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In 2016, I edited a sci-fi anthology entitled The Newcomer. It was pleasantly successful, so I decided to follow up with another.

As before, this collection of short stories was put together to showcase the variety of talented authors writing science fiction today. The eleven chosen come from around the world, each writing in their local variety of English.

Each tale presented here has an officer as its central character. Not all are military, but they all experience the range of conflicting emotions that come with the responsibility of command.
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Dave is the officer in charge of Arancha Station’s security. His sense of “Duty” to the job clashes with that to his family.

Underfunded and undermanned, his team struggles to keep the peace. When a bomb threat surfaces, Dave is forced to accept help from outside the security services, knowing it will come with a heavy price.

In “Patchworker 2.0”, humanity is forced to live in domed centres as foul as the earth we destroyed. Artificial Intelligence holds the remains of society together, and a special team of Patchworkers keeps the AI functioning at peak performance.

Patchworker Evalyn Shore leads the investigation of a homicidal Artificial Intelligence that is taking over minds, leaving Patchworkers and AI managers as sacks of biomatter ready for the recycling bin. Can she create the patch to repair the AI? Or will it kill her first?

Gavin Dolridge has the worst job in the Kuiper fleet. His ship perpetually sails in orbit beneath Saturn, collecting space-junk and keeping an eye on the border of the Old Earth Empire. In between bottles of scotch, he babysits a crew of has-beens and a distant, solitary captain. The glorious life of an XO.

Officer Caspar graduated at the top of her class, but she’s as green as they come. Now she’s putting in her time doing a first tour on the junk ship, and it’s all she can do to keep herself motivated when the mission means nothing and the commanders don’t care.

But when the ship’s computer starts acting funny and alarms begin to blare, action ramps up on the border, and Dolridge and Caspar find themselves in grave peril. Their ship is “Totaled”. Can Dolridge confront the demons of his past to survive? Will Caspar rise to the challenge and get out alive?

Find your captain and bring him home. A simple order. That's why Viola's going to the trashy dive of a space station, the “Lucky Star”. 

The mission’s supposed to be a simple get in, get out with Captain Morris in tow, but that’s before a gambling debt and a feisty dealer complicate things. To get Morris back, Viola has to decide whether to play by their rules, or make her own.

“There Comes a Time” when the fate of humanity rests on one person’s shoulders.

Warrant Officer Caris Elliot, the first Future Soldier, has only one mission: to find out why humanity will be wiped off the face of the Earth. But time isn’t on her side. 

Time travel technology mandates that wherever she is and whatever she's doing, she is snatched back to the present when her programmed hours are up. In the future, Caris has only her skills and wits to rely on.

Before Gladius Squadron, before being assigned to the ESV Winston Churchill, Capt. Jessica ‘Aura’ Davis was an Earth-based fighter pilot. In “Red Fortitude” she reports for off-world survival training on Mars, a new compulsory requirement for all UNE personal who wish to continue to climb the ranks, and the target of an unexpected terrorist attack.

In “Pithos”, firefighters respond to a serious blaze. The building collapses and one of them is gravely injured. Can Doctor Mann’s revolutionary device bring his son back?

In the far future, a tyrant’s Empire becomes a civilised and decadent Commonwealth. Now nobles rule worlds in all but name. The Senate is a rubber stamp for the core worlds and the system staggers along.  

In the depths of space, alien races are watching and see a weak race, one that won’t be able to hold onto their resources and star systems.

Will the Commonwealth be strong enough to do what is necessary to win when the war comes? Can someone take “A Step on the Path” to salvation, or will countless billions of human lives be sacrificed on the altar of war by the aliens?

Young Marine platoon leader Jason McKay is forced to take his new command into a trial by fire, landing on a colony world torn by violence to free the hostages taken by violent revolutionaries. Will their “Rituals” save them?

