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Introduction
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First just to say thanks to the four most important people in my life, Brenda, Katharine, Sheila and Clare. Because they’re worth it.

Because we’re venturing into the world of political manoeuvring, it might be worth bearing in mind the words of the master.

––––––––
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“It is better to act and repent than not to act and regret.”

“If an injury has to be done to a man it should be so severe that his vengeance need not be feared.”

“It ought to be remembered that there is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a new order of things. Because the innovator has for enemies all those who have done well under the old conditions, and lukewarm defenders in those who may do well under the new. This coolness arises partly from fear of the opponents, who have the laws on their side, and partly from the incredulity of men, who do not readily believe in new things until they have had a long experience of them.”

― Niccolò Machiavelli
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Chapter 1.
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When seen from space; which is the only place you can see it from, Havadon Lagrange Three was not a pretty sight. It had been described as a low speed, multi-ship collision where rather than salvaging the wrecks, they had been fastened together with spray-on sealant in a desperate attempt to keep the whole thing air tight. 

In reality a number of hulks had been gathered at the third Lagrange point and had there been assembled into a cheap, no-frills, space station. Initially it was intended to be a factory site where industrial processes impossible in gravity could take place. As it was, the station grew; other hulks were added for various purposes, most of them possibly legal. Some became repair facilities where ships incapable of entering a planet’s gravity well could be repaired economically; others, driven by the need to pay the rent, switched into the production of things too dangerous to produce in atmosphere. 

Obviously people had to be accommodated, gantries had to be provided to allow ships to dock, there had to be service access points, maintenance ingress and walkways. Indeed it was rumoured that there had even been plans at one time to paint the station. (Paint it all one colour that is, rather than the various hulks remaining the colour they had been before they were welded into place.) 

HL3 as it was colloquially known, was served by a regular shuttle from the Havadon Higher Orbital Facility. Anyone riding in on the shuttle would have been able to see the complexity that is HL3.

Indeed one holo journalist described it as a fat spider trapped in a web of its own pipes and gantries. In reality, by the time HL3 is properly visible, most shuttle passengers are far too busy collecting their hand baggage ready for disembarkation, so miss the view on the local display screens that the company has arranged for their entertainment and diversion. This is unfortunate, because on this occasion an interested observer might well have noticed Toulis Hart, insurance loss adjuster, clinging desperately to the grab rail next to a firmly closed airlock.  

Toulis knew the airlock was closed, as he had just closed it. Slowly he flexed his arms in the elderly, borrowed, maintenance crews’ space-suit, and reached for the next rung welded onto the hull. Normally maintenance crews would walk across the surface, the magnetic boots holding them firmly in place. Unfortunately this means that their footsteps ring through that particular section of the hull so someone inside the hull can follow their progress with a fair degree of accuracy. Toulis desperately hoped that no one knew where he was going.

Thus he was making his way hand over hand along a series of handholds welded to the hull. A flickering red light on his helmet visor head-up display caught his attention. ‘Warning, air bleed in left arm. Immediate repair advised.’

Toulis jammed his feet under the next rung to leave both hands free and examined his arm. The suit’s automatic systems were feeding small quantities of water into the left arm of his suit and as he looked carefully he could see a thin stream of ice crystals coming out of a tiny hole. 

He unhooked the can of spray sealant from his belt, shook it and sprayed it across the hole. Then he paused and waited, after thirty seconds the flashing red light turned a steady green. Breathing a sigh of relief he hooked the can back on his belt. Some of these older suits had a failsafe system in case of catastrophic decompression. There were a series of sphincters scattered along the arms and legs which would close, amputating part of the limb but saving the life of the suit’s user. With age the sphincter systems were reputed to become over-sensitive.

Toulis looked around him. He bent down and caught hold of the next handhold, kicking his feet free. It had not been a good day. 

***
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Toulis had left Tsarina a fortnight previously. He had handed the holochip showing the prolonged execution of Doran Stilan to Haldar Drom and minutes later he’d been on a shuttle off planet. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Haldar, but he was wary of how the governor or some of his staff would react. Also he’d got a cryptic message saying that he was wanted by Wayland Strang’s organization to investigate a problem. Toulis didn’t relax until the ‘Desirable Rendezvous’ had jumped out of the system and he was safe from pursuit. 

