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Chapter 1

The sharp banging on the cell door woke Orton Bradshaw from a deep sleep.

“Wake up you scum!” he heard and the blissful ignorance that he enjoyed for a few seconds each morning disappeared.

“We’re here!” the voice continued, “You have ten minutes to get your stuff in order and then you’re taking the last flight of your lives!”

Bradshaw threw the blanket off him and quickly moved over to the toilet in his cell. As he did his business, he could see the sickly green and blue ball of Destitution out of the tiny window. The place where he was about to spend the rest of his life, however long that might be.

The door opened exactly nineteen minutes after the guard called out. Bradshaw straightened out his orange prison jumpsuit.

“Step forward, Bradshaw.”

Orton did so, and the guard licked her lips... then spat in his face.

“I hope the drop bears kill you slowly, paedo.”

She reached for the chains to restrain him on his final walk on a spaceship. Then a doctor came over, to give him an injection.

“It’s an anti-malarial drug,” he said, “There’s a real problem with mosquitoes down there.”

Another guard stood a short distance away, armed with a truncheon in case Bradshaw put up any resistance.

He didn’t. There was no possibility of escape from this transport anyway. Not without killing multiple people and Orton Bradshaw, convicted of fourteen counts ranging from rape to witness tampering to distribution of child pornography, lacked the skills to kill multiple people. At least not without explosives.

The walk down to the pod bay was conducted in silence. In a small hall, an open hatch revealed the inside of a drop pod with five seats arrayed around a central console, the latter with its panels locked shut. Four of the five seats were occupied by other chained prisoners, all scary looking men. Two had tattoos, one had scars, the fourth had both. Bradshaw, a scrawny little man in his early 50s, would not stand a chance against one of them, let alone all of them.

He got inside and took his seat. One of the guards secured a four-point harness to keep him secure during what was to be a bumpy ride.

A shaven headed Hindu priest in a white robe started to read from a tablet in front of him. As he did, the chains were removed, but other guards had now turned up with shotguns, just in case anyone tried anything.

Once the mantras had finished, the hatches were sealed, and a series of clunks followed as the magnetic locks were released. Then a slight jolt saw the drop pod pushed away from the prison transport.

****

The spitting guard watched as the five people sentenced to life on the hellish rock below began their descent.

“Good riddance to bad rubbish,” she said, “Now let’s get out of here.”

****

Bradshaw’s view out of the small window directly in his line of sight was of the prison transport moving away from them and the blackness of space.

At that point, a recording played.

“Prisoners. You have all been injected with a deadly virus. There are drugs that can counter-act this available at the research station that will be your new home, but they must be taken every day. All supplies will be sent down by pod. There is no way off the planet. Enjoy the rest of your life.”

The other prisoners were confused at this. Bradshaw wondered how true this all was. The Bangla regime lied about so many things, why not this?

Bradshaw felt the retrorockets start to kick in. A display to his right showed their speed and height, both of which were starting to decrease as they started their re-entry. He knew the descent would be computer controlled. In theory, he could take control of the craft, but the fuel was limited on these pods to just a single descent.

Also, I don’t know how to fly one of these things. And the controls are of course locked behind those panels.

Outside, the sky started to glow as they began to enter the atmosphere. Things were getting bumpy now.

****

Bradshaw tuned out the next few minutes until he felt the parachute deploy. All he could see was an increasingly blue sky anyway.

When they went vertical, he finally got his first proper look. A long carpet of green ran all its way to the horizon. It was probably trees. He hated trees.

The pod slowed down to a slow running pace as the landing legs deployed with the whirr of electrical motors and the clunks of them locking into place.

Then the final heavy bump as they landed.

“Might as well get out,” one of the other prisoners, the one with scars and tattoo said. Bradshaw hadn’t learned their names yet. Being in solitary confinement had limited his time for social interaction.

Scars and Tattoos unfastened his harness, moving over to the hatch and pulling the release handle to drop the boarding ramp. It fell to the ground with a thump, and he started to walk down it.

Bradshaw saw him exit the ramp, step on a big flower… whose petals closed around his leg with a sharp chomp.

Scars and Tattoos would take four hours to die.


Chapter 2

Two weeks later, in orbit around the independent world of New London, Bradshaw’s potential salvation was about to face her latest challenge.


The sun rose for the tenth time that day as the merchant ship Tulyar completed another orbit and Sunita Kumar was briefly dazzled before the filters on the window kicked in to reduce the glare to a safe level. Below, the dark grey swirl indicated a storm was about to hit Plaistow City and she was grateful she’d drawn the shipboard duty rather than dealing with the unloading operations of their cargo on the surface of New London.


