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SHERNISH, CARNESSA, main planet of the Qerran Suldanate

Ullnish Space Port, a spectacular confection of multi-colored domes and turrets in the best Ptorix architectural style, glowed a welcome. Allysha traded a look with Sean as the driver guided his taxi around the concourse to join a line of vehicles, all depositing passengers.

"Looks like we made it," she murmured.

"So far. But they’ll be after us." Sean stared along the road to Shernish, where lights were starting to hold their own in the gathering dusk. A lingering line of orange still stained the horizon where the sun had disappeared.

Allysha paid the driver and climbed out of the taxi to join Sean on the pavement. He reached out to grasp her arm but she jerked away. "Let’s not make with the happy couple thing, okay? I mean it. When this is over, I want a divorce." 

He grinned that lopsided grin she used to think was cute. "Don’t be like that, Ally. You know you’re the only one I love." 

Time was that might have worked; had worked. Now she was beginning to wonder what she’d ever seen in him. "Me and that blonde bimbo you were screwing in my bed?"

Sean flushed, scratched at his hair. She’d come home early from her trip to Brjyl and caught him at it, stark bollocks naked with her riding him. 

They followed the crowd into the cavernous main hall. Most of the passengers were humans, probably getting out while they could. Just like us. Sean headed toward the flight schedule displayed in the middle of the main hall while Allysha waited, arms folded, foot tapping on inlaid tiles, eyes flicking around the hall. The building glittered around her, all curved walls and ornate embellishment, busy with people and luggage. A Ptorix voice rose above the echoing din and she started, nerves jangling. No. The two conical forms approaching her had pale blue fur and wore elaborately decorated, green robes. High caste business people, she’d guess. The writhing tentacles at the ends of each of four arms betrayed tension, nervousness maybe, but not alarm. They passed her, appearing to glide in their floor-length costumes. 

Hard to believe that the sight of a Ptorix would frighten her. Then again, she would never have imagined the violent demonstrations, crowds of Ptorix brandishing placards saying ‘Humans Out’ rampaging through the streets, attacking human businesses, looting, even assaulting passersby. She shuddered at the memory.

Sean returned, weaving his way between people and luggage. "Next shuttle to the space station leaves in ten minutes." Stale alcohol wafted with his words. He cast a glance toward the entrance doors. "Best to get lost in the crowd. You can bet Bronx’s mashers will come here when they can’t find us." 

He strode off down the corridor toward the lounge, pushing past people as he went. Allysha hurried to catch up with him. Idiot. How he could have been stupid enough to fall foul of the local crime boss was beyond her. Bronx would ensure they’d both suffer. Ptorix law was very direct when it came to debts; Sean’s debt was her debt. Well, this was it. One last job to pay off Bronx and then the divorce court. Bye, bye Sean.

The corridor widened into the departure lounge, little more than rows and rows of seating and a counter beside the closed doors to the ramp. All the seats were occupied; at least an hundred other people huddled together in nervous groups, their belongings stacked around their legs on the floor. At the counter a woman sobbed, pleading, and a man, red faced and belligerent, shouted at a sullen Ptorix attendant. Somewhere in the crowd, a child started to cry. Every now and then a few bars of piped music struggled above the formless din of murmured conversations until it was drowned out again. The place was claustrophobic. Too many people, too much noise, too much fear. Foreboding pressed down on Allysha’s soul. 

"Lucky for us," Sean said, gazing upon the scene with a satisfied grin. "We’ll be harder to spot in this."

She shot him a glance. Lucky? If this was lucky, she couldn’t imagine being unlucky. 

Following Sean, she edged into the crowd, standing too close to too many people. The sooner they got out of here, the better. The air-conditioning fought a losing battle with the stink of nervous sweat. Her skin prickled with heat. She peered between the bodies, scanning the few Ptorix in particular. They stood together, trying not to attract attention. Judging by their tentacles, which waved in and out of the four wide sleeves like an anemone in a swift current, they were as unhappy to be caught up in this as everybody else. Shouts rang out above the background buzz. Her heart jolted and settled again. Just another irate customer venting his fury on the unfortunate counter staff. She eyed the water dispenser out in the open, near the corridor. She’d love a drink. Best to wait.

Sean’s leap forward sent a lightning bolt down her spine. Her pulse rate slowed when she realized he’d snared two seats against the wall when the incumbents went to the counter. She flung herself down in her chair and rolled tight shoulders. The shuttle should be boarding soon. Surely.

A flash of blue at the edge of the crowd. Her heart bounced. She grabbed Sean’s arm. "Bronx’s goon. Over to the right." 

"Yes, I see him," Sean said.

The big Ptorix was so obviously a thug. His dark-blue fur marked him as low caste, and his tentacles slashed in rhythmic arcs; backwards and forward, purposeful, concentrated. She slid down in the chair. The three eyes at the top of the Ptorix’s conical body could easily cover three hundred and twenty degrees. But big as he was, most of the human men were taller; he’d find it difficult to spot them in the crush of bodies and luggage. 

The piped music stopped. Silence fell as people looked up expectantly, listening. At last, the boarding announcement.

"Galaxy Interplanet would like to welcome all passengers traveling to Carnessa Station for transit. Please have your ticket ready for scanning."

The room erupted into noise and activity as people stood and gathered up belongings. Multi-headed queues began to form at the gate, passengers jostling for position to be first into the ramp. Allysha couldn’t see the Ptorix thug anymore through the thicket of bodies. Or more importantly, he couldn’t see them.

"Hurry." Sean pushed his way forward. "We can go to the front—we’ve got first class tickets."

"I’m impressed," she said. "Employers with money."

Sean barged his way through the throng, brandishing his ticket like a weapon in response to any protest. Even so, he had to work to get through the logjam at the gate. 

"Ghatuzsh!" The Ptorix howl rose above the din.

Her pulse raced. "He’s seen us. Quick." 

Sean surged forward, shoving his way through protesting passengers to the scanner. The match of ID and ticket took a split second, then he was through, sprinting down the passageway, Allysha pounding at his heels.

The ramp bent to the left, no longer in a direct line from the lounge. Sean slowed to a rapid walk and she followed suit, panting. She glanced over her shoulder. Shouts in Ptorix and Standard issued from the shuttle lounge but no one seemed to be following. 

"We’re okay, Ally." Sean’s face creased into a satisfied smile. "We’re safe. They won’t let him follow us."

She just looked at him. If this was safe, so was holding up the targets in a shooting gallery. "Whatever you say. I hope this job’s worth the effort."

"It’ll be worth it, Ally, you’ll see. We’ll be able to buy Bronx off and still have plenty left." 

She hoped so. This job on Tisyphor wouldn’t be hard work. An old mine being reopened, existing Ptorix systems to be interfaced with a brand new human system. Set up the security, set up monitoring. It was similar to the work she had completed at Brjyl. And the money, as Sean had said, was excellent. 

A steward greeted them at the airlock and directed them to their seats, half-way down on the left of the first class compartment. The cabin started to fill; grim faced businessmen, a couple with two children, an elderly couple, all escaping Carnessa. When a couple of Ptorix came on board her pulse began to race again. But she recognized the high-caste businessmen she’d seen in the departure lounge. They were guided to two places on the other side of the shuttle, where the steward pressed the buttons that converted the human seats to Ptorix platforms for them. Soon all the seats were full.

"Welcome aboard the transfer shuttle to Carnessa Space Station," said the IS in Ptorix. "The flight will take approximately forty five minutes. Please relax and make yourselves comfortable."

The announcement was repeated in Standard. At last. The hatch seals hissed. Harnesses rose from compartments in the seats and clamped into place over her shoulders and legs. The ship lurched into motion. She let out a breath, blowing away the tension in her shoulders.

The ship’s cabin had been conditioned for take-off, but she still felt some of the pressure of acceleration. She gazed at the view screen as the ground raced away below, details lost in the greater whole. The lights of Ullnish lined the dark ribbon of river and out to sea scattered gleams betrayed ships waiting to dock. To the west, a small patch of lights must be Shernish. 

The ship pierced the clouds and the ground disappeared. Like a curtain closing at the end of a performance. One last job. One last job and she could get on with the rest of her life.
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"We’ve made orbit and are making preparations to land." The announcement startled Allysha out of a doze. The harness slid silently from its housing in the seat and snapped down over her legs and shoulders. Sean, interrupted in mid-snore, rubbed sleep from his eyes. 

The view screen in the passenger cabin showed a cloud-swathed, green and purple planet with bright white polar caps and dark blue oceans. Past the terminator line, the darkness was complete, without the telltale sprinkling of lights that indicated technology. 

Tisyphor. A whole new, mysterious world; at once scary and fascinating. What would it be like? 

The atmosphere thickened. The harness tightened around her as the ship shuddered and bucked its way through a deep cloud layer and then slowed for its final descent. 

Gases hissing, the ship settled onto its landing pads. The whine of the engines faded into silence, the external hatch soughed open and the harness retracted back into the seat. Her stomach churning, Allysha rose to her feet and collected her bag. She glanced at Sean, still dithering with his belongings, and strode the short distance down the central aisle of the passenger compartment to the open hatch.

Good grief, it was like walking into a sauna. She hesitated until Sean’s hand on her back urged her forward. Moisture began to bead on her face, her shirt stuck to her skin and she was certain she could feel her hair begin to curl. The air tasted different, too; a little bit earthy and sweet. Not unpleasant; just not what she was used to and different again to the arid, dusty air of Brjyl, the only other planet she’d been to apart from home.