He quite enjoyed the trip to Havadon Higher Orbital Facility, catching up on his reading and sleeping.  

Toulis had just arrived at the Facility and was looking around him, wondering who if anybody from Wayland Strang’s organization would be there to meet him. 

Arvin Joas walked across the First Class Disembarkation Lounge and shook his hand enthusiastically.

“Toulis, glad you could get here so quickly. We’ve got a job for you.”

Toulis smiled politely. “When and where?”

“Do you know Havadon Lagrange Three?”

“Well I know of it, but I’ve never been there.”

Joas took him by the arm and led him into a small bar. “Since you uncovered the unfortunate episode with Grorin-tech we’ve been trying to discover just who set the scheme up. We felt that you were the person to investigate.” 

“We?”

“Wayland Strang summoned a meeting of all his ‘friends’ and we considered the matter.”

A maid brought a tray with two glasses. Joas passed one to Toulis and sipped from the other. “Obviously the fewer people involved the better; Wayland is keen to stop details leaking out.”

This Toulis could believe. Someone had released Wayland Strang’s genetic material to Grorin-tech with instructions that it be used in several ways, one of which was to produce a race of coprophagous sewer maintenance techs with low intelligence and a strong family likeness to Wayland Strang. This is the sort of insult that can make even the greatest of Starmancers a laughing stock. If a Starmancer becomes a laughing stock, then discipline suffers, mutinies multiply, and before long you find yourself with no ships, no crews and a severely reduced life expectancy. 

Toulis asked the obvious question. “So what do you have in mind?”

Joas fiddled with his glass. “It was obvious that someone used to following a paper trail and uncovering fraud might well be able to spot things we’d miss. So we’ve moved the paperwork to the document morgue in HL3.” 

“Isn’t that a bit of a security risk?”

Joas paused before speaking. “Keeping any sort of files is a risk, but trying to run even a criminal organization without records is tough. But back to specifics, Wayland is a major shareholder of HL3 and our organization owns the management company hired to run the place. The company that runs the document morgue service is also one of our diversification efforts.” He regarded Toulis, his expression amused. “I think you keep forgetting how diversified we are now. It’s touch and go whether Wayland Strang is a pirate who works behind a lot of legitimate front companies, or a respectable businessman who has somehow drifted into organised crime. To be fair some of our legitimate operations have a better margin than the starmancy, but having the starmancy or piracy side of the business to fall back on does give us fiscal resilience. Also having the starmancy revenue to live on means that we can reinvest our legitimate profits. So on Tsarina the profits from our insurance company are ploughed back into local businesses and a real estate portfolio.” 

Toulis grinned ruefully. “Well I always felt that Mister Strang was a lot less piratical than the previous owners of the insurance company I worked for.” He sipped his drink, “Vassental Special Select? I hope this isn’t going on my tab.”

Joas laughed, “I’ve always been partial to a nice coffee liqueur. But no, drink up, you’re my guest. 

When you’ve finished I’ll walk with you to the shuttle and you can be on your way to HL3.”

“I was told when I first got caught up in this that someone had disappeared six or seven years ago and had taken a lot of money with him, someone senior.”

There was silence; Joas was obviously pondering his answer. Finally he said, “One of the ‘friends’, one of the original twelve, did disappear. Money did disappear at the same time.”

Toulis asked, “Can I have a name?”

Again the silence; finally Joas said, “Yes, if you are investigating, I must place information before you. The name he was known by was Holwin Pertan. He might also use the name Holwin Juntil Strang.”

“Strang? Is he a family member?”

“No,” Joas paused, “How to explain? Think of it as a clan name or a name of affiliation.”

Toulis noted the names. “Thank you for your confidence in me; I shall do my best to provide you with answers.” 

***
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Even when it had arrived at HL3 the shuttle’s journey wasn’t over. It made its way around the exterior of the station, stopping and dropping off passengers and taking on new ones at several different airlocks. Indeed some people seemed to use the shuttle to travel the distance between airlocks.

Eventually it was time for Toulis to leave. He walked along the access port tube and into the airlock. The airlock was a cylinder, as the door shut behind him pink footprints appeared, climbing the wall and a recorded voice said “Please walk on the footprints.” 

