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 Chapter One

 


Cole
Dugald stared at the plasteen wall. Glints of light reflected back
at him from myriad scratches. The same view he’d had for the last
six years.

A view
he might still have for another week. If luck played on his
side.

Not that
he’d had much luck. Not ever.

A cell.
One high, barred window. A flat bunk that also served as his
daytime seat. In the corner, a tiny commode, with a washbasin
above.

A gray
door with a tiny air vent. Air just a shade too cool. Some kind of
stale smell hanging. The door had two circles where he had to place
his hands anytime he needed escorting some place. He knew the
drill.


Microscopic cameras embedded everywhere. Recording his every
move, interpreting his every thought. Some AI somewhere breaking
all his actions down into motivation and intent.

Even a
hint of thinking of making an escape could bring three
electro-lashes. The guards relished that kind of thing.

Three
times a week he showered in the communal block, when all the other
prisoners were back in their own cells. Dugald did not get to mix
with the others. Not anymore.

He wore the same thing every day; orange overalls with black,
soft-soled moccasins. The overalls had a silver PRISONER legend across the back,
shoulder to shoulder.

Nothing
ambiguous about the outfit.

From
outside, through the window. came the clanking, whirring sounds of
machinery. The prison’s refinery and power equipment. Not shielded
nor sound insulated. Why bother? It was only prisoners who could
hear it.

From the
corridor outside the cell came the smells of collective humanity.
Sweat and excrement. These people worked out–not much else to do
here–and ate well.

Perhaps ate plenty
was a better way to put it. No one in Vaile Max
ate well. Maybe the governor and the guards. Not the prisoners. The
slop they got served came from a recipe that had to date back
thousands of years. Something like oatmeal, ground beef, oil and
carrots. Maybe some herbs if the cooks got lucky.

Bland
and disgusting. After two thousand two hundred and eighteen days,
Dugald barely noticed anymore.

Dugald
stood just over two meters tall. He worked out in the prison’s gym
when he could. Worked out in his cell when he had to.

He
weighed in at a hundred and forty kilos even. Some pockets of fat
he couldn’t shift, but lean enough that people stayed out of his
way.


Mostly.

Fewer
than a hundred and fifty prisoners were housed here. Vaile Max’s
capacity exceeded two thousand. That made for a whole lot of empty
cells.

Dugald
rolled his shoulders. A few tingles in there. Four days since he’d
gotten to the gym. Punishment for failing to answer a question
quickly enough.

Not many
ways the guards could punish a prisoner, anyway. It wasn’t as if
they had a lot left to lose already. Not the men and women
incarcerated here.

It was
the little things. Toilet paper. Gym time. A simple warm blanket.
Easy privileges to remove.

One week
left on his sentence. Dugald just had to make it through
that.

Seven
days.

One
hundred and forty-seven hours.


Paulding’s day ran to twenty-one hours, which he still didn’t
feel he’d adapted to. Back home on Kulanath the day was a shade
over twenty-four hours. Closer to natural human biology.

People
adapted. But Dugald had never planned on even needing that. The
trip should have been a quick in and out. Less than a day on the
surface. Collect the artifacts and depart.

Which
all had made it look bad when the cops found him with a ship full
of contraband.

And now
here he was. Counting down to his release. One week. Seven
days.

Assuming
nothing went wrong.

And
something always went wrong.

 


 


 Chapter Two

 


Flis
Kupe stood on the end of the short vatwood jetty, the wind flitting
through her hair. The sun sent coruscating glints from ripples on
the water’s surface, and warmed her back. The vatwood’s surface was
gray and cracked with age. Still, it felt solid.

The
water that lapped at the uprights was locked into a box a hundred
meters on each side, with old pitted concrete b-walls holding it
separate from the surrounding flat ground. This part of Karnth, the
plains rolled on for dozens of kilometers, with only a few
jacarandas and eucalypts in copses, breaking up the monotony,
stretching for the sky.

Mostly
the plains had old corn and wheat fields. The ancient crops were
generations down and growing wild now. A haze of sweet pollen
drifted above the plants’ tips.