The ship had landed on a platform above purple and green forest that spread to the horizon on three sides. Blues and greens seemed brighter, somehow, and reds and oranges more subdued. To her left a sheer rock face rose into an overcast sky. That would be the extinct volcano where the mine was situated. Below and to the right, a short distance away, she caught a glimpse of buildings clustered around a cleared area.

A man came out of a lift on the opposite side of the platform and approached, smiling one of those broad, false smiles that didn’t reach the eyes. "Welcome to Tisyphor. I’m Gerrit van Tongeren. You must be Mister O’Reilly and Miss Marten." 

Sean plastered on an equally broad smile, took the proffered hand and shook it. "Pleased to meet you."

"If you’d like to come this way." He herded them into the lift and pressed the button for the ground. When the door opened, he gestured at an open-topped skimmer standing in the road. "Hop in."

She sat in the back, while Sean sat beside van Tongeren. They drove along a road through the jungle toward the cluster of buildings she’d seen from the platform. The place was so different to home; strange trees with speckled trunks and leaves like enormous hands hanging down. The clicks and whirrs of wildlife filled the air and a few winged insects drifted amongst the overhanging branches, bright wisps of color against the foliage. 

The vehicle pushed through a transparent barrier. She felt the substance, whatever it was, mold briefly around her body and then spring away. The temperature and humidity dropped as though they’d driven into a refrigerator. Wow, that was better. She hadn’t fancied working in a steam bath.

"What was that?" she asked.

"The settlement’s built in a climate-conditioning bubble. Pity it doesn’t extend as far as the mine," van Tongeren said.

"Is there a tavern here?" Sean asked.

Van Tongeren’s eyebrows arched. "Of course, but don’t you want to see your house?" 

"Ally can do that. I’m parched."

Allysha rolled her eyes. Typical. "That’s okay. Maybe you can drop him off."

Van Tongeren stopped the skimmer outside a welcoming looking place where scattered tables and benches were interspersed with plants in colored planter boxes. The sign over the door proclaimed the ‘Miners Refuge’. Bouncy, repetitive music played too loudly. Sean alighted and van Tongeren drove on to a stand-alone prefab house just off the main square. 

She walked through the rooms. A pre-fab, sure, but neat and clean, the furniture modern and functional. "Only one bedroom. Is this for both of us?"

"You were listed as a married couple."

"Estranged. I don’t want to share with him. Is there anywhere else?"

"Well... you could bunk in with some of the other girls in a dorm...?"

She shook her head. Not a chance. "He can bunk in with somebody."

"We don’t have much spare space. Maybe I can put him in the Ptorix quarters." He muttered the words, almost to himself.

Ptorix quarters? That sounded interesting. "You have Ptorix quarters?"

He rubbed his hand over his lips. "Well... there’s what used to be the Ptorix mine manager’s quarters in the mine itself." His lips curled in distaste. "Not ideal, but we fitted it out for humans so we could use it while the real accommodation was built."

That sounded good. She could live in a Ptorix apartment, especially if it had some human furniture. "I’d like to see that, please."

Van Tongeren drove back the way they’d come, passed the landing platform and pulled over next to a shiny new human door in a towering rock wall. Allysha eyed a remnant of lichen-encrusted carving and swirling, dancing symbols on the door surrounds, leftovers of a Ptorix past. He pressed a switch and the door slid away soundlessly to reveal a well-lit tunnel, clearly newly worked. A tingle of disquiet disturbed her thoughts as she followed him into the mine. A Ptorix tunnel would have been decorated but the rock was bare, not even weathered. Van Tongeren turned left into a side passage. Thirty meters along he ran up a flight of flowing steps on the right until once again they stood at the pointed arch of a Ptorix doorway with a very human door carved into its center. 

He opened the door for her. "We had to whitewash the walls. Those complicated patterns they use are so hard on the eyes. We fitted it out with proper furniture and a bed and such but none of our people wanted to live here after we’d built the settlement. Understandable, really." 

Allysha gazed around at arched doorways and curved walls and ceilings. Typically Ptorix, but fitted out for humans. The living room contained a dining table and four chairs, a sofa, a couple of comfortable looking chairs and a Holovid setup. She glimpsed a large bed and a wardrobe in the second room. 

Here and there the original decoration on the walls was just visible through the whitewash, ornate and organic. Oh, the vandalism, the wanton, mindless destruction. But then again, she could see the patterns the way the Ptorix did and humans would just see a complex, shifting, disconcerting mess. Or so she’d been told. 

An archway inside the bedroom led to a washroom containing a large bathing pool and a Ptorix-style toilet—usable by a human if you knew how. The bathing pool was empty. These people probably didn’t know how to find the faucets let alone operate them. If she stayed here, she’d have privacy, be close to work and away from Sean. They’d all think she was crazy but that was okay.

"They must have filled the bath with buckets," van Tongeren said behind her. "We have proper ablutions blocks quite nearby so we didn’t refit—it would have been an enormous job."

"I’ll stay here," she said. 

His expression hardly changed but she’d caught the glint that said he thought she was insane.

"If you’re sure." He lifted his shoulders in the briefest of shrugs. "I’ll have your luggage delivered. There’s a canteen here of course. I’ll show you that and the control room where you’ll be working. Is there anything else you’ll need?"

"Just access to your IS from here. A data point is fine. And you’ll need to give me administrator rights to all your systems."

He nodded. "I’ll have it arranged." After a moment’s hesitation he added, "I can’t do that for the Ptorix systems."

She grinned. "No, I guess not. I’ll manage that myself." She could have given herself administrator access to the human systems, too. But he didn’t need to know that. 

"I’ll leave you, then. I’ll introduce you to Emment the shift manager tomorrow morning. He can take you around so you can give me a solid estimate of cost and time if that suits?"

"Sure."

She closed the door behind him. Ignorant schlon. She wondered if all humans who came from human planets were as intolerant as him. At least at home humans and Ptorix got along. Most of the time, anyway. Although even on Carnessa the relationship she and her father shared with Professor Xanthor and his family was vanishingly rare. Her father. It had been five years, now. She missed him so very, very much.

***
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SEAN KNEW VAN TONGEREN had arrived without even looking. The pretty barmaid took out a cloth and started wiping the benchtop instead of leaning over to talk to him.

"A word, if you please," van Tongeren said. He led the way to a bench outside the tavern where the music receded to a background thumping. "It seems to me you and your wife don’t get on, O’Reilly. Is that going to be a problem?"

Fuck. He’d hoped they could paper over the cracks; for now, anyway. No chance of winning her back this time. If she hadn’t come back early and caught him with Nessa, it would have been okay. "Don’t worry about Ally. She gets like that sometimes. She’ll get over it."

"And if she doesn’t?"

Sean shrugged. "She will." He hoped.

"If she’s as good as everyone seems to say, I’ll want her to move on to the other work as soon as possible."

"I told you, it won’t be a problem."

Van Tongeren leant back in the chair and smiled. "Would I be right in assuming you don’t want me to discuss the other matter with her?"

"Not if you want it done. Just leave it to me."

The other man’s smile widened; a calculating, evaluating smile that had nothing to do with humor. "Just bear in mind, you get paid for the whole job. Or not at all."

Sean’s heart jolted. He didn’t like the way the fellow said that. But it would be all right. All he had to do was make sure Ally went on to van Tongeren’s other task. One way or another.
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Allysha hung the last of her shirts in the decidedly un-Ptorix, pale-grey polyplast wardrobe in the bedroom. It was so incongruous, so out of place in this quintessentially Ptorix room. Now what? Back to the bar? She better tell Sean about the living arrangements, at least. Besides, a walk would do her good.

She strode along the road, grateful to pierce the bubble into cooler, drier air. The sweat dried on her face, a welcome relief from the enervating atmosphere. The tavern’s music provided her with an audio-beacon. She followed her ears to the ‘Miner’s Refuge’.

She paused at the doorway for a few moments. A few men sat at tables scattered around a stone floor and a pretty girl leaned on the well-stocked bar in the corner, flashing her generous cleavage to the male patrons perched on bar stools. To one side, two potball tables had attracted a group playing or watching play. No sign of Sean. Oh, well; she might as well have a drink, maybe meet some of the locals. 

She headed for the bar, trying to ignore the stares, despite the flutters in her stomach. There were hardly any females here, of course they’d look. The barmaid, busy talking to a man on a stool, straightened up when Allysha arrived. "What can I get you?"

"A citrose, please."

"Sure." She placed a brimming glass on the bar top. "My name’s Trina. There aren’t many women here, nice to meet you."

"Allysha. Nice to meet you, too. Have you been here long?"

Trina shook her head and leant her elbows on the bar, large breasts only just contained in a low-cut top. "A few weeks. It’s been good."

"Where are you from?" 

"Chollarc—do you know it?" When Allysha shook her head she continued, "It’s the closest inhabited world. They advertised positions here; short term contracts, good money, so I thought it would be worthwhile." A huge grin threatened to split her face. "And of course, with all these men here... I ignored the stories and gave it a go. It’s been great." 

Allysha sipped the citrose, cold and tangy and perfect after her walk from the mine. "Stories? What sort of stories?"

"Well, see, Tisyphor is part of Chollarc’s history." Trina looked around her, and leaned forward, almost conspiratorially. "This place is really old. The toe rags used to mine jewels here and then take them back to Chollarc for processing. But thirty years ago, something happened and they closed it all down. It was empty until about five months ago, when they set up this new settlement and said they were going to reopen the mine."

