
		
			[image: 9781529410754_FC.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			Dominic Dulley is a software developer with a passion for SF. His short fiction has been published widely in books, journals and magazines. Shattermoon and Morhelion, his first two novels, are the start of the fast-moving, action-packed space opera The Long Game. He lives with his wife and family in Warwick.

		

	
		
			

			Also by Dominic Dulley

			the long game

			Shattermoon

			Morhelion

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			This ebook published in 2021 by

			 

			Jo Fletcher Books, an imprint of

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			Copyright © 2021 Dominic Dulley

			 

			The moral right of Dominic Dulley to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library

			 

			EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52941 075 4

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,

			businesses, organizations, places and events are

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.quercusbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			

			For Hugo, 

			a much cooler nerd than I ever was

		

	
		
			 

			Contents

			About the Author

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			 

			Not Really My Style

			Call Me Bill

			Like a Tumour

			Red Run

			Eleven

			A Walk in the Woods

			Mender’s Cove

			Not a Happy Bunny

			The Fun Bit

			Nakhimov Prospekt

			South Tower

			The Elevator Game

			Innis Gael

			Cellmates

			The Trusty

			Sleight-of-Hand

			Steyr 37 Skorpion

			Riot

			Loading Dock

			RV

			Kidnap And Torture

			Sundowner Ring

			Trinket

			Fidelius

			Serapis

			Hudson’s Leap

			Jean-Baptiste

			Mason

			Gyro

			Rasmussen

			Launching into the Gorge

			Swarm

			Residuum

			The High Exagon

			Phasic Vault

			She-Is-Spirit

			Repulse

			Emissary

			I Must Consider This

			Penguin

			Coromandel

			Warm Fish Juice

			Maybe They’re Talking

			Umbilical

			Malville

			Amniotank

			Immersion

			Boarded

			Bitch, Please

			Imperfection Cannot Be Tolerated

			Good Girl

			Goethe

			Contessa of Delf

			Epilogue

			 

			Acknowledgements

		

	
		
			1

			Not Really My Style

			‘Was I right or was I right?’ Ethan asked, his mouth full of lake shellfish. ‘I was right, wasn’t I?’

			Orry Kent regarded her little brother with distaste. ‘Don’t speak with your mouth full.’

			He grimaced and squeezed tender white flesh out between his teeth like he was five again.

			She looked away, unamused.

			‘This place is even better than I expected,’ he continued, cracking open another large claw and slathering it with melted butter, then stuffing it into his mouth. ‘Can we stay here forever?’

			‘Not unless you’ve stashed a few million imperials somewhere you haven’t told me about.’

			A warm zephyr drifted across the crater lake, barely ruffling its calm surface. She turned her face to it and breathed in the exotic scent of mineral-rich waters. Halcyon was undoubtedly a beautiful planet. It was just so damned dull.

			La Caldera was one of several al fresco restaurants lining this side of the lake, the canvas awnings that provided shade during the day now retracted so its patrons could look up at the stars. The place was busy, but by no means full, and a sudden burst of raucous laughter disturbed the low, contented murmur of conversation, causing some of the other diners to turn their heads in irritation. Orry ignored the disturbance; she’d already spotted the three young men a few tables away. She knew the type: Ruuz lordlings here to have a good time on family money. That was another thing she didn’t like about Halcyon.

			‘What’s up with you, anyway?’ Ethan asked, breaking into her reverie.

			‘Nothing.’ She pushed her grub salad around the plate with her fork.

			‘You don’t like it here, do you?’ he said, finally voicing what must have been obvious for days. ‘But how can you not like Halcyon? Everyone likes Halcyon.’ He laid down his knife. ‘Even Mender likes Halcyon.’

			She grunted; that had been unexpected. ‘I don’t know,’ she told him. ‘It was fine at first, but we’ve been here for weeks now. Aren’t you bored?’

			‘Bored? Are you kidding me? This morning I swam with a school of great bluejacks – as close as we are now!’

			‘And what did you do this afternoon?’

			He dropped his eyes and picked at his shellfish. ‘I . . . er . . . fell asleep by the pool – but that’s not the point—’ He waved his fork at her. ‘You’re only bored because you don’t do anything. You need to chill, really get into this place. I mean, Sis, what are you even wearing?’

			She looked down at her black tank top and red shorts. ‘What’s wrong with my clothes?’

			She followed his gaze as he watched a lithe woman in a diaphanous gown sashaying past their table. He raised his eyebrows.

			‘Not really my style,’ Orry said, suddenly very aware of her clumpy ship boots. She shifted her feet further under the table.

			Two of the nearby lordlings were chanting something now, thumping the table enthusiastically and making the plates and cutlery clatter. There was a sudden shattering of glass and a harried waiter hurried over and attempted to calm the men. She noticed the third of them was watching his companions’ antics with a mildly pained expression. He was a typical Ruuz, with a neatly waxed moustache and black hair rising like a wedge above angular cheekbones. He saw her looking and raised his glass to her as his friends sent the waiter packing, hurling insults at the poor fellow’s departing back.

			‘Just ignore ’em,’ Ethan advised, turning back to her and returning to his previous point. ‘Look, if you’re not happy here you might as well stay on board Jane with Quondam. There’s no point shelling out for your lodge if you’re not enjoying yourself, is there?’

			‘And I suppose you could use that money to stay in your lodge for an extra week?’

			‘Well, now that you come to mention it—’

			‘No, Ethan. I’m sorry, but we need to leave while we still have something left in the kitty.’

			‘Just one more week, Orry – please?’

			She sighed at the thought of spending yet another week bored out of her skull, but they’d been through a lot on Morhelion and after all, her brother was still only a kid. She owed him this. ‘I’ll think about it,’ she said, and Ethan rewarded her with a wide grin.

			The put-upon waiter was returning with La Caldera’s maître d’ in tow. The level of conversation in the restaurant dropped noticeably in expectation of a scene.

			‘Gentlemen,’ the maître d’ began, clasping his hands as if he was praying, ‘could I please ask you to moderate the level of your conversation. There have been complaints.’

			Orry felt for the man, caught between the Scylla of the entitled lordlings and Charybdis of his other wealthy, influential patrons, but she had her own worries.

			‘I spoke to Jane yesterday. She’s worried about Mender – he’s not answering her calls—’

			‘Why don’t you stick your complaints up your arsehole!’ the biggest of the young men said loudly. Very deliberately, he picked up a spoon and dug it into the ostentatiously large bowl of caviar in front of him. He smiled – and flicked the contents into the maître d’s face.

			Keeping his face schooled, the man produced a white handkerchief and wiped the oily black eggs from his cheek before saying calmly, ‘This is a respectable establishment. If you cannot comport yourselves in a manner commensurate with your station, I will have no choice but to ask you to leave.’

			At this, the second lordling, a painfully thin man with pale skin, started laughing hysterically. The big loud one tossed his still-lit cigar onto the linen tablecloth before rising unsteadily to his feet. The maître d’ stiffened as he reached into a pocket, but all he produced was a wad of plastic notes, which he tossed in the man’s face.

			‘Plenty more where that came from, you jumped-up little tit. Now, be a good fellow and fuck off, will you? Your face is making me want to punch it.’

			The maître d’ ignored the money fluttering to the ground around him. ‘Please, gentlemen—’

			‘Right!’ the big one said. His chair clattered to the floor as he took a step forwards, fists balled.

			‘Enough, Boris,’ said the third man, rising smoothly to place himself between the two. ‘I apologise for our behaviour,’ he told the maître d’. ‘I assure you we will be as quiet as mice from now on.’

			Boris snorted at that, but he did pick up his fallen chair and sit down. Retrieving his cigar, which had scorched the heavy linen tablecloth, he puffed it back to life and grinned belligerently at the maître d’.

			‘Thank you, sir,’ the man said, with evident relief. ‘Can I get you anything?’ he asked the peacemaker. ‘Another bottle, sir? On the house, of course.’

