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			Gyre

			‘Hand me that bypass clip, will you?’ Mender said, intent on the partially disassembled scrubber in front of him.

			Orry Kent regarded the unfamiliar equipment spread across the table in the farm’s kitchen module with dismay. Her father had taught her a lot of things, but bomb-making wasn’t one of them.

			‘Come on, come on,’ Mender muttered, flapping his hand.

			‘Um . . .’ Her fingers hovered over a short band of curved metal before she changed her mind and offered the old man a length of coiled wire.

			He didn’t look up as he took it and tried to attach it to the scrubber – then he frowned and peered at the object in his hand. Sighing, he rummaged through the junkyard on the table. ‘This,’ he growled, holding up a short cable, ‘is a bypass clip.’

			He connected the cable, then returned his attention to a set of schematics displayed on the databrane spread out beside him. The scrubber was a squat cylinder, one of several Dainty Jane used in her life-support systems. The old ship could easily spare it – she was rated for a crew of twenty, and with just Mender, Orry and her fifteen-year-old brother Ethan living aboard, there was a lot of surplus capacity.

			Don’t forget to isolate the exchangers, the ship sent over the common integuary channel. She had set down a few hundred metres away, well clear of the network of plastic growing tunnels that surrounded the farm’s hab modules.

			I know what I’m doing, Mender sent back, and Orry smiled at her integuary’s precise rendering of his long-suffering tone inside her head. He manipulated the schematic with a gesture, located an access panel on the side of the scrubber and picked up a long probe.

			As he inserted it into the casing, Jane reminded him, You need to drain the residual charge from the capacitors.

			His hand paused. Do you want to do it?

			Just trying to help.

			Well, don’t. The probing resumed.

			Give it a rest, you two, Orry subvocalised. You’re bickering like an old married couple. She stood behind Mender and rested her hands on his shoulders as she peered inside the scrubber.

			‘What are you doing?’ he grunted.

			‘Just watching.’

			‘Go and watch something else.’

			She made a face at the back of his head, then wandered over to one of the worktops that ran around the curving walls, idly fiddling with the stainless-steel utensils sticking out of brightly painted ceramic pots. Everything on the farm was well used, but it was clear the unknown residents took pride in their few possessions. A bowl of colourful rock fragments the size of little sweet tomatoes caught her eye and she picked one up. It was porous, lighter than she’d expected, and shot through with tiny crystals that sparkled like miniature prisms as the light struck them.

			‘I wouldn’t touch that,’ Mender said from the table.

			‘Why, what is it?’

			‘Scorite.’

			She looked at the chunk of rock with interest. This job couldn’t succeed without scorite, but she’d never seen the mineral before. ‘It’s pretty,’ she said.

			Mender rose from the table with a grunt and stretched, working out the kinks in his back before limping over and taking the scorite from her. When he held it up to the light, spots of reflected colour danced in his artificial eye.

			‘You know why this stuff is so valuable?’ he asked, then before she could answer he whipped round and hurled the fragment at the far wall. It struck with a sharp crack and ignited instantly, flashing into incandescence as it dropped to the floor, burning with a white light so intense that Orry had to look away, afterimages ghosting her vision. A smell of melting plastic and scorched metal filled the module and she began to worry that the stuff might burn clean through the floor. When the flame did finally sputter and die, it left a nugget of glowing slag in a circle of melted floor covering and blackened metal.

			‘Very dramatic,’ she coughed, waving smoke from her face.

			‘There’s a lot of energy bound up in those rocks,’ Mender said, obviously pleased with himself. ‘It’s a delicate business, digging out the stuff without losing some part of you you’d rather keep attached.’

			She stared at the scorch mark, thinking of the vast strip-mines that scarred Gyre’s barren surface. Outside of a few larger settlements like Charter City the place was all open-cast mines and agro-stations like this one.

			Mender returned to the table and Orry checked the local time. Still hours to go. She needed something to keep her hands occupied.

			‘Anything I can do to help?’

			He pointed at a plastic tub full of small sachets. ‘You can start emptying that lot into a bowl.’

			She examined one of the packets curiously. ‘Desalination crystals?’

			‘Hope so – I bought a hundred of ’em. Now do me a favour and shut the hell up. I need to crack this bloody thing.’

			She found a suitable bowl under the sink and began tearing open the sachets and pouring out the crystals. By the time she was done, Mender had got the scrubber’s casing open and extracted an oval reservoir of viscous liquid.

			‘Put these on,’ he said, handing her a pair of gauntlets.

			She wrinkled her nose at the acrid smell as Mender carefully emptied the gelatinous contents of the reservoir into the bowl of crystals and stirred it gently with a metal spoon.

			‘Baggies,’ he said, snapping his fingers.

			‘Shouldn’t we be wearing respirators?’ she asked as she picked up the roll of self-sealing food bags on the table, tore off the first one and held it open beside the bowl. The smell was lining the back of her throat now, leaving a viscid residue.

			Ignoring her, he spooned half the contents of the bowl into the bag.

			You’ll be fine as long as it doesn’t touch your skin, sent Jane.

			Orry sealed the bag and laid it carefully on the table before tearing off another. Once it was filled, Mender set the bowl and the remains of the scrubber aside and cleared a space for the spherical object he pulled from his pocket. It was painted with yellow and black warning stripes and covered with danger symbols.

			‘A mining charge?’ she said, alarmed.

			‘Uh-huh,’ he grunted. He reached for a roll of tape, bit off a length and secured one of the baggies around half the charge.

			‘Isn’t that a little powerful?’ she asked.

			‘Nope.’ He reached for the second baggie.

			‘Lefevre isn’t going to buy a hole in the ground.’

			‘Relax, girl. I know what I’m doing. Do you?’

			She looked sharply at him. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘Just that we’ve been on this rock for three weeks and this con of yours has burned through all but the last of our cash.’

			She hesitated, suddenly very aware of the bulge in the small of her back, concealed by her coat. ‘It’ll work,’ she assured him.

			‘It had better. You wouldn’t like me when I’m starving to death. I get tetchy.’

			She folded her arms. ‘I don’t like you now.’

			He chuckled and turned the charge over in his hands, examining it carefully, before rising to his feet. ‘Coming?’

			‘Right behind you.’ She checked the time again, resisting the urge to get an update from Ethan; her brother wouldn’t thank her for pestering him.

			She was still fastening her jacket as Mender left the hab. The moment he was gone she reached behind her and pulled out the package. When she opened the door of the unit she’d chosen and saw the near-empty shelves she felt better about what she was doing, even if she was keeping it from Mender. She pushed the package onto the top shelf, then hesitated. What if things did go wrong? Did she really have the right to do this? She really wished her father was there. What would he do? she asked herself, then realised the answer was obvious: Eoin had always made sure the mark was the only one who suffered.

			She closed the cupboard door, looked regretfully at the circle burned into the floor, then raised her hood and followed Mender outside.