"What was it that happened?" 

"My dad said they found something in the mine and it killed everybody," Trina whispered, round eyed. "Some strange jewel that glowed and radiated everyone."

The man on the stool snorted. "Strange jewel my arse. There’s this other story that the karteks broke down the fences and killed ‘em all. Just fantasy. The mine ran out, is all." He stood, wiped his mouth on his sleeve and walked out.

Allysha kept her face straight. 

Trina sniffed. "What would he know?" She flounced around the bar and went to collect empty glasses from the tables.

Sure, there were radioactive minerals like uranium but strange jewels? The most likely explanation for why the place was deserted was the boring one—the mine was no longer viable. And yet. A tremor of disquiet trailed down her spine. Silly. Why should she care? She’d be here for a few weeks and then she’d go home. 

"Hello, darlin’, c’n I buy you a drink?" The fellow leaned on the bar beside her, stinking of sweat and beer, still in his grubby working clothes. He tried to put an arm around her. 

She jerked away. "Thanks, no."

He leaned closer, his breath bad enough to knock out a bull. "C’mon. I just got paid. I’d like to share, know what I mean?" He leered at her breasts, raised a hand.

She jumped back, skin crawling. "Don’t touch me." 

He frowned, puzzled, and took another step toward her. 

"Sorry, pal, she’s with me."

The miner’s lips bared in a snarl. "Yeah?"

"Yeah. She’s here to meet me. Isn’t that right, sweetheart?"

Allysha turned to the speaker, a man about her age, with dark hair and crinkly blue eyes wearing clean, dark pants and a blue shirt. She gave him a smile and tried to settle the hammering of her heart. "Hi. I was a bit early."

The miner clenched his fists but one of his friends grasped his shoulder and pulled him away, not without a final, surly glare.

"Thanks," Allysha said, her legs trembling. She wouldn’t be coming back here in a hurry.

"Are you new?" asked her savior. 

She swallowed. "Just arrived." 

"Welcome to Tisyphor. My name’s Jarrad Korns." He held out his hand and Allysha shook it, a nice, firm handshake between equals.

"Hi. Allysha Marten. Pleased to meet you. Very pleased." 

"Why don’t we go outside? It’s very loud in here."

She followed him out to a table on the paving and sank onto a bench opposite him. He hesitated, sizing her up. "You’re not a barmaid?" The question hung in the air between them.

"No. I’m a technical expert here to do a quick job on the computer systems." He was nice looking, with an attractive smile and beautiful long, dark eyelashes. 

He nodded. "Most of the women here are tarts although they call them barmaids. They earn most of their money lying on their backs."

"I’ll remember that." His hands were clean, long-fingered. "You don’t look like a miner." 

"I’m not. I’m a biologist. I work in the medical labs here, looking into some of the local fauna."

Medical labs? It seemed strange but what did she know? "I’m sure that’s fascinating."

"It is, very. Look, I’m about to start my shift. Can I walk you home?"

"Thanks, I’d be grateful."

He pushed himself up off the bench. "Where are you staying?"

"Up at the mine."

"Easy. The labs are up there, too." 

They walked together out of the settlement and its climate membrane into the humid heat beneath the trees.

"What are the labs for?" Allysha asked.

His face lit up. "It’s fascinating work. We’re looking at some of the venomous critters on this planet, particularly the karteks and thranxes."

Those. Allysha had seen them in the orientation on the flight to Tisyphor. Karteks were large, bipedal beasts with long, strong forearms sporting three wicked-looking claws that contained poison. And thranxes; those things were enough to cause a person to have nightmares; a creature about a meter long, heavily-spined and with a barbed tail that it could lift over its back.

She pulled a face and he laughed. "They’re not very nice, no. But they’re interesting. Kartek venom is a neurotoxin—it affects the nervous system. It doesn’t hurt much at the time but it will kill you in the end. And thranxes use a particularly virulent form of necrotoxin."

"Necrosis—that means death doesn’t it?"

"That’s right, but it’s death at a cellular level. Thranx venom kills the cells and liquefies them. It’s a particularly nasty way to die. The victim is sort of dissolved internally."

Urrk. Disgusting. They hadn’t told her that in the orientation. "What possible beneficial use could you make of that?"

"Oh, venoms can often be used to make beneficial medicine. That’s what we’re doing; experimenting to see what works."

They’d reached the mine. Jarrad allowed Allysha to enter the main drive first. She breathed a sigh of relief as she stepped into the tunnel. Amazing how much cooler it was in here, even without climate conditioning.

When they reached the bottom of the stairs that led to her quarters Jarrad said, "It was great to meet you. Maybe we could catch up for a drink tomorrow or the next day?"

She smiled at him. "Sure. I’d like that." And she would. Maybe it was time to make a few friends, distance herself from Sean. It would be nice to have someone else to talk to. She waved and ran up the steps, two at a time. At least she had a friend; it felt good. 

She opened the door and the lights came on. The Ptorix art seemed somehow to be a little more visible, as though the intricate patterns were trying to push through the veil of whitewash, to be seen and understood. The mine manager lived here; generations of mine managers. What stories could they tell about this place? What story could the last mine manager tell? 

The past tugged at her. Van Tongeren and his crews had demonstrated total ignorance and disdain for anything Ptorix. Maybe this apartment had more to reveal to someone with the eyes to see.
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Allysha studied the walls, looking for the paired, swirling patterns the Ptorix used to indicate cupboards. Ah. There on the wall in the living room. She pressed the two openers and the door slid back, revealing several stone shelves. Damn. Nothing but scuffed dust. If there had been anything there, it had been taken. She moved on to the bedroom.

The wardrobe filled most of one wall. She peered around the other walls, straining to find door symbols through the whitewash, to no avail. Sighing, she plonked down on the bed. There had to be something, at least a wardrobe, but if it was behind the grey monstrosity, she wouldn’t be able to get to it. Damnation. So disappointing. She glanced around the room once more. 

A swirl, just above the bed head. Yes. Elated, she shoved the bed aside. 

The door slid open at her touch. Just an empty wardrobe. She fetched a chair from the dining area and stood on it so she could see the back of the high shelf. Nothing.

Feeling obscurely disappointed, she jumped down from the chair. It slid across the stone floor into the wardrobe. Something went click on the back wall. A gap appeared. A tremor of excitement slid down her spine. Oh, wow. A secret cupboard. She peered inside. 

A fine patina of dust covered a long, thick box and three books, all with tooled covers. She lifted out the box, black and grey bone, richly inlaid with red and gold dancing figures. Inside, a silver ghabra nestled in deep red cloth. The musical instrument resembled a candelabrum with four branches, each with a complex pattern of holes. She’d heard ghabras played at the University back home in Shernish. The musicians used all their tentacles with amazing dexterity to extract complex melodies. Well... melody was probably not the word she would have used, but the Ptorix loved the performance. She held the ghabra in her hands and imagined the mine manager playing the instrument. She wondered how good he’d been. 

She laid the ghabra back in its box and moved on to the books.

Two were printed, but in a font that emulated hand writing in the flowing style educated Ptorix used. They were classics, Lumarax’s Journeys and Pelesaar’s Conceptions of Paradise. She hadn’t read them, but her dear friend Xanthor had told her about them. She examined them carefully, fingering the pages. This stuff was paper. She had seen paper in the ancient text collection at the Shernish University library, but it hadn’t been so fine. The Pelesaar volume was illustrated, the images beautiful, evocative and poignant in this setting, showing the endless cycle of life, death, decay, rebirth and at the cycle’s end; paradise. Life eternal in the ancient caves in the universe’s core. She bit her lip. So sad. Had the long-dead manager found that Pelesaar’s vision of the afterlife was correct? She would keep these to give to Xanthor when she went home.

The third book was a diary.

The mine manager had written his name inside the cover—Fyysor.

She began to read.

At first the entries were mundane. Fyysor missed his mate on Chollarc, but he would only have to be here for another year and then they could return to... She strained her eyes. Marex? She wasn’t sure. He commented on the day’s activities, what had happened in the mine. He vowed to improve the food, following complaints from the miners. She turned page after page, forcing herself to read every word, even though the content became repetitious.

Ah, a highlight. One person was caught pilfering and was summarily dismissed. Fyysor felt sorry for the miner’s family, but rules were rules. A few pages later, a kartek had found its way into a tunnel; they shot the beast, removed the carcass and blocked the tunnel. A miner had encountered a thranx and was stung, but thankfully the victim survived. The settlement’s elderly star ship went out of service. The settlement would be isolated until repairs were made. Fyysor was vexed. Parts had to come from the Khophirate and the delay was likely to be weeks. Outposts like Tisyphor were always last on the list.

A few days later, Fyysor reported a strange illness. Allysha felt a pang of foreboding, a tendril of dread uncurling in her stomach.

Havvrox is very ill. After surviving the thranx, he seemed to be fully recovered but for a slight cough. But today, he complained of pain and irritation. I had my doubts but sent him to the doctors anyway. As well I did. He has severe pain in his center but the doctors tell me that their drugs have no effect. It is disturbing that they have no idea what is causing his illness. 

The next day Fyysor commented again.

Havvrox is much worse. The doctors say his flesh is rotting. He growls with pain and vomits ichor. Chollarc cannot help us. Our only star ship is still unusable. I hope the Khophiran doctors have more knowledge than ours.

The next case occurred on the following day. Two, in fact. Miners in the same work group as Havvrox, showing similar symptoms. Oh, buckrats. Her heart thudded. This was it; this was why the planet was abandoned.