He placed his left foot on the first footprint and felt gravity shift around him so his left foot was now below him. He slowly walked along the line of the footprints and stayed upright, the cylinder appearing to rotate under him. At the end of the footprints the recorded voice spoke again. “You have now achieved alignment; please proceed to the other airlock door.”

Toulis walked along the new floor and pressed the door open button. The iris opened and when he stepped through he found he was in what appeared to be a standard urban hab-module. Sitting working at a desk in what Toulis subconsciously called the lounge was a man in his sixties wearing the gown of a Scholar librarian of the Salinid Imperial court. He looked up when Toulis entered.

“Toulis Hart?”

Toulis nodded and the man continued. “I’m Thacker. You are expected; I was told you are working on a ‘company’ project and are to be given every assistance.”

Toulis glanced round. “This isn’t exactly what I expected?”

Thacker glanced round as if seeing his surroundings for the first time. “I suppose not, it’s just a preassembled six flat hab-module that the management picked up cheap. Problem is that the only way it would fit is at seventy degrees to the original line of the ship which meant we had to play with the gravity fields and of course realign anyone who comes in through the airlock. Anyway I’ll show you around.”

Thacker stood up and gestured Toulis to follow him. “That way is just the quarters for the permanent crew, plus one flat for any senior management who come on-station. I’m afraid you’ll have a room in the old part of our hulk.”

Toulis followed Thacker down a short corridor with doors off it at intervals. The corridor ended at another iris. Thacker pressed the stud and the iris opened. Thacker reached up and grasped a hand rail above his head and then launched himself out through the iris. As he did so his feet and body swung left as gravity caught him and he then dropped onto the new floor and turned, facing Toulis but standing at seventy degrees to him.

“It takes some getting used to.” Thacker said apologetically, “But there wasn’t the room to put in another airlock system...Just grab the rail, step forward and let gravity take you.”

Toulis did as he was instructed and as he stepped forward his body immediately hung left. His feet grazed the floor and he let go and landed. 

“To get back just do the same thing but use that other hand rail.” Thacker gestured around him. “Here the style changes, we’ve got the usual substandard obsolete freighter look. We’ve put in extra floors using scrap hull plate and put in dividers with anything that came to hand. Everything connects round this central well and you go up and down using twin lifts, the plates rise here, flip over at the top and then come gently down here; standard continuous loop. Just hop on and we’ll go for a ride.”

Thacker accompanied his words by getting onto a plate, Toulis hastened to join him. Thacker continued talking. “Ground floor is Academic, that’s the area below us. First floor is accommodation and also the utility store, second floor government and official, third floor commercial, top floor recording.”

Thacker stepped on at the fourth and top floor. 

“There are maintenance stairs round the back which you might find faster when you’re working the racks.”

Toulis took advantage of his pause to jump into the conversation. “Recording?”

“Yes, here we have a series of Grorin-tech recording suites. I’ll show you. Thacker opened the first door and ushered Toulis in. There was a scanning desk. Built into it was a torso with two arms. One arm reached out and took the top document off a pile, placed it on the desk where the other arm helped it line the document up properly. Satisfied the torso leaned back out of the way and a scanning head passed over the document on a rail. Toulis realised with a start that the scanning head was a composite of machine and human brain, connected to the torso by flexible ducting. The document scanned, the torso picked it up and placed in to the other pile. 

“We’ve got a dozen of them,” Thacker said. “Obviously they’re not all working all the time, but a lot of people send their records here to be stored.” 

“Aren’t they expensive?” 

Thacker smirked. “You’re on a company project, you know how things work. We get them free, Grorin-tech does the maintenance, and they get copies of everything copied. I suppose if a tenth of one percent is useful, it’ll more than cover their costs.” 

Thacker pointed to the desk. “Stick a blank data file in there and these machines will cram three or four stackers of paper onto it. Far more searchable so if anyone does ask us for a document we can easily produce it. Ninety percent of our documents are copied.”

“Don’t you still have to find the document?”

Thacker smirked again. “No chance; once copied the documents are pulped and dropped into the biodigester with the rest of HL3’s sewage and organic waste.”

Toulis was intrigued. “So want happens if a customer wants a document back?” 

“These scanners don’t just note what is on the document, they check the paper, the thickness, pulp type etc and if you want a document, we merely reproduce it, correct down to the paper type and chemical constituents of the ink.”