			*

			Gyre’s sky was the colour of amber, its distant sun made hazy by the dust high in the thick atmosphere. It was everywhere, a by-product of the constant mining that made the place taste like burnt coffee and coated the curve of Dainty Jane’s hull as she towered like the shell of a vast crustacean above the farm’s growing tunnels. On the horizon a range of high peaks were blanketed in snow discoloured by the weird amber light.

			Gyre was a small moon, which meant low gravity. Orry shrank deeper into her coat as she stepped carefully across the frozen ground.

			‘I’ve been asking around,’ Mender said as she caught him up.

			‘About what?’

			‘You hear about the local firm?’

			‘Yeah, Uri told me about them. Don’t worry – there’s no reason for them to find out what we’re doing here, so there’s no point getting involved with them. We’ll be gone in a couple of days.’

			‘Did you know they kick back to Roag?’ His breath was steaming in the bitter air.

			She tried to ignore the spike of hate the name drove through her chest. ‘I didn’t, but it doesn’t surprise me; that bitch has her claws into everything. All the more reason not to get involved.’

			‘So this job has nothing to do with revenge?’

			‘In case you hadn’t noticed, the Ascendancy is at war and Cordelia Roag started it. She’s the most wanted person in human space, which makes her kind of difficult to locate. When I’m ready to settle things with her, you’ll be the first to know. What we’re doing here is purely business.’

			‘You expect me to believe that? She killed your old man.’

			Orry stopped walking. ‘You still don’t trust me,’ she said accusingly. ‘After all that’s happened.’

			He held her gaze, then spat on the frozen ground and stomped away, muttering.

			Of course he trusts you, Jane told her on a private channel. He’s just nervous.

			Orry snorted. That old bastard doesn’t have nerves. She set off after him. Nervous about what? she asked as they approached the ramp down to the cavern.

			We were alone a long time, he and I. He’s used to calling the shots. Having you running things for a change is difficult for him.

			Orry stared at Mender’s back as he limped down the steep slope ahead of her. Perhaps she had been a little blunt with him – but putting this job together had taken a lot of effort. She’d never really realised how much Dad used to do behind the scenes; no wonder he’d always been grumpy in the run-up to a grift. Blinking hard at the memories, she followed Mender into the cave beneath the farm.

			Gyre was riddled with caverns like this one. The voids made mining difficult, but the rewards were worth the risks. Scorite was vital to the starship industry and since the Kadiran attack on Tyr, the Ascendancy needed as much of the stuff as it could get to bolster the Grand Fleet.

			Switching her integuary to low-light mode, she saw Mender fixing the mining charge to the end of a long cable dangling from the roof, suspending their homemade bomb at head height. As she looked at the size of the cavern she had to admit that his choice of the charge was probably a wise one; it would need a considerable blast to do the job.

			The old man stepped back and looked up at the rough ceiling metres above his head. ‘That should cover it nicely.’ He looked at her. ‘You want to blow it?’

			She frowned. ‘You’re sure this will work? How can goop from a scrubber and some desalination powder fool a sniffer?’

			‘The chemical signature’s identical to scorite,’ he assured her. ‘It’ll work.’

			She chewed her lower lip, not entirely convinced.

			‘All right,’ she said eventually, ‘give me the detonator.’
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			Villanueva ’28

			Ethan had chosen the alleyway carefully. He and Uri waited in the frigid air a short distance from the main street like actors in the wings. Is this how it feels before going on stage? he wondered as his stomach churned with nervous anticipation.

			Five seconds, Orry broke into his thoughts. Four, three, two . . . and go!

			He handed Uri the gilt chip, wondering if he would ever see it again. The man wouldn’t have been his first choice, but beggars couldn’t be choosers when seeking out grifters in a strange town.

			‘Hey!’ Ethan yelled as the other man took off as planned, heading towards the street. He gave Uri a couple of seconds’ head-start, then set off in pursuit just as the banker, Simon Lefevre, passed the alley’s entrance. ‘Stop him!’ Ethan shouted.

			Uri cannoned into the startled banker – and dropped the gilt chip at his feet. Lefevre stumbled back, but before he could say anything Uri was gone, bounding away down the salted pavement in an ungainly low-gravity lope.

			Ethan ran into the street, cursing, and skidded to a halt by Lefevre as he stooped to pick up the chip. He let his mouth drop open at the sight of it.

			‘You stopped him!’ Ethan said, taking the chip from the banker’s unresisting hand and pressing a button on the side. Beaming, he showed the balance to Lefevre. ‘It’s all here,’ he exclaimed with relief. ‘Thank you!’

			The banker raised his eyebrows. ‘That’s a lot of money.’

			Ethan laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘You have no idea how important this is. Thank you, so much!’ he repeated.

			‘If it’s that important, perhaps you should be more careful with it.’ Lefevre peered down the street after Uri. ‘Did he mug you?’

			‘Pickpocketed, actually,’ Ethan explained. ‘I felt something, but he was away before I could grab him.’ He reached out and pumped Lefevre’s hand. ‘I don’t know how I can thank you.’

			‘It was nothing, really.’ The banker disengaged with difficulty, looking uncomfortable.

			‘Nothing!’ Reaching into his jacket, Ethan pulled out Mender’s empty hipflask, put it to his lips and grimaced. He upturned it, shaking his head sadly. ‘At least you’ll let me buy you a drink?’

			‘Aren’t you a little young to be drinking?’

			‘I’m old enough,’ Ethan protested, looking around. One of the reasons for selecting this particular alley was the Ruuz-style champagne bar across the street. He could see Lefevre’s interest spark when he followed Ethan’s gaze. ‘Well, I’m having one, anyway,’ Ethan said. ‘I think I might be in shock.’

			The banker checked the time and smiled. ‘Why not?’

			Got him, Ethan reported as they crossed the street.

			The bar was a better-than-average rim world rip-off of an upmarket Fountainhead drinking establishment; the décor wasn’t bad, for a start. And Lefevre was clearly pleased when Ethan ordered a decent bottle.

			He paid cash, using the last of their local currency. This had better work, he thought, plastering a smile onto his face to hide his concern. ‘We haven’t been introduced,’ he said cheerily. ‘I’m Abram.’

			‘Simon Lefevre.’

			The banker was a big man who looked like he’d been in shape once but was now running to fat. His curly hair was slicked back with too much product and he sported a pencil-thin beard in a futile attempt to re-establish his jawline.

			He leered at the pretty waitress who brought their champagne over. ‘What time do you get off?’ he asked as she opened the bottle with a muted pop.

			She smiled uncomfortably. ‘Would you like me to pour?’ she asked.

			‘That’s not all I’d like you to do, sweetheart.’

			Ethan felt desperately sorry for the poor girl as he watched her fill two glass flutes; she recoiled when Lefevre reached out to caress the bare skin of her arm.

			‘Will that be all?’ she asked stiffly, putting the bottle down.

			‘For now.’ He stared at her legs as she returned to the bar, then rolled his eyes lasciviously at Ethan. ‘That,’ he pronounced, ‘should not be allowed.’

			Arsehole, Ethan thought as he raised his champagne and grinned. ‘I’ll drink to that!’ He drained half his glass, then grimaced.

			‘Something wrong?’ Lefevre asked.