In a post-apocalyptic society, where humanity's final bastion walls itself from surrounding zombie hordes, a rebel faction seeks to use the enemy virus as a tool for evolution. Gabriel Benson, right hand to the mysterious rebel leader known only as Green Skull, agrees to undergo the first genetic transformation, uniting human and zombie DNA to forge a new race. Among a gathered inner circle, he takes the injection of their fringe scientist's creation, becoming one of the “First Generation”.

When the eight interstellar ships of the Diadem link up to the Necklace, Irina seizes the opportunity to land a new job on a new ship. Her extra height gets her a probational spot on the Aegea’s peacekeeping force, and she’s determined to make the most of it.

The Aegeans are furious that someone is stealing their ceremonial fruit. Irina and her partner stake out their strange labyrinth in search of “The Grape Thieves”.

Worries about making it through her probation are replaced by making it through the night.
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And so, on to the stories. I hope you enjoy...

-o-



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Duty
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by Alasdair Shaw

A basket of oranges scattered across the corridor, bouncing orbs of colour against the monotonous grey of the station interior. Dave pushed a market-trader out of the way with one arm. The green-robed man sprawled over his stall and knocked more fruit to the floor.

^Suspect headed towards junction seventeen foxtrot,^ sent Dave as his feet pounded on the metal deck.

The blast door at the end of the corridor slid down, but not before his quarry ducked through.

Dave growled to himself and urged himself to run faster. ^Open it up again, he got past.^

The door began to rise as he reached it and he rolled underneath. He came up to one knee, sidearm pointed down the corridor, just in time to catch a glimpse of the thief as he disappeared round the corner ahead. ^Left at seventeen foxtrot. Tell me you’ve got someone between there and the Warren.^

Pumping his arms, he took up the chase again. He slowed for the corner, bringing his weapon up as he cautiously advanced.

^Negative. He’s all yours, Sir.^

The thief was nearly at the entrance to the Warren. He glanced back as Dave closed the distance. The grin on his face showed he knew he had enough of a lead. Dave’s hand twitched. He could shoot him down. No-one would see; the cameras on this level hadn’t worked since he’d been assigned to Arancha Station.

Dave shook away the thought. Even after all these years, he couldn’t stoop that low. ^Any luck identifying him from the picture I sent?^

^Not yet. Likely he’s unregistered.^

A garbage robot trundled out of a side passage just in front of the fugitive. With a clatter of falling metal, he sprawled on the floor. He clawed his way back onto his feet but his ankle gave way and he half-collapsed, supporting himself on one of the knocked-over bins. He looked up and met Dave’s gaze, the cocky grin replaced by worry and pain. He limped towards the entrance to the Warren and safety.

Dave lowered his shoulder and tackled him. They hit the floor and slid in the decaying rubbish strewn moments earlier. The thief struggled, but Dave knelt on top of him and managed to get hold of a wrist. He twisted the arm up, forcing the man’s face against the deck. Pulling a set of restraints from a pocket, he cuffed his prisoner then pushed himself back, resting his back against the wall.

His chest heaved as he sucked down air. ^Suspect apprehended.^

^Well done, Sir. Officer Barcos’ll be along shortly to help bring him in.^

Dave couldn’t help wondering if they’d waited until he’d got the guy before bothering to task someone to help. He rolled his sleeve up and felt his forearm, finding a bruise forming.

The prisoner rolled onto his side and studied his captor. Some of his earlier arrogance returned to his eyes. “Ya can’t touch me. I work for Mister Harrassa.”

Dave narrowed his eyes. “I’d be very careful about making claims like that.”

“Mister Harrassa looks after his family. If ya arrest me, he’ll fill your world with pain.”

“You sure?” Dave wiped sweat off his face with the back of his hand.

“Ya don’t wanna get on his bad side.”

“The thing is,” said Dave, holstering his sidearm. “I happen to know you aren’t part of Mister Harrassa’s family.”

The thief’s eyes flickered sideways.

“I also happen to know that Mister Harrassa wouldn’t take too kindly to someone pretending to be one of his own.”

The blood drained from the thief’s face. “You’re... You’re one of his men. Please. Please let me go. Don’t give me to him.”

Dave shook his head and stared at the floor.

