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Chapter One


‘Have you ever killed before?’ The voice was little more than a low rumble. Ravindra stopped short as the massive fellow con – barrel-chested, red-bearded – stepped in front of her. He stood a little under six foot eight inches in his stained, white prison uniform. He reached down to touch the side of her face, her soft light brown skin. His hand was large and calloused.


Ravindra held his stare, looking up into hate-filled green eyes partially concealed under a heavy brow and thick red eyebrows. It was a stupid question. You didn’t get sentenced to hard labour in the high security section of Warren Prison Mine on Ross 128 unless you’d done something really bad.


His name was Red and he was the daddy in cell block 214. She was new. She was weary to the point of exhaustion from the first few days of mining. Her muscles were agony, she was still shaking from the cold that had seeped through her flesh and into her very bones, or so it seemed, and her hands, despite the gloves, were little more than a bloodied mess of burst blisters. Ravindra and Red were standing in a mile-long tunnel, one of the abandoned mine shafts originally cut by huge robot mining vehicles. The tunnel had been turned into a cell block.


She didn’t take her eyes off Red. She felt, rather than saw, people turn from her. Other prisoners. Some would be too frightened, others just deciding that it wasn’t their business. It was the guards turning away that bothered her the most, though she wasn’t all that surprised.


‘I think you have,’ Red rumbled.


Good call, Ravindra thought but remained quiet, seemingly impassive. She didn’t want to give anything away.


‘But I think you did it the easy way.’ He gripped her face. The strength in his fingers suggested he could easily crush her skull if he wanted. ‘I think you killed them from far away. The lazy way. I think there’s no strength in you.’ He tightened his grasp and pulled her up onto her tiptoes. It wouldn’t have been difficult for him to lift her up but maybe he didn’t want to bruise her skin. ‘Do you want to do this the easy way as well? Or the hard?’


She let him see fear. It wasn’t all faked.


‘Easy,’ she pleaded. ‘Where?’


‘Here,’ he said letting her down onto the soles of her feet. ‘So everyone knows what you are. Who you belong to.’


She looked around, apparently terrified.


‘Please …’ she begged.


‘There is no—’


She palmed the flint-analogue-tipped shank and jammed it into his wrist, then she pushed it all the way up his arm to his arm pit. His eyes widened. He didn’t scream. It was at this point that Ravindra knew this prison-cooked-steroid hulk was less than human; he was a monster. He shifted his grip. Massive, thick fingers wrapped nearly all the way around her throat. He lifted her a full two feet off the ground. Her vision filled with stars whilst simultaneously going dark as he cut off the blood and oxygen to her brain. She saw the vein bulging on his neck from pain and fury. At least she had a target. She jammed the shank into the vein. He didn’t stop squeezing. Everything was going dark. She tore the shank out. The vein fountained red. The monster staggered back from her, clutching at the wound. Trying to stem the gush with his hand. Ravindra fell to the ground, nursing her near-crushed throat. She forced herself onto her feet despite her flickering vision, despite the light-headedness, despite a desperate wish to pass out. She tried to say something. It just came out a choking rattle. Red was still on his feet, staring at her as his life leaked through his fingers.


‘Listen!’ she finally managed. Red collapsed to the ground. Guards were sprinting towards them. ‘Decide how many of you have to die before I get left in peace!’ Then the guards reached her. They beat her so hard with stun batons that she soiled herself.


‘Mum!’


No! You can’t be here! Ravindra thought. A moment of maternal panic as the confused boundaries between waking consciousness and dreaming memory merged. It was enough to make her sit bolt upright in her bed, drenched in sweat.


‘What?’ she asked blearily. She glanced out of the porthole. They called them portholes. They were actually just transparent parts of the hull. They were still small because they cost more than non-transparent parts of the hull. She’d paid through the nose for a cabin with a porthole. She could see the stratified blues and whites of Motherlode below them. From their position in the upper atmosphere she was looking at the planetary horizon. Reddot was living up to its name. The red dwarf star was little more than a small ball of red light far in the distance. It always made her feel cold, looking at it. Even high in the mountains, Quince had seemed warmer, more immediate.


Whit’s Station wasn’t a space station, though everyone treated it as such until they were faced with the maintenance bills for the strain that multiple atmospheric re-entry put on a hull. It was the control centre of an automated hydrogen mining operation. Robots built to withstand the incredible pressures in the lower atmospheres harvested the hydrogen and delivered it back to the station. The station itself was, in fact, a huge mushroom-shaped aerostat.


So far out on the Frontier and close, in relative terms, to a number of resource-rich systems, Whit’s Station would have been an easy target for pirates, claim jumpers and corporate raiders. So George Whit, entrepreneur and founder of the station, had turned it into a Freeport. He’d supplied hydrogen to the pirates, the claim jumpers and the corporate raiders. He’d provided port and fuel to legitimate ships as well: explorers, surveyors and prospectors.


On a number of occasions during its hundred and fifty year history, corporate interests had tried to take Whit’s Station over. Each time, there had been a loyal clientele prepared to fight them off. On one occasion, ships loyal to Whit’s Station had even fought off a squadron of ships backed by the Empire. Ravindra had fought in that battle. It was during that fracas they had captured the Song of Stone. Yes, the Whit family had been clever. They’d ensured it was easier to work with them than to try to take over Whit’s Station. And Ravindra had been given more reason than many to ensure that the Empire did not gain control.