			‘Not really,’ he replied, aiming for weary nonchalance. ‘I’m just looking forward to getting back to somewhere I can get a decent drink.’

			The banker sniffed his glass and tasted the contents. ‘Tastes all right to me.’

			‘It’s fine, I suppose. The Villanueva ’28 just doesn’t travel well. You should taste it on Tyr.’

			‘You’ve been to Tyr?’ Lefevre sounded interested.

			‘I was born there.’

			‘Really?’ The banker looked at him a little doubtfully. ‘What brought you here?’

			‘My father.’ Ethan finished his glass, trusting the alcohol inhibitors he’d taken to keep a clear head. Allowing a slight slur to enter his voice, he continued, ‘He invested heavily in Ghent-Masson, then when things started to go badly he dragged us all out here so he could oversee the mining operations personally. It didn’t work, and the company went belly-up.’

			‘What did he do?’

			Ethan stared into his empty glass. ‘He put a laser in his mouth and pulled the trigger. I was eight.’

			‘Rama – that’s tough.’

			‘He left us with nothing but the family name, and what’s that worth out here? Marta – she’s my sister – had to take a job to support us. A job!’

			Lefevre topped up Ethan’s glass. ‘What is your family name, if you don’t mind me asking?’

			‘Grekov. It’s a minor house, but we’re a cadet branch of House Marquardt. Not that those bastards lifted a finger to help.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Father’s investments were vulgar, they said, bourgeois. They were glad when he came out here; not so embarrassing for them.’

			Lefevre looked sympathetic.

			On the hook, Ethan thought happily. He took another gulp. ‘We’ll show them though, when we go back to Tyr with a fortune.’

			‘Two thousand imperials is hardly a fortune.’

			Ethan waved the gilt chip dismissively. ‘I’m not talking about this. Anyway, drink up and have another – without you, we wouldn’t be going anywhere.’

			‘Glad I could be of some small assistance.’ The banker drank, watching him curiously.

			‘Damn it all, but I wish I could thank you properly.’ Ethan put his glass down with some force. ‘Honour means everything to a Grekov.’

			‘Perhaps you could spare some of that fortune you mentioned,’ Lefevre suggested lightly.

			‘You’re right,’ he said decisively.

			‘I am?’

			‘I should give you a reward.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Yes, yes – and I know just how I can. What are you doing right now?’

			‘Well, I have a meeting—’

			‘Cancel it.’

			‘Why should I do that?’

			Ethan finished his drink. ‘I can’t give you anything now, but if you can spare me half an hour I’ll show you just how generous a Grekov can be.’

			The banker narrowed his eyes. ‘How?’

			Ethan smiled. ‘Come with me and find out.’

			He held his breath as Lefevre considered. Eventually the man smiled and shook his head as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was doing.

			‘All right then, my lordling. Where are we going?’ 
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			Harper’s Pulled Out

			While ostensibly an Ascendancy colony, Gyre was owned and governed by the Empyrean Development Company. Clearly quality of life for the miners and the farmers who supported them wasn’t high on EDC’s list of priorities, Orry thought, looking at the Brutalist architecture of Charter City. The land registry office on Tenth Street she was waiting outside was a case in point: the block was the same reddish-brown local rock as every other structure in the city, apparently the only raw material available to the construction printers.

			The street was almost empty, even at noon; the cold and dust did not provide a conducive environment for a lunchtime stroll. She’d been on worse worlds, but not many. Spotting Ethan approaching in conversation with the mark, dead on time, she took a breath and prepared herself.

			‘Who the fuck is this?’ she demanded before her brother could open his mouth.

			Ethan looked genuinely surprised. ‘Simon Lefevre . . .’ he began formally, ‘may I present my sister, Lady Marta Grekov. I’d like to say she’s not always this rude, but that would be a lie.’

			Lefevre sized her up, taking in the poor condition of the padded jacket over her thermal coveralls. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I should probably go.’

			‘Yes,’ she agreed with feeling, ‘you should.’

			‘No,’ Ethan said, ‘this man has done our House a great service. Without him we wouldn’t have enough.’ He held up the gilt chip.

			She grabbed him by the arm and dragged him aside. ‘Are you insane?’ she hissed, just loud enough for Lefevre to overhear. ‘Who the hell is he?’

			‘He’s all right. He saved me.’

			She glared at him. ‘What happened?’

			‘I was attacked by a street tough – Simon put his own life at risk to recover our investment.’

			Orry thought he was hamming it up a little, but Lefevre didn’t appear to notice anything suspicious. He probably just thought Ethan was drunk.

			‘Have you been drinking?’ she asked.

			‘No. Well, a little.’ Ethan waved it off. ‘The point is, our House owes this man an honour debt.’

			‘Our House?’ Orry snorted. ‘There is no House. Just us, and this.’ She held up her own chip, loaded with all that was left of their gilt.

			He stiffened. ‘I don’t care what you say. I am going to pay our debt to this man.’

			‘What if he’s’ – she glanced at Lefevre and lowered her voice a little more, just audible to straining ears – ‘in the Corps?’

			Ethan snorted. ‘Hey, Simon, are you an arbiter?’

			‘What? No! I told you, I work for a bank.’

			‘There you are,’ her brother said triumphantly. ‘If he was an arbiter he’d tell us. They have to, you know, or it’s entrapment or something.’

			‘Will you shut up—’

			‘He’s a good guy,’ Ethan interrupted. ‘I’ll vouch for him.’

			‘You don’t even know him.’

			‘I’m a good judge of character. Besides, he saved me and we owe him. Look, I’m just going to give him a bit of my share, okay? It’s my money. I still care about our family honour, even if you don’t.’ He shook his head. ‘Look at us: what have we let ourselves become? If we don’t pay an honour debt, this place has beaten us. Is that what you want?’

			She glared at him, thoroughly enjoying herself. It felt good to be back in the game. ‘Fine,’ she said eventually, ‘you can do what you like with your share. But if we end up in a Company gaol, it’s on you.’

			‘We won’t – I promise.’

			She held out a hand for his chip and saw Lefevre sidle closer, curious, as she transferred Ethan’s two thousand to her own chip. His face changed when he glimpsed the balance.

			‘Twenty thousand imperials? I thought you were destitute?’

			‘It’s taken years to raise that much,’ Ethan told him.

			‘What are you going to do with it?’

			‘Mind your own business,’ Orry snapped. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’

			She walked into the registry building and spent a few minutes studying the claim maps on the walls. The bleak and soulless interior matched the outside. A clerk watched from behind a counter.

			‘Can I help you?’ he asked eventually.

			‘No thanks.’ She pulled out the databrane Ethan had prepared for her and strode back out to the street.

			‘Did you get it?’ her brother asked.

			She grinned and held up the brane. He whooped and gave her a high-five.

			‘Is that a land deed?’ Lefevre asked. He was edgy now, but Orry could tell he was intrigued. An honest man would have made his excuses and left at this point, but Simon Lefevre was not an honest man.

			‘Never mind what it is,’ she said.

			‘Not long now,’ Ethan reassured him. ‘Just a quick walk over the street.’ He led the way into the lobby of a mid-scale hotel used by visiting managers and mining company execs.