The doctors told me Havvrox had died. I went to see the body, as a manager must. The doctors warned me the smell was bad but I had no idea anything could smell so awful, like festered wounds. What words can I use? It was as if Havvrox had dissolved into himself, a shrunken carcass. The room was foul with blackness. I had workers fetch out the remains and burn them. Three others have now shown signs of this pestilence. I don’t know what to do.

And so it went on. Fyysor spoke to the mine administrators on Chollarc. She could almost hear the desperation in his words, feel his helplessness as his people succumbed.

Prenzen says the humans cannot help. He will contact the Khophirate. I think it means that he will keep this secret from the human authorities on Chollarc. I suppose that’s sensible. There is enough panic.

Another page of horror. A team of doctors was sent by the Khophirate, as the situation on Tisyphor deteriorated. Fyysor was full of hope but his optimism was short lived. The Khophiran doctors had no answers, no cures; they had never seen an illness like it before. They quarantined the planet, prevented any of the now panicked miners from leaving, and insisted that those who were not infected should remain separated from the others. Mining, of course, ceased. The ship that brought the Khophiran doctors left without them. And every day, more bodies were removed and burnt. 

Blinking away the moisture gathering in her eyes she turned another page.

I have closed off the medical center so that the stink no longer penetrates the tunnels where the people live. This peaceful mine is now a place of anger and fear. Earlier today I saw a group making a sacrifice to Lhyra. I thought that superstitious nonsense had died out long ago. Do they really think a demon of the caves can cause a pestilence? 

And here at last a description of how the illness progressed.

The first sign of the illness seems to be a cough. About five days later, the soreness begins and with it, the pain. Breathing is difficult, the patient vomits ichor. From that time, death comes quickly. They told me that when Ghooren learned he had become infected, he killed himself. I fear he will not be the last to take that option. And I must admit, it is more merciful. 

Tears trickling down her cheeks, she read the next entry.

I have a slight cough, a soreness in my air pipes. I would like to believe it is nothing and it will go away but I am afraid. I know there is nothing the doctors can do. Already a third of my people are dead or dying and no one—not one—has contracted the disease and lived. Even the doctors are now patients in their own hospital. I know that I will die. I hope that we have done enough to ensure that this dreadful illness does not spread to Chollarc or the Khophirate. 

Amarina, I will not see you or Tanryn or Ghensor or Zetanar until we meet again on the other side. I know that you will never read these words but perhaps in some way you will hear the strains of my ghabra in the night. Think of me fondly, my dearest, and pray that this pestilence should finish here, where it started.

She closed the book. Sitting on the edge of the bed she let the tears flow. What if this had been Shernish? Xanthor and Cartya, Ceta, Farex, Bartok, all dead. Panic in the streets; neighbor against neighbor. What a truly awful way to die, eaten up from inside, in terrible pain. The medical rooms must have been horrible, caked with black ichor, stinking and rotten. 

With trembling hands Allysha collected Fyysor’s treasures and laid them reverentially in the polyplast wardrobe. She would take all these things with her when she left and bring them to Xanthor. Perhaps he could find Fyysor’s family and return his belongings. 

She undressed, crawled into bed and stared up at the ceiling. Fyysor had lived here. She wondered where he died. Here? Had he rotted away in the medical center like the others or had he taken his own life before the end?

Her eyes closed.

She walked through a marketplace, bright and cheerful, awnings and pennants snapping in a breeze from the sea. She recognized it instantly; Shernish portside where boats bounced next to the wharf and fishermen heaved baskets of wriggling silver fish to the porters to carry to the trestle tables. Blue-furred Ptorix farmers trumpeted their wares, waving fruits and vegetables in the tentacles at the end of each of four muscular arms. Ptorix shoppers, seeming to float in their conical robes, passed up and down between the stalls. And then suddenly the wind changed. Dark clouds gathered and thunder rumbled. A howl went up, voices raised in agony as their blue fur blackened. They seemed to melt, all of them, dissolving into their clothing while the roadway ran with stinking black sludge.

A cry of anguish echoed in her skull as she jerked upright. Her own voice.

Shernish. The thought of that virus going through her home town... Xanthor, Ceta, Bartok, Farex; all dead. The students at the university, their teachers.

A nightmare. Her chest heaving, she fought for breath.
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Jarrad sat at one of the tables in the square outside the tavern, already armed with a bottle of white wine and a couple of glasses. 

He stood as she approached. "Hi. Lovely to see you," he said.

She snorted and looked down at her black pants and grey shirt. "I didn’t bring any nice clothes. It’s the best I can do." 

"It’s very nice. You’re very nice." He smiled. "I thought outside would be better."

That was true. Sounds of laughter and loud conversation drifted through the open doors of the ‘Miner’s Refuge’, occasionally drowning out the music. Several other people also sat at the outside tables, probably for the same reason. Soft lights floated in mid-air, providing gentle illumination. In the warm darkness, the planet’s sweet, earthy background smell was even more evident. 

He poured the wine. It was delicious, cold and crisp with a hint of spritz.

"How’s your work going?" he asked.

"Work? Oh, yes, not too bad." The story of the diary lay like a lead weight in her brain, clamoring to be shared. She wouldn’t tell Sean or any of the other people here, but Jarrad was a scientist. Besides, the horror of it all was too much to bear on her own.

"You know what you said about the thranx venom? How it kills cells?"

He stared at her, his hand holding his glass suspended in mid-air. "Yes?"

He must think I’m crazy. "It’s just that... It sounds like something I read about. In my room." She swallowed a shudder. Just talking about it sent worms of revulsion creeping in her abdomen. 

"What?" he said, eyes alive with curiosity.

"You know this planet was abandoned by the Ptorix?"

"Yes."

"A virus killed them. All the Ptorix here. It must have been terrible." She told him what Fyysor had written, describing the progress of the disease. 

He frowned, his wine forgotten. "It sure sounds like a necrotoxin. Were they sure it was a virus?"

"I don’t know. But Fyysor mentions a cough."

"True." He had a cute habit of putting his head to one side when he was deep in thought. He turned the glass in his hand, round and around. "The cough suggests it’s airborne. The necrotoxins get into the nasal passages, throat, lungs. And the time period is significant. You said a few days before it developed past a cough?"

She nodded.

"So the cough spreads the virus, the victim breathes it in but doesn’t know he’s sick until the virus has spread sufficiently. Then," he spread his hands like a flower opening, "it explodes." He stared at the table top. "That would explain how it could spread easily, by people who didn’t know they were sick."

Allysha shuddered. Imagine the havoc that would cause on planets like Carnessa or Chollarc? "Just as well it didn’t get any further." 

"Did you say the first death was somebody who’d recovered from a thranx attack?"

"That’s right."

He frowned, gazing into his glass. "It sounds almost as if something crossed and combined," he muttered. "It’s intriguing." He shook his head as if to flick the thought away. "I’d love to see the diary. And the musical instrument you mentioned." He gave her a tentative smile. "Could you show me?"

She wavered for a moment. But why not? She wanted to share what she’d found. "Okay. Come on."

She took him up to her room, feeling a little like a student sneaking a man into the dormitory after hours. She fetched the books first. He admired them and commented as she had done on the quality of the paper. The ghabra riveted his attention. He turned the instrument over with gentle hands. "This is incredible. How is it played?"

Allysha grinned. "They use their top mouth to blow into here and then block the holes with their tentacles. It’s quite astonishing to watch a really good player; their tentacles are a blur."

"What does it sound like?"

"Like half a dozen cats fighting." She laughed. "But that’s just us ignorant humans."

Jarrad had his head on one side. "Maybe you should get this sterilized before you take it anywhere."

"Why?"

He shrugged. "I guess as a precaution, really. If the mine manager played this while he was ill, there might still be traces of the virus."

"After thirty years? Surely not."

"Viruses are tough and this environment is ideal for them. Moist and warm. You’re probably right but is it worth the risk?"

Allysha stared at him. The very idea that Xanthor and his family might contract this horrible disease was too ghastly to contemplate.

"Let me take this. I’ll sterilize it for you and bring it back."

She nodded. "Take care of it. And keep it secret, yeah? You’ve seen what these... these vandals do to Ptorix artifacts."

"Of course."

She let him kiss her goodnight, not tongues and passion, but she put her arms around his neck.

"You’re very beautiful, Allysha," he whispered. "I love your eyes."

She smiled. "Thanks for the evening, Jarrad. It was fun." She had enjoyed herself. He was nice, enthusiastic, interested in her and where she came from, and in the Ptorix and their culture. Yes, he was nice.

"See you tomorrow?"

"Fine. Same place, same time?"

"For sure." She walked to the mine entrance with him and watched him walk away, wondering why her body wasn’t thrumming with anticipation.
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Chaka Saahren, currently using the identity Brad Stone, alighted from the shuttle on the Tisyphor landing platform along with the other new arrivals, three men and a slatternly-looking young woman who’d tried to attract his attention on the day-long flight. The heat hit him like a wall. This would certainly try his fitness. He hadn’t spent much time planetside anywhere for years, let alone a steamy, jungle location.

"Take the lift down to the ground," somebody shouted.

He crammed into the waiting car with his fellow travelers, jammed tight next to the girl. She pressed her breast against his arm and simpered at him. The smell of cheap perfume competed with body odor.

He stepped out of the lift with the others and breathed a sigh of relief when an ugly woman with hair scraped back from her face gathered up the girl. A big, florid man welcomed the three men while a thickset fellow with the look of a bully stepped toward him, arms folded. 