The door to her cabin slid open and Ji looked down at his dishevelled mum. Ravindra had left the Warren Prison Mine pregnant. Everyone said that the seventeen-year-old Ji looked like a male version of her. There was nothing of his father in him. She had carried the stronger genes. Her owners and the gene clinics in Simpson Town on New America had made sure of that. He was tall, athletically slender, with dark hair that, at shoulder length, he kept much shorter than hers. They shared the same big brown eyes and high cheekbones that could make him appear either genuinely beautiful or very, very cruel, depending on the expression on his face. This morning the expression on his face was guarded. Seventeen years of maternal experience told Ravindra that this meant that Ji wanted something, something that she wasn’t going to like.


But he just nodded at the comms light. ‘Harlan’s trying to reach you.’


She cursed herself. She’d cut off the comms link so she wouldn’t be disturbed. She’d been up most of the night doing maintenance on the ship’s only military-grade laser. Without an Imperial naval shipyard, and the proper parts, it was a struggle to keep the powerful weapon functional.


‘All right,’ she acknowledged. Ji didn’t move. ‘I’m going to need to take this privately.’ Ji still didn’t move. He looked as if he was trying to find a way to say something. ‘You’re much more likely to get what you want when I haven’t just woken up with an important call waiting.’


He nodded and left the room.


‘Privacy check,’ she ordered. The cabin’s expert system assured her that the call was fully security screened. ‘Open call.’ Part of the wall became a screen. A blinking red light in the corner of the screen told her that the call had the highest privacy and security rating possible.


Harlan Whit, great-grandson of George Whit, appeared on the screen. He wore a spotless white linen suit and was sitting behind a large wooden desk that he’d paid a fortune to import from Earth itself. Behind the desk was a very large porthole looking down on Motherlode.


Whit was a plump, balding man in his early fifties. His appearance was deceptive. He looked the epitome of softness, particularly out here where he was surrounded by hard frontiersmen and women. There was intelligence in his blue eyes, however, and Ravindra knew that he was perfectly capable of looking after himself with his fists, with knives and with firearms, and that he could make utterly ruthless decisions.


The Whit family made sure that their children grew up hard. They also instilled in them the value of loyalty and fair play – if for no other reason than out in the Frontier you had to be able to trust who you were dealing with, to a certain extent. If you crossed a Whit, however, it would end badly for you.


‘You look like shit, young lady,’ Harlan told her, grinning.


‘Not so young anymore,’ she said, smiling back. She knew that her hair was a mess, her eyes were still full of sleep and her sleeveless Jjagged Bbanner T-shirt was soaked in sweat.


‘Bad night?’


She shrugged.


‘Newman’s in port.’


Ravindra cursed silently.


‘You sure you want to get in bed with these people?’


‘I’m sure I don’t …’


‘Look, I know I set this up, but you know who Newman works for. I can’t protect you from them.’


She nodded. She knew the risks involved. ‘Their reputation is for being harsh but fair.’


‘No, their reputation is for going to any lengths to do exactly what they said they’d do. That’s different.’


Ravindra sighed. She knew he was right. ‘It’s a big score, Harlan.’


‘Enough to stop being an outlaw?’ he asked smiling. It was what everyone talked about out here and nobody ever quite managed to do.


‘Living the dream,’ she said, smiling again. Then, more seriously, ‘It’s maybe enough for Ji …’


Harlan nodded. ‘There’s something else.’


‘Yeah?’ Ravindra asked wearily. She was pretty sure she wasn’t going to like what was coming.


‘Ji’s been hanging around the Magician.’


Ravindra absorbed that for a moment before responding. ‘Just so you know, I’m going to have a falling out with Captain Merkel,’ she said.


Harlan nodded. ‘Ain’t none of my concern, man’s a son-of-a-bitch as far as I’m concerned. I’ll speak to you when you get back, okay?’


Ravindra nodded. The screen went blank.


Shit, she cursed. They’re here today, and she had an argument with Ji to look forward to as well.


Ravindra had sent orders for the crew to assemble. She hadn’t sent anything to Newman. She’d go and find him when she was ready. She’d showered, changed and put in her lenses.


Reddot was nominally in Alliance space – or rather, they had declared for the Alliance in a bid to avoid Imperial and Federation interference. The system wasn’t quite resource rich enough, and the locals were just a little more trouble than they were worth, for either of the two big powers to make anything more than a token effort to try to control it. Being in Alliance space meant that her news feed mainly came from Frontier News. She had searches up for certain items from the main Imperial and Federation news organisations but the news could be anything from two days to more than a week old.


She walked into the kitchen, where the processor already had her concentrated-coffee-from-concentrate-beverage ready for her. It tasted foul but it was manufacturer- guaranteed to help her wake up. Ji was sitting at the breakfast bar, backlit by Motherlode through the kitchen porthole. His jaw was set, a look of defiance on his face. Ravindra pretended to ignore him as she searched the news feed playing on her contact lenses for anything of interest.


‘Stay away from the Magician,’ she said without looking at him. Trying to make it sound unimportant. Knowing that it wouldn’t work.


‘Okay,’ Ji said. This surprised her so much that she looked over at him. ‘Take me out with you. I know Newman’s back.’


Her heart sank. It worried her that he even knew they were working together. She wondered who else knew who shouldn’t.