			Uri? Orry sent. All set?

			Yeah, all ready for you.

			Good. We’re on our way up now.

			In the lift she could tell the banker’s nerves were getting the better of him, but reassuring him was not her job. She was about to give Ethan a mental nudge when he piped up, ‘Do you remember that place we stayed at on Halcyon? I was only, what, five? I still remember it. Better than this shithole. Have you ever been to Halcyon?’ he asked Lefevre, who shook his head. ‘Amazing place. We’ll have to go back there, Sis. After . . . you know.’

			She gave a non-committal grunt, pleased with him, and the doors opened.

			Uri was barely recognisable when they entered the room Orry had sweet-talked the concierge into letting her rent for a couple of hours. He might be a short-con merchant but there was no doubt the man had a talent for disguise, she reflected. There was no way Lefevre would recognise this smooth, booted and suited executive as Ethan’s shabby pickpocket.

			The suite was comfortable, with a view over the city’s industrial sprawl. A metal case rested on a ceramic-topped coffee table.

			There were no introductions, no pleasantries. ‘Do you have it?’ Uri asked peremptorily and Orry pulled out the forged deed and handed it to him.

			‘And the survey results?’

			She produced a second databrane and he studied the two carefully. ‘Well, this all looks satisfactory,’ he said at last, rolling up both branes and slipping them into his pocket. He bent to open the case on the table and she could feel Lefevre’s tension when he saw the layers of currency. ‘Sixty thousand imperials, as agreed,’ Uri said. ‘Would you like to count it?’

			Bottom row, third from the left. She picked up the only stack not padded out with blank sheets, held it up and examined it, then riffled through it before replacing it and closing the case. ‘That won’t be necessary. Thank you.’

			‘No, thank you,’ Uri said, moving to the door. ‘The suite is booked for the night if you want to make use of it. The account has been settled in advance. Good day.’

			Ethan waited for him to leave before clapping his hands and running to the table. He hugged Orry, then opened the case and stared at the money.

			‘What just happened?’ Lefevre asked.

			She picked up the bundle of genuine notes and counted out six thousand imperials, which she handed to Ethan.

			‘Four thousand profit,’ he said. ‘Not bad for ten minutes’ work.’ He peeled off ten hundred-imperial notes and handed them to Lefevre, who stared dumbly at them. Orry could almost see the cogs turning in his head. ‘I told you honour is everything to a Grekov,’ Ethan told him, grinning broadly.

			‘You’re giving him a grand?’ she objected.

			‘So? Relax, Marta; tomorrow we’ll be spending more than that on breakfast.’

			She shot him an angry look that Lefevre must surely interpret as an instruction to shut the hell up, walked to the door and opened it. Now, Uri, she sent. ‘It was nice meeting you, Mr Lefevre,’ she said aloud, ‘and I thank you for your service to my brother, but I’m sure you’re a busy man.’

			The phone she’d lifted earlier that day rang. Still holding the door open, she took it out and thumbed it on. ‘Marta Grekov.’

			‘Good luck,’ Uri said, and rang off.

			‘You’re fucking kidding me,’ she said into the dead phone. ‘The deal is set for tomorrow.’ She waved Lefevre impatiently towards the open door and walked away from him. ‘Where the hell am I supposed to find someone in twelve hours? No, I can’t, you idiot. I’m not a damned cash dispenser.’

			The banker was still loitering by the door. Good.

			‘Let me explain this one more time, as simply as I can.’ Her voice was getting icier by the second. ‘It has to be tomorrow or the old man will put the place up for auction. So no, I think that attitude is less than helpful. Fuck you, too.’

			She hurled the phone across the room, then rounded on her brother. ‘Harper’s pulled out.’

			‘Oh shit – so what do we do now?’ He sounded panicky. Perfect.

			It took a moment, but eventually Lefevre cleared his throat. ‘Uh, why don’t you tell me what’s going on?’ He stepped away from the door and closed it. ‘Perhaps I can help?’
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			Scorite Seams

			‘You said you’re a banker?’ Orry waved Lefevre to a sofa and started pacing the room. ‘How much do you know about scorite?’

			‘A bit.’

			She studied him for a moment, as if deciding whether or not he could be trusted. ‘Well, I work’ – she loaded the word with disgust – ‘as a mineral surveyor for the local factor’s office, which means I spend my life driving around this shithole of a moon looking for scorite seams. When I find one, I report its location, and for that I receive a modest finder’s fee, then the factor auctions the land rights to the highest bidder. Generally, it goes for tens of thousands of imperials.

			‘The Company treats me like crap and the money I get isn’t enough to support one Grekov, let alone two of us, so I decided there must be a better way. Two years ago, when I found a small deposit under some unclaimed land, I borrowed enough cash to purchase the plot myself and found someone – the man who just left – to buy the claim from me. Doing the deal direct meant he paid a fraction of what it would have cost at auction, while I trebled my investment.’

			‘Who is he?’ Lefevre asked, but Orry was already shaking her head.

			‘Not something you need to know, Mr – Lefevre, was it? I’ll just say he works for an interested party.’

			‘You mean for one of the mining concerns.’

			She ignored him and went on, ‘I have been exceptionally careful to stay under the radar, building my nest-egg and waiting for the big one – which I found a week ago.’ She gave him a glowing smile. ‘It’s the richest vein I’ve ever seen – you should see the spectrometry results. The sniffer practically blew a fuse. This deposit will be worth millions.’

			He looked sceptical. ‘So what’s the problem? Just buy it and go back to Tyr.’

			‘The problem is the person who owns the land.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘Precisely. Eighty per cent of this godforsaken rock is unclaimed, but my vein just happens to be under a farm run by a crazy man.’

			‘Will he sell?’

			‘He will, but he wants a hundred grand for it, even though the land isn’t worth even a quarter of that.’

			‘How much do you have?’

			She gestured at the case. ‘Half. I had a partner who was going to put up the rest, but as you heard, he’s pulled out. It’s taken me a lot of time to put all this together and the old coot is getting impatient. If he doesn’t get the money by midday tomorrow, the deal’s off. And I’m worried he’s starting to get suspicious. The last thing we want is him commissioning his own survey.’

			‘Why does he think you want the land?’

			‘I told him the concern I represent wants to build a relay-transmitter and his farm happens to be ideally positioned for our triangulation needs.’

			‘You should have fluttered your eyelashes, fed him some sob story – that way he might not have jacked up the price,’ Lefevre said unhelpfully.

			‘Thanks for that,’ she replied sarcastically.

			‘So you need fifty thousand before tomorrow?’

			‘It looks that way. Why are you asking?’

			Lefevre regarded her for a moment, then stood up to leave. ‘It was nice meeting you both.’

			‘Whoa, whoa, whoa!’ Ethan exclaimed, practically falling over a chair in his haste to reach the banker before he got to the door.

			Leave it, Ethan, Orry warned, but her brother ignored her.

			‘This is how I properly repay you, Simon – you could come in with us – this is totally safe! You bring your fifty thou to the farm tomorrow morning and walk away with a hundred: double your money in a matter of hours!’