Nearby,
a new autotug cruised along the canal. Approaching the lock. The
autotug had a bridge probably three meters above the waterline,
painted bright yellow, with numerous antennas a connectors. Its
engine hummed.

The
canal had grassy banks along this section. Just five meters wide.
The autotug would just fit. It should be pushing just one
barge.

The
boxed in water formed a quiet holding place for goods and supplies.
Back in the day, the tiny harbor would have held several barges,
all awaiting transport to the markets in Turneith, or smaller
Vaile, which lay much closer.

Two
sturdy lock gates separated the canal from the area. Both stood
closed, the water level within the box three meters higher than the
canals. It gave the homestead a degree of separation from the
canal. More difficult for pirates to plunder the place.

The
heightened water level also gave access to lifting for the
transfers, and as a backup supply for irrigation. The land around
here, to the east of the canal, was higher than to the west, but
the canal ran parallel to the rise for another kilometer before
entering transit locks for the more northern farms.

A
retrofitted system here had allowed the farm to continue to
operate. Back in the day.


Nowadays, with so little trade, there were only occasional
visitors, and even fewer trade barges.

Behind
Flis, up on a small graded rise, stood a two-story white-walled
homestead. Steep roofed, with some attic windows, and a long
veranda along the front. A few bright flowering potplants stood
along the veranda’s front edge, between the railing
uprights.

The home
of her and Grae’s friends Angel Guthman and Dae Deacon, and their
three kids, Ben, Koi and Idz. Friends by way of Flis and Grae
having helped them out with a problem.

Angel’s
brother Karl had found himself thrown in jail, alibi broken, after
a couple of renegades had robbed his store. The renegades had wound
up dead a few days later.

It had
turned out that the other ‘friend’ who’d provided Karl’s alibi had
been in on the robbery in the first place.

A
complicated case, that took a whole lot of digging, but Karl had
been released, and Flis and Grae now had new dinner party
companions.

That
first dinner party had been a doozy. Homesteaders from as far as a
hundred kilometers away had come. They’d brought so much food and
drink that Angel and Dae hadn’t had to synthesize anything for
weeks.

The
autotug’s engines changed pitch as it slowed to turn into the lock.
A white bird took to the air, darting away from the canal’s edge
and swooping by Flis. She ducked instinctively.

“Are you on edge over there?” someone said.

Flis
turned and saw Grae, her business partner and occasional other,
standing at the land end of the jetty. They had a complicated
relationship, but it worked. Somehow they kept their personal
relationship separate from the business relationship.

Their
little investigative business did all right. It paid the bills and
kept them both alert and engaged after their time offworld in the
military.

Flis had
grown up on Paulding, even deeper into the canal lands than Angel
and Dae.

“On edge?” Flis said.

“Saw you duck for that bird.” Grae wore black trousers, work
boots and a light casual shirt. They could have been
twins.

“Funny. I’m relaxed. Just waiting for this delivery.” Angel
and Dae had ordered some new pumping equipment their house couldn’t
manufacture. They were off in Turneith, working on a new financial
arrangement and had asked Flis and Grae to housemind for a couple
of days.

“Only because this delivery’s coming,” Dae had said.
“Otherwise things would be–”

“It’s fine,” Flis had told them. “We could use a
break.”

The
lock’s outer doors groaned as they swept open. The autotug
slowed.

“Glad you’re relaxed,” Grae said, stepping onto the jetty.
“It’s been a good break here.”

“‘Been’?”

“We’ve got a job.” Grae held up his rippletalk, the little
handheld device that connected them to the outside
world.

“A job? Couldn’t that wait?” The time at the homestead had
been so relaxing. Quiet, dark at night, easy. She’d spent hours
just reading in a recliner, shaded from the sun out on the house’s
back verandah. Some moments it seemed like they should sell up and
move to the country.

“It can’t wait,” Grae said. He handed over the rippletalk with
its display wide open, showing all the details. “Escaped prisoner.
They’re on a timeline to get him back.”