“Clever.”

“That’s not half of it. It’s a document morgue, a lot is stuff we store is old, so people don’t think too much about security because none of it is relevant now. But stop and think about it, let’s say you’ve come to the conclusion that the pension the company will pay you isn’t as generous as you like. Come here, we’ll find the original document, print it out, have one of our specialists alter it appropriately and then scan it back in, in the place of the original. There you have it, service with a smile; history rewritten, for an appropriate fee.”

Toulis watched the ‘machine’ scan another document. He could see how some organizations might well value having a degree of flexibility in their corporate history. He asked, “I’ve got to check our own company documents, has this happened to them?”

“No, they’re still in the original paper, that’s the way we were told to leave them.” 

“And where are they kept?”

Thacker led him back to the second floor and took him down a pathway which wound amongst stackers and hastily partitioned cubicles. “Here is the stuff we’ve been told to make available for you.”

Thacker gestured at a cubicle. Inside was a desk, a chair, and four standard half-ton stackers, all at least three-quarters full of documents. “Even a criminal empire spawns a lot of paper.”

Toulis smiled politely. “I can see that; plenty for me to be going on with.”

“Anyway I’ll show you your accommodation.”

Thacker led him back to the first floor. Here there were half a dozen separate rooms which opened onto a common kitchen and dining area. “Make yourself comfortable; come through to the hab-module if you want anything. Have fun.” 

With this cheery farewell Thacker made his way back to the hab-module leaving Toulis to make himself at home in his new quarters.

He browsed the kitchen; it was mainly long-life staples, dried foods and thick pastes. He was surprised to find a bread maker, it showed a degree more imagination than one normally expected. In another cupboard there were a few bottles of perfectly acceptable beer and several bottles of Vassental Special Select. This surprised him, on Tsarina it was expensive. To the best of his knowledge it was made only on one planet and even there it was only produced by three or four plantations. He shrugged and carried on looking. Finally he settled on his meal, loaded the bread maker, made himself a coffee and retired to his room to drink it whilst the bread maker worked its magic.

He sprawled on the bed and pondered his plan of attack. His task was to discover who had given Wayland Strang’s genetic material to Grorin-tech as well as orders which told them what they were to do with it. 

To do this an individual had to be high ranking enough for Grorin-tech to take his instructions seriously and have the authority to move money about within the organization. Here Toulis paused, perhaps the individual had used his or her own money? Unlikely but not impossible. The individual also had to have high enough clearance to get hold of Wayland Strang’s genetic material. There couldn’t be many who fell into this category. There again he had to remember they might have been able to influence others to do some of the dirty work for them.

At the moment his problem was that he was working in a vacuum. He decided the first thing he had to do was discover the full relationship between Strang and Grorin-tech; at least when he understood that he would have a better idea of what was going on. 

After he’d eaten he explored a little. He found the back stairs; these seem to have been put in by the crew who were fitting the hulk out for storage. Stairs was something of an exaggeration, they were a miscellaneous selection of access ladders and stairways rescued from scrap and somehow made to fit. He found the storage area he’d been assigned and rooted through the stackers. There was a wide mixture of documents but they were very loosely organised. He finally found a battered box with the word ‘Grorin-tech’ scrawled across the side. He placed it on the desk, sat down and methodically emptied the box. Eventually he decided that everything seemed to be in date order. Starting at the beginning he began to read.

***
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After the end of the first two full days Toulis realised that he was in serious trouble. In the stackers was a vast amount of information about the Wayland Strang organization. If he read only a tenth of it he would know far too much about how the business worked for his own good. They would either have to promote him to ensure his loyalty or kill him to ensure his silence. A sober assessment of his own value to the organization led him to assume that there was a fair chance he would be killed once he had completed his task. Indeed he concluded he’d probably been chosen for it because knowing about the unfortunate episode made him eminently disposable. Having reached this decision he had to decide what to do about it. Firstly he cultivated Thacker, hoping to learn a little more about the document morgue. Thacker was easy enough to find, in what Toulis classed as ‘local morning’ he worked in the academic section, in the ‘local afternoon’ he could be found in the lounge near the entrance. The evenings he spent in his own flat in the hab-module and he didn’t encourage Toulis to fraternize with him at this time. 