"Brad Stone, right?"

"That’s right."

The fellow gazed up at him, chin jutting. "I’m Seth Ludovic. You can call me ‘boss’."

Saahren nodded. "Understood. Boss."

"Come on. I’ll show you the barracks and get you a uniform, then I’ll show you around."

He jumped into a ground car, flicked his fingers at the passenger seat and waited while Saahren swung inside.

The car rose and drifted along a road overhung by jungle, almost like a tunnel through thick, red-green foliage.

Ludovic stopped at the barracks, a line of prefab rooms, sparse, clean and adequate, two men to each room with shifts organized so that the two were on opposite rosters. Saahren pulled on the uniform, dark grey with a light grey undershirt. The trousers were tucked into short boots. The fit wasn’t bad, not that it mattered.

He presented himself to Ludovic, who waited outside, leaning on the verandah rail. "You know, you look a bit like Admiral Saahren," he said.

Saahren snorted. "If I had a credit for every time somebody said that, I’d be pretty well off."

He wondered how his body double was faring, on a hunting trip in the mountains. Fleet Intelligence would trot him out occasionally to say some orchestrated words to the media to keep the illusion going. But the truth of it was that hardly anybody had given him a second glance, out of uniform in an improbable location.

"Huh. True enough. They say everybody has a double somewhere. Handled one of them before?" Ludovic nodded at the Emson beam pistol in the holster on Saahren’s belt. 

Fleet issue, no doubt obtained illegally. "Yes."

"It’ll be enough for most things. Unless you have to go outside the perimeter fence. Then you’ll need one of these." Ludovic lifted an AR70 assault rifle, also standard Fleet issue. "You’d have handled these?"

"Yes. What’s out there to need an AR70?"

"Ah." Ludovic turned to a screen. "These." A large, bipedal beast with long, strong forearms sporting three wicked-looking claws appeared. "They’re smart, they hunt in packs and we encourage them around the perimeter. Helps convince the workers they should stay inside the fence, know what I mean?" He chuckled. "Your main job here is to make sure there’s no pilfering and that the perimeter stays secure. Van Tongeren’s very particular about who goes where. Here’s the tunnel layout for patrols." Ludovic handed him a tablet. "Come on and I’ll give you the tour."

Saahren attached the tablet to his belt. They walked through the settlement’s main square and up a road through the jungle to the mine’s entrance.

The well-lit main access tunnel looked newly cut; or at least, newly shaved. Saahren had noticed Ptorix carvings, flowing and evocative, around the door surrounds but none of their characteristic decoration was visible here. Signs on the walls gave destinations and distances; canteen three, control room point five. 

"This here’s the medical center," Ludovic said, ushering Saahren through swinging doors. A man dressed in loose blue pants and shirt raised his head from a console. 

"Just showing the new man around," Ludovic said.

The fellow nodded and returned to his work.

Saahren glanced around at an examination couch, sterilizing units for instruments, shelves stacked with bottles and packets. All perfectly ordinary, except for the sign on the door behind the counter that read ‘Authorized Personnel Only. Strictly No Admission’. "What’s in there?" 

"Pharmaceutical experiments. Technical types doing some tests on the wildlife here. Seeing if they can make some useful drugs." Ludovic shrugged. "Though what you could get out of karteks and thranxes is beyond me. Anyway, you don’t have to worry about this place unless somebody tries to get in there without permission. The sick rooms are down there." He gestured at a short passage.

Back in the main drive, Ludovic showed Saahren the tunnels leading to the external exit, the hangar, the equipment bays where the excavators were kept and the entrance to the deep mine where all miners were routinely searched. They moved on to the store room.

"The biggest risk is in here," Ludovic said as they walked between shelves holding lights, diggers, clothing, boots, ropes, clamps. "We don’t want pilfering."

Ludovic stopped in front of a locker. "This is the explosives cupboard. You need authorization to open it. If anybody tries to break in, an alarm goes off in the control room and on your tablet and the store room locks itself down so the person can’t get away. That alarm comes on, you come running, got it?"

"Got it."

They returned to the main drive, following the signs back to the control room. His guide stopped outside. "You’ll spend quite some time in this room. We conduct surveillance from here in between periodic patrols."

He opened the door and his demeanor changed. He sucked in his stomach, straightened his shoulders.

"Oh. Miss Marten, isn’t it? Pleased to meet you at last. I’m Seth Ludovic, in charge of security." He thrust out a hand, an oily smile on his face.

Saahren looked past him, at the woman. He’d never seen eyes like that. The bright green of new leaves shaded to a dark green pupil. It was almost as though the colors blended together, instead of that stark definition between pupil and iris. Her skin was the color of cream and the dark, slightly wavy hair that hung around her shoulders held a hint of red. No slatternly serving girl, this one. Slim and lovely, dressed in simple pants and a shirt. The expression on her face was unreadable. 

"Mister Ludovic. Don’t let me hold you up." 

Ignoring the hand she stepped past him, flashed a glance up at Saahren that sent his heart hammering and slipped out the door.

"Phew. Haughty piece." Ludovic turned to stare after her. "Quite the ice maiden." His voice oozed sexual innuendo. "I wouldn’t mind melting her." He jiggled his hips in a thrusting motion.

"Who is she?" Saahren asked. He was staring, too. He’d met a lot of women in his day, women who threw themselves at him at official receptions but not one like this. She had an accent, one he didn’t recognize.

"Oh, she’s not on the menu. More’s the pity. She’s an expert on information systems, here to do some work for van Tongeren. Integrating the systems. Hard to believe somebody so good-looking would have brains. Except for those creepy eyes. Still, you wouldn’t see ‘em in the dark, would you?"

Those eyes. They were beautiful. She was beautiful. If she threw herself at him, he might even consider catching her, something he hadn’t done for many, many years. But somehow he didn’t think she was the type to throw herself at anybody.

"Right, Stone, here’s the surveillance station." Ludovic’s voice brought him back to the mine. "It handles most things but for now it can’t control all the doors. When the lovely Miss Marten’s finished we’ll have control of the old Ptorix systems as well. Or so van Tongeren’s been led to believe."

Saahren followed the man’s instructions almost mechanically. Someone who could understand and program Ptorix systems? That was an art only the very best of the Fleet’s experts had managed. The Ptorix coding was so very different, not helped by the fact they saw different emission spectra. The Fleet had InfoDroids that could interpret Ptorix systems but they were kept closely guarded. And she could do this? He needed to know more. And he definitely wanted to see her again.

He noticed something oddly familiar in a corner. He shifted position to get a better look at the dull grey sphere hovering just above the ground. An InfoDroid. With the familiar spiral galaxy symbol of the Confederacy Fleet etched on the side.
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Allysha squared her shoulders and marched across to the tavern, ignoring the stares and whistles. Sean would be here, for certain. And no, she didn’t want a drink, didn’t want to sit down. She wished Jarrad was still here; he’d been a good friend, someone she’d been able to talk to.

"Hello darlin’." A miner smelling of an afternoon’s worth of beer tried to put an arm around her.

She shrugged him away and strode over to the blond-haired figure at the bar.

"Got a minute?" She had to shout to be heard above the music.

Sean turned around and his eyes lit up. "Ally. Sure. Sit down." He patted the stool next to him while the barmaid with the boobs scowled at her.

"Outside." She shot a glance at the barmaid. "Don’t worry, I won’t keep him long."

Sean followed her outside to a table in the square. 

"How’s progress?" he said, slouching onto a bench, his glass clenched in his hand.

"Progress is good." She took a deep breath. "Look, I’m just a little bit concerned about that InfoDroid. Did you know it was going to be a military probe class machine? The rest of this setup was pretty simple. But that thing... it’s taking me days. And it would have been much easier if they’d had it here to begin with, not as an add-on when I’d nearly finished."

"They did say an InfoDroid but I didn’t realize it was a probe droid until I saw it. Do you need me to help?"

"No, I don’t need you to help." Anything you know about InfoDroids you learnt from me. "I just want to know what’s going on here. I don’t mind if it’s not strictly to the letter of the law. Some of the stuff we did in Ullnish was a bit dodgy. But why would they need such a very high level of security? The place is a mine, for pity’s sake."

Sean drank another mouthful of beer. "Look, van Tongeren told me the mine has less viable ore than they were led to believe. They’re trying to expand their activity into other areas. His lot are GPR. They’re aiming to form a conduit between the GPR and the Ptorix Khophirate, as well as some of the edge worlds like Rota Jengo and our own Qerran planets. They’ll be providing goods the Confederacy doesn’t want to sell them. Hardware, manufactured goods, mining equipment, that sort of thing."

She nodded. "Smuggling." 

"They don’t see it as smuggling. It’s a trade opportunity, is all."

She didn’t know much about the GPR—the Galactic People’s Republic—just that it was another human political system, smaller than the Confederacy, with different values and cultures. As she understood it, they’d broken away from the Confederacy for some reason. There did seem to be a trading opportunity. But it still didn’t ring true.

"But a military grade InfoDroid? It seems like overkill to me."

Sean leaned toward her over the bench, his breath wafting beer.

"They’re astonished anyone can ‘crack’ it. They didn’t think it was possible." 

"Oh, goody. I don’t need to be patted on the head, Sean." 

He was a good engineer himself, one of the best but she was better. And not just because she could work with Ptorix systems—which he couldn’t.

