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      Captain Arlon Stoddard’s wrist ached from the slapcuff bonding him to the elbow of steel conduit. Despite its design, the slapcuff still cut into his wrist.

      A half-meter long flexible strip, the slapcuff was something he’d used before. Plenty of times in his work. Carbon-silicon links with protein weave strands. Effectively unbreakable.

      He’d never had one restraining him before.

      The conduit was in the top corner of a steel room. A cell. The restraint forced him to stand, arm up at shoulder level.

      The cell wasn’t even steeline, or something with a carbon matrix. This was old school. The walls were peeling with rust. He’d tried kicking at them a few times, trying to find a weak spot he could maybe break through.

      He’d been rewarded with nothing more than the dull rumbling echo of the wall shaking, and the tinkling sounds of rust flakes falling from the walls.

      Strictly low-carbon steel. The kind of thing that can only tolerate so much moisture. Iron wants to bond with oxygen. One of the few things you can count on. Iron will rust.

      The stink of stagnant water lay in the air. The cell was dark, but it was easy to imagine one corner with a shallow puddle. Bristling with algae and hungry insect larvae.

      Arlon was still wearing his hefty black boots. Standard issue. Along with uniform dress slacks and a formal white high-collar shirt, with his dress jacket over the top.

      The uniform had been immaculate before he’d ended up in here. Slacks pressed with a razor-crease at the front, jacket freshly spun, with his Captain’s epaulettes and cuff bars. The boots polished to a near-mirror finish.

      It was rare that he dressed up. Formal occasions only. The kind of thing that he was never especially good at. He was happier in ship overalls just getting things done.

      Trouble was, when you rose to the rank of captain, with the command of your own ship, you had to take the formalities with the responsibility.

      No getting out of it.

      And look where it had landed him.

      The cell’s door was poorly fitted. As if something had twisted the cell itself at some point, creating bright wedges of light at four corners.

      He’d been bundled in here by a pair of local guards. Right after the vestiture ceremony. He had no idea what had happened to the rest of his crew.

      Five of them.

      That was his biggest concern.

      The guards had taken his datapad. No way for him to make contact with anyone.

      He’d had glimpses of where they’d brought him.

      He’d been in behind the long, laden banquet table, in the duke’s ballroom. A high atrium, with pillars and arches and balconies. Long friezes depicting migrations and battles and erupting volcanoes around the sides.

      Tapestries hung at both ends.

      It wouldn’t have been a surprise to see the floor cleared and to have armored knights appear on sturdy steeds, with jousting lances and angry attitudes.

      Ostentatious and off-putting.

      But sometimes these formal gatherings had to be tolerated.

      Arlon had been eating some kind of seafood that was bitter and chewy, with the tiniest of tentacles that squirmed a little as he bit into them, and having a conversation with Sophie Aldressen, an official from a part of the town on a lower step.

      She’d been doing a good job of explaining the politics of a set of towns built along a stepped scarp when he’d received a tap on the shoulder.

      One of the duke’s guards. A woman no older than Arlon. She was wearing sergeant’s bars on her crisp deep maroon uniform.

      “A moment, sir,” she’d said, and beckoned him from the table.

      It had been a ruse.

      No sooner had he followed her through one of the side doors, than he’d been grabbed, cuffed and hustled away.

      Fast.

      Real fast. He’d had to run to avoid tripping. Tough with his arms cuffed behind him and hands on his shoulders.

      Stone corridors. Spiral stairs. A kitchen with steaming pots and harried staff.

      A window that looked out into a cloistered garden, verdant and lush.

      Then, a row of cells. Rough, solid doors with hefty hasps. Low ceiling.

      A jailer standing there with one of the doors open. Expecting him.

      The guards bundled him into the cell. Separated his wrists and immediately flicked them onto the conduit.

      They backed out.

      The sergeant stood in the doorway. She adjusted her uniform jacket, staring back at Arlon.

      “I suppose you regret it now,” she said.

      “Regret what?” Arlon said. “Why am I here?”

      She smiled. Stepped back into the cell.

      “You know. And I’m sure the duke is well-pleased to have you out of the way with what you were planning.”

      “I was planning on dessert,” Arlon said.

      Her smile widened. “Well. I’ll have that brought right along for you.”

      She stepped back.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” she said.

      And the door slammed shut.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      From somewhere near the cell, perhaps even inside it, came the sound of dripping water.

      Arlon took a breath. Intentional. One of the old exercises from training with his employer, the Authority.

      Breathe. Gather his thoughts.

      Worst case, he’d been thrown in here and forgotten. No one would come.

      It would be up to him figure out how to exit the cell.

      Closing his eyes, he ran through the ceremony again.

      The Authority had sent the crew as representatives. The new duke was to be given his royal scepter and the official title. A figurehead, but still important. And Arlon’s crew had been the closest around, working on some asteroid mining scams just a system away.

      Just three of them had come—Arlon, Holly and Olivia—and the other three—Kilo, Marto and Eva—had stayed aboard the ship, parked farther along the scarp. There was a village there with some water and other infrastructure issues which the three could help out with.

      Arlon had been seated away from the other two. The two tables had been a good sixty meters long each. One on each side of the vast ballroom, facing each other. Waitstaff and robots scuttled around between, topping up wing glasses and replenishing platters.

      Arlon had been between Sophie, the official from the lower step, and Fendrake Gilbret, a monorail enthusiast from the highest step.

      Fendrake had attempted to entertain Arlon with his bold plans to build a monorail encircling all four levels of the city.

      Ortanide was unique in its topography. A vast broken continental shield had a stretch of plateaus and slopes that often steepened to cliffs. Many of the cities stretched across the breaks as if someone elsewhere had designed them, without taking into account the fact that the northern part would be two hundred meters above the southern part.

      Or as in Plyde’s case, four sections over more than a vertical kilometer. The highest of the cliffs stretched up almost six hundred meters.

      There were funiculars and cable cars and gondolas, tunnels and elevators, switchback roads and, for the hardy, walking tracks.

      The populace put an awful lot of energy into decoration too. The walking tracks had strong fences painted bright primary colors and marked with flower and bird motifs. The cable cars and other transport pods glowed with chrome and lights and tassels. Some sported calls to the gods or encouraging phrases. Be Yourself! Things Will Get Better! Follow Your Heart!

      Fendrake wanted to build a monorail to speed people from top to bottom in minutes.

      “Right now,” Fendrake had said, “if you want to get from Lancsir to Noutle, you have to take five separate modes of public transport.”

      Each of the physically distinct levels was effectively its own town, with its own problems and its own solutions.

      “I have the solution,” Fendrake told Arlon.

      Holly was seated at the table opposite, toward the far end. She smiled and gave him the occasional wave.

      Olivia was on his side of the table, with the new duke, but likewise she was toward the far end.

      Arlon should have seen it coming. The separation—perhaps a metaphor for the city’s layout. The businessman who wanted to talk too much. The constant topping up of the wines by the waitstaff.
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