#
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Dave followed a muscular, suited man into an office. The bright, polished walls gave an idea of what the station had once been like, and gave him an overwhelming urge to check his uniform was tidy.

A middle-aged man in a white jacket and trousers stood before a ceiling-to-floor viewscreen, apparently admiring the savannah currently being displayed. He turned when the muscle coughed.

“Ah, Lieutenant Dave. So glad you could make it.”

Dave tried to see him as a businessman, but couldn’t keep the blood-stained images out of his head. “It’s not as if I had much choice, Mister Harrassa.”

Harrassa smiled. If he hadn’t known better, Dave would have thought it kindly.

“Quite so, quite so.” Harrassa indicated a cabinet. “Tea?”

“No, thank you.” Dave swallowed. “Why did you ask to see me?”

“Straight down to business. I can admire that.”

Dave was pretty sure he didn’t want Harrassa’s admiration. Having his attention was bad enough. Watching Harrassa pour boiling water into a teacup summoned up a memory of an autopsy on a badly scalded turncoat.

Harrassa sipped his tea. Lemon and bergamot wafted through the air. “I hear that you arrested a thief this morning. Quite an impressive chase, by all accounts.”

“He wasn’t one of yours,” said Dave.

“Don’t worry, I know. You’re free to prosecute him.”

Dave’s mind and pulse raced. If that wasn’t the reason for the summons...

“You know, Dave, I have a problem. There seems to have been a rise in unrepresented thieves in recent months.” He held up a hand, forestalling Dave’s response. “I’m not blaming you. In fact, after this morning, I think you can help me with the solution.”

Realisation dawned, bringing with it a flush of relief. “You want me to remove your competitors.”

Harrassa chuckled. “Oh, Dave. They aren’t competitors. Their impact on business is inconsequential. It’s a matter of principle.”

At least this job would see him arresting real criminals, even if they were only low-level miscreants. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Harrassa placed his teacup reverently on the table then straightened. “Do I need to remind you what life on this outpost would be like if we weren’t on the same team?”

Dave shook his head. When he’d first arrived, he couldn’t make any arrests stick. Everyone closed ranks against him. Only after he accepted Harrassa’s offer of patronage did he make any headway into the criminal world of Arancha.

Harrassa smiled warmly. “Of course I don’t. I shouldn’t have doubted your intelligence, Dave.”

“I feel I have to warn you, it won’t be a quick job.” Dave studied Harrassa’s face for any sign of a reaction. “I only have four officers.”

Harrassa narrowed his eyes, staring straight at Dave. He nodded. “I understand. Perhaps I could lend you some of my men?”

“Thank you, but I’m not sure they’d be much help right now. I’d have a better chance of catching these guys if I continue to appear to be independent of you.”

Harrassa laughed. “Appearances are indeed important.” His face hardened. “But so are results. You have two weeks to show me you’re up to the job.”

Dave didn’t dare ask ‘what then?’

“Don’t let me keep you any longer,” said Harrassa. “I’m sure you’re keen to be getting home. Maisie and George’ll be back from school in a few minutes.”

Dave’s heart thudded and he swallowed back rising bile. He fought to keep a neutral expression as he left the office.

Outside, the muscle handed him back his sidearm. “The name’s Frank. Mister Harrassa asked me to keep tabs on your investigation. Looks like we’ll be bumping into each other more often.”

#
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“Breakfast, Maisie. Breakfast, George.” Jessica placed a large bowl of fruit in the middle of the table and turned back to the counter. 

She turned back with four plates of pancakes balanced on her arms.

“Let me get that for you, dear,” said Dave, rising from his seat and reaching out.

Jessica carefully put a plate in front of each of the three empty chairs at the table, then plonked one in front of Dave. The syrup spilled over the edge and stuck to the tablecloth.

“If you don’t hurry up, it’ll get cold,” she called.

“Urgh. Coming,” said George. He emerged from his bedroom a moment later, hair sticking up on one side, pink-striped pyjamas dishevelled.

Dave rolled his eyes and cut up his bacon.

