden fog of scented vapour. The room was small, with hunting trophies hanging from every wood-panelled wall. She recognised a couple of rare species among the heads and horns, although she thought she’d struggle to name their native worlds.

			Three Ruuz lordlings were sprawled in chairs around a circular table in the centre of the room, watching a writhing tangle of glistening limbs. The two women on the table wore nothing but the odd scrap of sheer silk, which if anything made them look more naked. The sweat-slick bodies rubbed together amid moans of pleasure, but Orry could see the emptiness in the girls’ eyes. She’d seen it on a dozen worlds or more: women and men driven to desperate acts by hollow bellies – but to witness it here, in the heart of the obscenely wealthy Fountainhead worlds, filled her with fury. She looked away in disgust.

			‘Kostya!’ one drunken young man exclaimed. ‘Back already?’

			‘Get out,’ Konstantin snarled.

			The man hesitated, then a knowing smile spread over his face. As he leered at Orry she imagined his eyes penetrating her gown to the flesh beneath. Resisting the urge to shrink away – or to plaster the lordling’s nose across his face – she kept her eyes on the tiled floor. She suddenly, desperately, needed to take a shower. The three men made unsteadily for a door on the far side of the room, taking the girls with them.

			Orry took a seat and watched Konstantin drop into the chair opposite, his eyes blazing. The viscount was a striking young man who might even be handsome if he cleaned up his act. Good bone structure, she reflected, spoiled by puffy, translucent skin and deep shadows under his eyes.

			‘Show me,’ he snapped.

			She reached beneath her layered skirts, extracted the bundle tucked into her garter and placed it on the table.

			Konstantin ignored the flash of leg and snatched at the package like a starving man, long fingers fumbling to remove the protective fabric bag. He yanked the book free and stared at its dog-eared cover, drinking in the faded colours.

			Orry thought of the white cotton gloves the curator at the Tannhauser Foundation on Manes had used religiously whenever he handled the book. The week she’d spent as the old man’s assistant had been the longest of her life, constantly dodging his wandering hands as she waited for an opportunity to lift the valuable volume. Konstantin licked his bare forefinger and flicked through the yellowing pages, and her mouth twitched as she imagined the look of horror on the curator’s face at such cavalier treatment.

			Folio fever was an expensive obsession among the sons of the noble houses, although few outside of the super-rich Fountainhead systems could afford to play. The hobby was incomprehensible to her; yet another example of the privileged classes having more time and money than anyone had a right to. The excesses of the Fountainhead made her want to puke. What she was doing might be criminal, but to her the real crime was not relieving these inbred pigs of as much of their inherited fortunes as she could.

			‘My fee?’ she prompted.

			Konstantin dragged his eyes from the book and blinked as if surprised to see her still there. He pulled a soft leather pouch from his frock coat and pushed it across the table, immediately returning his attention to the book, poring over the ancient pages. A pendant dangling from his neck brushed the tabletop and Orry found herself automatically appraising the dull green gem encased in a simple golden setting – antique, she thought, at least a century old, but it was the stone that had caught her interest and, as she looked more closely, her heart quickened. It looked exotic, pre-Withdrawal at least.

			You okay, Sis? Your heartbeat is elevated.

			She cut the biometrics feed her integuary was sending to Ethan.

			And now you’re dead, he observed dryly.

			I’m fine, she told him. Just do your own job and stop distracting me.

			Loosening the drawstring, she let the pouch fall open on the table. An exotic fragrance rose from the pinch of fine brown powder flecked through with luminescent green. She began salivating as the rich scent of spice paragon clung to the inside of her mouth.

			Bellonna was notorious in botanical circles for resisting all attempts at cultivation anywhere but its natural habitat deep within the reflecting caves of the moon Hestor; it flowered only once every seven years, when the moon was in the correct alignment, which made spice paragon, derived from the stamens, one of the rarest and most valuable substances in Ascendancy space.

			Figures scrolled in Orry’s peripheral vision as her integuary projected the results of its analysis of the spice onto her visual cortex. She smiled coldly, almost pleased that Konstantin had come up short.

			‘This is less than we agreed,’ she said.

			He glanced up, irritated. ‘I find myself temporarily embarrassed this month. My grandfather’ – a scowl – ‘is less than generous with my allowance.’

			‘Not my problem.’ She performed a quick mental calculation and tried to keep the anger from her face: Konstantin’s ‘less than generous’ monthly allowance was more than most citizens would earn in a year.

			‘You can wait a week, can’t you?’ He waved his hand around the richly furnished room and sneered, ‘I’m good for it.’

			Stick to the plan, Orry, her father told her. Don’t get clever. Just take the damn spice and get out.

			She reached for the book.

			‘Wait!’ Konstantin slammed his hand down on the volume.

			Orry looked at him expectantly and he licked his lips, glancing round the room. ‘Take something . . . anything. My grandfather will never notice.’

			Orry . . . Eoin warned.

			‘Let me see your pendant,’ she said.

			‘No.’ Konstantin closed his other hand around the green stone. ‘Not this.’

			‘Fine.’ She snatched up the slim volume and began replacing it in its bag.

			‘If you like jewellery, Mother had hundreds of pieces far nicer than this one – you can take your pick.’ Konstantin watched the book disappear into its bag, his brow lowered. ‘This is ridiculous – I demand you give me that book.’

			Orry closed the spice pouch and slid it back across the table.

			Aurelia Kent! Eoin snapped, making her feel about five years old.

			Konstantin ignored the pouch and leaned closer. ‘You know who I am,’ he said quietly. ‘You would do well not to make an enemy of me.’

			She gazed levelly at him. ‘Threats, Your Lordship? Do you really want to go there?’ She smiled. ‘I wonder what your grandfather would say if he found out where we first met, or how much you spend on your various vices.’

			The viscount’s eyes flashed and she waited for him to master his fury.

			‘You noisome little quim.’ He reached up, removed the pendant and set it on top of the pouch.

			Costanza’s on the move, Ethan told her. She’s heading your way.