 


 


 Chapter Three

 


Cole
Dugald stared at the cell wall. Light sparkles reflected back at
him from scratches in the plasteen.

The same
view he’d had for the last six years.

A view
he might still have for another six days.

If luck
played on his side.

Not that
he’d had much luck.

Not
ever.

“Dugald!” a guard called from outside the cell. “Assume the
position.”

With a
sigh, Dugald stood from his bunk. The structure creaked under his
weight. The was little other sound. The other prisoners were out in
the yard. Day time population.

The
authorities still kept Dugald separate. Not quite solitary
confinement, but not far from it.

Dugald
turned his back to the door, placing his hands palm-flat against
the cold circles. The slot between the circles opened and the
manacles came through. The pair quickly climbed their way around
his wrists and locked tight.

Dugald
stepped away from the door.

“Prisoner fourteen-b-twelve,” the guard called. “Exiting cell
now.”

The cell
door clunked. An oily smell wafted through as the door came
ajar.

Rough
hands grabbed him. Pulled him out to the dank corridor.

“What’s this about?” Dugald said.

There
were two guards holding him. A third keeping watch. None of them
spoke. Dugald didn’t see their faces. The hands of the two felt
tiny on Dugald’s biceps. He allowed the pair to push him along the
corridor. No sense in causing a fuss.

But it
was out of routine. Something had happened.

Maybe
his release time had been moved up. Maybe he was getting out
now.

More
likely it had been moved down. The six days turned into sixteen. Or
thirty-six. Or a hundred and six.

On some
technicality.

He’d
seen it happen before. On more than one occasion.

Big Jim
Craven had been a model prisoner. He’d admitted to the fraud from
the outset. He’d assisted the police with all their enquiries.
Pleaded guilty at the trial so no one’s time got wasted.

His four
year sentence turning into four and a half years. The company he’d
defrauded had filed a petition.

And
then, just before Big Jim’s new release date, they’d filed another
petition.

Another
three hundred days added.

Big Jim
had cracked a few heads then. Guards’ heads, mostly.

He’d
learned a few things in prison. Combat things. Dirty fighting
things.

A pity
he hadn’t learned restraint.

And Big
Jim had always been just a shade smaller than Cole Dugald. Easy
enough to knock down a few guards. Maybe a few prisoners into the
mix.

He’d
just gotten that angry.

And
ended up with another three years tacked onto his
sentence.

Dugald
would not get angry. He would remain a model prisoner. Every step.
Every moment.

No
matter what they did.

Anger
didn’t get you anywhere.

The
guards pushed Dugald along the narrow corridor past the other
cells. Each door face held a bright display, with the prisoner’s
details, and a countdown to release.

Mostly
another few months. Lucky for them.

Dugald
wasn’t counting on just another six days.

At the
corridor’s end, a narrow stairway exuded. One of the ways of
keeping the prisoners inside. The exit door was on the third floor.
The walls were flat faces.

The cell
block had no static stairways. They only appeared when
needed.

Dugald’s
boots made the steps clang as he went up, the guards still holding
him.

Through
the door, and more corridors, and into a holding cell. Ebony table,
steel-framed chairs. Obvious cameras.

More
like an interview room.

The
manacles released from each other, but stayed as rings on his
wrists.

“Hands in front please,” the main guard said.

Dugald
sighed. He moved his hands around in front of himself. The manacles
rebonded.

“Sit.”

He sat.
The chair was cold. It scraped on the floor.

“Hands on the table.”

Dugald
reached out and put his hands down on the table’s surface.
Immediately the table and manacles bonded. Fixed solid.

No way
for him to move away.

The
guards left. The interview room’s door closed with a soft thump.
The door whined, bonding itself with the wall.

Dugald
closed his eyes. He searched for calm. No sense in getting
agitated.

But this
had never happened before. Not to him. Not to anyone else he’d
talked to. Back when he could still talk with the other
prisoners.

It
wasn’t comfortable. He shuffled the chair closer, but the table was
too low and the chair too high.

Dugald
focused on his breathing.