“Maisie. Now.” Jessica poured three orange juices and placed the carton beside Dave’s glass.

Maisie padded into the main room, tying her mauve dressing gown as she went. She hopped up onto a chair and picked up her glass of juice in both hands. Three big gulps later, she put it down and gasped.

George shoved a large piece of pancake into his mouth, hardly chewing before swallowing. “Screen, on.”

Jessica scowled at him.

George sighed theatrically. “Got to watch the news, Mum. Project on the election for school due end of the week.”

Jessica turned her glare on Dave. He held his hands up. “If he’s got a project, he’s got a project.”

“Opinion polls suggest that Senator Jenkins is on course to be re-elected in the traders’ vote,” said a reporter on the screen. 

“This is boring,” said Maisie, looking around the table for acknowledgement.

“Whilst in the law enforcement vote, former Chief Constable Smith appears set to replace...”

Maisie threw her knife on the floor. “I want to watch Mister Piggy.”

“You can’t watch Mister Piggy.” Jessica picked the knife up and wrapped it in a knapkin. “We’re watching the news.”

“Screen, play Mister Piggy.” Maisie folded her arms.

“Screen, news. Lock,” said Jessica.

Maisie screamed and pinched George. He shoved back, knocking over the remains of Maisie’s juice.

An alert popped up in Dave’s vision. With a groan, he put his fork down. “Sorry. Work. Gotta go.”

“Really? You’re just going to leave me to deal with this?” Jessica mopped the table with a cloth.

Dave grabbed his sandwiches from the counter and slipped them into a pouch. “It’s the job.”

“Why can’t you do a regular eight ‘til six job like other fathers?”

Dave steeled himself against saying something he’d regret. “Regular jobs don’t come with a free apartment and a good school for the kids.”

Maisie knelt up on her chair and put her head between George and the screen. George poked her in the ribs.

“Are we still on for lunch?” Jessica said, separating the children. “You haven’t forgotten, have you?”

He reached his ID and sidearm from the wall safe and clipped them to his belt. “I’ll call you.”

#
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Dave sauntered up to the crime scene tape, knackered overhead lights flickering in succession as if marking his progress. He nodded to Barcos and drained the last of the gritty coffee from his thermal mug. “Where’s the body?”

Barcos flicked his head backwards. “In there. The doc’s with it now.”

“Do we know the victim?”

“Nope. Not a registered resident, and no record of him entering the station.”

Dave ducked through the hatch behind Barcos. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he pulled up the compartment’s access logs. No entries appeared for the last three standard days, until Barcos arrived, responding to an anonymous message.

“I’m putting the time of death six hours ago.”

Dave looked around for the source of the voice, and found the doctor behind a grime-streaked table, kneeling under a large horizontal pipe. “Dammit.”

The doctor looked up. “Not fit with your timeline?”

Dave shook his head.

^Sir? There’s a crowd gathering out here.^

^Hostile?^

^Curious,^ sent Barcos. ^For now.^

“Looks like we might have to hurry this along, Doc.” Dave crouched beside her. “What else can you tell me?”

She pointed to a circular entry wound in the victim’s forehead, the edges puckered and torn. “Probably a pistol. Note the stippling.”

Dave peered closer. “Execution?”

“Looks likely.” The doctor closed up her bag. “Let’s get him back to the morgue.”

Dave helped her lift the body into a bag. “Anything on the forensics front?”

“The blood’s his. I didn’t find anything else in the room. It wasn’t even cleaned up, they must’ve used sealed suits.”

“As usual.” One of the biggest problems on a space station was the ease of access to suits which rendered most forensic tools useless. “Probably destroyed them too, so we won’t even be able to match them to traces from here.”

^Chan’s here with the cart,^ sent Barcos. ^And the crowd’s growing.^

Dave ducked out into the corridor and surveyed the gathered people. “Chan, Barcos. Go help the doc with the body.^

A familiar face caught his attention. Dressed in a worker’s boilersuit and wearing a peaked cap, Frank held his gaze for several seconds before disappearing into the crowd.