			‘Nothing, thank you.’

			The maître d’ bowed and retreated. As he passed Orry she saw his face was tight with rage.

			No wonder, she thought, throwing the lordlings a cold look. The one with the cheekbones inclined his head politely at her and she looked away in disgust.

			‘Pricks,’ she muttered.

			‘What’s new?’ Ethan said, looking forlornly at the empty remains of his shellfish. ‘Anyway, I’m sure Mender is fine. All on his own with as much booze as he can pour down his throat? He probably couldn’t manage a coherent sentence even if he did answer.’

			‘I suppose you’re right.’ She grinned, reassured by his words. ‘Just think of the unlucky bot stuck over there with him,’ she said in mock horror. ‘Can you imagine?’

			He grimaced. ‘Poor thing will need therapy.’

			‘They’ll just scrap it,’ she decided. ‘The emotional scarring will be too deep.’

			They both laughed.

			‘How’s Quondam?’ Ethan asked.

			‘He’s happy enough on board – he and Jane spend a lot of time talking about the Ascendancy and history and stuff, I think. He was a chronicler on Kadir before the war, but he says there’s a lot the Iron Council kept out of the history books. Jane sounds very interested.’

			A waiter appeared at Orry’s shoulder bearing a brightly coloured cocktail on a silver tray, which he set before her with a flourish. ‘Compliments of His Lordship, miz,’ he said.

			Several tables away, Cheekbones raised his glass.

			Orry scowled at him. Arrogant bastard. She glanced up at the waiter. ‘Tell him I’m not—’

			‘Mmmm,’ Ethan said, picking up the glass and downing half of it in one swallow.

			‘What are you doing?’ she hissed. ‘I was going to send that back.’

			He licked his lips. ‘Why?’ He twisted in his seat to look at Cheekbones and raised the glass to him. The lordling appeared amused.

			Orry hid her face in her hands.

			‘He looks all right,’ Ethan informed her. ‘Better than his mates, at least. You should go for it. Might be fun.’

			She took the half-drained glass from his hand.

			‘Hey!’ he protested, ‘what are you doing?’

			‘You’re only fifteen.’

			‘So what?’

			‘So you shouldn’t—’

			‘Please don’t say I’m too young to drink, because after everything that’s happened to us, you’re going to sound pretty stupid. You’re not Dad, so stop trying to act like him.’

			She closed her mouth and pushed the glass back towards him.

			‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Now go and talk to him.’

			‘He’s a self-important prig – and he’s Ruuz.’

			‘So are we, technically. And that didn’t bother you with Harry, did it?’ He held up a hand to still her objection. ‘I’m not saying you should marry him. You’re on holiday. Just relax – who knows? You might actually enjoy yourself.’

			She pushed her chair back and stood. ‘As much as I enjoy receiving romantic advice from a teenager who’s never had a girlfriend, I’m quite capable of running my own love life, thanks very much.’

			‘Of course you are,’ he said.

			She glared at him, remembering Vance Tyrell and what a fool he’d made of her. ‘Oh, just . . . shove it,’ she said, before marching away.

			‘Nice comeback,’ he called after her.

			 

			She strode onto the beach, stopping only when the clear water was lapping at her boots, and gazed at the yachts moored out on the lake. Lights burned in some of them and she could hear laughter and muffled music drifting to shore. The resort of Laguna Alta extended halfway around the lake, which had formed within the vast caldera of an extinct volcano in ­Halcyon’s temperate latitudes. The far side was rugged, full of steep cliffs and secluded coves, very different to the immaculately maintained beaches, edged by a ribbon of bars, shops and restaurants of the resort. The luxury lodges were dotted among the tall pines that covered the increasingly steep slope leading up the caldera’s rocky rim.

			Orry didn’t deny the beauty of the place, but after enough time even the loveliest things could become mundane.

			‘It’s all rather tedious, isn’t it?’ said a voice behind her.

			She turned to see Cheekbones, a little way up the beach, eyes fixed on the view rather than on her.

			‘Most people would say it’s beautiful,’ she told him, irritated by his echoing of her thoughts.

			He chuckled. ‘But not you?’

			‘Why do you say that?’

			‘You don’t strike me as the usual sort of Halcyon girl.’

			‘“Halcyon girl”?’ she repeated coldly.

			He looked at her and smiled. ‘That’s what I said.’

			‘And you would know, would you? A bit of an expert on “Halcyon girls”, are you? Had a lot of experience?’

			If her icy tone fazed him, he didn’t show it. ‘All I meant was that you seem to have a bit more about you than most of the women around here.’

			She turned back to the view, wondering why she didn’t just walk away.

			He came to stand beside her. ‘I’m Timofey.’

			She opened her mouth to trot out an alias, then realised there was no need. ‘Orry,’ she said.

			‘You didn’t like my drink?’

			‘No . . . well, I mean, yes, but . . .’

			‘Your friend seemed to enjoy it.’

			‘He’s my brother.’

			‘Oh, you’re here with family?’

			His questions were making her uncomfortable. ‘Not exactly. Look, I have to go.’ She started to walk off.

			‘Wait . . . please.’

			It was the second word that made her stop.

			‘I’ve handled this badly – I’m sorry,’ he started. ‘That thing with the drink, it was clumsy. I suppose I’m just used to . . .’

			‘Hitting on Halcyon girls?’

			His sheepish look softened his angular features. ‘Listen,’ he said awkwardly, ‘I know a little place nearby, if you’d like to . . . well, if you’d like to have a drink with me.’

			She pursed her lips, cutting off her instinctive refusal and making herself at least consider his offer.

			Maybe Ethan’s right; maybe I should just relax and try to enjoy myself. This is Halcyon, after all.

			Then she remembered the scene at the table and felt her face stiffen. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘If you’ll excuse me, my brother is waiting.’

			Timofey didn’t protest. Giving her a formal bow, he stepped aside to let her pass. She felt his eyes on her all the way back to the restaurant.

			‘Can we go?’ she asked Ethan as soon as she got to their table.

			‘I haven’t finished my dessert – don’t you want any?’

			‘I’m not hungry.’

			The look of disappointment on his face annoyed her. Behind him, she could see Timofey had returned to his friends. She waited for the lordling to make some comment about her, but he just sat down and picked up his water glass.

			‘I’m going back to my lodge,’ she told her brother and walked away, wondering what she was suddenly so angry about.

		

	
		
			2

			Call Me Bill

			Laguna Alta was a large resort but it never felt crowded. It helped, Orry reflected the next morning as she walked among the tall firs, that the guest lodges – the word ‘lodge’ was clearly designed to conjure images of the rugged outdoors living though they were really just luxury apartments – were scattered among the carefully curated forest that carpeted the inner slopes of the caldera. In fact, there was nothing rugged about hers, which was so comfortable that it was almost noon before she’d got up. That wasn’t like her, and she decided she didn’t care for the indolence this place was bringing out in her.

			The bark chipping path was soft beneath her boots as she wended her way between the trees in search of a late breakfast. Birds trilled in the loose canopy above and the sun shone warm on her shoulders where it penetrated the leaves. The woods smelled of pine and mulch, tinged with the faintly mineral aroma of the nearby lake. She could see the waters now through the thinning trunks, a pale green expanse that filled the caldera, dotted with white pleasure craft gleaming in the sunshine. The path sloped gently down to the shore, where pale sand met the water. The beaches were far from crowded, though she could hear laughter and screams of delight and saw holidaymakers splashing happily in the water. She turned right and strolled along the road that separated the sands from the forest, heading towards the ‘village’ district where most of the restaurants and other leisure facilities were. She looked up as something buzzed overhead but it was only a small drone. It hovered for moment ahead of her, before spinning on its axis and zipping away towards the village.