‘Don’t be ridiculous …’ she started.


‘You were working when you were sixteen—’ he began.


Her anger was like a flash-fire. She prided herself on rationality but it often went out the window in the face of her only child.


‘And I was in prison at eighteen! I didn’t have any choice!’ she shouted at him. ‘You’re not coming out with me. Worrying about you could get me and the rest of the crew killed!’


‘Captain Merkel—’ Ji started.


‘Merkel is a glory boy idiot who’s going to be dead soon! He’s an amateur, a wannabe! He doesn’t have the slightest idea of what he’s doing!’


‘If you won’t—’


She was across the small kitchen and had grabbed him out of the chair and slammed him against the external bulkhead next to the porthole before she even knew she was doing it. ‘Stay away from Merkel!’ she screamed at him. He tried to push her away but she’d locked him down tight.


‘Let go of me! It’s good enough for you … Why isn’t it good enough for me?’ He was struggling, trying to escape her armbar.


‘Because I want something better for you!’


‘As a station rat?’ He stopped struggling as the anger drained from his face. Ravindra found herself looking at the face of a cold and distant stranger. ‘We had a chance at another life. We could have been far away from here a long time ago. Why didn’t you sell the Song when you took her?’


Because she’s my ship, Ravindra thought. She let go of him. He pushed past her.


‘You can’t stop me doing what I want to do!’ he screamed at her on his way out of the kitchen.


Good parenting, she told herself angrily, as she heard the door to the two-bedroom cabin slide shut. She was never going to be able to get across just how frightened she was for him – and all the time.


‘Merkel.’ It was rude enough to walk uninvited into the berth of another ship. It was even ruder to not address another captain or pilot by his title. But if Merkel was offended he didn’t let it show.


Merkel was a handsome man, a little younger than her. His short, spiky blond hair was styled by the only saloon on the station. His deep blue eyes and his smile, full of white ivory, were very disarming and had gone a long way to make him extremely popular among certain men and women. He was wearing the closest thing to up-to-date fashion that the Frontier could offer. Probably the results of his last sloppy score, Ravindra thought.


‘Captain Khanguire,’ Merkel said, smiling, his hands open in welcome as he came out from under the shadow of the Magician, a heavily modified Cobra Mk. III.


The rest of Merkel’s crew seemed a little more suspicious of Ravindra’s presence in their docking berth. Ravindra didn’t break step as she punched Merkel in the stomach with her right fist; as he started to double over, she brought her left fist up into his chin and then followed that up with her elbow in one swift action. He staggered back. She drew the burst pistol on her left hip and hit him in the face with it twice. His nose broke and blood squirted onto his face. He went sprawling over a packing crate.


The two men on Merkel’s crew started towards the pair of them while the the third, a woman, reached for a shotgun. Ravindra drew her right hand burst pistol and pointed it in their direction. A crosshair appeared on her lenses showing where the bullets would hit if she started firing.


‘You might get me in a rush, but he’ll die.’ She put the barrel of the left hand burst pistol against Merkel’s lips. ‘And I reckon I kill two of you before you get me.’ The Magician’s crew stopped moving. She pushed the burst pistol hard, chipping several of Merkel’s teeth, until she had forced half the barrel into his mouth. ‘Convince me that you’re going to have nothing more to do with my son.’


When Ravindra quit the Magician’s docking berth she was breathing hard. It hadn’t been the imminence of gunplay that bothered her – she was furious with Merkel. She had wanted to hurt him, maybe even kill him. She was walking the curving corridor that ran around the station connecting the docking berths when she saw four figures approaching her.


This is just what I need, Ravindra thought. She recognised the lead figure, a nondescript man with a goatee, and salt and pepper hair. His name was McCauley and he captained the Scalpel. They were a professional crew who took down big, dangerous scores, and were the only crew reputed to be colder and more ruthless than the Song of Stone’s. Ravindra had always had the feeling that McCauley disliked her, though she had never been able to work out why.


McCauley’s glare as he went by made Ravindra’s hands move instinctively closer to her pistols. When the four man crew of the Scalpel had passed she glanced back at them. McCauley was looking over his shoulder at her, still glaring.


Ravindra was sitting in a ‘coffee’ bar stripping down and cleaning blood and saliva off one of her burst pistols when Newman found her. He had the compact, powerful but not massive frame that she had come to expect from ex-military types. His hair was cut short, close to the scalp, and he was attractive in an average sort of way. Ravindra wasn’t quite sure how old he was, though she suspected he was close to her age. He was dressed conservatively but his dark coloured, utilitarian, multi-pocket trousers, his jacket and his boots all screamed ex-military. She couldn’t make out where he was concealing weaponry, but she was sure he was. So far he’d been courteous and very professional and he would be doing the most difficult part of the job. All of this appealed to Ravindra. But something about Newman’s strangely colourless eyes felt wrong.


Ravindra didn’t know a great deal about his background. There were stories that he was either ex-Federation special forces, or one of the Emperor’s own elite, genetically enhanced, clone soldiers. Now, however, he worked for very different masters.


Newman glanced down at the burst pistol, his expression devoid of emotion.


‘Everything okay, Captain Khanguire?’ he enquired.


‘Fine,’ she told him, looking up as she rapidly reassembled the burst pistol. ‘Now?’


He nodded.


‘I’d prefer more time.’