"It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? They want the authorities to think all they’re doing is mining, so anyone examining the system will see what they want them to see. The mountain graphic that shows the mining operation only; and inventory for mining and so on. So you integrate the Ptorix systems to run the mine itself, and build the additional systems to hide what they’re really doing."

"Sure. Understood. But—"

Sean waved a hand, irritated.

"Van Tongeren says that the Confederacy Fleet enforces trade restrictions. If they turn up, that’s what they’ll have. And they don’t see it as smuggling to provide people with necessities, but the Confederacy has its own opinions on those matters and it has the military clout to try to shove its values down their throats. Why do you care? You usually see these things as a fun challenge." 

She sighed. She was enjoying the challenge. But she didn’t like this place, didn’t like van Tongeren, didn’t like these lewd, crude miners and their attitude to women. Oh, well. The sooner she finished, the sooner she could go home. She started to stand. 

"How’s your boyfriend?"

"What?"

"Korns, that fellow you were seeing."

She pushed down the little pang of guilt. Of course he would have known. But it was none of his business. "He’s gone. He had to leave very suddenly. His mother took very ill. And anyway, he wasn’t my boyfriend, just somebody I had a drink with a few times." He hadn’t even said goodbye, just left a message on her comlink. She felt more than a little hurt but it wasn’t his fault.

Sean grabbed her hand.

"Ally... why don’t you move back in with me? You really are the only one I love. We were good together, Ally."

She stared at him. They had been. For the first few years it had been great. Great sex, fun writing clever software. 

"Come on, Ally. I miss you." His hazel eyes pleaded.

"What about the barmaid? Or did you fancy a threesome?"

His eyes sparkled. "Would you?"

"Oh..." She snatched her hand away. The very thought disgusted her. "Have a good time, Sean."

Ignoring his protest that he was only joking, she stormed off, back toward the mine, her boots ringing on the pavement. Her pace slowed as the anger drained. Now she thought about it, he must have known it was going to be a military grade InfoDroid. His explanation about the military was there, off pat. He could say what he liked; the whole set-up bothered her and she didn’t like the notion of being used to do something illegal. 

Back in her room she logged into the security system. If she was going to go exploring on her own, she’d better cover her tracks. The human resources system held data about all the workers and the sensors could be used to show each individual’s location within the mine using personal recognition algorithms as well as ID. The miners probably didn’t know how the security really worked. It meant leaving your ID somewhere wasn’t going to be enough to fool the system. In fact, anybody not wearing an ID generated an alarm in the control room and their name was displayed. 

By the time she’d finished, she could select a point where the IS would report her to be, such as the control room, her own room or anywhere else, regardless of where she really was, or she could elect not to be shown on the system at all. 

Next were the visuals, the cameras that recorded activity. It took a little longer, but Allysha was proud of her work, disappointed she wouldn’t be showing it to anybody. When the IS received the data from the cameras, if she had activated the tracking system functions she’d built, her image would be replaced with whatever the background was. 

One final chore. The main drive was permanently lit but most of the other tunnels used motion detectors so that the lights would only turn on when required. She programmed the lights the same as the cameras, so they wouldn’t switch on if she wanted to be invisible. A torch turned down to almost nothing would give her enough illumination.

Good job, well done. She could make herself invisible in the mine. Unless she bumped into somebody. If nobody was going to tell her what they were up to, she’d find out for herself.
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Saahren paced through the tunnels, following the route mapped on the tablet he carried. He walked down a gradual slope toward the gleam of natural light. The gate, built of heavy-duty material capable of taking an electrical charge, fitted the opening almost exactly. The jungle loomed, dense and dark and steaming, maybe five meters away, beyond a cleared space that must have been regularly maintained. The damp heat prickled against his hands and face even here under the rock wall. Were they claw-marks he spied in the ground, gouges in the earth? They hadn’t been there yesterday. Ludovic did mention they encouraged the karteks, but why anybody would want to go out there was difficult to understand. He checked the locks and moved on.

Next stop, the warehouses. Racks held protective clothing, helmets, boots, shirts and jackets, sonic picks, spare parts for diggers, utensils, medical packs and all the other pieces of material needed to run a mine. The explosives were stored in a separate, locked compartment but it wasn’t secret. He gave the racks a cursory inspection in case anything had been added overnight, then moved onto the hangar where they landed supplies. Nothing to see there, either.

But if this was all legitimate, why was a military InfoDroid here? 

When he’d finished his round he returned to the control room. His heart leapt. She was there, Miss Marten, sitting at a table with her back to the door, oblivious to any comings and goings. He hadn’t seen her since that first fleeting glimpse yesterday. There had to be some way he could meet her.

He leaned his chin on his fist and kept half an eye on the arc of ten control room monitor screens that showed sensor data from a variety of locations. The other eye he kept fixed on the woman working on the computer system. 

She’d activated the InfoDroid and allowed it to attach to the system’s data port but she hadn’t fed it any instructions. She sat at a table, head bent over a small, oblong device. Occasionally, she looked up and stared at the front panel of the control room system with those wonderful eyes.

What was she doing and more to the point, how? It was virtually impossible to modify systems built by InfoDroids, especially the military versions. And as for cracking their code... Maybe he should just go and ask her. He started to stand when Emment came in. Damn. He sat down again.

Emment snagged a chair and dragged it over next to Miss Marten. "How’s it going?" he asked, draping his body in the seat.

She sat up slowly, as if she’d been a long way away and turned her head to look at him. "It’s going well enough. But it will go faster if you leave me in peace."

The shift manager’s florid face flushed a shade deeper. "Sorry, Miss. It’s just... you know... um."

She raised a placatory hand "I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. I understand you’ll want to know what’s happening. Come back here in a couple of hours and I’ll show you what I’ve done so far."

Emment beamed at her. "Yes, fine. Thanks. I’ll let van Tongeren know."

She turned back to her work. Saahren cast a glance across the monitors. He’d make certain he was back from the next rounds in time to see what she was going to show.

He returned well before the mine manager and the shift manager arrived, keeping an eye on the monitors and her. The two men showed up on schedule, van Tongeren in particular showing an extraordinary level of excitement for first views of a management system. Perhaps there was even more to this than met the eye.

"Miss Marten. A demonstration already?" van Tongeren said, standing over her. 

Saahren watched her face. She didn’t like that man; not one bit. "Well, I’ve been here nearly two weeks. You’d expect I’d have something to show. Just look at the screen."

Van Tongeren and Emment pulled up chairs and sat facing the view screen on the wall. 

"This is a test system, of course," she said. "I’ve incorporated the sensors from your new system and the old Ptorix ones in the workings you’re using. See here?" She pointed. "This one’s for intrusions. If I run a simulation..." A location on the graphic began to flash red. "You can zoom in on that and the system will run the diagnostics for you. In fact, I’ll set it up so your IS will do all this and give you results. I’ll be doing that tomorrow as an interactive process with Emment’s people and your Information System’s conversation modules."

"Impressive," van Tongeren murmured. "And the inventory?"

"Yes, I’ve started looking at that. As I said, it’s just going to be a matter of interfacing between the two and doing the translation. Then I set up the admin so that the inventory will only show what you want it to.

"I expect you’ll want to see what happens with the InfoDroid. I’ve programmed it so the system defaults to mine mode if it’s inactive for five minutes. But we can set that value. Now, if I attach the InfoDroid..." 

She turned to the grey sphere and pressed a few buttons. The machine drifted forward and slid a flexible probe into a data port. She directed the InfoDroid’s data analysis to the screen. 

"As you can see, it doesn’t see anything but the mine, as you specified."

Saahren kept his mouth clamped closed. She’d circumvented a military probe droid. If he hadn’t seen the evidence he wouldn’t have believed it.

A smile almost split van Tongeren’s thin face. "Brilliant. When do you expect to be finished?"

"Oh, what with testing and everything, two or three more days. Well within the estimate I originally gave you." 

The manager nodded thoughtfully. "Excellent. Even better than I expected." He rose to his feet. "Why don’t you meet us at the tavern this evening for a celebratory drink?"

She hesitated and Saahren would have bet she’d like to refuse.

"I’d like that," Emment said. "Come and have a drink, Miss. You can’t be working all the time."

"All right. After dinner?"

"Fine. We’ll meet at the tavern."

Saahren smiled to himself. He’d bet she wouldn’t stay long. And maybe he’d get a chance to talk to her when she left them.
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Music blared out of the tavern. Saahren strolled inside, noting the players and spectators crowded around the potball tables where two men were in a competition. A peal of raucous laughter rose from the bar. Quite a few people were pissing their pay up against a wall, but then, entertainment was limited here. The few women all seemed to have men wrapped around them. Maybe that was another way to spend your money. 

He bought himself a beer and went outside. 

Emment and van Tongeren had taken a table well away from the door. He sat at another table nearby and fiddled with his glass.

Miss Marten arrived a few minutes later and sat on a bench opposite the two men. Van Tongeren flicked a hand at the girl behind the bar, who hurried over to take the order. The three of them chatted together for a few moments, remarking on Miss Marten’s hard work in delivering the system so quickly. Emment, it seemed, was delighted to have the job on Tisyphor. Work was scarce on Chollarc, the neighboring system where he came from. The bar maid returned with drinks. Miss Marten had ordered wine. She sipped a little, then set the glass down on the table, turned the stem in her fingers.

Conversation flagged. She’d drink her wine and leave, then he’d get his chance to talk to her.

"You have a really different accent. Where’s your home planet, Miss?" Emment said.

"I’m from Carnessa. A little university town called Shernish."

That explained the accent, lilting with rolled consonants.