			Orry grabbed her prizes and tossed the book to Konstantin. ‘Nice doing business with you. I’ll show myself out.’

			‘You do that. Fuck off back to your hovel.’

			‘Charming as ever.’ She curtseyed, and slipped from the room.

			Her integuary bracketed Costanza immediately, providing biographical data as the woman strode across the dance floor. She looked furious.

			Orry ducked into the crowd and threaded her way around the edge of the ballroom. As she passed through the double doors leading to the entrance hall she glanced back to see Costanza enter the smoking room.

			Outside, the early evening air was heavy and languorous, scented with orange blossom. The sky was a darker red than usual in the late twilight and Perun, the larger of Tyr’s two moons, was already visible as a vast crescent above the trees. The lights of habitats and processing stations glinted at the moon’s edge; drive-flares marked the passage of ships coming and going. The sky above the capital world was a busy place.

			She tapped her foot as she waited beneath the carriage porch, watching the latecomers arriving to distract herself. An elderly couple clambered stiffly from a driverless limousine and it hummed away to make room for the next arrival: the bug-like autocar Ethan had subverted that afternoon. She smiled with relief as she climbed into the back seat and arranged her skirts carefully around her.

			Home, James, she told her brother.

			Yes, modom.

			Cut it out, you two, Eoin sent.

			The autocar drew away, gravel crunching beneath its honey­comb tyres. The burning torches lighting the long driveway cast flickering shadows as it passed.

			Okay, Costanza and Konstantin are on the move again, Ethan reported. They’re heading for the gate, just like we thought. Damn, we’re good.

			She saw the lights of the crenellated gatehouse up ahead. A personal flyer sat on the grass beside the stone structure and three figures stood in the road, blocking her way. The autocar’s headlights illuminated Costanza and Konstantin as it slowed to a halt. A muscle-bound footman holding an extendable baton accompanied them.

			Orry took a deep breath and let it out slowly as the three approached the autocar. She lowered the window.

			‘I believe you have something that belongs to us,’ Costanza said.

			‘I’m sorry, who are you?’ Orry enquired.

			‘My name is Madam Costanza. I represent His Grace, the Count of Delf.’

			‘Just give it back—’ Konstantin began, stepping forward.

			Costanza held up two fingers and the young man fell silent, face flushing.

			‘Return the pendant and the spice,’ she told Orry, ‘and you may leave.’

			‘Not keen to share this with the count?’ Orry asked, playing for time. Where the hell is Dad?

			‘His Grace does not need to know every detail of his household’s business.’

			‘And if I don’t give it back?’

			There was a snap as the footman flicked his wrist, extending the baton to its full length. Konstantin grinned, but Costanza’s face betrayed no emotion.

			‘I see,’ Orry said. ‘In that case—’

			She stopped as headlights played across the scene, dazzling her. Costanza and the others shaded their eyes as a black high-roller turned through the open gates, barely missing the top of the stone archway. The interlocking plates of the vehicle’s single giant wheel reminded her of a lobster’s armoured back. It stopped and the plates slid over each other with an oily rasp, deforming the wheel to lower its small central cabin to the ground. A gullwing door hissed open and her father stepped out. He wore a crisp grey suit and was clean-shaven for once, his tangle of sandy hair slicked neatly back.

			‘This is private property,’ Costanza told him. ‘You’ll have to leave.’

			Eoin reached into his jacket – making the footman raise his baton – and produced a gold arbiter’s badge. The footman paled and lowered the weapon.

			Costanza stepped back as Eoin approached Orry. He peered at her, looking genuinely pissed off, then straightened. ‘This woman is under arrest,’ he said.

			Konstantin glanced at Costanza.

			‘On what charge?’ she asked.

			‘Dealing in stolen antiquaries. We’ve been following this one for weeks.’ He held out a black-gloved hand to Konstantin. The viscount stared dumbly at it and Eoin sighed. ‘Give me the book and I’m sure we can keep your name – and His Grace’s – out of the newsfeeds.’

			Konstantin stiffened. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			‘Just give it to him,’ Costanza snapped.

			‘But—’ He flinched as she stepped closer and reached into his coat. She withdrew the book in its protective bag and handed it to Eoin.

			‘I can see you’re sensitive to matters of state,’ she murmured. ‘This person is in possession of an article of jewellery – a family heirloom – together with a substantial quantity of spice paragon. You may keep the spice as evidence, but I must ask for the return of the pendant.’

			Orry held her breath as Eoin glanced at her. She wouldn’t put it past her father to hand the damn thing back just to teach her a lesson. His lips twitched and he turned to Costanza.

			‘Are you trying to bribe a member of the Arbiter Corps?’

			‘What? No!’ For the first time, Costanza looked flustered.

			‘Any items the detainee has on her will be processed and marked as evidence. After her trial you are free to submit a written request for them all to be returned.’

			Costanza closed her mouth. ‘Very well,’ she said heavily.

			He opened the autocar’s door and Orry climbed out. She kept her eyes on the ground, looking subdued, as he led her to the high-roller’s cab and placed her in the back seat.

			‘Thank you for your cooperation,’ he told Costanza. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

			The vehicle swayed as he got in. Orry kept silent as the wheel reformed, hoisting the cab a metre into the air. The engine hummed, and the high-roller pivoted and moved slowly away. The last thing she saw as they turned out of the gate was Costanza berating Konstantin while the footman, clearly uncomfortable, tried to pretend he wasn’t there.

			She slumped into her seat, feeling the tension drain out of her.

			‘Even short, that spice is worth at least twenty grand,’ she said with satisfaction. ‘Not bad for a few weeks’ work.’

			Eoin switched the controls to automatic and twisted in his seat to glare at her. ‘This was never about the damned spice. I wanted Delf’s integuary pattern.’

			‘Why?’ Orry asked angrily. ‘You still haven’t told us why – but anyway, it was impossible—’

			‘Never mind.’ He clenched his jaw and turned away.

			‘Look, I did my best, all right? This whole thing was way too complicated from the start. Whatever happened to “keeping it simple”? That’s what you always taught us – so what’s changed?’

			‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘We’ll just have to find another way to get the old bastard’s pattern.’

			She stared at the thinning hair on the back of his head. The growing bald spot made him look vulnerable somehow, no longer the infallible, indestructible figure of her childhood.

			‘Is everything okay, Dad? You’ve been acting weird since we landed here.’

			‘I’m fine.’ He turned to face her again. ‘And another thing: what the hell was that with the pendant? What have I told you about going off-script?’

			‘Come on, he was short,’ she said defensively. ‘If I’d just taken the spice he would’ve smelled a rat.’

			‘Don’t give me that! You just wanted the pendant. I’ll bet it’s exotic. What is it? Departed?’

			They sped along the boundary wall, the ancient bricks illuminated by the soft glow of the high-roller’s lights.

			She pouted. ‘I don’t see what the problem is, Daddy. We got the spice and we’ve got the book back. The pendant’s an added bonus. Maybe we can use it to arrange another meeting with Delf.’

			‘Don’t Daddy me. You’re not eight years old any more, Orry.’

			She slumped back in her seat.

			‘Although,’ he continued with the ghost of a smile, ‘your idea might not be the worst one I’ve heard today.’

			She grinned.

			Any chance of getting me out of this ditch sometime soon? Ethan enquired over the family channel.

			Anyone following us? Eoin asked.

			Nope. They’ve gone back to the house. Ethan chuckled. I wouldn’t want to be in Konstantin’s shoes.

			You couldn’t afford Konstantin’s shoes, Orry pointed out.

			Not even with my cut?

			Maybe one.

			Her brother sighed. At the moment, I’ll settle for not being in a ditch.

			Five minutes, Eoin told him.

			Orry pulled out the pendant and stared at the stone. She stripped off one long glove and brushed the ball of her thumb over its surface. It felt silky, frictionless. Definitely exotic – could the Departed have made it? The thought was tantalising.

			She reached up and fastened the pendant around her neck. 
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			Konstantin’s End

			Konstantin Larist Soltz, 3rd Viscount Huish, stumbled onto the lawn at the rear of his family seat and whirled to stare up at the light streaming from the ballroom windows. The music sounded muted out here, battling with the constant chirp of the stemhoppers.

			He raised his bottle in silent salute to the distant figures taking the air on the balcony. His frock coat and waistcoat lay somewhere back towards the house; purple wine stained his shirt as he lifted the bottle to his lips and swallowed.

			Stumbling, Konstantin turned his back on the house and staggered towards the lake. Perun was still visible over the far horizon, illuminating the night with its ghostly blue light, while Veles, its smaller companion moon, climbed from behind the mansion’s elaborate chimneys, lending a surreal rusty glow to the landscape.

			‘Bitch,’ he muttered, slurring the words, then laughed. He hadn’t meant to say it aloud. ‘Fucking twister,’ he added for good measure. ‘Fucking . . . fucking whoredog.’

			As much as he wanted to believe he’d known something was wrong about her from the start, the truth was, he’d not had a clue. He lived for those ancient books – they might have become the gentry’s latest obsession, but even his so-called peers didn’t understand the smell of them, the feel of the paper against his skin, the covers and illustrations – and the words. Of course, many of the books were available electronically, some were even still in physical print, but that was hardly the point: these volumes had been made on Earth, the rarest of them predating even the First Expansion. His heart quickened at the thought, even through the numbing effects of the wine.

			He hoped the arbiters took her to the fucking cleaners. The thought brought a twisted smile to his lips. Costanza had given him the usual tongue-lashing and made it plain he was to keep the whole affair quiet to avoid any embarrassment to the old man. That was a shame. If only there were some way to give evidence, to twist the knife and guarantee a hefty sentence. It was a pity they no longer executed antiquities runners.

			For some reason Costanza had been particularly angry about the loss of the pendant – fuck knows why. Sure, it was a family heirloom, but the mansion was full of the damn things – and anyway, he was the heir. He did like that trinket, though. Something about the dull green stone made him feel – what? Powerful, he supposed, when it was around his neck. Hopefully the arbiters would hand it over once that bitch had been incarcerated for the rest of her thieving life.

			A warm breeze rustled the trees as he reached the lake’s edge. Bulrushes lined the shore and Konstantin could make out the dark shape of the boathouse some distance away. He raised the bottle again to drain it, coughing as he took too much of the velvety wine. He spat out the dregs and flung the bottle out over the water. It spun in a lazy arc before raising a white splash in the darkness.

			Damn, but his head hurt. He frowned as the throbbing in his skull grew suddenly worse: overindulgence had never made him feel like this before. He gripped his forehead as a sudden pain stabbed behind his eyes and turned, trying to walk back towards the house – but his legs gave way, pitching him to the soggy ground. He groaned as the pressure in his head built quickly until he thought his skull would burst. Mud oozed wetly between his grasping fingers, sticking his shirt to his belly. He tried to scream, but his muscles wouldn’t respond. His vision blurred, greying at the edges.

			A red glow in the trees caught his attention as it moved lazily, trailing a streamer of light, and he gasped as a tall figure wrapped in a cloak stepped from the shadows to regard him with eyes like burning coals. A short man appeared beside the dark figure, keeping a stubby, pistol-like device pointed at Konstantin.

			The viscount opened his mouth, only to have it fill with muddy water. He managed a gurgling whimper before darkness overcame him.

			*

			The pressure was still there when Konstantin awoke, but at least now the headache was bearable. He opened his eyes and blinked rapidly. Everything looked wrong, and it took a few seconds for his befuddled brain to make sense of what he was seeing. Suddenly his fuzziness and the sharp pain in his ankles made sense: he was hanging upside down – in the boathouse, by the looks of it – dangling a foot above the floorboards.

			He squirmed wildly, and discovered his hands were bound behind his back. ‘Hey!’ he yelled. ‘What the devil is this? Let me down!’

			He fell silent at the scrape of boots on the wooden floor behind him and twisted in an attempt to see who was there, but succeeded only in sending spikes of agony through his legs. His anger died, replaced by a sour fear deep in his belly.