			She started to wish she’d thought to bring a headscarf or hat. The sun was hot out of the shade of the trees and sweat was prickling on her scalp and between her shoulder blades. She looked longingly at the cool water, but a hollow rumble from her stomach made her delay that particular pleasure until after breakfast. Or perhaps it’s lunch. She couldn’t be bothered to check her integuary for the time. What’s the point? she thought, when there’s nothing to do anyway.

			Up ahead, a long pier stretched out over the lake. There were a couple of small craft moored on one side, but the boardwalk was crowded with people, mostly fishing or diving into the deeper water at the far end. As Orry came level, she heard a panicked scream from the water. The scream repeated and she saw someone in the water near one of the pier’s stanchions, arms flailing frantically as their head disappeared beneath the surface, only to reappear briefly before sinking again. The people on the pier were crowding to the sides and pointing, but no one appeared to be actually trying to help the drowning person.

			Orry started running, the sun-bleached boards thudding beneath her heavy boots. She was wondering whether she should kick them off before jumping in to help when she saw someone else had had the same idea; a young man was shoving his way through the spectators, tugging his shirt over his head as he went. Orry slowed, a little disappointed, as he dived expertly into the water and reached the struggling swimmer in a few strong strokes.

			He managed to get behind and grip the person under the arms just as a red and white life ring slapped onto the water nearby. He ignored it and instead started towing his burden towards the beach. At least they’d stopped struggling, so he was making swift headway. Orry stopped halfway along the pier to watch – and realised she knew the rescuer: it was Cheekbones – no, Timofey – the Ruuz lordling from last night.

			She took a couple of steps back so he wouldn’t see her watching, but he was intent on getting his charge – who Orry could now see was a girl, a teenager – to the shore. As soon as they were able to stand, Timofey pulled her to her feet and helped her stagger from the water to collapse on the sand, where several resort staff bearing piles of thick towels were converging on them. The girl was smiling, Orry saw, and looking embarrassed as she scraped vibrant pink hair from her pretty face and waved away offers of help. Timofey, accepting a towel, which he draped round his shoulders, was quickly surrounded by staff and holidaymakers, all pressing close to shake his hand and congratulate him.

			I bet he loves the attention, Orry thought sourly, then felt a stab of remorse. If anything, he was looking sheepish, embarrassed by the well-wishers.

			‘Harrumph,’ she muttered, then realised with a shock that she sounded like Mender.

			Scowling, she walked away to find some food.

			 

			Four hours later she still hadn’t gone for a swim. The Champagne Supernova was set far enough back from the beach so as not to attract much passing afternoon trade, though she knew the place got lively enough after dark. Quiet was just fine, though; it gave her somewhere to brood. The incident with the drowning girl had somehow made everything worse. That sudden burst of adrenalin she’d felt – that was what was missing around here. It was how she felt when she was running a grift: alive, and on the edge.

			She shifted on her stool and surveyed the bar’s faux-rustic interior, idly looking for a likely mark. Nothing complicated, she promised herself, and they can’t know they’ve been had. But the bar’s patrons provided poor pickings: a trio of elderly gentlemen dozing over their wine glasses and a young couple too focused on consuming each other’s faces to be interested in anything Orry might have to offer. She turned back to the bar with a grimace and tilting her head, sized up the barman.

			He was a far cry from Sheng, the bartender at the Rampant Cat on Morhelion. Sheng had appreciated her bar tricks, but this guy . . . well, he looked like all the staff did on Halcyon: prim and proper and so full of fawning respect it made her want to do something outrageous just to see how they would react.

			Robots, she thought scornfully.

			This man was a case in point, middle-aged and dressed impeccably in a white shirt and black necktie, his conservatively cut hair slicked into a razor-sharp side-parting. He saw her staring and came over.

			‘Can I help you, miz?’

			She considered hurling her stool into the shelves of bottles behind the bar, but instead, she contented herself with draining her glass and pushing it towards him. ‘Another one of those, please.’

			‘One more Maunderberry Eruption coming up.’

			She watched him hand her empty glass to a stumpy little wash-bot below the bar and grab a clean one. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked as he prepared the cocktail.

			He looked up, clearly surprised by the question. ‘Erik,’ he said after a moment.

			‘I’m Orry.’

			‘Um, hi.’ Erik cast a nervous look around the bar and went back to mixing her drink, focusing hard on the task in an obvious attempt to deter any further questions.

			‘Do you come from Halcyon?’ she asked.

			His shoulders slumped a little. ‘Yes, I was born in Titus Bay.’

			‘Is that nearby?’

			‘No, a long way away.’

			‘Oh, so why are you here? I’d’ve thought there’d be work everywhere – Halcyon’s a leisure world, after all.’

			For a moment she thought he was going to say something, but then he just gave a slight shake of his head that could have meant anything, popped a little umbrella into the maunderberries piled on top and handed her the drink. His eyes slid over her shoulder to gaze at the entrance as he moved away to busy himself at the far end of the bar. She swung around in her seat and saw Timofey walking towards her, a broad smile on his angular face.

			‘Drinking alone?’ he enquired lightly. ‘Where’s your brother?’

			‘No idea, but I’m sure he’ll tell me in excruciating detail over dinner.’

			He laughed, and she couldn’t help but smile. ‘I happen to be at a loose end as well,’ he said. ‘Would you mind if I joined you?’

			Orry realised to her surprise that she’d been hoping he’d ask, which threw her. ‘If you must,’ she said, after a moment’s hesitation.

			He took the stool next to her and indicated her drink. ‘What’s that?’

			She held the cocktail up to the light for his inspection. ‘This? This is a Maunderberry Eruption.’

			‘Any good?’

			‘It’s all right,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve had four of them.’ She sniggered, and realised the four cocktails had snuck up on her.

			He clicked his fingers at Erik. ‘Two more of these, my man, and one for yourself.’

			‘Yes, sir, thank you, sir.’

			Timofey leaned closer. ‘He won’t have a drink,’ he told her in a quieter voice. ‘They take it as tips.’

			‘“They”?’ she said coldly.

			‘The staff.’

			‘I know what you meant. “They” are people too, you know. You don’t have to treat them like dogs, clicking your fingers at them.’

			In truth, she’d seen far worse behaviour. If anything, she was angrier at Erik, for letting Timofey talk to him that way. The Ruuz wouldn’t stay top of the pile for long if people stopped licking their arses and stood up to them, she reflected as she sipped at her drink.

			‘Sorry,’ Timofey said, ‘you’re absolutely right.’

			She frowned, wondering if he was mocking her. ‘I am?’

			‘Of course you are. Look, I . . .’ He paused as Erik set the drinks in front of them. ‘Thank you,’ he said, sliding a plastic note across the bar.

			The barman smiled his gratitude as he pocketed it and walked away; only then did the lordling turn to Orry, his face serious. ‘I was born into money,’ he said, ‘but lately I’ve begun to have . . . well, doubts, really. My friends . . . I mean, you saw what they were like last night. That used to be me. We’ve done some pretty shitty things, to be honest – things I’m not very proud of.’

			Orry was studying his face carefully. If this is a line, he’s a bloody good liar, she concluded. ‘Why are you telling me?’ she asked.

			He grinned, looking embarrassed. ‘I don’t know. I just . . . I guess I don’t want you to think I’m like all the others. I’m trying to change, to be a better person.’

			‘Why does it matter what I think?’

			‘Um . . .’ He reached for his drink and sipped at it, clearly reluctant to answer.

			Taking pity on him, she said, ‘I saw you save that girl today.’

			‘You did?’

			‘Was that part of you trying to be a better person?’

			He laughed. ‘No, anyone would have done that.’

			‘But you did,’ she pointed out, thinking that no one else on the pier had tried to help.

			‘I suppose. Anyway, let’s not talk about me. Tell me about you.’

			This time it was her turn to take a drink while she thought about what to tell him. The tang of maunderberries was sharp on her tongue and whether it was because of the booze or the boredom, she found herself feeling mischievous.