“Fancy a lift back to the station?” asked Chan.

Dave turned to the two-person electric cart, with the body bag on a trailer behind. “No, thanks. I’m going for a walk to feel the streets.”

Chan nodded. “Gotcha, boss.”

“Want me to tag along?” asked Barcos. 

“Nah.” Dave glanced at the crowd. “Make sure the doc gets back to the infirmary OK.”

Barcos nodded. “Will do.”

The crowd broke up after Chan had driven off with the body and Barcos had walked the doctor to the nearest lift. Dave strolled along the corridor, vaguely heading for the market but letting his feet take him where they felt like.

A few junctions later, Frank stepped out of a shadow and fell into step beside him. “It wasn’t us.”

“It sure looked like a mob hit.”

Frank tutted. “It doesn’t do calling us the mob. Mister Harrassa’s an above-board businessman.”

“Whatever. This wasn’t you?”

“There were no active termination orders. And no-one’s movements are unaccounted for.”

Dave skirted a bright orange puddle beneath a dripping, corroded pipe. “Could someone be trying to muscle in on business?”

“We’d know if they were. They’d leave a message, not the corpse of someone we don’t know in a rarely-used utility chamber.” Frank shook his head. “This suggests someone with an altogether different agenda.”

Dave turned at the next junction and found a young boy in welfare-red clothes daubing something on a wall. He looked back, but Frank was nowhere to be seen. The boy’s face was haggard, his fingers bony, and he didn’t seem to notice Dave’s approach.

Dave clapped his hand on the waif’s shoulder, making him jump. “What you doing here, boy?”

The boy’s eyes struggled to focus.

Dave looked at the crude Separatist symbol smeared on the wall in white paint. “How much they pay you to do this?”

The boy twitched his head.

“How about I give you some food for you to stop?” He pulled his lunchbox out of a pouch. “Beef and mustard roll?”

The boy’s eyes locked onto the sandwich. He reached out slowly then snatched it, like a feral creature unsure about being hand fed. He took a bite then ran off, clutching the food to his chest.

One deck down from the market, in a corridor with few working lights, a man saw Dave and hastily stepped into a lift. Against a wall leant a woman wearing only a micro skirt and pair of boots. Red and gold swirls covered her skin, artistically highlighting her narrow waist and perky chest.

She lit a perfect smile and winked. “You going to book me, or hire me, officer?”

“Neither,” said Dave, transferring a network address to her datapad. “Just give you the number of someone you can call. If it ever gets too much.”

He took the lift up and stepped out into the market. A wall of noise, colour and smell hit him. Foodstalls offering cuisines from across the Republic took up every available space between the larger trading establishments. He sauntered through the crowds, catching snippets of conversations, reading the mood of the populace. Everything seemed as it should. Apart from a nagging worry in the back of his mind. If Harrassa hadn’t ordered the hit, who had? And why?
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Dave strolled into the station and hung his jacket on the wall by his desk. He settled into his fake-leather chair and loosened his collar. A drunk rattled on the bars of her cell, eliciting protestations from her neighbour who was obviously well on the way through his hangover. 

Barcos got up from his desk and pulled a seat up in front of Dave’s. “Thought you’d want to see the reports from the morgue. Cause of death’s a no-brainer.”

Dave took the proffered pad and skimmed through the autopsy report. The cause of death, gunshot wound to the head, was confirmed. He glanced up at Barcos, attempting to decide if the no-brainer comment had been deliberate. The doctor noted several old injuries, including several broken bones, two knife wounds, and a thermal shotgun hit to the abdomen.

“Somewhat of a fighter, our victim,” said Dave. “Ex-military?”

“Not showing on any database we’ve got access to,” replied Barcos. “But that’s not the best bit. Check out the trace report.”

Dave flicked across to the document detailing the analysis of substances found on the body. His eyes widened. “Explosives residue?”

Barcos nodded. “I checked it out. He’s been handling some pretty potent stuff. A few hundred grams of that in the right place could breach a blast door.”