			‘Who are you?’ he demanded, hiding behind bluster. ‘What do you want? Do you have any idea who I am?’ He flinched at a light touch on his lower back.

			A man appeared in front of him, trailing his hand over Konstantin’s body. ‘Hush, My Lord.’ The man smiled to reveal a set of perfectly formed teeth one size too big for his face. One of them was gold, glinting dully in the dim light. He was a runt of a fellow, wearing a padded jacket that made him look like a child in his father’s coat. A ratty goatee clung to a pointed chin; hollow cheeks were pockmarked with acne scars. His close-cropped hair was bleached white, apart from a black streak running down the centre.

			Konstantin opened his mouth to tell Rat-boy just what he thought of him, but something about the man’s sunken eyes made his throat close up. They were dull, like a river shark’s. Inhuman.

			‘That’s better,’ said the man. ‘Now . . .’ He stopped and slapped the heel of his palm against his high forehead. ‘But where are my manners, Your Lordship? I haven’t even introduced myself.’ He performed an execrable, mocking bow. ‘Morven Dyas, at your service. I believe you saw my companion, Jericho, by the lakeside. I’ve left him outside.’ He leaned closer and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Between you and me, he’s not fucking right’ – he tapped his temple – ‘up here. You know what I’m saying?’

			The man nudged Konstantin and winked, and he glanced around, close to panic. Where’s Costanza? Hasn’t anyone missed me? I’m the count’s grandson, for fuck’s sake!

			Morven Dyas was looking expectantly at him.

			‘D-Delighted to meet you,’ Konstantin managed.

			The man stared at him for a moment, then burst into laughter. ‘By Belladonna’s crusted teats, this is going to be easier than I thought.’ He reached out and gripped the front of Konstantin’s filthy dress shirt. Buttons clattered to the floor as he ripped the shirt open, exposing the viscount’s mud-streaked chest.

			‘What are you doing?’ Konstantin asked, his voice quavering.

			Dyas reached behind him and produced a long, curved blade. He crouched in front of Konstantin, tapping the knife’s point with his forefinger. ‘There’s something I want from you, My Lord.’

			‘Anything,’ Konstantin breathed, unable to take his eyes off the knife’s edge.

			‘A pendant – I’m sure you know the one I mean: a green stone in a gold setting. I admit I was a little nonplussed to find you weren’t wearing it, as I was assured you would be. Where is Madam Costanza, by the way? I expected to find her here.’

			Sweat was trickling into Konstantin’s eyes, making them sting. Costanza? That treacherous bitch! No wonder she’d been so keen to get the pendant back. He blinked rapidly. ‘I don’t have it any longer.’

			Dyas stopped tapping the blade and his piggy eyes rose to stare at Konstantin. ‘Don’t lie to me, Your Lordship. I know all about that particular gewgaw. Even you would never sell it.’

			‘I didn’t sell it – she stole it!’

			‘Who?’

			‘A girl . . . woman. She approached me a few weeks back, said she had a folio. She came here tonight and took my pendant.’

			The man studied him appraisingly. ‘Name?’

			‘Lady Jade Flint – but it won’t do you any good. The arbiters have her.’

			The blade’s point stuck in the wooden floor with a solid thunk and Dyas stood and paced to the window, leaving the knife where it was. It was a vicious-looking thing, like something the cook would use to butcher a pig. Konstantin felt an overwhelming urge to piss.

			Dyas placed both hands on the windowsill and stared into the darkness. Konstantin could just make out a dull glow that might have been the distant lights of the house.

			‘Tell me everything you know about this girl,’ the man said.

			‘And then you’ll let me go?’

			He turned slowly and smiled. ‘Naturally, Your Lordship.’

			A flicker of hope dulled the edge of Konstantin’s terror. Of course this man would release him; he was the future Count of Delf. Dyas wouldn’t dare touch him. Konstantin glanced at the knife and swallowed. Still, it wouldn’t do any harm to tell him what he wanted. With any luck he’d gut that Flint bitch like the sow she was. And once Konstantin was free, he could deal with Costanza.

			The man listened in silence as Konstantin described his first meeting with Lady Jade Flint at his favourite whorehouse in Utz. He was feeling more foolish at every turn as he recounted how the Flint girl had said she was the agent for the book’s owner, who’d be planetside for one night only – tonight, the night of the ball. There wasn’t any way Konstantin could miss his grandfather’s first ball in years so he’d arranged an invitation for her, to bring the book to him. Now he thought about it, that was probably what she’d wanted all along. He’d been played for a fool, damn her blood. Konstantin fell silent after describing the arbiter driving off in his high-roller, eyeing his captor anxiously.

			‘I believe you,’ Dyas said, and Konstantin would have slumped with relief had he not been dangling upside down from the ceiling.

			The man pushed himself off from the windowsill, walked over, yanked the knife from the floor and thrust the blade deep into Konstantin’s side.

			Konstantin gasped, staring at the hilt protruding from the roll of fat above his right hip. Blood ran warm from the wound, beading on the dark hairs of his torso.

			A moment later the agony came.

			He screamed as a furnace of white fire seared his belly, radiating outwards until he could barely think.

			‘I believe you,’ Dyas repeated, ‘but I have to be sure.’ He grabbed the blade and slid it slowly downwards in a sawing motion.

			As Konstantin felt skin and muscle part, he screamed himself hoarse. 
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			Bonaventure

			Bonaventure had been laid down in a minor yard above Endymion two decades before Orry was born, and the old freighter was showing every one of her forty years. Yet despite the chipped composite and scored paintwork, the ship’s systems were in excellent condition; she made sure of that.

			Her cabin was cramped, but she liked it that way. It had been years since the ship had carried paying passengers, but her father had given up suggesting she move into one of the more spacious staterooms on the observation deck. This was her place: she’d slept here since she was a year old and couldn’t imagine laying her head down anywhere else.

			She zipped up her maroon flight suit over a clean white T-shirt and paused to stare at the framed picture of her mother beside her narrow bunk. She didn’t share Katerina Kent’s elegant, fine-boned beauty, though Dad always insisted she had her mother’s eyes. Orry couldn’t imagine Katerina in a grease-stained flight suit – she was far better suited to the emerald ballgown now hanging from the door of one of the lockers that lined the cabin’s walls.