			‘I,’ she stated solemnly, ‘am Princess Wilhelmina Katerina Quartz, eldest scion of House Quartz. You may kiss my hand.’

			Trying not to smile, Timofey stood to accept her outstretched hand, then brought his heels together in a formal bow, which ended with his lips brushing her knuckles. ‘Your servant, Princess.’

			She waved her hand airily. ‘You may sit your, er, posterior, um, down.’ Nice.

			‘Thank you, Highness.’ He put on a puzzled expression, almost hiding his amusement. ‘You know, I don’t recall coming across House – um . . . ?’

			‘Quartz,’ she reminded him.

			‘Quartz, just so. Is it a very large House?’

			‘Oh, the largest. I am, in fact the true heir to the Ascendancy, usurped and exiled by that beast Piotr.’ She stopped, suddenly concerned that Timofey would take offence at even a light-hearted jibe at the Imperator, but the young man’s eyes were sparkling with humour. ‘By rights,’ she continued gravely, ‘I should of course be Imperatrix.’

			He leaned back on his stool and blew out his cheeks, as if stunned by her revelation, then drained his glass and motioned for refills.

			‘If Your Highness would permit—?’ he began.

			‘Call me Bill,’ she said, enjoying herself. It was refreshing to play a role again, even as a joke.

			He swallowed a laugh. ‘As you wish . . . Bill. So tell me, what brings an exiled princess to Halcyon?’

			‘I am raising an army,’ she declared loudly, ‘in order to depose the pretender Piotr and restore myself to my rightful place on the—’

			‘Aaaaand perhaps we should stop there,’ he interrupted quickly, glancing around the bar’s few patrons, none of whom appeared to have overheard. ‘You never know who might be listening,’ he explained with a wince.

			Orry felt her cheeks flush. Annoyed with herself, she turned to face the bar. She reached for one of her drinks, then changed her mind and pushed it away. I think you’ve had enough, she told herself sternly.

			‘Shit,’ Timofey said, then chuckled, shaking his head ruefully. ‘How are you not in prison?’ he enquired.

			She tried to stay cross, but his laughter was infectious. Perhaps she should have been a little more discreet, even though she knew Piotr would have found her game entertaining. She turned back to Timofey, who was watching her anxiously.

			‘I shall appoint you my Minister of Telling Me When to Shut the Hell Up in Bars,’ she said.

			He smiled with relief and raised his drink. ‘I gladly accept the honour.’ Setting the glass down, he looked thoughtful. ‘Imperatrix? Is that really what you’d be called?’

			‘I think so. It’s the female form of Imperator, at any rate, not that it matters. I just like the sound of the word.’

			‘I suppose you could be called whatever you wanted if you were in charge. It’s odd, isn’t it, thinking about the Ascendancy without the Imperator? He can’t live for ever, though.’

			‘No,’ she said sadly, remembering how frail the old man had looked after the assassination attempt at Holbein’s Folly.

			Sensing her change of mood, Timofey indicated the glasses lined up in front of her. ‘Drink up.’

			‘You know what, I think I’ve had enough for now.’

			‘I can respect that,’ he said, pushing his own away. ‘I like a girl who knows her limits.’

			She laughed wryly. ‘Unlike some of your friends, I imagine?’

			‘Yes,’ he said with a grimace. ‘So, what are you doing next?’

			An all-too-familiar wave of melancholy swept back in as she remembered where she was. Talking to Timofey had been a pleasant distraction and she rather regretted it was coming to a close.

			‘Oh, nothing much.’

			He laughed.

			‘What?’ she demanded.

			‘Well, it’s just . . . you sounded so forlorn.’ He placed the back of his hand against his forehead and pretended to wilt like a lady with the vapours. ‘Oh . . . nothing much.’ He gave a deep, theatrical sigh.

			Orry slapped his arm. ‘Shut up!’

			‘I sympathise . . . I really do.’ His grin faded as he lapsed into a thoughtful silence. ‘You know . . .’ he began, then stopped.

			‘What?’ she prompted.

			He hesitated, then leaned in closer. ‘There can be more to Halcyon than water sports and shellfish – if you want.’

			‘Like what?’ she said dismissively. ‘Saunas and massages?’

			‘Let’s just say you won’t find it listed in the entertainments directory. It’s a bit more . . . edgy.’ His clear blue eyes were gazing intently at her now, but then he shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think you’d have the stomach for it . . . Princess.’

			Suddenly her playfulness was gone. She did her best to hide her annoyance with a shrug. ‘Whatever. I can do without watching you and your chinless mates in a spanking circle.’

			‘It’s nothing like that.’

			‘Then what?’

			He shook his head. ‘No spoilers. If you want to find out, meet me down by the pier at eleven tonight.’

			She snorted. ‘I don’t think so.’ She stood. ‘Thanks for the drinks.’

			‘You’re going?’

			‘Looks like it.’

			‘Wait.’ He grabbed her arm, then quickly dropped it as she shot him a glare. ‘Look, just consider it, will you? You won’t be bored, I promise.’

			She narrowed her eyes, not wanting him to see she was a little curious. ‘Don’t get your hopes up,’ she informed him, and walked away.
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			Like a Tumour

			Orry’s bed was supremely comfortable, but she was anything but sleepy. In the darkness outside her bedroom window she could make out the nearest trees, which had been rendered silver by the light from the three of Halcyon’s seven moons that were currently visible above the high caldera wall. She reached the end of the paragraph she was reading and realised she hadn’t taken any of it in. Rather than try for the third time, she set down her reader and shifted position, bouncing around until she was lying flat on her back, staring up at the thick wooden beams supporting the roof. She stayed there for a minute, arms at her sides, then sighed and rolled into a foetal position, which she maintained for another minute before reverting to her back.

			At last she sat up and using her integuary, opened a private channel to Dainty Jane.

			Hi, she sent, forming the word in her mind.

			Hello, Orry, the ship replied.

			What’s up?

			I am currently playing a game with the resort’s entertainment substrate.

			Oh yeah? What sort of game?

			It is a 5-dimensional strategy simulation. Quite enthralling, actually. Is everything all right?

			Sure, sure. Just, you know . . . chilling. Orry grimaced; she sounded like Ethan.

			I can terminate the game by forfeiting if you would like to talk.

			No, no, don’t do that. It’s all good here. Cool-cool-cool. She winced at that. Just, uh, checking in. I’ll see you later.

			Very well. I am here if you need me.

			Sweet. Bye, then.

			She closed the channel and muttered, ‘Sweet? What is this bloody place doing to me?’

			She considered calling Ethan but couldn’t face the sheer levels of enthusiasm that would involve, so instead she tried Mender, someone who could never be described as enthusiastic, fully expecting him to ignore her. Which he did. Comatose, probably, she thought grumpily, then smiled. I suppose that’s one way to deal with this place.

			She dropped her arms to her side and stared up at the roof beams, clenching and unclenching her fists. Accessing her integuary again, she checked the time. Ten-forty. She glanced at her boots, standing by the bed, then back at the ceiling. Another minute crawled by.

			‘Sod it,’ she said, and reached for her clothes.

			 

			The pier was pretty at night, strung with fairy lights, the water beneath it floodlit from the stanchions. Orry was humming happily to herself as she stepped from the shore road onto the wooden boards, but fell silent when she saw not one but three figures waiting at the far end: Timofey had his obnoxious friends from the previous night with him. She stopped and considered returning to her lodge, but he had seen her and was already running over, pursued by catcalls and kissing noises from the other two.

			‘You came!’ he said, delighted.

			‘I didn’t realise you were bringing your friends,’ she said sourly, and he looked suitably crestfallen.

			‘I did try to get rid of them, but we’d already made the arrangements . . .’

			‘And you didn’t want to upset them over a girl? I understand.’