After
maybe ten minutes, the door whined again, then opened with a soft
puff of air. Dugald kept his eyes closed.

One
person came in.

Female.
Maybe late twenties. Tiny. He could crush her inside one of his
fists.

“Cole,” she said. She had a soft voice. Accented. She was from
far away.

“Please open your eyes,” she said.

He did.
She was taller than he’d pictured, but thin as a corn stalk. She
had deep auburn hair, pulled back from her face.

She
stepped closer and took the other seat. She rested her hands on the
table and leaned forward.

She
stared into his eyes. Her gaze was penetrating. As if she could
read his every thought.

“Who are you?” he said.

“Rayna Sommerth. I’m the governor here.”

“The governor? What happened to James Baker?”

“Relieved of duty. I’m here to fix things up.”

“Fix things.”

“Mm-hm.”

“That why I’m here?”

“Cole,” Rayna said. “We need your help.”

“My help? I’m a prisoner. How can I help?”

She
smiled. Warm and friendly. “We need you to find an
escapee.”

 


 


 Chapter Four

 


The
autotug sat in the lock as water poured in. The sound was bright
and burbly, like a forest brook. Flis sat up on the top of the
little harbor’s b-wall supports. It would only take about fifteen
minutes for the autotug and its barge to cycle through the lock.
The sweet smell of the algae-ish water grew as the it pumped
through.

Flis had
her own rippletalk on her lap, display spread out wide. A lot of
data there, regarding the escaped prisoner.

Aede
Tofallsen. Formerly from Dicheck, a planet over forty light years
distant. A place that had avoided the wars and major battles in the
same way that Paulding had.


Tofallsen had been guilty of racketeering, piracy and murder,
both on Dicheck and here on Paulding. A top-tier marksman, rumor
had it that he’d been responsible for the assassination of six
high-level political figures around Dicheck. Those murders had
precipitated several destabilizations.

Once
Tofallsen had served his time here–another five years–he would be
returned to Dicheck to serve sentence there. The data suggested
that parts of the sentence were concurrent, but he would still have
a couple of years left.

And he
hadn’t been in his cell in Vaile Max this morning during normal
checks.

“I thought everyone in a jail like that was permanently
monitored?” Flis said.

Grae sat
next to her on the ground, watching the sky. “You know, I think it
may rain later,” he said. “And yes. Every part of the prison has
cameras. Lots of cameras. They process the feeds through full three
dimensional rendering and then into AI systems. Every move is
accounted for. Anything out of the ordinary is
reported.”

“So there’s footage of him escaping?”

“Nope.”

“Because?”

“Because, well they don’t know why yet. That’s one of the
things they’re hoping we might be able to help with.”

“We’re not virtual camera experts.”

“Nope.”

Flis
sighed. “You could be a bit more forthcoming.”

The
autotug groaned. Its transom bumping up against the side of the
lock.

“That’s why they want our help. The experts have looked, and
have figured out what happened. What they want from us is help
figuring out where he went.”

“Explain.”

“All right. Here’s what I think. An old, buried routine in the
camera system. The AI didn’t know about it. The routine activated,
creating a secondary virtual layer.”

“So I can understand, please.” Flis looked over the data on
the display. It was all in there.

“The AI’s feeds made it look like Tofallsen was still in his
cell,” Grae said. “No flags, no alerts, nothing. Not until they
brought him breakfast in the morning. He was gone.”

“I bet that doesn’t look good.”

“I won’t take that bet.”

“Funny. All right. Are we on the clock?”

“Retained. I told them about this unloading we had to get
through, then we’ll be right over.”

“Vaile, huh?”

“That’s right. About three hundred kilometers off, more or
less. We can rent a hover, be there later this
afternoon.”

The lock
fell silent. Filled, with the autotug rocking gently. The inner
gates groaned quietly and began winding open.

“Time to get to work,” Grae said.

 


 


 Chapter Five

 


The
interview room closed in on Cole Dugald. He rolled his shoulders,
feeling tingles as tension eased from his muscles. Not a good thing
having his big hands manacled and bonded to the table.