			Orry stared at the gown, then at her reflection in the glossy media screen next to the bed. She lifted a handful of sunburst-orange hair off her neck, the way it had been at the ball. She sighed, then caught a glimpse of the stupid, wistful look on her face and scowled.

			Disgusted with herself, she snatched the ballgown off its hanger and began folding it into its protective sleeve. Time to go back in the costume closet; maybe one day she’d get to wear it again. She fastened the bag, punched the door release – and ran straight into her brother.

			‘Watch it,’ she snapped.

			‘Whoa, time of the month again, Sis?’

			‘Get out of my way, Ethan.’

			He didn’t move. At fourteen, he was shooting up like a weed and almost as tall as her. When his lanky body began to fill out he might even be a match for her in the kickball ring they’d set up in the hold.

			He brushed a lock of hair from his eyes and grinned. ‘Dad wants us. Planning session.’

			‘Fine.’ She tossed the dress onto her bed and shut the door. As she locked it with a command from her integuary, she looked suspiciously at Ethan. ‘If you ever subvert my lock, I’ll space you: you know that, don’t you?’

			He placed a hand on his heart. ‘You wound me, Sister. I would never do such a thing.’

			She glared and pushed past him.

			Bonaventure’s refectory was well appointed, intended to cater for a full crew of six, plus up to a dozen passengers. The galley was set into an alcove on one side of the oval compartment. Eoin was already sitting at the circular smart-table in the middle, a bulb of coffee cooling in front of him. Next to it was the ancient book in its cloth wrapper. He was running his hands over the table’s surface, rearranging virtual notes and images. The refectory’s wide media screen was muted, set to scan the local newsfeeds.

			‘About time,’ he said. ‘Ready to do some work?’

			She groaned and dropped into one of the chairs bolted to the deck. Ethan went to the galley and snagged a couple of Utzeen candy bars. He tossed one to Orry.

			‘What’s the rush?’ she asked, tearing the wrapper open. ‘Once we’ve sold Konstantin’s spice we’ll have enough gilt for a good few months.’ She bit a chunk from the bar and waved the rest at her father as she chewed. ‘I vote for a holiday.’

			‘She’s right for once,’ Ethan said. ‘I hear Halcyon is nice all year long.’

			Her father slurped his coffee and regarded them. ‘While it’s wonderful to see you two agree on something, we’re not finished on Tyr.’

			She sighed. ‘Delf.’

			‘You might count that last job as a success, but I don’t. We need another plan to get his integuary pattern.’

			‘What about the book game, though?’ Ethan said. ‘Folio fever won’t last for ever. We should make as much as we can from it before the toffs find a new idiotic hobby.’

			‘Forget the book game,’ Eoin said sharply. ‘Trust me, we need Delf’s integuary pattern more.’

			‘There are a lot of things you can do to someone if you have their pattern,’ Orry said thoughtfully. ‘What do you have in mind? And why Delf?’

			‘I have my reasons.’

			‘Care to share them?’

			‘Not right now. Let’s just focus on getting that bastard’s pattern first, then maybe we can take a short holiday before we move on him.’

			‘Halcyon?’ Ethan suggested hopefully.

			Her father rolled his eyes. ‘We’ll see.’

			The media screen unmuted itself, filling the refectory with sound.

			‘—about the death of his grandson and heir, Konstantin Larist Soltz, the 3rd Viscount Huish—’

			Orry looked up to see Konstantin’s face filling the screen. She read the banner headlines scrolling below it with growing horror.

			‘What—?’ Ethan began, before Eoin hushed him with a hiss.

			‘Arbiter-Colonel Zaytsev made this statement earlier,’ the screen continued as Konstantin’s face vanished, to be replaced by a man in a black uniform with silver fist emblems on his collar. The face beneath his steel grey hair might have been carved from granite.

			‘This brutal murder of the heir to one of the Ascendancy’s Great Houses has shocked the Fountainhead. I have just come from an audience with the Imperator Ascendant, who has directed me to focus the full resources of the Arbiter Corps on bringing the perpetrators of this heinous crime to justice. Members of His Grace the Count of Delf’s household have provided us with a number of promising leads. We are confident that those responsible will be brought to justice swiftly.’

			Eoin stared at Orry, his face drawn.

			‘They think it was us,’ she said hollowly.

			He nodded.

			‘What do we do?’ she asked.

			He ran a hand across his chin. ‘Give me a minute . . .’

			‘They can’t think it’s us,’ Ethan said. ‘Konstantin was still alive when you arrested Orry.’

			Eoin waved a dismissive hand. ‘How long do you think it will take the arbiters to check their arrest records and figure out someone is running around with a stolen badge? You know how superficial our story was – it was never designed to stand up to a murder investigation.’

			Orry hooked the screen feed with her integuary and scanned the metadata. She placed her unfinished candy bar on the table as her brain picked out words like ‘tortured’ and ‘eviscerated’.

			‘Who would do that?’ she asked.

			‘Who cares?’ her father snapped. ‘They think you did it and that’s all that matters.’

			‘But they can’t find us,’ Ethan said shakily. ‘Can they? They don’t know our real names.’

			Eoin glared at him. ‘Did you sanitise the security footage?’

			‘What? No – why would I do that?’

			‘So, they know what Orry looks like. What about the autocar and the high-roller?’

			‘What about them?’

			‘You subverted them – did you leave anything in their systems? Anything the arbiters could trace back to us?’

			‘I-I don’t know.’ Ethan looked like he was about to burst into tears.

			‘Don’t blame him,’ Orry snapped. ‘You never told him to do those things – we’ve never needed to before.’

			‘That kind of thing should be routine! Any professional crew would know that—’

			‘He’s fourteen, Dad! You taught us – don’t try to shift the blame onto him.’

			Eoin looked like he was about to explode. He glared at her, then without another word rose to his feet and strode away.

			‘Where are you going?’ she called after him.