She was interrupted by a loud piercing wail, guaranteed to communicate to anyone in the room that there was a problem with its producer that needed dealing with.

She turned around and saw her six-month-old daughter, Kimberley, screaming in distress. Her nose picked up the reason instantly and she moved over to comfort the red-haired small human that was the major focus of her life right now. She figured out the reason instantly; well, the smell was recognisable to anyone with a working nose.

“Now, now, Kimmy,” she said, “Don’t worry, Mummy’s going to change your nappy.”

Picking up the baby from the crib where she’d previously been happily playing with her toy rabbit, Sunita walked over to the bathroom that now served as Baby Changing Central and reflected for the three hundredth time how she hadn’t exactly planned this situation.


It was the norm in the world of the Nomas (‘Nomapeople’ if you were being formal and People of the Stellar Way if you were being very formal), the descendants of the nomadic peoples of Earth, to get married in your late teens and have your first child in your early twenties. With the shorter than average life expectancy of those exposed to the ravages of space, you made sure your DNA was replicated before it had a chance to mutate too much and produce cancers in unpleasant places (although that was far less deadly than it had once been). Or you had a helmet failure during a repair EVA.



“Don’t cry, bacha, you’ll be nice and fresh soon…”



Sunita Kumar was 23 and the brown-skinned face currently looking back at her in the mirror was closer to 30. She hadn’t planned Kimmy; she’d not wanted a child until she’d gotten her second sleeve stripe. A drunken night with her husband, the one time that they’d not used protection, they had gotten six numbers in the pregnancy lottery and now she was going to have to wipe the result’s bottom.


Placing her daughter on the changing table, she admired the screaming infant for a second. Dressed in a miniature version of the blue jumpsuit that Sunita herself was wearing, she looked adorable. The copper hair mixed with the light brown skin tone and round face made her easy to spot; Kimmy’s father, Daniel O’Hanlon, was of Irish descent.

She’s so lovely... and yet so much of a challenge.

She was just reaching to remove Kimmy’s jumpsuit when the intercom on her help buzzed. Her hand stopped in mid motion, and she instead pressed a button to take the call.

“Go for Quartermaster Kumar...” she said, not even hiding her annoyance at the interruption. She was off duty and the rules for interruption were quite clear on this ship.

“Kumar, it’s Security Officer Benson,” came a female voice, “We’ve got a serious problem down on the surface and we need all the shipboard officers in the Map Room, immediately.”

“Is this really immediate, Jessica? I’m busy now with important matters. Important Matter Two.”

Benson paused for a second.

“Got it. We’ll start in ten minutes.”

****


Bringing a baby into the Map Room of the Independent Transport Ship Tulyar wasn’t strictly in line with Guild rules, as Kimmy Kumar O’Hanlon was not a member of the crew and could not legally be one until she was the age of 16. However, everyone ignored that rule as the freshly changed little girl was brought in and placed in a highchair by a corner of the 3D holographic table.


On one wall, the blonde hair framed face of Security Officer Jessica Benson on the communication screen noticed the two of them come in, took a deep breath, and began her briefing. “Initial summary. Our cargo’s been seized by New London Customs on the grounds of undeclared in the shipment.”

“What?!” Captain Igor Lansky screamed, spittle flecking his thick white beard. Then he smiled wryly.

“Customs popped open one of the crates for a random inspection and found fifteen boxes of Lifter Prime. About nine thousand pills worth.”

Sunita sniggered under her breath. Gunner David Maghreb looked confused.

“Sorry, what’s Lifter Prime? Sunita – and why is it funny?”

“Sir,” she said, “It’s an aphrodisiac...”

“So, we’ve got our cargo seized because some sex pills were in it? We need to get that delivered within the next day or we’re going to lose our shipping fee, which is like 200,000 gold marks…”

“270,000 credits in Terran money,” Captain Lansky said, “That covers our entire operating costs for the next two months. Fuel, life support, wages. Then you’ve got whatever fine they want to levy against us for the fun tablets. Say 30 grand.”


“Oh, jook rat. So, we’re three hundred thousand in the red because of some pills in the cargo?” Sunita asked, “Who on Terra put those in there?”


Benson responded to this one, looking rather upset about this.

“Pyotr Randall. He’s under arrest now, pending a decision by the ‘Crown Prosecution Service’ on what to charge him with. With the permission of the Captain, I’ve fired him.”
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