Across
from him, Rayna Sommerth, the prison’s new governor, sat and
drummed her fingers on the table.

Dugald
simply stared. She smelled of some kind of expensive perfume.
Flowery with a hint of wine to it.

You got
used to bad smells in here. Rayna’s smell was a welcome
change.

Dugald
was in no hurry.

Six days
until release. Too easy to screw that up.

“I’m waiting,” Rayna said.

She
could wait. Fine with him.

But
then, best not to screw things up.

“Waiting?” Dugald said. “Waiting for me to say
something?”

Rayna
glanced over her shoulder at the guard who’d remained with them.
The man only moved his eyes. Focusing in on Dugald.

“You need to ask me a question,” Dugald said. “You have an
escaped prisoner. We both know that’s not possible. I don’t know
how I can help you. I don’t know anything about it.”

“We think you do. You’ve had contact with Tofallsen. You know
him.”

“So Aede Tofallsen is the prisoner who’s escaped?”

“Don’t play around.”

Dugald
took a breath. His nature of taking things too literally could get
him into trouble. He needed to be careful.

“You’ve asked for my help,” he said. “But you have the
advantage here. You always will. I’m the prisoner, you’re the
governor. My status here is as low as low. If you want my help,
though, you need to be clear.”

Rayna’s
lips pursed. She frowned. “Go on.”

“If you have gaps in the information that you think I can
fill, then ask a question. Stating that I’ve had contact with
Tofallsen doesn’t get you any closer to resolving the
mystery.”

“You have had contact with him.”

“Is that a question?”

“Yes.” Exasperated.

“Yes I have. Had contact with Tofallsen. A prisoner here
called Aede Tofallsen. We spoke perhaps six months ago when I was
allowed in general population.”

“What was your impression?”

“Of general population?”

Rayna
sighed. “What do you think?”

“I think that you need to make sure that your questions are
clear. That way you’ll get better quality answers. And I won’t have
to ask my own questions in return to attempt to clarify what it is
you mean. We’ll both get out of here a lot sooner.”

Rayna
leaned back. She actually smiled.

“You’re up for release in six days?”

Dugald
said nothing. It wasn’t really a question.

Rayna’s smile broadened. “Are
you up for release in six days?”

Dugald
hesitated. She knew the answer to that one. She wouldn’t have
brought him here without getting a rundown on his
status.

“Yes,” he said.

“How long have you served?”

She knew
that too.

If he
wanted her to be accurate he couldn’t exactly be vague. Six years,
more or less. He said, “Five years, forty nine weeks and one
day.”

“Six days to do.”

Dugald
said nothing.

“What,” Rayna said, leaning forward, “was your impression of
Aede Tofallsen.”

“He believed he was innocent. That he shouldn’t even be in
here.”

“You just described ninety percent of the people in
here.”

“That’s been true of imprisonment since time
began.”

“Agreed.” Rayna leaned back again. More relaxed. “Did you get
the sense that Aede Tofallsen would do anything to prove his
innocence.”

“I got the sense that he’d already followed every path
available to him. The evidence had been presented. He didn’t get to
state his side of the story.”

“Which was?”

“That he was framed.” Dugald sighed and rolled his shoulders
again. “He just didn’t get enough time to find the
evidence.”

“So now he’s gone to do that?”

“Was that a question?”

Rayna’s
nostrils flared. “Let me rephrase that. Do you think that he’s
broken out to go and find and file that evidence?”

“No.”

“No, he hasn’t broken out to do that?”

“No I don’t think he has. You asked my opinion. I have no idea
why he’s broken out. I have no idea how he might have even achieved
that. I have no idea why you’re talking to me, a prisoner, about an
escape. Wouldn’t that just give me ideas? Let me know that it’s
possible.”

“Huh, I hadn’t even thought of that.” Rayna rubbed her eyes.
“But then, you helped him break out, so we’re trying to give you
cha–”

“What! I never did anything.” Dugald jerked
forward.