			‘The bridge,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘We need to get off this rock right now.’

			‘Shit.’ She glanced up at the media screen, currently zooming in on an aerial view of the Delf estate. The house and rear lawn were crawling with arbiters and an inflatable dome had been erected by the lakeside. She jumped up and hurried after her father.

			‘What should I—?’ Ethan began.

			‘Prep for zero-g,’ she told him over her shoulder. They’d been on Tyr for weeks – long enough to get sloppy about securing loose articles. 
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			Where’s the Fun in That?

			Bonaventure’s bridge was small for a freighter of her tonnage, with only six acceleration couches arranged like the petals of a flower around the holographic navigation orrery. Canted screens above each crew position provided redundancy, in case the integuary link to the ship’s systems failed. Integuary hardware might have moved on since the ship’s construction, but the connection protocols remained the same.

			Her father was already lying on the master’s couch, his eyes closed.

			Orry settled into her own couch, letting the deformable poly­mer mould to the shape of her body. She used her integuary to hook Bonaventure’s general systems core. Status displays appeared at the edges of her vision and she frowned when she saw that Eoin had almost completed the pre-start checklist without her. The engines were her responsibility.

			‘I’ll finish those,’ she told him.

			‘I’ve got it. Contact the tower. I’ve just filed our flight plan.’

			She reviewed the plan and gave a humourless smile when she saw the destination. She opened a channel to the control tower.

			‘Utz Tower, freighter Bonaventure.’

			‘Go ahead, Bonaventure.’

			‘Tower, we’re ready to lift from pad zero-five. Request information and engine start.’

			‘Start-up approved. Sending information Sigma. Report ready for departure.’

			Orry acknowledged. ‘Starting number two,’ she told her father, listening through Bonaventure’s hull-mounted microphones to the blare of the warning klaxon while checking the ship’s exterior lenses for people or foreign objects beneath the hull.

			When she initiated the start-up sequence, the familiar vibration of Bonaventure’s mass-inversion drive made her couch tremble. She repeated the sequence for the other three engines, all the while monitoring their status displays.

			‘Tower, Bonaventure with information Sigma. Request lift from zero-five for trans-orbit and collapse into Halcyon.’

			‘Bonaventure, you are cleared to lift from pad zero-five for trans-orbital injection and collapser transition to Halcyon. Safe journey.’

			‘Roger, Tower. Bonaventure is lifting.’

			As her father fed power to the engines, the rumble filled the bridge and she focused on the status indicators as they lifted from the pad. He increased thrust slowly, the altimeter first crawling, then changing more rapidly as the wide curve of Bonaventure’s hull battered its way through the thick atmosphere. The heavy freighter shuddered and Orry was pressed down into her couch – then the shaking died away and the spaceport taking up the greater part of one of the outlying islands of the city of Utz dwindled below her.

			Utz, capital not just of Tyr but of the entire Ascendancy, sprawled across the hundreds of isles that made up the Helion Archipelago. Turquoise channels glinted between the islands, the slender bridges that linked them barely visible from the edge of space. The parks and estates of the provincial islands were a vibrant green in the oxygen-rich atmosphere.

			To the south of the city a thin black line climbed up out of the atmosphere. Each of the space elevator tethers rising from the equator like ribbons was capped with an orbital dock for non-atmosphere-capable vessels. As the curvature of the planet became visible, Orry could make out the vast naval yards around the nearest ribbon-head docking stations, and the hundreds of vessels of the Home Fleet moored there.

			The pressure on her chest reduced as they left the last of the atmosphere behind and Bonaventure settled into a comfortable 1g acceleration.

			‘Are we really going to Halcyon?’ she asked.

			‘You tell me.’

			Another one of his tests. She thought about it. ‘No,’ she said after a moment.

			‘Why not?’

			‘It’s unlikely they’ll be able to identify me from the security footage, but if they do, they could trace me back to Bonnie, so the last place we want to go is where they think we’re going. We need to get out of the Fountainhead to somewhere the Imperator’s grip isn’t so choking. Somewhere we can get new registration docs, update the fake IDs.’

			He grunted. ‘There’s hope for you yet.’ He sat up and examined the navigation orrery. The three-dimensional representation of the Tyr system hanging in the centre of the ring of acceleration couches showed the orbits of planets, moons and other celestial bodies as glowing lines.

			She chewed her lip. ‘What you said to Ethan? That wasn’t fair.’

			‘I know it.’ He manipulated the display, rotating and zooming out to examine the volume of space around the Fountainhead systems. Designated entry and egress collapse points were highlighted and annotated with scrolling data. ‘It’s my fault for not teaching him properly.’

			‘He’s good, Dad – he’s just young. He can’t know everything. Maybe you’re pushing us too hard.’

			‘You knew more than him at fourteen.’

			‘Not about subverting stuff.’

			‘About playing the game.’ He sighed. ‘You’re a natural, Orry – maybe you raised my expectations too high. Your brother’s pretty good, but he’ll never be you.’

			‘Give him a chance! Now that we can’t go after Delf for a while, maybe we should take a break, spend some of our Ruuz gilt.’

			‘Maybe we should.’

			‘And please, let’s make the next job a simple one. For Ethan’s sake.’

			‘Message received and understood.’ He still didn’t look happy as he turned back to the orrery. ‘So, where shall we go?’

			‘Somewhere quiet.’ She smiled. ‘Ethan’s going to be pissed off that you took Halcyon off the menu.’

			‘Did I?’ He smiled innocently. ‘That never occurred to me.’ He glanced over. ‘Where are you going?’

			‘Engine room. I want to check the drives are okay after a month planetside.’

			‘You can do that from up here.’

			She grinned at him from the door. ‘Where’s the fun in that?’

			*

			Ethan was waiting for her in the refectory. ‘Is he mad at me?’ he asked, tagging along beside her.

			‘He’s fine. He knows he was in the wrong.’

			Her brother’s long fingers plucked at the sleeve of her flight suit. ‘Orry.’

			She stopped. He hardly ever used her name.