Toulis discovered that it was when he was in the lounge that he was most expansive. He would offer Toulis coffee and seem happy to sit and chat and Toulis made a habit of spending some time each day in his company. It was on the fifth day that he asked “Is each hulk in this station a separate entity or are they all connected.”

Thacker couldn’t miss a chance to lecture. “It depends exactly what you mean by connected. All are part of the same sewage system, but most don’t have any connecting doors, it’s safer that way if somewhere springs a leak.”

“Sewage system? I remember you mentioning a biodigester.” 

Toulis was asking questions to make conversation and to keep Thacker talking.

“Yes, all the sewage is collected below us in the module we’re welded to. The biodigester breaks it down, recovers some heat, water and of course various gases.”

“Do we burn the gas?” 

“Not worth the oxygen. No we have a small chemical plant; it works with biogas, mainly methane, and passes it over catalysts, we end up with almost pure alcohol.”

Here Thacker gave a dry smile. “We have someone who adds flavourings to this alcohol, plus some water, colourings, and of course stabilizers. This he bottles as Vassental Special Select, I believe we’re the largest single producer, about seventy percent of the product you find in the Wisp is produced here.”

Toulis sipped his coffee. Thacker had added a generous portion of the Vassental to each mug, so he obviously wasn’t bothered about its provenance. Then he asked, “Where is the rest of the staff? You said there were a number of specialists here.”

“Some are on leave; we do three months on, then three months off. We do have a couple of vacancies. As you can imagine some of the work we do is very specialised and we need the best people. I’m going on leave myself in two days. That’s when the new team will take over.”

“So I’ve got to get used to a whole new lot of people.” Toulis tried to inject a plaintive note into his comment.

Thacker stood up and walked to his desk, “I’ve got a list here of just who’s coming. The team leader is a chap called Greznar, I think he’s a ‘Company’ man but I don’t know him.”

The name Greznar was all the confirmation Toulis needed. He’d met him occasionally, but had never worked with him. 

Their working practices were just too different. Toulis handled some of the investigations for the legal side of Wayland Strang’s organization, Greznar was known as the man who handled the illegal ones. From what Toulis had been able to discover he didn’t merely investigate, he was the executioner and disposer of evidence as well. Toulis mentally downgraded his chances of survival to well below fifty percent. He admitted himself that he might be paranoid, but there again, he had always felt that paranoia, like cynicism, was a survival trait. Toulis decided that he had two days to find a way of escaping. 

That evening he reviewed the situation. The previous day he had made a breakthrough with regard to Holwin Pertan. The last document submitted by him was submitted over six years ago. Prior to that he’d been reasonably prominent, he seemed to be the person who was expected to annotate reports submitted to Wayland Strang and his inner circle from elsewhere in the organization. Toulis had got used to his handwriting, mainly because there was so much of it. Then flicking through a file of expense vouchers, he’d come across an invoice for wines dated twenty five years previously. Judging by the price per bottle, these were particularly fine wines. The invoice was handwritten but on headed paper. The wine merchant was Ozard Tweel, who was based in Possen’s Landing on Dassant III. Ozard Tweel had exactly the same handwriting as Holwin Pertan. Toulis had compared this invoice with a dozen different samples of Pertan’s writing. 

There was no doubt, it wasn’t merely similar, it was identical. He went back through the various folders looking to see if there were more invoices from Ozard Tweel. 

There were none, but as far as Toulis was concerned, a quarter of a century ago, Pertan had had reason to call himself Ozard Tweel. Had he been creating a false identity in case he had to disappear? Certainly Toulis felt that given his profession, Pertan would have been entirely sensible to do this. Toulis had slipped the invoice into his wallet. It wasn’t that he had any particular plans; it was that as far as he could tell, it was the only piece of evidence that linked the two names. Given that the name Tweel never appeared elsewhere, and that he’d not been told to look out for Tweel, he assumed the other friends didn’t know about it either. Information that you hold and others don’t have access to can sometimes be power; Toulis felt that he needed some potential bargaining chip, even one as lightweight as this one.

On the other hand Toulis had to admit to himself that he’d not found much that could point to where Strang might have come from or his real identity. One early message from Grorin-tech had discussed various problems that had come up on test. One issue that worried the doctors was a massive over-exposure to rare-earths and they advocated having them scrubbed out of his system. Grorin-tech had asked whether this would be a recurring problem and Strang had replied in the negative, stating it was a problem on his home-world. 