			Lefevre considered this. ‘I want two hundred.’

			‘I don’t think so,’ Orry told him in disgust.

			He continued towards the door.

			‘But—’ Ethan started.

			The banker stopped and turned to look at him. ‘Take it or leave it,’ he said. ‘You said it yourself: this deposit will be worth millions. And you’re desperate.’

			‘Marta?’ Ethan prompted.

			She clenched her jaw and reluctantly met Lefevre’s greedy gaze. It was perfect; this way he felt like he had the upper hand. She sighed. ‘Very well: two hundred.’

			‘I’ll need to see the survey reports.’

			‘Not a problem.’

			He walked over to her; she took his proffered hand and they shook.

			‘We’re going to make a lot of money together,’ Ethan said happily.

			*

			Once Lefevre was safely gone, Ethan dropped into a chair and let out a deep breath. ‘Rama! I really thought we’d lost him there.’

			‘We still might,’ Orry said. ‘Did you hook into his phone?’ And when he nodded, ‘So shouldn’t you be keeping an eye on it?’

			‘Nah, Jane let me repurpose one of her ancillary processing modules to use as an interpolator. It’s monitoring his signal: it’ll intercept any searches related to us and send back a bunch of results I set up earlier to corroborate our story.’

			Ethan was the tech in the family so she ignored the temptation to tell him to monitor anyway and instead asked, ‘What about a vehicle?’

			His cocky look slipped. ‘Um . . . all in hand . . .’

			‘You forgot, didn’t you?’

			‘No!’ He dropped his gaze and muttered sheepishly, ‘Yes. I’ll get on it.’

			‘Something mid-range,’ she called after him. ‘We’re broke.’ 
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			Feliks

			As their subverted all-terrain buggy crested the crater wall, Orry saw the neat lines of plastic growing tunnels spreading like spokes from the farm’s hab modules. Around them, the frozen ground had been partially thawed by the heat leeching through the cheap insulation. She was relieved to see Dainty Jane was no longer towering over the farm.

			Ethan guided the ungainly vehicle down the rough road, Lefevre’s buggy bouncing along behind them. The driver, the banker’s ‘assistant’ Clovis, was clearly less a PA and more a bodyguard hired to protect his investment. Orry wasn’t surprised, but Clovis was bound to be armed and weapons made her nervous.

			They drew up in front of the modules and as she climbed down from the buggy’s high cab, the cold brought tears to her eyes and made her exposed nose and cheeks ache.

			Mender limped out of a doorway and scowled at the four of them. ‘Didn’t expect you to bring half the friggin’ moon with you. You got the cash?’

			Ethan promptly opened the metal case and showed Mender the notes.

			He picked up the real pile, flicked through it and grunted, then turned to Lefevre. ‘You the one with the rest of it?’

			The banker smiled and indicated the similar case Clovis was holding. ‘Indeed I am – but first I’d like to see what I’m getting in return.’

			‘I’m not a fucking tour guide.’

			‘You misunderstand me: I mean the deeds.’

			Mender hawked and spat. He eyed Lefevre, then reached into his coat and produced a databrane which he shook into rigidity and held up.

			‘Perhaps you would permit my assistant here to examine the document more closely?’ the banker asked. ‘Inside, perhaps?’ He held out his hand and Clovis passed him the case. ‘While you do that, I’ll take a look around.’

			‘Go with them,’ Orry told her brother.

			Mender glared at Lefevre, but he stumped to the door, followed by Clovis and Ethan. As soon as they disappeared inside, the banker turned to Orry.

			‘What a charmer. Now, before we proceed, there’s something I need to do.’ He opened his case to reveal not cash, but a high-grade chemical spectrometer. The gear looked far more expensive – and far more sensitive – than she’d expected.

			‘If the old man sees you with that he’ll suss us in an instant,’ she said, worried.

			‘Clovis will keep him busy,’ Lefevre said dismissively as he began to set up the equipment with what looked suspiciously like practised ease. ‘A contact of mine works for Praxis Minerals; he owed me a favour,’ he explained as he worked. ‘He let me borrow this and showed me how to use it. Took a look at your survey results, too.’

			Orry threw up her hands in genuine dismay at his words. ‘You were supposed to keep your fucking mouth shut about this! Who else have you told?’

			He finished erecting the scanner on its tripod and started its calibration routine. ‘No one,’ he assured her, ‘and I didn’t tell him a thing. Like I say, he owed me. The survey results were fine by the way. Very promising.’

			‘That much I know,’ she said tartly. One less thing to worry about, I suppose.

			The machine chimed and he set it running. It oscillated in its gimbal, creating a chemical picture of the ground beneath their feet. The spectrometer chimed again and Lefevre examined the screen.

			Resisting the urge to gnaw on a fingernail and desperately hoping Mender had got the chemistry right, she waited until, finally, Lefevre looked up and gave her a thin smile.

			‘It appears you were right, Lady Grekov.’

			*

			Ethan and Clovis rose from the kitchen table when Orry and Lefevre entered and stood either side of Mender, who had remained seated, the databrane containing the deed in front of him.

			The banker placed a different case on the table, before sitting facing Mender. ‘The price was one hundred thousand imperials, I believe.’ He opened the case. ‘Here it is . . . all of it.’

			Orry turned her smile of delight into an angry scowl. ‘What the fuck, Lefevre?’

			It took Ethan a moment longer to work out what he’d just said. ‘Simon?’ His voice sounded uncertain.

			Mender frowned. ‘I thought you were splitting it? Half each.’

			‘The deal has changed,’ the banker informed him. On the other side of the room Clovis adjusted his jacket to reveal a hefty pistol in a shoulder holster. ‘This charming young lady can give you only fifty thousand, whereas I am prepared to offer the full asking price of one hundred thousand imperials. What do you say?’

			Mender looked from him to Orry and then at the case open in front of him. He licked his lips and chuckled. ‘Looks like you’ve been given the shaft, girly.’ He stood and extended one hand, holding the deeds in the other. ‘The farm is yours, and I can get the fuck off of this shithole.’ They shook and Lefevre took the databrane.

			‘You backstabbing bastard!’ Orry spat with relish, then rounded on her brother. ‘This is all your fault, you – you – idiot – I told you we couldn’t trust him—’

			Ethan was doing a great job of looking completely stunned.

			‘Hey!’ Mender said, slamming the case shut, ‘take it outside. I have packing to do.’

			‘Be gone by tomorrow,’ the banker told him, pocketing the deeds. ‘Clovis, I think we can leave them to it.’

			‘Lefevre!’ Orry yelled, thoroughly enjoying herself, ‘you bastard, you won’t get away with this!’ She stormed outside after him, only to pull up short at the percussive thump of distant engines rolling across the crater floor.

			Lefevre, standing next to his vehicle, stared up at the amber sky.

			Using her integuary, she zoomed in on a dark speck that was growing rapidly larger.

			Orry, said Jane in her head, I’m tracking a medium-sized contact heading in your direction. No transponder.