“Oh, we have the evidence. So, really, you should stop giving
us the runaround and start talking.”

 


 


 Chapter Six

 


The
hover Grae hired showed up as Flis and Grae were just finishing
with the loader. They’d gotten all the crates with the pump
equipment loaded off the barge.

The
hover was a low, curved thing, like a section of a dome. It had a
few antennas and vanes on the upper hull.

The
hover settled to the ground on its Voiths, a shimmer flittering
around the hull. The whine of the engines wound down to
silence.

“We could be back by tomorrow,” Grae said. “We’re on hourly
plus expenses.”

Which
made a nice change. Their little business took on too many
near-charity jobs. Locating missing pets and helping out neighbors.
From time to time it was good to get a job that paid
better.

“We can read up about the job on the flight down,” she said.
Strictly speaking a hover trip wasn’t really a flight. The vehicle
was fast, but it never rose more than about ten meters above the
ground.

Flis had
grabbed their bags from the house, and been in touch with Angel and
Dae, letting them know that the pump had arrived safely and that
Flis and Grae had a job. Angel and Dae were understanding, and
grateful for the help.

“Go safe,” Angel said over the rippletalk
connection.

“Always do,” Flis said.

The
cabin smelled lemony, as if freshly-cleaned. The rental company had
sent it out on auto, fresh from its last job. Grae got a jacket
from his bag and pulled it on. Flis smiled.

“What?” he said.

“It’s not that cold.”

“Ah, I always get cold when I step inside when I’ve been
outdoors for a while.”

Flis
hadn’t noticed that before, but she didn’t say anything.

The
hover’s interior had were six standard comfortable flight seats.
All upholstered in a turquoise velour. Flis and Grae sat up front,
right behind the wide sloping windscreen. The pilot’s consoles had
all been wound into the dashboard, save for one. A simple display
that showed a small menu for destination requests.

“Ah,” Grae said as he settled in. “I prefer something I can
actually drive.”

“I know. You should have thought of that when you put the
order in.”

They
both settled into their seats. Flis waved at the simple display to
call up Vaile as their destination.

The
hover lifted off. The engines whirred.

“What do you think we’re in for?” Flis said.

“Easy money,” Grae said as the hover accelerated away. “Get
there, do our consult come on home. Straightforward.”

“When was the last time anything we did was
straightforward?”

“Ah, Flis,” Grae said, “have some faith in us.”

“I do. That’s the problem.”

 


 


 Chapter Seven

 


Forty
five minutes later the hover slowed, bringing them in low across
old farmlands.

The town
of Vaile had a population of twenty thousand. Once it had been
twice that. Now most dwellings were separate bungalows, in peach
and mustard yellow and brick red. The roofs were all tiled in the
same red.

“Quaint,” Grae said. “This is what happens out in the
hinterlands.”

“It’s an old town,” Flis said. “Dates back to the first days
of colonization on Paulding. And over the last few years they’ve
bowled some of the taller condos and built parks and new
housing.”

She
liked it. The place had a kind of relaxed charm to it.

“All trying to retain that colonial charm, I
guess.”

“Yes.”

The
prison was a stocky edifice five kilometers from the edge of town.
The walls stood over fifty meters high. About fifteen stories. Gray
and massive, like Angel and Dae’s b-walls in their little harbor,
only much bigger.

The
building was about a hundred meters across. Slightly narrower at
the top than the bottom. With few exterior windows–and those only
vertical slots at the corners–it looked like someone had dropped a
giant stone brick into the countryside. Absolutely out of keeping
with the wildlands.

A
cleared area stood around the prison’s margins. Flat, with several
cross-hatch wire fences topped with coils of razor wire.
Low-growing, creeping grasses covered the conditioned soil. A
cluster of small dark birds twittered, arguing over some
scrap.

The
outer fence stood three meters high, with double-layers of the
cross-hatched wire. The wire glowed a crisp blue, as if dangerous
to the touch.

“All of this is just for show,” Grae said. “More for the sake
of the locals feeling safe, than for actually keeping the prisoners
in.”