"Carnessa. That’s one of the Qerran planets isn’t it? Where that massacre happened? Brill or something?" Emment said.

She jerked upright, staring at the fellow. "Massacre? What massacre?"

"Hadn’t you heard? It’s on all the news services—has been for the past few days. Confederacy troops are supposed to have gone into a mining settlement there and killed about three thousand Ptorix."

Her jaw dropped. "I was there, at that settlement, last month. Doing a system," she muttered, so low Saahren had to strain to hear. "Three thousand. That’s pretty well everybody there." She licked her lips, clearly upset. "Why would the Confederacy do something like that?" 

"They say they didn’t." Emment cocked an eyebrow. "Seems a bit unlikely to me." He spread his hands. "I mean, why would they? But the reports say a Fed trooper’s body was found there."

Her throat worked. "I don’t believe it. Three thousand."

"Have there been any further developments?" Emment asked van Tongeren. "I haven’t had a chance to see the news today."

"Oh, it’s still a stand-off." Van Tongeren grinned. "Anxhou’s making aggressive noises about protecting the rights of Ptorix citizens outside the Khophirate, Bloom says he’s done his best by sacking Saahren and the Qerrans are saying leave us alone." 

Saahren could bet on that. The very thought of his dismissal brought the rage back to boiling point. The grand admiral hadn’t wanted to sack him but he’d had no choice. President bloody Bloom had insisted. Fool. The idiot thought appeasement was diplomacy. Ptorix Governor Anxhou would push for any concessions he could get. The Qerrans were the pawns in the middle while the Confederacy and the Khophirate played ‘who’ll blink first’ over their heads.

"Anxhou’s trying to goad us. He’s got it in for Saahren, I reckon," Emment said. "I’ll bet this is still all about Forenisi. Did you know Anxhou’s son was the admiral in charge of their fleet? Saahren absolutely blasted ‘em; smashed them and sent what was left home in a basket. A great victory, great man. Bloom sacking him was stupid, just stupid." He shook his head, frowning. "He’ll need the Iron Admiral before this is over, mark my words."

Miss Marten’s eyes narrowed. "The Iron Admiral? That’s what you call Saahren?" 

The two men’s eyes widened. He was surprised, himself. His nickname was well known in the Confederacy.

"Do you know what the Tors call him? Chohzu." She said the word as a Ptorix would, hissing the sibilants, her lip curled, nostrils flared, contemptuous. "In Ptorix mythology ​Chohzu is the great enemy, the demon who rains down wanton destruction from the heavens. Fire, famine, disease—the whole gamut. That’s what they call Saahren. Chohzu the destroyer. Billions of Tors died at Jossur. Billions." 

Emment’s face creased into a disgusted frown. "Look, lady, let’s not be too cozy about this. Plenty of humans have been murdered, too. Before Forenisi, they took over two star systems humans had colonized, threw out anyone that survived the bombardment and put Ptorix settlers there. Just as well Admiral Saahren had the balls to fight back or the same thing would’ve happened at Forenisi."

"You mean Lex and Scrivenour?" she asked. 

He nodded. 

"That’s not what I heard." She thrust over the table toward him, finger jabbing. "I heard those worlds were returned to the Khophirate. Returned!"

"Well, you heard wrong." Emment sat back, arms folded, glowering. 

"Come on, folks," said van Tongeren smoothly. "It’s all history and it’s too hot for all that aggravation."

"You’re probably right. Thanks for the drink. See you later." She practically leapt to her feet and stormed off, leaving the two men to trade incredulous looks.

Saahren drained his beer and stood. Well, that had certainly given him plenty to think about. He knew about the Ptorix nickname, too. But he hadn’t expected her to equate him with a Ptorix demon. She didn’t like Admiral Saahren at all. He wondered why. Sure, billions had died at Jossur but it was a battle in a time of war.

"Want to buy me a drink, darling?"

He stared down at the same girl who’d been on the shuttle he’d arrived on, registering the purple lipstick, painted eyes, deep cleavage. Cheap perfume emanated from her like a cloud, apparent even over the smell of beer. "I’ve got to go."

He tried to step past her but she hooked her arm around his, her voice a semblance of a husky purr. "I’ve been wanting to get to know you better."

"No. Really." He disengaged himself as gently as he could. Miss Marten was a retreating figure, almost past the houses on her way back to the mine.

"Not good enough for yer, eh?" The nasal Chollarci accent replaced the purr.

He didn’t even answer her as he jogged down the road after Miss Marten.

A man came out to meet her. Don’t tell me she has a boyfriend? His heart sank. But she didn’t seem to be happy. He heard ‘leave me alone’.

Fury boiling in his gut, he ran.

The miner had one arm hooked around her waist and the other gripped her head as he tried to kiss her. She kicked and struggled, trying to pull away from him. Saahren grabbed the fellow’s collar and ripped him away. 

The miner wheeled, snarling, "Keep out of this," and flung a punch. 

Good. Saahren dodged and jabbed his fist into the man’s face. The crunch of bone was very satisfying but not enough. He followed through with a savage, rounded punch to the side of the jaw that spun his foe around and dumped him in the soft ground at the side of the road.

He turned back to her. "Are you all right?" He was panting, more from anger than from the brief exercise.

She stared at him, green eyes wide, one hand clutching her torn shirt. "Yes. Thank you."

He stepped toward her. She stepped back, lips tight, nostrils flared.

"Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you." He glanced over his shoulder at his fallen opponent. "Let me see you to your quarters."

The alarm faded from her face as she sized him up. "I’m Allysha Marten."

"I know. I’m Brad Stone." He’d very nearly said Chaka Saahren. He’d better keep that fact to himself until he could find out what her objection was.

She smiled and his heart fluttered. "Thank you, Brad Stone."

"Where do you live?"

"The mine. In the old Ptorix mine manager’s quarters."

He walked beside her, not too close, not too fast, through the tunnel of jungle that led to the mine. "You’re comfortable with the Ptorix?"

"Yes. Very. Where I come from—Carnessa—we live together peaceably. Well... mostly. I grew up with Tors."

Tors. That must be her word for Ptorix.

"And that’s how you understand their computer systems?"

"I suppose. I can speak their language and that always helps."

He almost stopped. "Their language? But that’s very difficult."

She laughed, a low, musical chuckle. "Not too bad if you learn as a child."

The mine’s metal doors gleamed in the lights around the entrance. Saahren pressed the lock and the personnel door slid open. He stood aside to let her go first, along the wide central tunnel that led to the control room.

She turned off into a side tunnel. A few more steps and she stopped in front of a stairway. "I live up there. Thanks again." 

Those wonderful eyes held him for just a moment and then she was gone. He stared after her. He should have asked her to dinner or a drink or ... or... Idiot. Fool. Standing there like a tongue-tied teenager. She smiles at me and I melt. She speaks and I just listen to the lilt in her words.

He sighed. I’m in love.

Saahren walked back down to where he’d felled the miner. The man was stirring, trying to sit up. He grabbed the fellow’s collar and helped him to his feet. His nose was a mess, encrusted with congealed blood and circles were already darkening around his eyes. He had a split lip, too. 

"Come on, time to go home." He grasped the man’s arm and started leading him toward the settlement.

"I feel terrible," the man muttered, his voice a rasp. "What hit me?"

"I did. I don’t approve of rape."

"Wasn’t going to rape her. Just a kiss and a cuddle."

Saahren pushed him along a little faster, anger building. "That’s not how I saw it."

"Oh, you know what women are like. ‘No’ means try harder." 

"No. No means no, cretin. Which dorm are you in?"

"Twelve."

Saahren helped him down a path to the front door. "Here’s home. Let me make a suggestion to you."

The miner turned bleary eyes on him. "Keep away from Miss Marten... friend. Because if I have to hit you again, you will not stand up. Understood?" He put every bit of menace he could into his tone. 

Fear flared in the miner’s eyes. He licked his lips and nodded. "Understood."

***
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ALLYSHA CLIMBED THE steps smiling to herself. Brad Stone. He certainly stood out from the herd. Not handsome; Sean was handsome. This man was lean and hard, close to two meters tall. He wasn’t young, a bit older than Sean she’d guess and his eyes; his eyes were like obsidian. She was frightened for a moment, seeing the cold fury in his face after he’d felled that creep but it wasn’t directed at her. He’d been gentle and sympathetic. So different from the rest of the men here. She’d checked the Confederacy ID chip in his head behind his left ear as they walked. Single, no dependents. Divorced, perhaps? But wouldn’t the ID have said?

She went into her apartment and inspected the torn shirt. That was one to toss out. She shuddered, remembering the rough hands, the alcoholic stink of the fellow’s breath. Urrk. She threw the garment in the bin and fetched another from the closet. It was the last she had.

She would have liked to get to know Brad Stone better. But she’d only be here for a few more days. Just as well, really. It would have been just like Jarrad; hardly time to get to know him and then she’d move on. The last thing she needed was another man in her life. She still had her hands full getting rid of Sean.

Now then, what happened on Brjyl?

She flicked through the HV programs. As Emment had said, the news was full of the Qerran crisis. Most of the programs presented political analysis and comment. She flicked past them. She wanted to know what happened.

"Let’s take another look at the distress signal that was sent from the Brjyl control room and intercepted by Qerran authorities." At last. Allysha sank into the chair and paid attention.