			‘Friends of yours?’ Lefevre snarled at her. ‘I knew you were planning to rip me off.’ He climbed in next to Clovis, the engine hummed to life and Orry was forced to jump back as the buggy lurched into a tight turn before heading for the crater wall.

			‘I don’t like the look of this,’ Mender said, coming up behind her.

			‘Arbiters?’ Ethan asked, but the old man shook his head.

			‘Not without a transponder.’

			Orry stared at the approaching craft. How fast can you get here, Jane?

			Six minutes.

			Get moving, Mender told her, studying the incoming craft, a hulking atmospheric transport that looked like a black slab with four engine nacelles. The craft suddenly stopped and dropped down in front of Lefevre’s buggy, blasting away small rocks and chunks of permafrost with its downwash. The buggy made a panicked U-turn and fled back towards the hab, pursued by the transport. It might have looked ungainly, but it hunted its prey like a raptor, swooping low, making the vehicle swerve wildly into a growing tunnel, which promptly collapsed on top of it.

			The black craft steadied, lowered its landing gear and settled noisily in front of the hab modules; almost before it was down, six armed men had emerged and were running to the collapsed tunnel. Clovis was struggling as he and Lefevre were hauled from their buggy, until one of the men relieved him of his pistol.

			The newcomers approached them, pushing their captives ahead of them.

			Now would be good, Mender told Jane.

			Four minutes, the ship replied. Almost— Her transmission cut out.

			Jane? Orry sent, then, ‘Mender?’ But he was shaking his head. Their integuaries were dead.

			The men were a motley mix of mercenary, bandit and city mobster, and the weapons they were brandishing with deceptive casualness were similarly eclectic but uniformly lethal. The largest of the men, a chimera genetically sculpted to resemble a lion, wore a leather jacket over a thermal bodysuit and held a pimped-out assault rifle as if it were a toy. The pupils in his startling yellow eyes were vertical slits; metallic whiskers sprouted from downy skin and his shaggy mane of brown hair was streaked with blond highlights.

			He stepped forward and smiled. ‘If you’re trying to call for back-up, you needn’t bother,’ he said. His cultured accent was distinctly at odds with his appearance. ‘We’re jamming you.’

			‘Who are you?’ Orry demanded. ‘What do you want?’

			He moved closer, nostrils flaring as he drank in her scent. ‘My name is Feliks.’ Resting his rifle casually over one shoulder, he stepped up to Mender and held out a hand.

			Scowling, Mender handed him Lefevre’s case.

			Behind the chimera, the banker began a slow hand-clap. Feliks turned with leonine grace and stared at him. ‘Oh, well done,’ Lefevre said. ‘All very elaborate.’

			‘Shut up,’ Orry told him, a terrible sinking feeling in her chest.

			‘So it was all a con? You really had me going there for a minute. And what happens now? These “gangsters” take my money and I’m so scared I don’t go to the arbiters?’

			‘Seriously,’ she said, ‘you really need to be quiet now.’

			‘Oh, please! Am I supposed to believe these guys are for real?’ He stepped up to Feliks, who was a good head taller than him. ‘Look at this poor fruit: he looks like a reject from some low-rent production of Roaring Lions—’

			‘For the love of Rama,’ Mender growled, ‘will you shut the hell up?’

			‘Admit it was a scam!’ the banker demanded angrily. When no one spoke, he grabbed the case’s handle and tried to pull it from the chimera’s grip.

			Feliks looked down at him and sighed. He gestured to one of his men.

			‘No!’ Orry yelled, starting forward, but the shot was already ringing out and Clovis crumpled to the icy ground, the back of his head a bloody ruin.

			Lefevre stumbled back, staring at the body in disbelief, then doubled over and vomited noisily.

			‘Let’s go,’ Feliks said. 
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			Salazar

			Orry looked up as the cell door opened and Feliks announced, ‘It’s time.’

			She, Mender and Ethan rose to their feet, but Lefevre remained huddled in the corner of the featureless cell, his head drooping, his eyes dull. He’d said barely a word since they’d been brought here from the transport.

			‘Time for what?’ she asked. Their integuaries were still blocked.

			The chimera just smiled. ‘Come on. Bring him.’ He pointed, and one of his men dragged the unresisting banker to his feet.

			The metal-lined tunnels were furred with crystalline growth; that, together with the close air, made Orry think they were underground, probably in one of the subterranean cave systems that riddled Gyre. They were led into a warehouse of some sort, stacked with crates and shipping containers, and herded up a flight of corroded metal steps to an office above their heads.

			Feliks opened the door at the top and announced, ‘I’ve got them, boss.’ He stepped to one side and motioned for them to enter.

			Inside, a middle-aged man wearing clothes far too youthful for him was seated behind a cheap desk. A woman with short, tightly curled blonde hair stood at his shoulder, her formal, high-collared frock coat cut in the latest Fountainhead style. Behind them was another man, lurking by the wall, suited but jacketless, his shoulder holster plain to see. The man at the desk leaned back in his chair and waited for the four of them to line up in front of him.

			‘Do you know who I am?’ he asked.

			‘Should we?’ Orry responded, cold-reading him. She didn’t care for what she saw. His clothes might have looked ridiculous but it was all designer gear and very expensive. She suspected this man, whoever he was, had risen from Charter City’s street gangs; the mere fact he’d survived to middle age, let alone to the boss’s seat, was a good indication of both his ruthlessness and his intelligence.

			‘Tell them, Irina,’ he said.

			The blonde woman surveyed them with a look of distaste. When she spoke it was with a cold, high-born accent. ‘This is Viktor Salazar. Nobody engages in criminal activity around Charter City without paying him tribute.’

			Orry wasn’t sure whether to be happy she’d worked that one out. She hoped Salazar was a reasonable man, but she had her doubts. ‘How did you find out about us?’ she asked.

			‘Nothing goes down in this city without my knowledge.’

			‘It was Uri, wasn’t it?’

			Salazar smiled. ‘You can’t blame him. If he hadn’t told me, I would have asked Feliks to show him what his insides looked like.’

			‘We’re new around here,’ Orry said. ‘If I’d known, of course I would have cut you in. In fact, let me do it now – what’s your normal percentage? You can take it out of the case.’

			Salazar stared at her, then began to laugh. Beside him, Irina smiled thinly.

			‘Did you hear that, Irina? The girl has balls.’

			‘So it appears,’ the blonde said.

			‘I’ll be keeping all the money,’ he told Orry. ‘Is that all right with you?’

			She clenched her teeth. ‘Of course.’

			‘Now, the question is, what should I do with you?’

			Lefevre dropped to his knees. ‘Please,’ he begged, ‘I had nothing to do with this. Just let me go – I won’t say a word, I swear. The money’s mine – take it all! I can get you more—’

			A look of disgust crossed Salazar’s face. ‘Get that out of my sight,’ he told Feliks, who gestured at one of his crew.

			‘Please!’ the banker moaned as he was dragged away.

			‘What are you going to do to him?’ Orry asked. Lefevre was an odious, greedy man but she didn’t want his death on her conscience.