‘We’ve done enough sims. It’ll be fine, though I respect your commitment to preparation.’


She held up her right fist. Her personal computer took the form of a simple steel band around her middle finger. She bumped fists with Newman, touching his own ring computer. The final details of the plan were transferred to her securely. She saw the file appear in her lenses as a blinking icon in the lower right side of her vision.


‘You’re clear on the plan?’ Newman asked.


‘Yes,’ Ravindra said. Part of her was irritated and part was gratified at the question.


‘And your crew?’


She nodded. Newman turned to leave.


‘Captain Newman?’


He stopped and looked back.


‘I am aware of your background. I want this nice and smooth. No unnecessary grief.’ Ravindra spoke calmly.


Newman smiled. The smile didn’t quite make it to his eyes.


‘Don’t worry, Captain, we’ve done this before.’ Then he left. Ravindra noticed another man and a woman, similarly dressed, fall in behind him.


Ravindra walked into the docking berth. The sleek form of the Song of Stone still took her breath away. The smooth, rounded lines added to her stealth signature. The nacelles gave her an edge in both speed and manoeuvrability. The Song had started life as a Cutter in the service of the Empire. It had been one of the ships that had come to claim the Reddot system. At the time Ravindra had been piloting an old Cobra Mk. II. The cutter was the faster, more manoeuvrable ship and had carried a lot more firepower but Ravindra had out-flown the Empire’s pilot. Of course she had – the Song’s original pilot hadn’t been genetically modified to be the best slave pilot the genetechs in Simpson Town could create by manipulating an unborn foetus. The other benefit of using an Imperial Cutter was that anything they did tended to be blamed on Imperial privateers.


They had renamed the ship the Song of Stone. It was named for the think-tank that she had joined in the Warren Prison Complex. The think-tank had consisted of her current crew and had been run by Marvin Dane. Marvin had been captain of the Song before Ravindra, taking it over after the battle. He had been killed on a station in the Tiolce system by a bounty hunter. Ravindra still missed him.


The think-tank had been put together for two reasons only. They wanted to use their skill sets to become rich; and they were never, ever, going back to Ross 128. That was why, even though the bounty hunter had had the drop on Marvin, he hadn’t surrendered.


Ravindra walked up the ramp and into the ship. Like anything Imperial the inside was comfortable, bordering on the plush, though it looked a little worn now. She walked down the corridor towards the bridge. The data from the ship’s last diagnostic ran down her vision in a cascade. Everything was running well within parameters but she wanted to see more systems, particularly manoeuvring and weapons, running at optimum. She had decided a long time ago that this was what made the difference between this ship and her crew, and wannabe disasters-waiting-to-happen like Merkel.


She walked onto the bridge. The other four were waiting for her.


‘Harnack?’ she asked instead of saying good morning. Harnack was one half of the weapons team. He was responsible for the military laser. He was a small wiry man with a goatee. Ravindra knew that he seemed very serious unless you knew him well. He had served with the Gurkhas, a well-respected ground-force regiment within the Federation, a regiment with a very long history.


‘I’ve simmed it. The cyclic rate seems good and it’s holding power fine according to the diagnostics …’


‘But?’


‘I’d like to test it.’


‘I suspect that Harlan would be less than pleased if we blew a hole in the side of his station,’ Jenny said. Jennifer Storrow, on first glance, had looked an even more obvious victim than Ravindra in the Warren Prison Mine. But unlike Ravindra, the small thin woman – with short hair that changed colour every time they docked – had avoided bad things happening to her by being fast, quick-witted, funny and very useful. ‘Besides, I did the upgrades. When has something that I’ve done not worked?’ She was the Song’s engineer. As far as Ravindra could tell, Jenny had grown up on various tramp freighters throughout the Frontier. If she had a family she never spoke of it, though she seemed to know someone on every station they had ever visited.


‘Your long string of unhappy relationships?’ Jonty Davis suggested. He was the other half of the weapons crew and Harnack’s lover. That the pair thought the rest of the crew didn’t know about this was a little naïve, in Ravindra’s opinion. She knew she was going to have to do something about it, as relationships between the crewmembers broke Dane’s Law. On the other hand, she had been telling herself that she had to do something about it for eighteen months, ever since Marvin had died.


Jonty was tall and slender, which wasn’t ideal for some of the gees they pulled in manoeuvres, but he survived. His hair was long and silver in colour, and even Ravindra had to admit that he was very, very pretty. His beauty was enhanced by the fact that he was a goldskin. He had grown up in Federation space on Matto, a planet in the Bedaho system where an indigenous symbiotic creature turned all the inhabitants’ skins gold.


Jenny threw an obscene hand gesture Jonty’s way. Jonty blew her a kiss in return.


‘Okay, pack it in,’ Orla told them. Orla was the oldest member of the crew. She had known Dane before they had both been sent to Ross 128. Ravindra was pretty sure that they had been lovers even after they had gotten out of the Warren, whatever Dane’s Law had said. She was a solidly built woman of frontier-asteroid mining stock. Her long, brown hair was always tied back in a ponytail. Orla handled comms, navigation, electronic security and sensors. Ravindra was still not sure why Orla wasn’t captain of the Song. Ravindra suspected it was because she cared too much. Orla had been the maternal figure in the Warren. She and Dane had protected and cared for the others when the predators had come. Ravindra, by contrast, was utterly ruthless. Orla was effectively first mate, as she’d been when Dane had been in charge. Since Pilot Ravindra had been voted in as captain, Orla had backed her every step of the way.