Dave leant back, the wood-effect frame of his chair creaking. “What’s their target?”

“I don’t know.”

“What?” Dave looked up. “Oh, sorry. I was thinking out loud.”

“Could be a heist. There’s plenty of valuable merchandise in dealers’ strongrooms.”

“True.”

“Or sabotage. A covert Congressional attack, or someone with an axe to grind,” suggested Barcos. “They could cost the outpost thousands a week by taking a docking tube out of commission. They probably killed the bomb-maker to tidy up a loose end.”

Dave gave voice to the fear inside him, speaking calmly and slowly. “We could have a terror cell active in the outpost. The target could be anything that would give them publicity for their cause.”

#
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Dave wandered through the Park. An entire level on Arancha Station was given over to this green space, and another below to handling the irrigation and other support requirements. It formed part of the station’s atmospheric processing system, as well as being home to several farms growing real food for high-end customers.

The area Dave was in was one of the public recreation areas. People ran and played all around him, couples relaxed on the manicured grass, children chased each other through undergrowth. Trees arched overhead, glowing animated signs for all sorts of products and services hanging from their branches. He stopped at the base of one tree and studied the screen embedded in its trunk. A reporter talked enthusiastically, waving his arms around; the caption below related that Fleet was mobilising a task force to meet a new separatist threat. Dave reached out and tapped a few commands, displaying the datestamp on the report. It had been filed two weeks previously, only now reaching Arrancha Station.

He walked on. The bonded rubber-crumb path curved round a fountain, its jets of water lit a kaleidoscope of colours by submerged lamps. On the far side, his wife sat in the middle of a bench, watching a shark-shaped balloon that swam through the air, covered in strobing adverts. To one side of her sat a bearded man in a casual jacket.

Jessica’s eyes met Dave’s and she stood and waved. He waved back. She smiled as he sat down beside her. He couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled at him when the kids weren’t watching.

“You came,” she said.

“I said I would.”

“You’ve promised things before, but work...”

The man on the other side of her coughed.

“I’m sorry.” Jessica leant back. “This is Doctor Lasca. Doctor Lasca, my husband, Dave.”

“Glad to meet you, Dave.”

Dave stared at the fountain. “What happens now?”

“Well, that’s up to you.” Lasca scratched under his chin. “You’ve already made the hardest step by seeking counselling.”

#
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^We caught a break, Sir,^ sent Barcos.

Dave continued perusing the shimmering fabrics on a stall on the market level. ^Go on...^

^I finished reviewing the security footage,^ sent Barcos. ^As you guessed, there were no working cameras covering the room or the hatch. But both ends of the corridor were covered. The camera at one end was panning, so there are gaps where someone could have got through unseen, but it’s a start.^

Dave ran a gossamer-thin, iridescent scarf through his hand. George would love it. ^Excellent.^

^I ran everyone through the database. Chan and Singh have been running down the alibis for those we could ID, everyone has checked out so far.^

Dave transferred a couple of credits for the scarf and tucked it into a pocket.

^I was able to track the three men we couldn’t ID,^ continued Barcos. ^Two are somewhere in the Warren. The other’s on level three.^

A tall woman with a tray of flashing toys accosted him. He smiled at her and cast an eye over the gadgets. Maisie had a thing for tacky gifts.

^Good work. You got a specific room on level three?^

^Yep. Sending it to you now. It’s registered to a woman and her three-year-old son. No mention of a man.^

Dave apologised to the toy-seller and hurried to the nearest lift. ^Meet me there.^

Barcos was waiting at the end of the corridor when he arrived. “No-one else was available, Sir.”

Never a dull moment, eh?” Dave shrugged on the body armour that Barcos offered him, and drew his sidearm. “Ready?”

Barcos nodded.

“Go.”

Barcos led the way along the corridor at a gentle jog, thermal shotgun pointing at the suspect’s door. Dave stayed behind him, the pair presenting as small a target as possible. When they reached the apartment, Dave pressed himself against the wall alongside it, and Barcos stood across the corridor, still training his shotgun at the blistered paint of the door.