			He looked relieved, entirely missing her sarcasm. ‘I knew you would. Anyway, it’s only a short flight and they’re not too awful. Well, Boris can be a handful, but Lev’s all right – although he’s pretty out of it.’ Behind him, the bigger one was pretending – at least, Orry assumed he was pretending – to throw the other into the lake.

			Timofey frowned and yelled, ‘Boris! Pack it in!’ The big man raised his middle finger and continued struggling. ‘They grow on you,’ he finished lamely.

			‘Like a tumour?’

			He smiled uncomfortably, then looked relieved as a thrumming sound reached them from across the water. ‘There’s our transport.’ He pointed at the flyer streaking across the lake towards the pier, low enough to leave a white scar of churning water in its wake.

			‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

			‘To a spot up on the caldera’s inner wall – out of sight of the tourists.’

			‘But—’

			‘Come on – that’s our ride.’ He moved to grab her arm, then thought better of it, instead making a flamboyant gesture towards the vehicle hovering off the end of the pier.

			Orry chewed on her lower lip as she watched Boris and Lev climb into the rear compartment. She didn’t much relish being shut up in a box with those two idiots, however plushly appointed it might be, but her curiosity was overcoming her misgivings.

			‘Are you lovebirds coming?’ Boris called from the open gullwing door, and Timofey looked hopefully at her.

			‘I’d better not regret this,’ she muttered, and clambered inside.

			He squeezed into the leather seat beside her and the door swung closed. Her stomach sank as the flyer lifted and she felt herself pressed gently back into her seat as they accelerated away.

			Timofey reached up to touch a button on the ceiling and the flyer’s interior instantly evaporated, leaving them speeding across the lake, apparently suspended in mid-air.

			‘You like it?’ he asked.

			‘It’s all right,’ she said, curbing her enthusiasm. She’d never experienced full-prospect technology, although it had been around for a while – in truth, it was thrilling; as close to actually flying as she’d ever come – but no way was she going to let the lordlings know that.

			Lev, the smaller man, was sitting opposite her in the cabin. He’d had his eyes closed since she came aboard, but now he opened them – and squealed in terror when he saw nothing but clear air where he’d expected the inside of a flyer to be. He tried to crawl further up onto the ghost of his seat as Boris, beside him, roared with laughter.

			‘Everything’s fine!’ Timofey yelled at him. ‘Lev, calm down! It’s just full-prospect.’

			‘Wh-what?’

			Timofey rolled his eyes at Orry and deactivated, then reactivated the effect a couple of times until Lev lowered his legs and placed his feet firmly on the unseen carpeted floor. He looked sheepish, she thought.

			‘What have you taken, anyway?’ Timofey asked him.

			‘Just some j-ludes.’

			‘And two bottles of champagne,’ Boris added, punching Lev hard in the upper arm. ‘Twat.’

			‘Hey, quit it!’ The smaller man flailed back at Boris, who effortlessly blocked the feeble blows.

			‘Please stop,’ Timofey said, sounding pained and glancing pointedly at Orry.

			A wide grin spread over Boris’ fleshy face. He leaned forward in his seat and when he spoke she could smell meat and alcohol on his breath.

			‘Timo wants to fuck you,’ he said. ‘Don’t you, Timo?’

			Lev, beside him, gave a high-pitched giggle.

			‘Rama, Boris!’ Timofey turned to her, his pale cheeks flushed red. ‘I’m so sorry, he’s such an arsehole.’

			Having said his piece, Boris sank back in his seat, but Orry beckoned him close again.

			Grinning, he obliged her. ‘What?’

			With their faces centimetres apart, she sniffed and gave a shudder. ‘Ever hear of mouthwash?’ she enquired, then turned to admire the view.

			Lev sniggered again, louder this time, but Orry could practically feel the fury coming off Boris. She made herself watch the lake waters flashing past until he muttered ‘Cow!’ and settled back in his seat.

			‘Is it much further?’ she asked, more to break the silence than because she wanted to know. They were climbing now, and slowing over the wooded slopes replacing the water beneath them.

			‘Uh, no,’ Timofey said. He sounded surprised she was even speaking to him.

			She turned to him and he pointed up ahead. Peering between Boris and Lev, one of them scowling and the other grinning like an idiot, she spotted what looked like bonfires among the trees.

			The flyer banked to the right and descended, Timofey deactivated the full-prospect view and she lost sight of the fires, but a moment later she saw trees out of the windows and the flyer settled gently onto the ground.

			The doors opened and Timofey extended a hand. ‘Shall we?’ he asked. 

		

	
		
			4

			Red Run

			Orry took Timofey’s hand, more to annoy Boris than because she wanted to, and allowed him to help her out of the vehicle. She looked around a wide clearing; there were several other flyers parked there. Through the trees she could see the glint of even more, gleaming orange in flickering firelight. She could hear loud music playing somewhere nearby, and the sounds of people enjoying themselves.

			‘All this intrigue for a party?’ she asked, thoroughly disappointed, but Timofey was shaking his head.

			‘Oh no, much more than that. Come and see!’

			Keeping hold of her hand, he led her through the trees. They emerged into a much larger clearing packed with people.

			‘Timo!’ A cold beer was thrust into her hand as a group of partygoers immediately surrounded them. They were all young and beautiful, men and women alike, and several conversations started up simultaneously around her, impossible to follow over the thudding beat.

			Drinking, she surveyed the mass of swaying people, illuminated by the strobing lights strung among the trees around the edge of the clearing, where ornate iron braziers belched flames. Party-people were pressing in around a huge metal framework dominating the centre of the clearing. She assumed it was a stage at first, but it was long and narrow, almost as if it were for channelling livestock. A figure was dancing manically on a platform that moved along the top of the structure, but the flashing lights and fountains of multicoloured sparks prevented her from seeing any details. The crowd near the framework roared its approval of something she couldn’t make out, and moments later a ball of flame belched into the sky.

			Timofey grabbed her elbow. Leaning in to be heard, he yelled in her ear, ‘Let’s go closer!’

			She allowed him to lead her through the crowd, followed by Boris and Lev, whose eyes looked huge as he gazed open-mouthed at the dazzling lights ahead of them.

			When they reached the front, Orry could see that the cage was actually twin parallel tunnels formed of irregularly spaced metal arches over gridded metal walkways. The whole thing was probably a hundred metres long, with narrow walkways rising and falling over several levels as they threaded their way from one end of the framework to the other. She squinted at the nearest arch and her beer bottle stopped halfway to her mouth as she saw what appeared to be blades fixed to its inner surface like a shark’s teeth. Lowering her hand, she tried to get a look at the next arch along. This one had no teeth, but was surrounded by a mass of pipes which led to nozzles aimed inwards at the walkway.

			‘What is this thing?’ she demanded.

			‘That’s the Red Run!’ Timofey answered enthusiastically. ‘It’s what we’ve come to see.’

			On the other side of the run and halfway along its length, she caught a glimpse of a woman wearing the white tunic of a medic who looked to be assisting someone in skin-tight running gear with several rips in it. She was pretty sure she could see blood and blackened scorch marks through the tears.

			Before she could demand further explanation, the moving platform with its dancing occupant arrived back at the start of the arches and settled between a pair of tall, fluttering banners. The dancer was wearing a blood-red frockcoat and black top hat, which she swept from her head and used to make an elaborate bow to the cheering crowd. The woman’s face was underlit by actinic spotlights which gave it a ghastly cast. Her eyes glazed for a moment and the bass-heavy music reduced in volume from mind-numbing to merely deafening.

			‘All right, motherfuckers!’ she screamed. ‘Are you ready for the next run?’ The crowd howled its agreement and her teeth flashed white as she threw back her head and laughed insanely. ‘I said,’ she yelled, her voice distorting into a demonic howl, ‘are you ready for the next run?’

			Orry winced as Boris bellowed wordlessly beside her.

			‘She’s the configurator,’ Timofey explained, shouting in her ear.