			He stared at his boots. ‘Do you think Dad’s right? Did I screw up?’

			‘As far as I can tell, our whole life is one big screw-up.’ She placed her hands on his shoulders and looked him in the eye. ‘What we are, what we do . . . it’s risky, we know that, and sometimes things will go wrong. We’ll learn from it and be better next time. It wasn’t your fault, Ethan. The plan was way too complicated – you weren’t ready and I wasn’t ready.’

			‘You’re always ready,’ he muttered. ‘You’re brilliant at everything.’

			She cupped his face in her hands and stared at him with mock concern. ‘Oh my God! What is wrong with you?’

			He shrugged her off, trying not to smile.

			‘We all have our strengths,’ she told him, ‘and that’s why our crew works. I’m good at playing a part, and I can keep Bonnie ticking over, but I couldn’t do what you do, not in a million years. I wouldn’t know where to start with subverting an integuary.’ She snorted. ‘Also, you know I can’t even step outside the ship without having a nervous breakdown.’

			His smile grew wider.

			‘I’m glad you find it so amusing.’

			‘Well, that is pretty funny. Thanks, Sis.’

			‘Just don’t get all gooey about it.’

			‘Ha!’ He punched her hard in the arm and skipped away.

			‘You little toe-rag.’

			‘Loser,’ he called over his shoulder, already halfway to his stateroom.

			She started down the axial companionway to the engineering spaces on the fourth of Bonaventure’s decks, below the cavernous and largely empty holds. By the time she reached the engine room she was breathing heavily, but the smell of metal and ozone was comforting. This was her favourite part of the ship; when she was upset or worried there was something soothing about the steady humming of the mass-inversion drives as they pushed the freighter through the emptiness of space. Orry knew every readout and regulator, every pipe and processor. Her father had made sure that both his children knew how critical it was that they could pilot and maintain the ship, in case the worst should happen. They didn’t have to ask what ‘the worst’ meant; space had always been full of threats, from meteors and solar flares to pirates and commerce raiders – even the occasional Kadiran cleaveship.

			She was checking drive number four when the harsh blare of the proximity alarm shattered the calm.

			She activated her integuary immediately. Dad? What’s happening?

			After a moment she tried again: Dad? Ethan?

			She tried to hook the ship’s sensor core, and her concern turned to fear as she realised her integuary was being jammed.

			Raiders.

			She was picking her way between the throbbing machines, moving as quickly as she could, when the alarm cut out.

			A few seconds later, she felt the unmistakeable shudder of a ship docking.
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			Raiders

			The inner door of the starboard freight lock was closed when Orry reached it. Peering in through the inspection port she saw that the outer door was similarly sealed, stars visible beyond the matching port set into its surface. She looked away, sweat prickling her forehead. Whatever had docked with Bonaventure had done so here, she was certain of it; the noises she’d heard as she climbed up from engineering were too loud to have come from any of the other airlocks. So where was it?

			She tried her integuary again and cursed. For the first time in years, she was entirely alone.

			She stiffened at the sound of voices coming from deeper within the ship. This section of the outer hold was full of configurable shelving filled with empty shipping containers of all sizes, all held in place by molecular hooks. Her father sometimes talked about going legit one day, but she knew he’d never really do it. He loved the thrill of the game too much to swap it for the hassles of a free trader.

			She slipped into the maze of canyon-like alleyways and navigated the turns until she reached the curving pressure bulkhead that divided the doughnut-shaped ring of outer holds from the circular inner hold. Pressing her back against a container and blending into the shadows, she stared through the pair of wide access doors into the central space.

			‘For the love of Rama, Jericho! Will you give it a fucking rest already?’ The speaker, a wasted-looking man in his thirties, had a black streak running down the centre of his close-cropped white hair. The spacesuit he was wearing looked like an ageing version of something an extreme-g enthusiast might build, its thermal fins covered in faded and scored street art.

			He was looking up at a mimetic at least a head taller than him. A tactical cloak hung from the robot’s shoulders, its ballistic weave reinforced with ablative plates. The machine – Jericho? – regarded the man in the suit through the two red sensors set like eyes in its ovoid face.

			‘But it’s not fair,’ it complained. ‘Just because my senses are better than yours, I have to miss out. It’s not my fault you humans stumble through life with your heads up your arses. I’m fed up with waiting outside while you have all the fun.’

			The man looked outraged. ‘You think I enjoy cutting on people?’

			‘I know you do, Dyas.’

			Dyas shook his head. ‘I’m not some kind of psycho. I do what needs to be done.’

			‘Whatever you say.’

			He glared at the mimetic. ‘All right, you sick fuck, you can do the next one. Just stop sulking.’ When the mimetic nodded, he added, ‘Happy now? Good. Can we get on?’ He stomped away towards the axial companionway leading up to the crew spaces and the bridge.

			Orry tried her integuary again, wanting to warn her father and brother, and snarled with frustration when it failed to connect.

			Dyas was almost at the companionway steps when a laser beam seared across the hold in front of his face. He recoiled and threw himself behind a net of empty plastic drums.

			Eoin’s face peered out from the companionway and quickly withdrew. ‘I’ll give you exactly ten seconds to get off my goddamn ship,’ he yelled.

			It might have been the decent thing to do, but Orry couldn’t help feeling frustrated with her father. He was a good shot; he could have hit Dyas with that first beam. Now the element of surprise was lost.

			Dyas chuckled. ‘Captain Kent, I presume? I understand your concern, so let me put your mind at ease. All I want is that little trinket your daughter grifted out of poor Konstantin. Hand it over and we’ll be on our way, all peaceful like.’

			Orry touched the smooth stone hanging round her neck.

			Dyas ducked as another beam parted the netting, shifting the drums. Smouldering strands danced around his head.

			‘I won’t tell you again,’ her father shouted.

			The raider scowled. ‘Jericho, explain the situation to this idiot.’

			‘With pleasure.’ The mimetic drew a bulky maser from under its cloak and aimed at the companionway.