Ravindra sat in the high-backed chair and spun it to face the others, who were already sat and strapped at their stations. She touched the arm of the acceleration couch, transferring the data Newman had given her to the ship’s systems. The others received the file almost instantly.


‘Final details – we’ve run the sims, we know the score. I know we’re flying by the seat of our pants more than we’d normally like but we’ve been out before. Any problems, I want to hear them now.’


‘These people?’ Orla asked.


‘Newman seems to know what he’s doing but yes, we’re in bed with scum and we don’t want to screw things up. We will not be making a habit of this, even if we did decide it was worth it for this score,’ Ravindra replied.


‘Just out of interest, could we get out of this if we wanted to?’ Jonty asked.


Ravindra sighed inwardly.


‘We agreed to do this, and it would be very difficult to back out now. Is that what you want to do?’


‘No,’ Jonty said, shaking his head. ‘Just wanted to know exactly where we stand.’


‘Whit’s Station control has given us clearance for departure,’ Orla told them all.


‘Okay, let’s get out of this atmosphere. I feel heavy,’ Ravindra said. She raised her hands from the seat and the holographic control gloves shimmered into life around them. The information in her lenses told her that the internal doors to the docking berth had been sealed. The atmosphere was rapidly being evacuated. With a flick of her fingers she started the music as the rest of the crew went about their assigned tasks. Bach’s ‘Air on the G-String’ started playing in the background as the doors opened in front of them. Motherlode was a curved plane filling half the view through the entirely transparent front of the bridge. The top half of their view was black and filled with stars.


Ravindra moved them to hover and brought the landing struts up so smoothly that they barely felt it. The nose of the Song of Stone dipped forward slightly, as though bowing, and then moved swiftly out into Motherlode’s turbulent atmosphere. Ravindra triggered the manoeuvring engines, a three-quarter burn upwards. She swung the Song around one-hundred-and-eighty degrees. They raced up past Whit’s Station and were almost immediately shrouded in a nimbus of flame. The gees forced them back into their acceleration couches, which did their best to compensate for the pressure. Ravindra didn’t want to risk turning her neck too sharply at that moment so she moved her fingers in the holographic control glove and a small window appeared in her vision. She could see the sleek, wedge-shaped lines of the Mk. III Cobra keeping pace with her. It was the most familiar shape in space, the most common craft, workhorse of the trade routes and the first ship that most pilots ever owned. She had flown many herself, though Newman’s had been heavily modified. It was optimised for combat and boarding actions.


Stars stopped being fractal lines and became dots of light again as they dropped out of hyperspace in a burst of light.


‘Running active scans harsh enough to give them cancer,’ Orla muttered. Ravindra double-checked the coordinates and then found herself searching the blackness ahead of them while she waited for the result of the active scans. The Cobra appeared next to them. If the other ship had a name – and all ships should have a name in Ravindra’s opinion – then she hadn’t been made aware of it. But she was impressed with the piloting. Newman’s pilot was holding it perfectly in formation despite the jump.


‘Found it,’ Orla said.


Her lenses projected the coordinates directly into Ravindra’s vision. Her fingers moved slightly and the Song of Stone banked and went after the target ship at full burn. All of them were pushed back into their acceleration couches. The Cobra was barely a millisecond behind.


‘She’s running,’ Orla told them.


‘Juicing the manoeuvring drive,’ Jenny told them.


‘Missiles on standby,’ Jonty said. He would wait until they had closed before triggering them.


‘Fly the black flag,’ Ravindra told them.


Orla moved her fingers slightly and a small data-packet was sent to the other ship. If they opened it they would see a red screen with an animated hourglass on it. The animation would show that they were rapidly running out of time.


‘They’re broadcasting a distress …’ Orla said. ‘Jamming.’


Harsh light drew a red line in space between the Song and the other craft as Harnack fired the military grade laser again and again, whittling down their target’s shield. Ravindra could only just make out the glow of the other vessel’s engines.


They closed with the other craft rapidly. Two missiles shot past the bridge, their engines burning brightly, moving at gees that would have pulped a living being.


‘I hope you didn’t go overboard,’ Harnack managed through teeth gritted due to the acceleration.


‘Me too,’ Jonty said. Ravindra didn’t like how unsure he sounded. They did not want to destroy the ship.


The missile payloads blossomed in light and force and were almost immediately snuffed out by vacuum, but not before they’d done their damage. There was more harsh red light as Harnack fired the military laser again.


‘Their shields are down,’ Orla told them.


‘It’s an Orca,’ Jenny said. ‘I’ve highlighted the manoeuvring engines, the jump drive, comms and weapons on the specs.’


‘Targeting,’ Harnack said. This time he fired the beam laser. Using the military laser against an unshielded craft would probably destroy it. Ravindra was aware of Newman’s Cobra firing its beam laser as well. They were close enough to make out the beleaguered ship now. It was a once luxurious, sleek, elegant, finned, mostly transparent, multi-level yacht, a plaything of the super rich. Now it was a burnt, partially destroyed, near-wreck. There was at least one hull breach in one of the transparent areas of the upper hull. Ravindra guessed one of the missiles had done it. She was less than pleased.