			Below the configurator’s mobile platform, Orry spotted a man and a woman being led to the Red Run’s twin entrances. They wore the same brightly coloured, skin-tight running suits as the injured person she’d seen being led away by the medic, but these two looked anything but athletic. One was a man, large and powerful-looking, but he sported a prodigious belly and was well into middle age. The other, a woman of a similar age, was thinner. Too thin, Orry thought. She could practically see her skeleton through the woman’s suit.

			‘This will be a two-horse race,’ the configurator continued, her amplified voice booming through the clearing, ‘at setting number seven!’

			There were appreciative oohs and aahs from some of the crowd at the announcement, while as many again booed in displeasure. Laughing, the configurator’s eyes glazed once again as she accessed her integuary and the Red Run began to reconfigure itself. Some of the existing arches folded themselves away while metallic limbs appearing from below like scorpion tails added new arches deploying an alarming array of weaponry. The walkways were moving too, adjusting the heights of some sections to allow for the reconfigured run.

			‘The settings go all the way up to eleven,’ Timofey said loudly, ‘but no one has ever survived a run at anything over nine.’

			The two runners were attempting to limber up directly in front of them, much to the crowd’s amusement. They look terrified, Orry thought. All around her, gilt chips were changing hands as people bet on the outcome. Boris in particular was taking bets from everyone, offering odds in a chillingly competent manner.

			She pulled Timofey close enough to shout in his ear, ‘Who are those two people? Why are they doing this?’

			Before he could answer, the configurator’s voice boomed out again, ‘No more bets now, mizzes and misters, the run . . . is about . . . to . . . BEGIN!’

			The thudding background beat morphed into dramatic music as the two contestants stepped up nervously. Pyrotechnics erupted from the framework and they flung themselves forward: charging down the metal runs.

			Orry gasped as a metal bar swept out, forcing the male runner to leap clumsily over it to avoid shattered ankles. She watched with her hand over her mouth as the two were forced to dodge hazards that were becoming increasingly deadly the closer they got to the finish line. Bars were replaced with blades, jets of fire shot out and spiked pendulums swung across the walkways. Her horror grew as both contestants suffered lacerations and burns, until finally a two-metre hammer caught the man’s side and sent him cartwheeling out of the framework and into the screaming crowd. The female runner, unaware of his fate, managed to make it the final metres to the finish line where she collapsed, gasping for air.

			Boris let out a roar of approval and punched the air with a fist full of gilt chips.

			‘I told you!’ Timofey exclaimed. ‘Bet you’re not bored now!’

			He stepped closer, as if to put an arm around her waist, but she shoved him away hard, then pushed her way through the crowd, aiming for the far side of the run. By the time she got there the white-coated medic was helping the losing runner to his feet. Orry quickly went to the man’s other side and helped support his considerable weight.

			‘Are you sure it’s safe to move him?’ she asked the medic. ‘He took a hell of a hit.’

			The woman scowled at her and indicated the baying crowd all around them. ‘You want me to treat him here, genius? Help me get him back to the holding area.’

			Together they half-dragged the injured man through the crowd to the edge of the clearing and on into the trees. It was a relief to get away from the press of bodies and the unbearably loud music.

			They passed another woman in running gear who was being led back down the increasingly steep slope of the inner caldera wall towards the crowd, but Orry had no breath to say anything. Her thighs were burning and she was panting heavily by the time they reached an area where basic cots had been set up among the trees. Several of the beds were occupied by runners with a variety of injuries, while yet more contestants sat with their backs against the trees; some were staring gloomily at the ground while others were visibly trembling. Orry guessed it was fear making them shake rather than exhilaration.

			They laid the man down on an empty cot and she stepped back with relief to allow the medic to examine him. While she poked and prodded him, the runner looked up at Orry.

			‘Thanks,’ he said.

			‘No problem. Are you okay?’

			He winced as the medic touched his side. ‘Rama, Doc, take it easy, will ya?’

			‘Stop whining, Sal,’ the woman said. ‘You have a couple of cracked ribs is all. You’ll live.’

			She opened a medical pack, selected a biomesh dressing and applied it to his injured side. The patient gritted his teeth as she did so, but didn’t make a sound.

			‘I’m Orry,’ she said when the dressing was in place and the woman was poking through her bag once more.

			‘Salvatore Santoro. Everyone calls me Sal.’

			Orry looked round the clearing at the other injured competitors. From down the slope came the roar of the crowd. ‘Can I ask you something, Sal?’ she said.

			‘Sure.’

			‘Why are you all risking your lives on that . . . that thing?’

			‘For the money,’ he answered slowly, as if she was an idiot. ‘Why else would we do it?’

			‘But you could be killed! Do you need money that badly? On Halcyon?’

			‘Yes, on Halcyon,’ he agreed, and gave a humourless laugh.

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘You’re a guest here, right? Come to sample the pleasures of the galaxy’s most exclusive leisure world?’

			‘A reluctant guest,’ she admitted.

			He frowned at that, as if ‘reluctance’ was a concept he’d never come across before, then said, ‘I have a wife and two kids. Sonny is six and Maria is four. They mean everything to me, but they’re in Silvertide – that’s clear on the other side of the planet – and I haven’t seen them in over a year. What I make serving you lot barely keeps a roof over their heads, and trust me, it’s a pretty shitty roof, not like your luxurious top-of-the-range all-mod-cons lodge.’

			‘Hold still,’ the medic interrupted. ‘This will help with the pain.’ She gave him the shot and some of the tension left his face.

			‘Thanks, Doc.’

			She patted him gently on the shoulder and gathered up her bag. Other runners needed her attention.

			‘Can’t you find a job nearer your family?’ Orry asked. ‘There are resorts everywhere on Halcyon, aren’t there?’

			‘There are a lot,’ he agreed, ‘but most are fully staffed – you have to go where the work is.’ Wincing, he adjusted his position on the cot. ‘I’m pretty lucky, actually. At least the customer-facing jobs are all above ground.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I mean, how do you think Halcyon is kept so pristine for people like you? What about all the support infrastructure? The power, manufacturing, maintenance? It’s all done underground so you precious guests don’t have to see it. Conditions down there are pretty bad, and the pay is even worse.’

			‘But . . . but this is ridiculous – everyone knows Halcyon is awash in gilt.’

			‘So I hear,’ he said drily.

			‘If it’s so bad, why don’t you leave?’

			‘We can barely pay for food – how the hell do you think we can afford tickets offworld? Besides, Halcyon is my home: I was born here and I’ll be damned if I’m driven out by the goddamn Ruuz!’ His anger made him stiffen and he groaned in pain before slumping back on the cot. ‘When Halcyon was first settled a hundred years ago it really was a paradise,’ he told her, back in control of himself. ‘My parents were among the first colonists, and they told me stories of what it was like here in the early years. But then some damn apparatchik in the Administrate decided it was too beautiful for normal colonists and redesignated us a leisure world. And as the Ruuz like to be waited on by real human beings, well, tada! We colonists became the staff. Job done.’

			Orry said nothing, thinking about Erik the barman, and the other staff back at the resort. Earlier that very day she’d dismissed them as nothing more than robots. Guilt washed over her.

			‘Most of the food the guests eat is luxury shit produced offworld and shipped in,’ Sal continued. ‘The shipping cartels are in bed with the Great Houses who operate Halcyon, so of course the cost of food here is astronomical – and it’s rising all the time. That’s why we do the Red Run,’ he finished bitterly. ‘We need to make more money so we can eat.’

			‘This is outrageous,’ she said. ‘Isn’t there anything you can do about it?’

			Sal twisted his lips into a grim smile. ‘We tried forming a union, even managed a couple of strikes a few years back, but the arbiters and Seventh Secretariat came down hard on us. They soon had agents riddling our ranks . . .’ His voice tailed off.