			‘That depends on if he’s telling the truth about laying his hands on more money,’ Salazar answered. ‘I’d be more concerned about what I’m going to do to you.’ He took his time studying the three of them. ‘You know, Irina, these three look familiar somehow.’

			‘Indeed.’

			‘You say you’ve just arrived on Gyre?’

			Orry nodded, unsettled by his smile.

			He snapped his fingers. ‘Of course! You’ – he pointed at Orry – ‘are Aurelia Kent, so this must be your brother Ethan and the infamous Captain Mender.’

			‘Oh, shit,’ Mender muttered.

			Salazar beamed. ‘I couldn’t have put it better myself. What a lovely surprise this is. Cordelia Roag will be pleased when I tell her I’ve found you all.’ He tilted his head in a quizzical look. ‘You did know I work for Roag, didn’t you?’ His face fell. ‘Oh dear, Irina, I don’t think they knew.’

			‘I imagine they did not.’

			‘And I’ve just remembered: I’ve already told her about you! She was delighted – in fact, she was so delighted that she’s on her way here as we speak. It must have slipped my mind.’

			‘You prick,’ Mender growled.

			Salazar’s smile slipped and for a moment Orry was afraid he was going to leap over the desk and kill Mender where he stood.

			After an obvious struggle with his inner thug, Salazar leaned back in his chair and waved a hand laden with gold rings. ‘I’m bored now. Take them away, Feliks.’

			As the lion-headed man stepped towards them, Salazar smiled at them. ‘But don’t worry,’ he reassured them mockingly, ‘I’ll be seeing you again very soon.’

			‘You look like a right twat in that get-up,’ Mender informed him as he was shoved towards the door.

			Salazar’s eye twitched. ‘I’m very much going to enjoy watching Roag go to work on you.’

			The door closed behind them and they were herded back down the stairs to the warehouse floor.

			Orry tried not to see the hopeful looks Ethan was giving her, wishing with all her heart she had a plan, or any idea, however tiny, she could use to reassure him.

			Unfortunately, she didn’t. 
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			Viridian Carpet

			A couple of hours after being returned to their cell, the overhead lights changed from white to dim red. Orry only realised she’d fallen asleep when she was jerked awake by the squeal of the door being dragged open.

			A guard entered, followed by Salazar’s blonde lieutenant, Irina. ‘Stand up,’ she ordered.

			They rose slowly, Orry searching for an opening, but the guard looked alert and was standing far enough back for his scattergun to easily take out all three of them.

			Irina produced a slender, long-barrelled pistol. ‘Salazar wants them cuffed,’ she told the guard.

			He propped his gun against the wall and produced a bundle of plastic restraints. ‘You first, old man,’ he said to Mender, stepping forward.

			As he lowered his head to wrap a tie around Mender’s outstretched wrists, Irina pressed her pistol into the guard’s back and pulled the trigger. The gun made hardly any sound, just a soft percussive thump that Orry felt rather than heard.

			The man collapsed just as silently.

			‘Where’s your ship?’ Irina asked.

			Orry, still processing what just happened, asked, ‘What is this?’

			‘I can get you out of here, but I don’t have a ship. Where’s yours?’

			For a fleeting moment Orry considered the possibility that this was an elaborate ruse to get hold of Dainty Jane, but the neat hole between the guard’s shoulder blades and the twitchy irritation in Irina’s face were all too real.

			‘He’s dead,’ Irina confirmed, ‘and we’ll all be joining him if you don’t get a grip.’

			‘We can’t contact our ship with our integuaries jammed,’ Orry pointed out, but she’d already made her decision.

			‘We need to get out of these caves then. I can do that, but I have one condition: when we get to your ship, you take me where I want to go.’

			Mender grimaced at that, but they didn’t have much of a choice. ‘Agreed,’ he muttered.

			‘Good,’ Irina said. ‘Follow me – and for Rama’s sake, keep quiet.’

			‘What about Lefevre?’ Orry asked. ‘He really wasn’t in on it—’

			‘What about him? He doesn’t have a ship – you do. Now come on.’

			Orry didn’t move. ‘No, it’s our fault he’s here. We can’t leave him.’ She glanced at the others. ‘Right?’

			‘Absolutely,’ Ethan agreed, but Mender was already at the door.

			‘I’m good with it,’ he said. ‘Let’s get the hell out of here—’

			Orry’s glare silenced him, and after a moment he relented. ‘Fine, whatever.’

			‘It’s out of the question,’ Irina said.

			‘Then you don’t have a ship,’ Orry told her. She sat on her cot and indicated the dead guard. ‘Good luck explaining that.’

			‘You’re bluffing.’

			‘Try me.’

			Irina set her jaw, then uttered a few well-chosen expletives that clearly impressed Mender. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I just hope that useless bastard’s worth all our lives.’

			She led them along the passage until signalling a halt just short of a corner. ‘Wait here,’ she whispered, then put her gun behind her back and stepped out.

			‘Come to keep us company, Irina?’ a deep voice said, followed by a high-pitched giggle. ‘You can sit here if you like . . . on my face.’ Wet mouth-sounds followed.

			‘Sit on this.’ Irina’s pistol spat twice, then she reappeared and beckoned Orry forward, rounding the corner into an open area. The two dead men, one of them broad with a bald head, the other a boy not much older than Ethan, were sprawled across the floor.

			Irina was going through the bald man’s pockets until she found a keycard. ‘This is what we need. Come on, he’s in here.’

			Orry tried not to look at the caved-in ruin of the guard’s face as she followed Irina to the door.

			‘No more, please,’ Lefevre wailed from within as the door opened. ‘You can have everything, I told you!’

			‘Keep your bloody voice down,’ Irina snarled, pointing her pistol at him. Orry stepped past her to see the man, bruised and bleeding, was cowering against the back wall.

			‘Come with us,’ she said soothingly. ‘We’re getting out of here. It’s going to be fine.’ I hope.

			‘Wh-what?’ The hope on his face was pathetic.

			She held out a hand. ‘Come on, Simon. But you have to keep quiet, understand?’

			He rose unsteadily to his feet. ‘This is all your fault,’ he said accusingly.

			‘We can discuss that later,’ she said.

			He walked cautiously into the passage, moving like a hunted animal.

			They followed Irina as she set off back the way they’d come through the warren of corridors dimly illuminated by red light. The metal cladding soon gave way to natural rock, until eventually they reached a substantial hatch set into the ground. Irina unlocked its genetic lock with a touch of her finger, and the hatch hissed open on pneumatic struts to reveal a ladder leading down. Orry followed her through the hatch, but she had descended only a few rungs when she stopped in amazement.

			The ladder dropped some forty metres down through the centre of a colossal cavern, a natural cathedral bathed in a muted green glow emitted by a carpet of gently waving tendrils covering the ground like luminous grass. Columns of slick minerals surrounded her, and stalactites and stalagmites big and small grew from the ceiling or pushed up through the tendrils.

			She resumed her descent, stunned by the cavern’s beauty and wondering how many of Gyre’s other natural wonders had been destroyed by the strip mines. When she finally reached the ground she knelt, pulled off a glove and brushed a hand across the softly waving tendrils, which wafted towards her skin as if sensing her. Rising to her feet, she tried to contact Dainty Jane on the private channel.