The Stone’s shield lit up as it took multiple hits from the Orca’s defensive pulse laser. Ravindra banked sharply. You couldn’t dodge something moving at the speed of light but you could move erratically enough to avoid civilian-grade targeting systems. The Cobra fired its beam laser again and destroyed the Orca’s pulse. Harnack had targeted the Orca’s jump drive first, to stop it running, then the comms, which Orla and the Cobra had been jamming since the moment they had arrived in system. Now he was removing the yacht’s ability to manoeuvre, though it would continue on its current trajectory at its current velocity.


‘Prepare to be boarded,’ Orla transmitted to the other ship. Her voice would be received disguised. It would have the whining accent of someone from Capital in the Achenar system, the Empire’s home world. ‘Make this easy on us and nobody will get hurt. Any resistance will result in your deaths and we get what we want anyway.’ Orla finished the transmission and ignored the counter-threats, not even bothering to play them to the rest of the crew.


‘Anyone get killed in the breach?’ Jenny asked.


Orla drew patterns in light with her hologramatic control gloves, giving commands to the ship’s scanners.


Ravindra was still annoyed with the excessive violence as she brought the Song into overwatch position above the Orca. She had no problem with killing but it upped the stakes and tended to complicate things.


‘Locking missiles on,’ Jonty said. It was a warning, letting the Orca know that they meant business. Harnack would keep the rest of the weapons free to deal with any other external threats.


‘If they lost anyone in the breach then I can’t find them amongst the debris,’ Orla told Jenny. ‘I’m scanning enough people on board to suggest a full crew, passengers and a security detail.’


‘Let’s hope that they’re not stupid enough to fight,’ Jenny muttered. Ravindra silently agreed with the engineer.


The Cobra banked down past the Song and came alongside the Orca. They watched as the Cobra matched speed and then extended its docking arm,


‘They’re in,’ Orla said moments later.


‘What were they doing out here?’ Jenny wondered out loud.


‘Payload exchange,’ Jonty guessed.


‘Yeah, but what?’


‘Yacht like that, the owner’s got to be a collector,’ Jonty suggested. ‘I’m thinking alien artefact.’


‘Okay, that’s enough speculation,’ Ravindra said. She glanced across at Orla. Normally her first mate would have cracked down on such chatter while Ravindra concentrated on flying. She did not like the look on Orla’s face.


‘What’s wrong?’ Ravindra asked. Then a flash below her caught her eye. They were about hundred metres over the stern of the Orca. The flash had come from inside the yacht.


‘Gunfire,’ Harnack said. There were more flashes from inside the yacht.


Orla moved her hands and the live feed from Newman’s comms came over the bridge’s speakers. Gunfire drowned out all other sounds for a moment, then they heard the screaming and the sobbing.


‘We’ve given you what you want … please—’ a man begged, then there was a long scream that tapered into choking sobs.


Ravindra swallowed hard.


‘That’s not for me. You, all of you, you’re for me.’ It was Newman’s voice. Everyone except Orla turned to look at Ravindra.


‘Nothing’s changed,’ she told them. ‘Orla, tell that sick bastard to get back on his ship right now.’


‘Newman, if you’ve got the payload then we are leaving, you understand me?’ Orla said over the comms link. She was answered by more gunfire.


A blinking icon appeared in Ravindra’s vision. Jonty was asking permission to arm a very particular weapon.


‘Arm it,’ she told him. ‘You drop it on my command only.’


Jonty’s fingers moved within his holographic control glove.


‘Patch me through,’ Ravindra told Orla, who did so. ‘Newman, make sure everyone’s dead and get back on your fucking ship right now.’


‘You’ll do what you’re paid for, do you understand me?’ Newman said calmly over the comms link. There was more gunfire and screaming in the background.


‘Listen to me, we’re not leaving any evidence or witnesses behind, do you understand?’ It was a direct threat. Piracy was one thing. Multiple murder was another. Right now it didn’t matter if some of the passengers and the crew on the Orca were dead, or all of them – legally speaking. It did matter in terms of evidence collection and witness statements, however.


‘Understood,’ Newman said. Even across the comms link she could hear his begrudging tone.


They waited tensely for what seemed like a very long time, but in actuality it was only a few minutes. Then they saw the Cobra detach from the yacht. Orla was shaking her head.


‘What?’ Ravindra asked. The first mate pointed. Three lifepods shot away from the yacht. ‘The fools. Jonty, drop it.’


Ravindra moved her fingers, preparing for a hard burn. It was Newman and his crew’s hard luck if they couldn’t keep up.


‘E-bomb gone,’ Jonty said.


Acceleration slammed all of them back into their chairs. Behind them energy connected all matter in what looked like an electrical display. Behind them space whited out, and the force of the exploding energy bomb buffeted the Song as it destroyed everything.


They had just blown more than half the profit they were likely to get from this job by dropping the E-bomb. Ravindra was mostly disappointed to see the Cobra make it out of the blast radius. She was a little relieved as well. It had the payload on board, after all.









Chapter Two


Ziva rammed the throttle wide open and threw the Fer-de-Lance into a tight spin, spitting out countermeasures in a classic tesseract pattern. Her wingman, a second Fer-de-Lance, shot between the incoming missiles and her countermeasure bloom, adding to the confusion, but it didn’t make a difference. The Cobra Mk. III was still coming at her. Somehow it had shot all four of her missiles before they’d burst and scattered their warheads and now the Cobra was firing steadily at her with frightening accuracy. Whatever software it was running was unreal and she wanted it.