			‘So how much do you get for doing a Red Run?’ Orry asked after a moment’s uncomfortable silence, feeling a familiar fury rising inside her.

			‘A fraction of what changes hands when those bastards bet on us,’ Sal said angrily.

			She was thinking now, channelling her anger into something more useful. ‘And how dangerous is it?’

			‘There are a few deaths,’ he admitted, ‘mostly those who are absolutely desperate to win. They’re logged as accidents, of course, but the big problem is the time we lose due to injury. I’ve been lucky tonight; I can still work with broken ribs. If you’re out of action for more than a week, you’re losing more than you got doing the run in the first place.’

			‘And the run itself, the machine – it’s controlled by the woman in the red coat, is it? The configurator? She controls the settings?’

			‘Yes . . .’

			‘Using her integuary?’

			He nodded, and grimaced at the pain.

			‘Hang on a minute, will you, Sal?’

			He looked quizzically at her. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

			She opened an integuary channel. Ethan?

			It took him a moment to respond. What’s up?

			I need you to do something for me.

			I’m kind of in the middle of something right now.

			Well, you’ll have to stop it. This is more important. I’m opening up my location to you. I need you to scan the surrounding area for integuary nodes.

			Okay, wait a sec, he grumbled, and then, what are you doing way out there, and . . . whoa! I’m seeing – like, hundreds of nodes. Where are you?

			Ignore personal nodes, she told him. Can you see anything different – something like a machine would have?

			Um, hang on . . . yeah, I can see a load of flyers nearby and – got it. There’s something different in the middle of the crowd. It’s locked down tight.

			That’s the one. Can you get into it?

			She could almost hear the smirk in his voice. Sure, looks pretty vanilla. You want to tell me what this thing is and what you’re about to do?

			In a minute. Get into it and ping me back.

			Yes, sir!

			Ignoring the sarcasm, Orry shut the connection and fumbled in a pocket for her gilt chip, which she handed to an increasingly mystified Sal.

			‘This has all my money on it,’ she said, pressing the stud to show him the balance. She ignored the way his eyes widened and gave him his orders. ‘I want you to talk to everyone you know and get them to transfer all their funds onto it as well – we’re going to need as much as you can scrape together.’

			He squinted suspiciously at her, holding the chip carefully between thumb and forefinger, almost as if he expected it to come alive and bite him. ‘What is this?’ he asked, ‘some kind of con trick?’ He frowned at the expression on her face. ‘What’s so funny?’

			‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Look, I know you don’t know anything about me, but please trust me – I hate these Ruuz bastards as much as you do. We could do this with just my money as a stake, but the more we have, the bigger you win.’

			‘You want to bet all our money? All your money? On what?’

			A few people around, hearing his raised voice, were shuffling closer to listen.

			Ethan’s voice sounded in her head. Sis? I’m in. What now? What are you up to?

			Good work, she sent back. Hold on a sec, will you?

			‘Okay, everybody,’ she said aloud, ‘gather around. I’ve had an idea . . .’ 
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			Eleven

			Boris hadn’t moved in the time Orry had been with Sal and the others. He didn’t appear to notice the runners who had all followed her back to the clearing, those who could walk unaided supporting those who couldn’t. They’d stopped when they reached the burning braziers at the edge of the trees.

			‘I thought you’d fucked off,’ Boris shouted to be heard over the music. He graced her with a sour look, which she ignored.

			‘Just making some new friends,’ she told him.

			Timofey stepped towards her. ‘Listen, Orry, I’m sorry about—’

			‘Shut up,’ she snapped, and Boris laughed when he flinched as if she’d struck him. She held up the gilt chip, showing Boris the balance.

			He whistled silently. ‘That’s a lot of gilt,’ he said. ‘What are you planning to do with it?’

			‘I plan to bet it.’

			‘On what?’

			‘On me – completing the Red Run.’

			He ran his eyes over her. ‘On what setting?’ he sneered. ‘One?’

			‘No, I thought I’d try it on eleven.’

			Timofey laughed nervously, then paled as he took in the expression on her face. ‘You can’t be serious—’

			‘I thought I told you to shut up,’ she said, not taking her eyes off Boris.

			Boris looked amused as he considered her words. Then, coming to a decision, he raised his arms and waved at the configurator dancing madly on her platform, almost in time with the music. When she eventually spotted him, he indicated that she should turn down the music. When she’d done that with a command from her integuary, he pointed at Orry.

			‘This one says she’ll do the run on eleven!’ he bellowed – and the crowd went insane.

			‘I want a hundred to one,’ Orry told him, shouting over the clamour of the watching elite.

			Boris started to object, then he thought better of it. ‘Whatever. You’ll be dead before you’re halfway round so it doesn’t matter what the odds are, does it? Either way, it’s your funeral.’

			‘He’s giving me a hundred to one!’ she yelled up at the configurator, who gave a double thumbs up as Orry handed Boris the gilt chip. The crowd cheered and began placing bets as well.

			Timofey plucked at her arm. ‘Don’t do this, please – I could never forgive myself if anything happens to you—’

			‘But it’s fine for them to risk their lives?’ she said, indicating the staff gathered at the edge of the clearing. ‘You make me sick.’

			‘I’m sorry! I told you, I’m trying to change. Really – don’t do this – help me to see things the way you do instead, to be a better person—’

			‘Rama, you’re unbelievable. It’s not difficult! How about this for starters: treat everyone the way you expect to be treated yourself. Don’t take advantage of folks just because they can’t stick up for themselves. I have a friend who sums up his whole philosophy in four words: Don’t take the piss. Stick to that and you won’t go far wrong.’

			‘Don’t take the piss?’

			She couldn’t believe she was having to explain something so bloody simple. ‘Deep down, everyone knows when the thing they’re about to do will ultimately harm someone else. What matters is whether or not you go ahead and do it anyway.’

			As she was speaking, one of Timofey’s entourage caught her eye. It took a moment to realise where she’d seen the pretty teenager with pink hair before. ‘New friend?’ she asked, pointing at the girl Timofey had saved from the lake.

			The look on his face told her everything she needed to know.

			‘Honestly?’ she asked, remembering the drone she’d spotted as she was walking to the pier that morning ‘You staged all that, just to impress me?’ He looked away, unable to meet her eye. ‘You really are pathetic.’

			She turned on her heel and strode towards the start of the Red Run, asking Ethan as she went, Are you ready, little brother?

			Yeah, I think I’ve got a pretty good handle on this thing. Hold up, something’s happening.

			She stopped at the starting line, where the framework was reconfiguring itself again. Turning itself up to eleven, I guess, she thought, watching as additional arches locked into place along its length. Above her, the configurator was yelling at the baying crowd.

			Remember, Orry sent, no one can suspect what’s really going on.

			I know, Sis. Good luck.

			‘Are you ready?’ the configurator roared. ‘Are you r-r-r-ready?’ And as she capered more furiously and the crowd howled, ‘ARE YOU READY? Then . . . let’s . . . GO!’

			A deafening explosion sounded and sparks shot high into the air on both sides of the starting line – but rather than launching herself forward at a mad run, Orry set off at a gentle jog.

			Low bar from your right, Ethan sent, in control of the machine, followed by a couple of spear things stabbing in from the left. You’ll need to jump, then roll. Ready . . . and . . . now!

			She jumped the bar, then dived forward, hearing rather than seeing the spears as she rolled under them. The crowd responded as she recovered smoothly to her feet and hopped down into the next section of the course.

			It was easy at first, with Ethan giving her plenty of warning for each hazard before he activated it, but as she moved through the run Orry could sense from the crowd’s reactions that they weren’t satisfied.

			You’ll have to step things up, she told Ethan. We’re losing the crowd – if it doesn’t start to look more dangerous, someone will twig what we’re up to.

			Okay, he replied cheerfully, but just remember: you asked for it.