Another potential piece of evidence was that there were repeated orders for named bottled waters from many different planets and for Sardan culinary pastes. These were ordered in comparatively small quantities, just enough for a meal of a dozen or so friends. 

Another concern that Toulis had was personal survival. 

Assuming he could escape from this station, Strang’s organization would, at the very least, no longer trust him. If he broke with Strang he’d need friends strong enough to protect him; Tsarina? Well he trusted Haldar Drom, but Haldar had superiors who would need to be squared. He needed something to offer that would convince Vladimir Kaunas, the hereditary governor, that he was worth protecting. He thought of the documents in the stackers. In the hands of intelligence analysts they should yield something useful. 

He decided to act now. It was evening and Thacker never left the hab-module in the evening. Using the back staircase Toulis went up to the cubicle where he’d been working, selected a box of files and took them up to the next floor. Once there he opened the door of the recording suite nearest the stairs. The creature, be it animal or machine, sat silent, a slight rising and falling of the chest hinted at some sort of respiration. He placed the box on the in-tray. Immediately the thing came to life, it slipped a data file into the slot and immediately started scanning the documents. Leaving it to get on with its task, Toulis went down stairs for another box. Nine hours later, and exhausted, he fetched the last box down from the recording suite and placed it back in the cubicle. In his pocket was the data file.

He slept late, waking in time to take his afternoon coffee with Thacker. He was still struggling to find a way of escape. In the course of his work he’d covered a fair proportion of the hulk, but he’d never explored the academic area. Trusting to Thacker keeping to his usual routine, after their shared coffee break Toulis went to the utility store, collected one of the glow rods placed there in case of emergency and went to explore. 

The layout of the academic area was similar to the floors above, but with one difference. In places the various cubicles seemed to be placed on the outer hull of the ship. He followed one corridor between cubicles and it ended at the wall of the hab-module. He looked through the door into the end cubicle. There were two stackers placed against the hab-module wall, but when he went into the cubicle he could see that there was a gap where the module met the hull. It was then he remembered Thacker’s comment that the only way to fit the module was at seventy degrees to the original line of the ship. He shifted the stackers slightly and using his glow rod checked behind them. There was definitely a gap, one that it would be quite easy for a man to enter. Holding the rod before him he squeezed past the stackers and made his way along the gap between hull and module. He realised that he was walking on a corridor floor that had undoubtedly been there when the hab-module had been fitted into place. At one point there was an inspection hatch. He opened it and looked down at another corridor below him. He scrambled down and found himself embroiled in a maze of pipes, most of them thicker than him. This must be in some way connected to the biodigester. He worked his way through the forest of pipes and finally came upon what he’d been hoping to find; an airlock. He examined it carefully. All the tell-tales above the door claimed that it was safe to enter, so he opened the door. It was stiff; it was obviously not much used. Hanging in the airlock there were four maintenance space-suits. These he scrutinized. They were old and didn’t appear to have been worn or even serviced for years, but looked sound enough. The air tanks all registered full. He stepped back out of the airlock and closed the door. If all else failed, he might just have found a way out. 

***
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Next morning, Toulis packed. First he emptied his holdall. At the bottom, in the specially built in case, were the two ceramic handguns with their shoulder holsters and a box of caseless ammunition. He took them out, checked them and loaded them. He laid them on the table. Then he went into the kitchen and brought back half a dozen bottles of the coffee liqueur. He would need ready cash or something to barter with. He only had a little cash in his wallet; these might be a useful substitute. He wrapped the bottles on his clothes and then repacked everything. After some thought he put on the shoulder holsters and put his jacket on over them and then slipped the data file into his jacket pocket. He breakfasted, put some bread, meat paste and a bottle of water into the holdall and left it on his bed. Then he made his way to the stairs. Quietly he entered the academic area; there was no sign of Thacker. He returned to his room, collected the holdall and went back down the stairs. Cautiously he made his way to the pile of stackers in the far cubicle and slipped behind them. He lit the glow rod he’d left ready and then tried to pull the stackers back to block the gap. 