The second Fer-de-Lance twisted away. He always did that. ‘Turn and take him head on you weasel,’ she muttered.


A lucky shot from the Cobra punched a hole through the crystal titanium skin over the Fer-de-Lance’s port engine. Several cubic centimetres of ablative armour vaporised and took most of the laser’s sting, but not quite enough. Even at this range, the beam of the Cobra’s military laser was still needle thin. The last vestiges stabbed into the engine’s heart and wrecked a power relay no bigger than a thumbnail. A magnetic containment field, already strained to breaking point by Ziva’s frantic manoeuvring, collapsed and raw plasma at eight million Kelvin erupted through the port engine, scouring everything. Damage control cut in at once, raising a magnetic shield and deflecting the plasma outward. The starboard engine started adjusting to compensate but it wasn’t fast enough. The rogue plasma burst out of the ship, kicking it sideways, rupturing the port engine cowling as it went. The kick was hard, hard enough that it almost knocked Ziva out. The ship started to tumble, frantically dumping heat from the engines and ruining Ziva’s perfect countermeasure tesseract.


Before she could do a thing about it, the two chasing missiles arrived milliseconds apart. Their proximity fuses triggered and both warheads burst around her into a scatter of pinhead-sized anti-hydrogen mines. Invisible and lethal. Two seconds later, the first mine hit and the Fer-de-Lance bloomed in a blaze of energy. Overwhelmed shields collapsed and the ship, missiles and mines exploded together with the gamma-flash of a dying star. That was the thing about the Fer-de-Lance: it was a true thoroughbred of a ship, but with so much performance crammed into such a tight envelope that it didn’t have the backups and built-in redundancy of the more robust Cobra. Too many single points of failure.


The other Fer-de-Lance frantically ejected countermeasures of its own and darted behind the radiation burst that had once been Ziva’s ship. Its fusion plume flared as the pilot floored the throttle to get away. He turned and ran. The follow-up salvo of missiles from the pursuing Cobra fused on the decoys.


Ziva crashed out of the simulation and slammed the flight panel of the Dragon Queen in disgust. ‘Fuck! Again!’


‘Would you like to try one more time?’ The Dragon Queen was offering her a restart. Ziva took two deep breaths, considered it and then shook her head; the simulation obediently shut down and the stars of deep space filled her vision once more. The Dragon Queen was a Fer-de-Lance too. She wasn’t the same model as the one from the simulation, not even much like it under the skin, not with a hundred years of technical evolution between them, but that wasn’t the point. The Fer-de-Lance was then, was now, and always would be the best long-range interceptor ever built. There was no way that any generation of Cobra should out-fight one, certainly not two of them and certainly not when she was one of the pilots. In the right hands there simply wasn’t a better ship, never had been and never would be. Yet every time she ran the simulation of Jameson’s last recorded engagement, he beat her. Yes, by then he was a legend, one of the Elite, the great name of the Pilots’ Federation back when they’d been so absurdly picky about who they let in. There were probably only about six people across known space in those days who’d really made it to the elite council …


She stopped herself. Took a deep breath. It rankled, that was all, being consistently beaten by a dead man. This had been Jameson’s last jump. It was a mystery what had happened to him after he’d been ambushed by the two glory-hunters in their shiny new Fer-de-Lances. They hadn’t taken him, that much was sure, but no one knew where he’d gone after that. His flight profile had shown him heading back to Lave but he’d never arrived. Bounced out of hyperspace by Thargoids, some said. Caught in a wormhole, said others. Just had enough and vanished, perhaps. Ziva thought the last was the most likely. He’d had nothing left to prove, credits coming out of his ears, and it must have grated after a while, idiots picking fights everywhere he went just because of who he was.


Speaking of which …


She took another deep breath. She was putting it off, that’s what it was. That was why she’d had so much sim-time over the last two days. Putting off the choice she had to make. Somewhere within a few dozen light-years was the pirate she only knew as Newman. Newman had a nice fat bounty on his head, nice enough to get the Dragon Queen through the service she was due. Then Ziva could see a man in Darkes Hollow about getting the storage capacitors on the ship’s twin X-ray lasers tweaked up; and then she’d finally be able to make full use of the black market mil-spec power circuits the two weird women had traded her in Eta Cassiopeiae a few months back. It had been one of those don’t ask, don’t tell back door transactions, although given the presence of the Federation Navy training facilities, it was more a case of which ship they’d been stolen from rather than whether they’d been stolen at all. She’d known that and she’d still bought them.


Even after all that, Newman’s bounty would still leave enough over for a few months down-time to sort her shit out with Enaya.


The thought made her check her k-cast messages again. Micro-jumping played havoc with every piece of communications equipment she’d ever met but she hadn’t missed much this time. Another very polite message from Radall Martic Holdings raising their offer of corporate sponsorship to two hundred credits per solar day plus all fuel, service and repair bills, inviting her to come and discuss freelancing for their Federation’s Most Dangerous show. Federation’s Most Dangerous was syndicated across pushing a hundred worlds now and Radall Martic had half a dozen bounty hunters commissioned to it, some of the best. From what Ziva had picked up, the show paid a lot better than the bounties they pulled in for it. She even watched it sometimes – checking out the competition.