			Suddenly, it was a real challenge to keep up with the threats Ethan was throwing at her. As she neared the halfway point, she was tempted to ask him to back off a little, but the increasingly frantic cheers from the crowd stopped her.

			Hammer right, hammer left, high blade, flame jet from above, Ethan sent, but the first hammer was already swinging in.

			She managed to dodge it, felt the next one graze her backside, ducked under the blade and barely managed to leap past the flame as it ignited, feeling its heat on her back and smelling the stink of singed hair.

			Oops! You okay?

			Yeah, she sent back, shaken. It just caught my hair. A little more warning next time, maybe?

			Do you want this to look realistic, or not?

			Of course, but—

			Roll right! he yelled.

			She threw herself to one side as a whirring set of teeth sliced through the space where she’d just been crouching.

			You need to keep moving, Ethan advised. Stay right for the next bit.

			She set off again, her boots clanging on the metal walkway, which was now so narrow it was proving a real challenge just to stay on it as she went from jumping a gap from which a long spike shot upwards on her left to rolling under a spinning blade that whipped out at waist height.

			You’re more than halfway now, Ethan informed her. You’re doing well.

			Thanks, she sent back drily, panting for breath.

			With Ethan calling out the timings, she navigated a series of what looked like giant mediaeval maces swinging across her path, but there was an unpleasant surprise in the middle when the walkway itself began to move like a travellator, increasing her forward speed – without Ethan’s shouted warning in her head, her run would have ended there and then. The crowd were baying for blood now – of course no one had managed to survive setting eleven. Feeling a fresh stab of anger at the unfairness of it all, Orry risked a glance up at the configurator, whose platform had been keeping level with her progress through the run as she kept up her running commentary to her bloodthirsty audience. But the woman had stopped dancing and was wearing a puzzled frown.

			Keep moving, Ethan urged her, not much further now.

			The hazards of the run were beginning to blur into one another as she pounded on, sidestepping the blistering heat of dual flame-jets at one moment, then dodging through a shifting maze of razor-sharp scythes the next. For the first time she could see the fluttering flags that marked the end and she caught her breath for an instant as she waited for Ethan to tell her what to do next.

			Instead of instructions, she just heard, Shit.

			Shit? What’s ‘shit?’ Don’t say ‘shit’ to me, Ethan—

			Sorry, Sis – there’s someone else in here with me, messing with the settings . . .

			Looking up at the configurator, Orry felt a deep chill. Does she know you’re in there?

			No, I don’t think so – she seems to be checking the defaults – oh! Oh Rama! She’s tweaking the bits you still have to get past!

			What do you mean, tweaking? For the first time Orry felt panicked.

			She’s making it even more difficult. Rama, this is going to be impossible! You know what? I don’t think she wants you to win.

			Can you get me to the end without tipping her off that you’re helping me?

			I’ll try.

			You could sound a bit more confident.

			Go . . . roll – now!

			Orry felt something brush past her back as she dived forward into a front roll.

			Left! Ethan yelled in her head.

			She just dodged a crushing deadweight.

			The crowd cheered.

			Duck!

			She dropped to her belly and – nothing happened.

			Shit—

			Stop saying that!

			A vibration somewhere beneath her made her scramble forward a second before a circular blade cut up through a slot that had opened in the walkway.

			She activated that manually, Ethan sent. I’m not going to be able to interfere without her realising I’m in here.

			Anything you can do to stop her? Orry asked, advancing cautiously, alert for the next threat. She could see the finish line just twenty metres away.

			I’ll see if I can spoof a glitch in her connection – kick her out, but make it look natural. Look out—!

			Orry saw the blow-darts just in time and pressed herself flat to let them whizz past. I can’t stay still. You need to do it fast, she told Ethan, and edged forward – just as a stabbing blade shot out from her right, catching her side as she twisted desperately away, drawing a line of fire. The crowd were baying for more and when she touched her side her palm came away red with blood.

			She moved on cautiously, metre by metre, desperately wanting to run, but knowing that would likely be her death. A low whine warned her of an incipient flame jet – but where would it come from? Acting purely on instinct, she dropped, almost sobbing with relief as the flames roared over her head, scorching her back. Every movement made her side sting now, and she was moving more slowly. A glint of metal gave her an instant to dodge the next blade, which missed her by a hair’s-breadth – and there was the exit, tantalisingly close . . .

			But not close enough. There were still five arches, thick with weaponry.

			The crowd jeered as she hesitated. There’s no way in hell I can get through that lot in one piece, she told Ethan.

			She twisted around at the sound of grinding metal: the walkway was rolling up behind her, obviously with the intention of forcing her onwards.

			Ethan? she asked desperately, but there was no response. Rather than wait for the inevitable, she eyed the obstacles between her and the finish line. It wasn’t the stuff she could see that worried her, but the unknown and hidden threats that would be shooting out of nowhere.

			Not bored now, are you? she thought. Idiot.

			She approached the first arch carefully, trying to stay light on her feet despite the increasing pain and weariness. A razor-wire swept downwards across the walkway, almost taking her nose off, and she took a quick step forward before it could whip back up again. A whine presaged a gout of flame; she leaped over it and tripped, mercifully avoiding a blade sweeping across at neck height. She dared not stop: there would be no safety now until the finish line.

			She gasped as a metre-long section of walkway beneath her feet dropped away, grabbing for the side of the frame and shuddering as she saw the floor she’d been standing on vanish into a tank of some noxious green bubbling liquid.

			The crowd were back on her side now, cheering as she jumped awkwardly over the gap, but when she landed, a sharp pain shot through her ankle.

			The last few metres to the finish line looked suspiciously clear of hazards – so who knew what she’d be facing. She limped forward, ready to move instantly.

			So close, she thought. if I could ju—

			Duck! Ethan yelled and she let herself drop, only to once again feel heat blistering her back, closer than it had ever been.

			Roll right!

			She rolled and a red laser beam sliced past, millimetres from her arm.

			Wait . . . Ethan told her as another beam swept across the walkway in front of her. Now – go, go, go—!

			She scrambled to her feet and raced toward the finish, teeth gritted against the pain in her ankle and her side.

			Roll! Ethan screamed and she threw herself forward, feeling rather than seeing a scimitar passing over her.

			She came out of the roll into a run – but there was nothing beneath her feet but thin air. She pitched forward, grunting as something hard slammed into her ribs – and ended up face-down amidst the needles of the forest floor.

			The noise of the crowd was so loud it drowned out the music.

			You’re still alive! Ethan observed happily.

			Better late than never, I suppose, she sent back, then, groaning in pain, she hauled herself to her feet. Good job, Ethan.

			People were surrounding her now, yelling and clapping her painfully on the back. For a moment she thought they were going to hoist her onto their shoulders, but then the wall of revellers in front of her parted and Boris pushed his way through, Timofey trailing behind with a relieved look on his face.

			‘You cheated,’ Boris said angrily, and the crowd quietened.

			Orry limped over to him. ‘Oh, really? And how exactly do you think I did that?’ She winced and adjusted her arm so that the bleeding wound on her side was clearly visible.

			Boris glanced up at the configurator but the woman just shrugged. Orry hid her relief. ‘I don’t know what you did,’ Boris admitted, ‘but I’m not fucking paying.’

			Rumbles of discontent came from the crowd, but he just folded his thick arms and stared at her as she considered her options. Some of the audience were on her side at least; should she appeal to them? Or there was Timofey, who was looking mortified by Boris’ refusal to pay up.

			A commotion behind her made her turn and she saw Sal pushing his way towards them, leading the rest of the runners. He wore a grim expression as they formed a circle around Boris, whose look of puzzlement quickly changed to scorn.

			‘Oh, I’m trembling,’ he said. ‘What are you going to do, serve my vodka at room temperature?’

			Sal stepped up to him. He was a little shorter than Boris but stockier and well-muscled, and Orry was pleased to see a flicker of doubt enter the lordling’s eyes.
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