He felt that ideally he’d leave the airlock just as the shuttle was docked with the hulk, that way no one was likely to see him when the shuttle approached. He reached the airlock and started to suit up, leaving one of the two handguns in the holdall.

He heard a clang which rang through the hull; the shuttle docking?

It sounded close. He slung the holdall over his shoulder and closed the airlock inner door behind him.The automatics slowly drew the air out. The outer door opened and he looked out. The shuttle was docked, but it was barely twenty yards from where he was standing. Anyone looking at the local display screens as they disembarked would see him. This was not looking good.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




The leak in his suit repaired Toulis travelled as fast as he could along the surface of the hulk. Initially his plan had been to travel to another part of the station, enter their airlock and ideally catch the shuttle before it returned back to the Havadon Higher Orbital Facility. Now he knew that if he had been seen, at least one of Greznar’s team would be waiting on the shuttle for him. He needed another escape route. He reached a two meter diameter pipe protruding from the hull, a series of handholds welded to it. Painted on the side was the word ‘Biosolids’. This must be the pipe they used to empty the biodigester. He let his eye follow the pipe. It wound between others and at the far end there was a ship moored to a gantry. Toulis remembered Thacker telling him that a company from the nearby agricultural world of New Charity had the contract for supplying water and taking away the contents of the biodigester. Theoretically the station could just dump waste into space but this would leave it surrounded by an orbiting cloud of digestate. Toulis decided that the ship might be his best chance of passage out of here. He grasped the pipe and headed along it hand over hand as fast as he could.

He stopped to catch his breath and glanced back. The shuttle was backing off from the hull and as he watched it moved away from him towards its next destination. He looked forward; he was perhaps half way towards the ship moored at the end of the biosolids pipe.

He started moving again, occasionally looking up to see if there were any signs of life ahead of him. 

Suddenly his visor went black and his suit felt warm. As his visor cleared he turned to see space-suited figures on the hull behind him, they had exited the hull by the shuttle dock airlock. At least one of them appeared to be aiming an energy rifle. Hastily Toulis pulled himself around the pipe so it was between him and his pursuers. There was no point in caution, so he stood up and felt his boot soles grip the pipe. Then at what he felt was a brisk walk he set off again towards the ship, constantly glancing back to ensure the pipe was shielding him. As he approached the ship he studied it intently. It was a box, with an aerodynamic front end and stubby wings which would allow it to enter atmosphere; more importantly there was at least one airlock visible. He hurried along the pipe. The next time he glanced over his shoulder he could see his pursuers had reached the bottom of the pipe and were climbing onto it. He halted, took his handgun out of the holdall, aimed carefully at them and fired three rapid shots. Then he turned, hoping that would keep them occupied, and ran the last few yards to the ship. He swung himself down onto the ship’s hull just as the pipe decoupled from the ship and the ship slowly started to drift away. He looked back; the pursuers were spread out along the pipe, moving at speed. He fired again, more as a gesture of disapproval than a serious attempt to hit anybody. He was less than sanguine about his marksmanship but he hoped it might make them take cover. Then he ran along the hull, grabbed the airlock handrail and pressed the button to open the airlock. As he did so his visor went black again, and he felt heat wash over him. He dived into the airlock and pressed the ‘close’ button. The door closed and he stood still, once more catching his breath. He rested his gloved hand firmly on the hull; from the vibration, it was obvious that the ship was now underway. 

He checked the telltales on his visor; the airlock was now at one standard atmosphere. He unfastened his helmet and put down his holdall. Slowly he started to divest himself of his space suit. As he hung it up on the peg provided, he could see that it was charred in two places, he wasn’t sure how much longer it would remain airtight. He sprayed the suit with spray sealant, just in case he ever needed to use it again. Then with that done he put both his handguns back into the holdall. It was unlikely that they would win him any friends here. He combed his hair with his fingers and pressed the button that would open the door and allow him into the ship.

He was met by a crewman who was holding a stubby handgun. Toulis recognised the design. They fired a round made up of scores of ceramic needles set in a resin cylinder. The propellant both vaporized the resin and blasted the needles down the barrel. It was a weapon favoured by spaceship crews; it would do serious damage to any hijacker not wearing full armour but wouldn’t do damage to the ship or its instruments. Toulis moved his hands slowly away from his body, making no threatening gestures. The crewman spoke first. 
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