			Eoin leaped from the cover of the bulkhead as metal bubbled and spat, flinging himself behind a wall of containers as Jericho tracked him and fired again. The air shimmered and the containers buckled into superheated slag. Orry gripped the pendant tightly, the edge of its golden setting digging into her palm as liquid metal flowed over her father’s legs. He screamed, and tears sprang to her eyes, but she was unarmed, worse than useless. There was nothing she could do to help.

			The raiders approached her father. Flames licked the surface of the metal as it cooled, hardening over what was left of his legs. He stopped screaming and scrabbled desperately for his weapon, but Dyas kicked it away and drew a pistol from his belt.

			‘Ouchy,’ he said. ‘Now, where’s that pendant? Or shall I send Jericho here to find your daughter and ask her?’

			‘F-fuck you,’ Eoin spat.

			‘I know she’s on board. Your son, too.’

			He shuddered as he hacked out a laugh. ‘You pair of clowns! Do you really think I’d file a genuine passenger manifest? My kids are on a charter flight – they’ll be halfway across the galaxy by now.’

			Dyas hesitated for a moment, then chuckled. ‘Nice try, Captain, but I know when a man is lying.’

			‘I’m not lying,’ Eoin insisted, but even Orry could hear the desperation in her father’s voice now.

			‘You know what?’ Dyas said, stepping closer. ‘It doesn’t matter. That pendant is somewhere on this ship and I’m going to find it. I’ll tell your kids you said “hi”.’

			He raised his pistol and fired. Eoin’s head disintegrated, painting a broad splash of red across the deck.

			Orry stared at her father’s lifeless body: he was gone, snuffed out in an instant. An involuntary moan escaped her lips.

			Jericho whirled, red eyes blazing, and Dyas followed the mimetic’s gaze. ‘Well, well,’ he said, then glared at Jericho. ‘What are you waiting for, bonehead? Get her!’

			Terror overwhelmed Orry, smothering her grief, and as Jericho’s maser rose she flung herself back down the narrow canyon between the towers of shelves. She screamed as heat washed over her, blistering her back. The reek of singed hair caught in her throat.

			‘What are you doing?’ Dyas raged. ‘We need her alive, you moron!’

			She twisted around a corner, tears of pain blurring her vision. Where’s Ethan? She had to find him. Despair plucked at her as she entered another alley, trying to keep ahead of the raiders.

			Dyas’ mocking voice came from somewhere off to her left. ‘Where are you going, Aurelia? There’s nowhere you can hide that I won’t find you.’

			She veered right, wondering where Jericho was. Panic rose in her chest and she forced it down, remembering the lessons her father had drummed into her. Fear is good, it gives you an edge – but panic will get you killed.

			She forced herself to stop and crouched in the half-light, trying to control her breathing as she listened. Jericho’s soft pneumatic tread came from her right. She couldn’t hear Dyas.

			Think.

			Like most merchant vessels, Bonaventure had a radiation-shielded citadel; theirs was concealed in the crew space near the bridge. The safe room was equipped with provisions and a small-arms cabinet. Ethan was most likely there – but that meant she’d have to go through Dyas to get to him. Stupid. If she’d thought of it earlier she could have fled around the outer hold and worked her way back to the axial companionway. Now it was too late: she was trapped out next to Bonaventure’s hull.

			‘Aureli-a-a-a—’

			She gritted her teeth. Engineering was her only option. It had a comms stack and there were a couple of routes in and out. She could send out a distress call and with any luck double back on Dyas and get up to the citadel.

			She raced for the engine-room companionway, praying Dyas hadn’t somehow got ahead of her. The ladder was clear and she jumped down and flew along the passageway below. Distant footsteps sounded behind her as she reached the comms stack.

			Her fingers flew over the screen, entering her manual override code, and relief flooded through her when it was accepted. She bent forward and spoke into the mic, keeping her voice as low as possible. ‘Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. Freighter Bonaventure, fifty minutes outbound from Tyr, en route to egress point Rho. We have been boarded by raiders. One fatality. Please help!’

			‘Come on, pretty girl,’ Dyas called. He sounded horribly close.

			She backed away from the stack, cursing herself for not recording her words so she could loop them. She could only hope someone had picked up the transmission.

			‘I have something for you,’ Dyas cooed.

			She shuddered, but at least she knew where Dyas was; Jericho had fallen silent.

			There were two access points to the deck above. Orry manoeuvred herself between the humming machinery until she could see the other exit, but there was an open area stretching between her and the door. It looked clear, but she would make an inviting target as she crossed the exposed deck.

			‘Where the hell are you, bitch?’

			She tensed. He was close.

			A freight trolley loaded with two plastic drums of coolant stood nearby. Orange warning stickers decorated the large blue cylinders.

			The trolley’s motor hummed softly as she aimed it at the door in the bulkhead, some ten metres away. The edge of the engine room was to her right, which meant Dyas and Jericho had to be somewhere in the tangle of machinery on the left. She set the trolley in motion and squatted down beside it, using the drums as cover. Her thighs started burning immediately as she waddled along, trying to keep up.

			‘Come on,’ she muttered as it closed the gap to the exit at walking pace.

			She was only a couple of metres away when Jericho stepped into the doorway, filling it. The mimetic raised its maser.

			Orry threw herself sideways, away from the trolley. She didn’t hear the maser fire, but could feel its heat as she rolled clear.

			The trolley continued towards Jericho, the plastic drums bubbling and spitting. The mimetic released the trigger but it was too late: the trolley’s front wheels were glowing white-hot and as they deformed, the melting barrels were pitched forward. The first one came apart a metre from Jericho, releasing a wave of coolant that splashed over the mimetic, soaking its ballistic cloak.

			Orry, realising what was about to happen, tried to run just as the backwash hit the blistering hot trolley and ignited, engulfing Jericho in an inferno. She screamed as a wall of heat lifted her up and smashed her into Bonaventure’s hull, driving the air from her lungs. A warning klaxon howled as Jericho disappeared in a cloud of halon gas fired from the suppression vents in the overhead.

			‘Damn, girl,’ Dyas called out, ‘what did you do?’

			Orry gasped like a landed fish, dragging air into her lungs.
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