A panic-stricken man, hair disheveled, eyes round with fright, sat at a console, staring into the camera. "Anybody... this is Brjyl control... we’re under attack!" His voice was a rapid staccato, his eyes darted to his right as he talked. "Confederacy troops, firing at will... it’s a massacre... please.... Help..." The speaker’s head turned to stare, slack jawed. A figure appeared, its back to the sensor. The crackling zap of a laser weapon rang out; the operator clutched at his chest and fell to the ground. The figure turned around, a trooper in activated body armor. Face anonymous behind a helmet visor, it advanced toward the camera. A gloved hand reached out and then there was static.

Allysha recoiled, hand pressed to her heart. She’d met that man, the one who was shot. Passingael, that was his name. Latif Passingael. Nice man, obliging and inoffensive. And a trooper had killed him. She bit her lip. The man had shown courage, to broadcast that message instead of hiding somewhere. He must have known he wouldn’t survive. 

"... could have been contrived," one of the analysts said.

"True," said another person on the panel. Her name appeared below her image, Meranda Sutchcock, associate professor in politics from Alexander Moreton University. "But the question must be why? Who stands to gain from this?"

"Not the Ptorix," said a heavy-faced man sitting further down. Chas Marais, journalist from the Galaxy Times.

"Well, you say that, Chas, and it’s certainly true of the Ptorix who were on Brjyl, but what about Anxhou?" Sutchcock asked. She wore a lot of jewelry and waved her hands about when she talked.

Allysha lost interest. Typical. They were going to blame the old enemy. She shook her head. It seemed pretty conclusive to her. Murdering a few thousand innocent miners would be child’s play for Saahren.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​10

[image: ]




Allysha checked the security systems one more time. In the evening the mine was down to just a few personnel. No one was about, just one fellow in the control room. She altered the security system to register her as being in her quarters and set off to the store room.

The door slid open at her touch. Just an ordinary store room, a long counter and a delivery system in front of racks of shelving. To get to the shelves themselves, you had to go around the counter. The pathway seemed to be empty, but an infrared energy grid, invisible to a normal human eye, blocked the passage, red lines zigzagging up and down between the walls and the counter. She turned the system off for as long as it took her to get past and hoped the man in the control room wouldn’t notice. Now to check their secret store.

Standing at the end of the middle row, she activated a control. A faint rumble set her heart thumping again. A block of stone as tall as a man slid back and aside on runners. Lights blinked on but she turned them off, relying on the barely-discernible gleam from her torch. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

Row after row of shelves loomed ghost-like, fading into the distance. The place was much larger than the public stores. She walked slowly along the aisles reading labels, once again checking for unexpected additions. Machine parts, engines, cutting blades, lathes, metal presses, tubes of various types of alloy, building materials, lengths of cloth, sheets of metal arranged according to size. All these items were innocent. But if this was all legitimate, why was a military InfoDroid sitting in the control room?

She pulled a box of machine parts down and looked inside. Yes. She knew it. Hand guns. She pushed the box back and pulled out another. The contents looked harmless enough but the instructions and the warnings didn’t. Some sort of malleable explosive. And this one over here, labeled pipes, actually contained rocket launchers. So that was it. They’d devised a code; legitimate names for illegal items. Now at least she knew the truth. What she would do about it was another thing altogether. What could she do?

Deep in thought she activated the secret door and stepped back into the store room.

"And what would you be doing here at this time of night?" The voice was soft and baritone. 

A tall figure faced her. Fear galloped up her backbone and grabbed her throat. Brad Stone. "Um... I forgot something. I came back to look for it." 

Damn and blast. So busy stewing she forgot to check the security system before she came out. Idiot.

He had a half smile on his face, as though he didn’t believe her. "Did you find it?" 

"Uh... no. No, I didn’t." She tried a laugh. "Knowing me I’ll find it in my room when I get back. I’ll... I’ll get on." She made to step past him but he blocked her.

"Your ID doesn’t appear on this tablet," he said lifting the device. "Why is that?"

Her heart thudded painfully. "Must be a malfunction."

"Ah. Is that how you got through the infrared grid at the door without triggering it?" 

Oh, shit. She gaped up at him.

"Stone? Stone! Are you in there?" 

She swallowed a gasp. Oh, shit. Oh, shit. The voice came from beyond the counter, harsh and loud.

Stone grabbed her arm and shoved her back amongst the shelves while he strode toward the advancing footsteps. She cowered, her heart pounding.

"What’s wrong?" Stone said.

"What the fuck are you doing down here?" That was Ludovic, she was sure.

"Just doing a non-routine check, boss. We used to do that in Fleet. That way, criminals couldn’t be sure when we’d be around. But if it bothers you..."

"No. No, not a bad idea. Fine. Get on with it then."

Ludovic’s footfalls faded away. 

"Miss Marten?"

She edged out of the shadows. "Thanks."

He smiled and his shoulders relaxed. "I get the idea you are as interested to know what’s really going on here as I am."

Her fear ebbed away. Just a little. Maybe she’d have an ally. "Why are you interested?"

"That military InfoDroid in the control room. Where did they get it and what else do they have? People like these arm and support terrorists. I don’t like that; the Confederacy doesn’t like that."

"You’re from the Confederacy?"

"Yes. What’s your interest?"

"What they’re doing is obviously illegal if they want a system that can fool a military grade InfoDroid. They’re using me to commit a crime. So I went and checked. They have cartons in there labeled as innocuous things like pipes or machine parts. But they are actually weapons. If they’re supporting terrorism, I don’t want to be a part of that."

"Weapons, eh? You’re sure?"

"A hand gun’s a weapon, isn’t it? And even I know what a rocket launcher looks like. There’s some sort of squishy explosive stuff, too."

"Is there indeed? Can you show me?"

"Sure." She opened the door. He made to follow but she held him back. "Wait here. If you go in there, you’ll activate the alarms."

She pulled out a block of the explosive and came back with it.

"Shardite," he said, holding the packet in his hand. "It’s pretty well undetectable, the sort of thing terrorists use to blow up restaurants." He handed it back to her. "Thank you."

She returned the explosive to its carton and closed the door behind her.

"Have you done something so you’re not tracked?" he asked. "The system says you’re in your room."

She squirmed. "I have."

He stared down at her for a long moment. "I’d love to know how you did that."

"Just a bit of software engineering. That’s what I do."

"Tell me, what exactly have they asked you to do?"

"Hide subsets of the system so an InfoDroid won’t find the data."

He nodded, frowning thoughtfully. "I can’t stay here too long. Can I meet you later? To talk? I’m off duty in an hour."

"Okay. Come to my room. It’s private there." As soon as she’d said it, she regretted the words. Maybe he’d see it as a come-on? "Or... or somewhere else."

"An hour, your room."

He walked away, tall and confident. Her heart thudded dully in her chest. She hoped she hadn’t done something stupid.
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Saahren checked his chrono again. Another ten minutes and he could go and meet her. He couldn’t get her out of his head. He felt like a love-struck kid. But it wasn’t just her slim body, her creamy skin and those incredible eyes. What a find; what a remarkable find. She’d altered the security system in the mine, she could speak Ptorix, she could work on Ptorix systems and she could fool a military-grade InfoDroid. He wanted her for himself, and her abilities for his fleets. Assuming he was reinstated, of course.

How she felt about all of that might be a different issue. She certainly didn’t like Admiral Saahren. Perhaps Brad Stone could change her perception.

Duval, his replacement, came into the control room still yawning. "Everything quiet?"

"Of course. Nothing much happens here. Have a good time."

Saahren vacated the chair and strode down the main drive to the side tunnel. His heart pounding, he almost ran up the stairs and knocked. The door slid aside and she stepped away to let him in. He gazed around the room, all curved walls and arches covered in whitewash. A sofa and two single chairs stood around a low table and a holovid cube occupied a corner.

"Ptorix," he said.

"Yes. If you look carefully, you can see hints of the design under the paint." She huffed a sigh. "Vandals. But at least you can get whitewash off. They scraped the walls of the main tunnel. Priceless artifacts, destroyed." She shook her head.

"Typical GPR. They don’t like us, but they like the Ptorix even less. As you say, vandalism."

"Where are my manners?" She waved a hand at a chair. "Sit down. Can I make you some tea?"

He sank down onto a chair and shook his head. "No, thank you." He rummaged for words, staring at her. The top button of her shirt had come undone and he caught a tantalizing glimpse of breast.

She tilted her head to one side. "What did you want to know?"

When you’ll marry me. He hadn’t even realized he’d thought the words. Pull yourself together. "What do you know about this place?"

"Not much. I’ve only been here a few weeks. You know about the warehouse."

"I do now."

She gave a little shrug. "I guess that’s the idea. It’s hidden, the exit to the hangar is hidden. You can only see that place on the graphic if you’re authorized. And they wanted me to make sure not even a military InfoDroid could penetrate the security."

"And you’ve done that." He felt faint at the thought. But he’d seen the demonstration.

"Yes."

"How?"

She flapped her hands in a circular motion. "It’s what I do. Engineer software."

Good God. She said it as though it was nothing. You could count the number of people in Fleet who could do that on one hand and have fingers left over. The InfoDroids maintained themselves. They were virtually impenetrable.

"Do you know what they’re using that medical research center for?"

She stared at him with those wonderful green eyes. "Just testing toxins, aren’t they? That’s what I was told, to develop drugs."

"What security is there?"

"Only to get in there. You need a special pass which has only been issued to the researchers. That’s six people." She shrugged. "If they have sensors or a computer system in there, it’s kept separate from the main system. Shielded, I guess."

"That’s a bit odd in itself, isn’t it?’
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