The other message was from Enaya. Another one. Ziva had been tracking Newman for weeks now and his trail had gone cold. She’d been gone too long and Enaya’s messages were getting irritable. I miss you, Ziv. When are you coming back? I need to talk to you about Aisha. You still haven’t caught Newman? How much longer? En kept trying to call her when she was jumping from system to system or micro-jumping across them and Ziva hadn’t replied for more than a day. Which made her a shit and a coward and she knew it, but what was there to say? I miss you too, but I lost him and I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be. Somehow that didn’t seem enough. En would smile as she always did. She’d talk a lot about her daughter Aisha and try to hide the disappointment and the anger, but she wouldn’t manage to keep it at bay, not quite. The latest message was more of the same, along with a tirade about how Aisha’s on-off junkie boyfriend was back, the galaxy’s biggest shithead. It had started a year ago and ended with En threatening to call the police on him if he ever came near Aisha again. Six months later he turned up on the doorstep when Enaya was out. He’d told Aisha that he’d made a mistake, that he was clean, that she was all he wanted, now and forever. He had a knack for it, for turning Aisha’s world on its head, and for about three weeks he’d been all that mattered again. But sure enough the drugs crept back. It had been Blast the first time but the second time he’d been pushing Antimatter too. Enaya had found out, she and Aisha had had a cataclysmic row and the shithead boyfriend got himself banned. Ziva had taken Aisha up to orbit in the Dragon Queen afterwards, trying to take her mind somewhere else, but she still remembered Aisha’s face. Aisha had pretended it was all okay but it very obviously wasn’t. She was like her mother that way.


Odar. That was his name. Odar Something. Odar Shit-for-brains, and she knew from one extremely unfortunate experience that when you stripped him down to bare skin there really wasn’t very much there. I’ll track him down if you want me to, she’d said to En afterwards. I’ll hunt him and I’ll find him and see where he goes and make sure he never bothers Aisha again. En hadn’t said a word.


‘I’m picking up breaking news from the Adamantine Palace,’ murmured the Dragon Queen. The voice simulation Ziva had it running was a deep syrupy baritone, mellifluous and soothing in a fatherly sort of way. Enaya would have been all over her about the psychology of that voice, but Enaya had never heard it. Enaya didn’t want anything to do with the Dragon Queen and the life Ziva lived inside her. I don’t want to know, she always said. I just wish you’d stop.


Ziva cut the engines and let herself drift weightless. ‘They got any bounties up?’


The Dragon Queen brought up the list. A dozen Point of Principles, the fifty- and hundred-credit bounties put up by the Federation for parole-breakers, bail-jumpers and busted non-transit orders – the petty criminals scumming at the very bottom of the food chain, the sort of bounties that didn’t cover their own costs and didn’t get hunted without some additional reason. At the other end you had ships like the Imperial privateer the Red Hourglass; and right at the top, the Veils of the Judas Syndicate, the kingpins of the most secretive and insidious organised crime syndicates in human space. A quarter of a million if you brought one in but no one ever had. The Syndicate made it abundantly clear that any bounty hunters who came after them would gain their full and fatal attention. The Syndicate would do it, too, no matter how it hurt them. The Veils’ pride in fulfilling their promises matched even their murderous greed for credits.


‘Go on, then. What’s this news from the Palace?’


‘It’s breaking from the Pilots’ Federation. They’ve got a ship missing and a k-cast distress beacon. Looks like an Imperial ship down in the Stopover system.’


Ziva’s thoughts of Enaya vanished. Newman? ‘How close? One jump?’


‘One jump.’


And she was just sitting there, fuelled and ready to go right out on the edge of La Rochelle’s gravity well. ‘Anyone closer?’


The Dragon Queen purred. ‘No one registered.’


That was that then.


‘Take us there.’


The Dragon Queen turned gently, twisting on yaw and pitch thrusters before starting the stuttering series of micro-jumps out to La Rochelle’s Kuiper belt and the jump to the Stopover system. The journey wasn’t all that long but it was long enough to run the simulation one more time. As usual, Jameson beat her.


Stopover was one of those systems where lots of ships came to visit but no one ever stayed. There wasn’t much there, just a tight binary of stars whose tidal gravity had been enough to chew up any rocky inner planets long before the first amino-acids of life had evolved on Earth. There were two distant gas giants orbiting so far out that the stars were little more than bright points of light, which made them an excellent stop for skimmers fuelling up between jumps to Delta Pavonis, Epsilon Indi, Barnard’s Star, 61 Cygni, Ross 154 or Formalhaut. With so many populous systems nearby, Stopover had grown the way such systems often did; whispers among the free traders of a good place to skim that spread slowly into the corporate shipping world just a little less quickly than they had reached the pirates and freebooters and bounty hunters who took to lying in wait. After losing a dozen or so Anacondas and Pythons, the corporations got pissy enough to pay Darkwater – always and forever the Federation’s favourite private military contractor – to station a corvette in the system. And then Darkwater had done what they always did: built a station and started charging everyone who wanted to use it. To Ziva’s mind, it pretty much amounted to demanding protection money. It worked out well enough for the corporations who paid a monthly tariff, but the free traders hated it. The Pilots’ Federation had always had a thing about Darkwater. The other corporate security groups too, but Darkwater in particular had a name for being dicks.
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