			Irina noticed her glazed expression and said, ‘We need to get clear of the caves before your integuary will work. It’s the scorite in the rock, it kills the signal. It’s not normally a problem here – very few people on Gyre have brainware.’

			‘Who are you?’ Ethan asked, joining them, but Irina was already moving again.

			‘Later – we need to keep going. There are worse things than Viktor down here.’

			‘Like what?’ Mender asked, stepping off the ladder.

			‘Some of the local wildlife has developed an unfortunate taste for human flesh.’

			‘Of course they have,’ he said heavily, as if this were only to be expected.

			‘How much further?’ Lefevre whined, bringing up the rear, but Irina ignored him and set off across the viridian carpet at a brisk pace.

			*

			A chattering howl was the first indication they were not alone. Orry was not happy to see Irina pale and increase her pace.

			‘What the hell was that?’ Mender huffed, struggling to keep up.

			‘Pack-apes,’ she told him unhelpfully, but Lefevre clearly understood, because he broke into a wheezing sprint.

			‘Oh, Rama,’ he moaned, and put on a burst of speed for a couple of seconds before coming to a panting halt.

			Irina dragged him back. ‘Idiot. We stay together. They’re less likely to attack a group.’

			‘What are pack-apes?’ Ethan asked, his head on a swivel as he ran.

			Orry caught sight of shadows in the near distance, moving low and fast.

			‘They’re scavengers,’ Irina explained. ‘When the miners drove them out of their natural habitat, they moved into these cave systems. The caves connect with the city, so they’re good for access and shelter.’

			The ape-things were quickly getting closer, scampering at breakneck speed in Gyre’s low gravity, although they were still behaving cautiously – for now, at least. They were pure white, the size of the large hunting dogs beloved of Ruuz aristos, with powerful rear legs and prehensile fore-limbs. Their necks and shoulders were heavily muscled, but it was the curved fangs in their narrow, snapping jaws that made Orry shudder.

			‘Keep up!’ she told Lefevre, who’d gone back to his normal shambling pace and had two of the pack-apes snapping at his heels. She dropped back to jog beside him, then turned and ran at the two creatures, waving her arms and shouting. The apes scattered briefly, but they quickly reformed, just a little further back. Passing a stalagmite growing from the cave floor, as thick as her arm at the base and tapering to a sharp point, she snapped it off and swung the metre-long piece of calcified stone, feeling its heft. It wasn’t a great weapon, but it was a damn sight better than nothing.

			Orry grabbed Lefevre’s arm and dragged him onwards – just as a big white shape came barrelling in from her left.

			She jabbed at it and missed, but at least she’d scared the ape enough to make it scamper away, snarling and chittering—

			—and another immediately took its place. This time her makeshift spear glanced off its side, making it yelp. She readied herself for another pass when up ahead, Ethan cried out – then the cavern lit up, the soft thud of Irina’s pistol sounded flatly in the huge space and in the flash Orry saw a huge ape beside her brother tumble and fall, white fur soaked red.

			Without warning, Lefevre swerved and collided with her, almost knocking her down, but she clung to his arm and kept pounding along, even as a snarling pack-ape leaped past him, straight at her, jaws gnashing. Reacting instinctively, she thrust the stalagmite through its neck. Warm blood spattered her face but she didn’t stop moving and Lefevre, still whimpering, somehow managed to keep up.

			More shots came from up ahead, punctuated by yelping and snarling and cries of alarm. She could see Mender and Ethan both had their own stalagmite clubs now and were swinging them wildly, fending off any apes that got too close.

			Suddenly the cavern roof vanished, replaced by a thin scattering of stars shining feebly through Gyre’s enveloping dust-blanket. The ground steepened immediately and Orry realised they were climbing one of the innumerable spoil heaps that littered the moon, cones of rock fragments rejected by the mobile processing plants that roamed the strip mines on giant crawler tracks. As she struggled up the side, shoving Lefevre ahead of her, she could see the pack-apes were spreading out to encircle the base of the mound. Despair tugged at her. They were like a tide of white, washing around their island in a swell of snapping jaws and glinting, evil eyes.

			Irina finally stopped when she reached the flat top of the mound, hardly out of breath. Below them, the beasts were massing around the spoil heap.

			‘Oh, well done,’ Lefevre gasped. ‘Now we’re fucking trapped—’

			‘That’s it,’ Mender spat, ‘I have had it with you—’ He lunged at the banker, but Ethan took his arm and held him back.

			‘Everybody calm down,’ Irina snapped.

			Orry stared down at the apes. Most were still prowling around the base of the mound, but a few had started slowly climbing towards them.

			Irina slipped the magazine from her pistol and examined it. ‘Two rounds left,’ she said grimly. She looked at Lefevre. ‘Stay in the middle.’

			Without being told, Orry, Ethan and Mender took up position at the edge of the slope, spacing themselves around the perimeter. The gaps between them felt alarmingly wide. At least twenty of the apes were approaching cautiously, and there were plenty more down below.

			Orry held her stalagmite like a short spear. Sweat was running down her back despite the freezing night air. On the horizon an eerie bow of blue light heralded the rise of Hecate, the gas giant around which Gyre orbited. She didn’t have much time to appreciate the planetrise, because two of the creatures rushed at her. She thrust wildly at one, grazing its flank, but the other cannoned into her and she fell back, too winded even to scream, and stabbed blindly upwards.

			In some disbelief she felt her weapon sink into yielding flesh. A howl split the night and she pulled her spear back just in time to block a pair of ferociously snapping jaws. Thanking Rama for those endless self-defence classes her father had insisted on, she kicked out, sending the ape flying, and scrambled back onto her feet to see its companion circling warily. This time when it charged, she swung the stalagmite like a club and connected firmly with its jaw. It flopped to the ground and, steeling herself, she plunged the point into its throat before staggering back, panting.

			No time for a pat on the back, she told herself, even as someone behind her screamed. She whirled round to see an ape’s jaws locked around Ethan’s calf and another about to pounce. Her heart froze as she realised she and Mender were too far away to help—

			—then a muffled shot sounded and the ape with its teeth in Ethan’s leg fell dead.

			Still shouting, her brother stabbed the other creature and stumbled back towards Irina, blood sheeting his leg. Mender was retreating too, swinging his stalagmite wildly to keep at bay the snarling creatures stalking him.

			There were more apes climbing the slope too, and Orry, worrying that they would get separated and picked off one by one, fell back until she was standing with the others at the centre of the mound’s flat top.

			‘Huh. Never thought I’d end up being eaten by a damned snow monkey,’ Mender commented, and Orry managed a wry smile. She tried her integuary for the hundredth time, but it was still dead, so she went charging forward, just a few steps, screaming, and the apes did back off – but not far, and not for long.

			Reaching for Ethan, she clasped his hand.

			He squeezed back, so tight it hurt. ‘I hate this bloody moon,’ he said.

			As if at some unseen signal, the pack-apes charged. 
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