Dave checked Barcos was watching then banged on the door with his fist, keeping his body to the side. “Security! Open up!”

He thought he could hear chairs scraping across the floor. “Stand away from the door! We’re coming in!”

He sent his override code to the access panel and the latch clicked off. A firm push with his hand and the door swung open. Barcos went in first. Dave followed a step behind, scanning every corner of the room. Two adults stood by a table with their hands up, a small boy hugged the man’s leg. Steam curled up from several bowls of rice on the table. Dave’s stomach gurgled, reminding him that he’d given away his lunch.

He covered the people with his sidearm while Barcos cleared the bedroom and the washroom. The woman and child matched the pictures on file. The man stood in front of them both, hands held out protectively. There was something of him in the boy’s face. Dave crossed off the possibility that the man was holding them captive.

“No-one else here,” said Barcos. “And no obvious weapons.”

“Thank you, Officer Barcos.” Dave holstered his sidearm then smiled and waved his hand to the table. “Please, sit down Mister and Missus Kym.”

The woman hugged her son closer. The man looked from Dave to Barcos and back to Dave.

“It’s all right. I’m pretty sure we’ve got the wrong address. We’d just like to ask you a few questions to be sure.”

The room seemed stuffy. Dave checked his safety badge. The carbon dioxide level was high; not dangerous, but uncomfortable. He looked around the room, registering a few things that could be heirlooms, but nothing of any value. The apartment’s environmental control panel was beside the door, and he set it to full scrub. The woman’s eyes widened.

Dave walked the couple of paces to the table and sat. “As this is an official visit, none of the CO2 extracted from the apartment during our time here will be chargeable to you.”

Mrs Kym’s mouth dropped open for a second, before she bowed hastily and sat, tugging on her husband’s sleeve to get him to sit too. “What is it you want to ask?”

Dave stuck his tongue out at the child. He hid behind his father, but peeped back out again with a giggle. Barcos leant against the work surface that divided the cooking area from the eating area.

“We’re just talking to everyone who was in Section Twelve Bravo last night,” said Dave. “Finding out if they saw anything unusual.”

The couple paled and looked at each other.

“We’re not interested in how you came to be on the station, Mister Kym. Nor how you’re earning enough credits to feed your family without appearing on the tax roll. All I need is to be able to confirm your exact whereabouts between midnight and three this morning.”

Mrs Kym poked her husband. “Tell him where you go.”

He stared at the table. “I work shifts at a... club. Cleaning.”

“What sort of club?” asked Barcos.

Dave scowled at him.

“An... exotic one,” said Mr Kym, his voice almost a whisper. His wife shuffled away from him a fraction, face reddening.

“Can anyone verify this?” asked Dave, inwardly cursing Barcos’ lack of subtlety. “A manager, perhaps?”

Mr Kym pulled a communicator out of his chest pocket. He tapped a couple of times then turned it to show Dave a network address.

^Chan? Could you check Mister Kym’s alibi for me? He claims to have been cleaning at a club,^ sent Dave.

^Go ahead.^

Dave sent the address.

^Got it. I’ll get back to you...^

“Where you from?” Dave held his nose and popped his ears. “Sorry, sometimes I struggle to equalise.”

“We’re from Jamary-Seven.” Mrs Kym passed a handful of rice to the child, who shovelled it into his mouth.

Dave winked at the boy. “Why’d you leave?”

“It’s one jump away from Ixus. People are divided between supporting their bid for independence and affirming their support for the Republic.”

“Sounds like interesting times.”

Mrs Kym shrugged. “Interesting times don’t tend to be very safe for people at the bottom like us.”

^Alibi checks out,^ sent Chan. ^Shift manager and bartender both confirmed seeing him at the club.^

^Thanks.^

“I understand. You won’t get any grief from us about your residency or work status.” Dave pulled a face at the child, then rose. “Your alibi checked out. I hope you understand we had to check.”

“Of course,” said Mrs Kym. 