“Because it’s so impossible for them to get out of their
cells, right?” Flis said. “Except that the reason we’re here is
that one of them broke out.”

“Yeah.” Grae sounded nonplussed.

The
hover touched down in a lot near the main gates. There were several
other hovers and numerous ground cars parked too.

The gate
guard didn’t even ask for Flis and Grae’s IDs, just ushered them
into the small control building. The smell of bad coffee lingered
in the air.

The back
half of the building housed a four-seater sled. Like a ground car
without external wheels or a roof. A rail led directly through to
the prison walls. The guard ushered them into the sled.

“Shouldn’t we have to provide identification at least?” Flis
said.

“You’re fully ID’d for this section,” the guard said. “They’ll
run further checks inside. Have a better day.”

The sled
whisked them across the open ground. The first fence, ungated,
whipped out of the way as the sled sped by. Flis glanced back and
saw the fence reknit the moment they’d passed.

The
other fences did the same. In moments the sled reached the prison’s
outer wall. Black and looming, the face rose high. An ancient
castle.

A hole
seemed to melt into the wall, directly ahead of the sled. It passed
through, into a dark tunnel.

“Walls fifty feet thick,” Grae said. “No getting through
them.”

“Unless you go through this the way we’re doing.”

The sled
slowed and they came out into a well-lit space. High ceiling, with
suspended light units, numerous crates and barrels stacked to the
left, with a glassed-in security bunker to the right.

The sled
turned toward the bunker and slowed to a stop.

Two
guards came out. Both in light body armor, with visored helmets.
Hands on their holstered handguns.

Flis
stepped up from the sled and stood. The formalities were quick and
precise. A measure of efficiency. The guards barely
spoke.

After
pat-down and scanned searches, and ID recognition, Flis and Grae
were asked to wait in a small anteroom. It had a pair of lounge
chairs and a beverage machine.

“Well, that’s something,” Grae said, standing at the machine,
attempting to get it to deliver something to drink. “Why the
hold-up now?”

“I have an inkling,” Flis said. She’d had this before. Her
quiescent embedded arlchip would have shown up on the scans.
Despite inviting them here, the staff wouldn’t have known about it.
Unless they’d delved deep into her military records.

Flis’s
arlchip was an old military enhancement. Spread through her brain
in numerous tendrils, it communicated by simple internal speech.
The thing was designed to heighten her senses, monitor her hormone
and enzyme levels, give her detailed analysis of anything she saw
or heard.

In a
moment of frustration Flis had attempted to have the arlchip
removed. Free from the military, they wouldn’t do it, so she’d
resorted to a back-alley surgery.


Stupid.

All that
had resulted was that the arlchip, still firmly embedded, now
glitched. Sometimes providing useful information, sometimes staying
silent at inopportune moments.


Frustrating.

The
beverage machine clanked and whirred. A plastic cup exuded and
liquid burbled. Orange, with pulp.

“Not bad,” Flis said. “I could get one too?”

“They locked the door,” Grae said. “After they asked us
here.”

“My head,” Flis said. “The arlchip.”

The cup
filled and Grae pass it to Flis. “Ah, yes,” he said. “Still getting
you into trouble after all this time.”

The
juice was good. It almost tasted squeezed. Flis took another good
mouthful.

The
machine delivered and filled another cup. As Grae took it, the door
clicked. It whirred open.

A thin
woman stepped in. Young, dark hair tied back. She looked them
over.

“Hi,” Flis said.

“Flis Kupe and Grae Sinder,” the woman said in a soft,
accented voice. “Rayna Sommersen. Prison Governor. Since we called
you we’ve lost two more.”

“Two more prisoners?”

“Exactly.”

 


 Chapter Eight

 


Rayna
guided them from the anteroom and along a narrow, functional
corridor. From the distance came the vague sound of
machinery.

The
prison housed one hundred and fifty seven prisoners. Flis had read
up on the hover flight down.

Most
were in for serious crimes. Piracy, larceny, multiple assaults.
Some were in for their second or third stretch.
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