Barcos sauntered out the door. Dave followed, turning back in the entrance passage. “Thank you for your patience. I’m sorry to have troubled you.”

He closed the door and released his override on the lock.

“It’s not him, then,” said Barcos, slinging the thermal shotgun over his shoulder.

“No. Which means the perp’s probably holed up in the Warren.”

“We’ll never catch him, then. Five of us against how many hundred? There’s a reason we don’t patrol in there.”

The thought of people plotting to detonate a bomb on his beat ate at Dave’s inside. He couldn’t abandon the investigation. Two principles vied for supremacy in his heart. In the end, he knew which one he had to give up. “We could call for reinforcements.”

Barcos laughed. “You never even got the stun rounds you asked for. They’ll never send more cops in time.”

Dave ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “I was thinking of asking someone closer to home.”

#
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“It’s a terrible business,” said Harrassa, reclining in a soft chair. He flicked his arms out to the sides, adjusting the shirt cuffs, then stretched them behind his head. “Very bad for takings.”

Frank leant against a desk in the corner of the office, filing his nails.

“So, I decided to take you up on your offer of help,” said Dave. “I can’t search the Warren with the resources at my disposal.”

Frank looked up. “Word has it a small-time Jazz dealer just stepped up a league. Got outside money. Might be worth dropping in on him.”

“I thought you controlled all the drugs on this station?”

Harrassa coughed.

“Firstly,” said Frank. “Accusations like that aren’t helpful. Secondly, as you know yourself, exerting complete control over the Warren isn’t worth the expense it would require.”

Dave narrowed his eyes. “How do I know this is related to the bomb threat? That you’re not just using me to make a problem go away for you again?”

“It’s not exactly as if you’re the one with the power down there. If we hadn’t told you, you wouldn’t even have known there was a problem.” Frank resumed filing his nails.

“Let me remind you of our little arrangement,” said Harrassa, leaning forward. “You get to prosecute certain criminals. In exchange, if I ask you to deal with a problem, you deal with that problem.” He held Dave’s eye contact for a couple of seconds then settled back into his chair. “In this case, however, we’re inviting you as a courtesy. Seems that dealing with this situation is in both our interests.”

#
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Dave led the team into the Warren. Eyes burned into him from the shadows, but no-one emerged. The twenty heavily-armed mobsters following him probably had something to do with that. After two junctions, the layout stopped resembling the plans in Dave’s EIS. He stopped and looked around. Squinting, he could just make out cut-marks and welds.

“The guy we’re after should be this way,” said Frank, taking the lead.

Dave followed, noticing more evidence of the changes made since the Warren had been declared out of bounds a few decades ago. He’d studied the history of the station after accepting the job, and had wondered why none of his predecessors had ever reclaimed it. Then he’d arrived and discovered how few of Arancha’s security personnel actually existed in real life.

The route twisted and turned, often squeezing past obstructions built into the corridor. Everyone they met made a big show of not seeing them. Dave got the impression that no-one saw anything down here.

“Just through here,” said Frank. “Best you let me do the talking.”

They ducked under a blast door, wedged half-open by an oil-streaked cart. A small boy sat against a wall, knees tucked up under his chin. His hand moved towards a box by his side, but then his eyes locked onto Dave. A smile cracked his dirty face, and he jumped up, scampering past the men and leaving the box behind.

Frank crouched and lifted the lid with the muzzle of his pistol. “Comm unit. Guess he was supposed to warn them.” Frank looked up at Dave. “He seemed to know you.”

“I gave him a sandwich this morning.”

Frank chuckled then pointed down the corridor. “It’s at the end of here then left. Two doors along.”

Dave nodded and drew his pistol. “Remember, this is a security operation. I go first. No-one shoots until I’ve identified myself, and then only if they shoot at you.”

The mercenaries griped amongst themselves, until Frank glared at them.

Dave paused at the end of the corridor and listened. A pipe dripped somewhere, but nothing else. He glanced back at his unlikely strike team and it occurred to him whether Harrassa lending them was a not-so-subtle way of reminding him who had the firepower on this station.
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