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8th October 2207

      
 

      
        Vessel: The Alcatraz 2. Prison ship

        Destination: N/A

        Cargo: N/A

        Crew: N/A

        Droids: Unknown

      

       

      Jinn didn’t know how long she’d been out for. It could have been a matter of minutes; it could have been days, or even weeks. She awoke to darkness, to a silence that was unfamiliar and yet somehow not; to a smell that she couldn’t quite place, a chemical tang that left a strange taste in the back of her throat.

      But at least she awoke.

      Opening her eyes, she tried to take in her surroundings and tried not to panic. She was in a hospital. The white walls and the smell and the equipment that dotted the room all told her that. But which one? Two deep breaths, then she tried to get off the bed. But she couldn’t move. Her arms, legs and torso were bound with rubbery white straps that flexed when panic finally took hold and she fought against them. Her movements set a series of lights flashing and an alarm sounded, a hideous wail that seemed to scratch at her head from the inside out.

      Jinn twisted in the bed as the alarm continued to scream. A droid came over. She felt the sharp sting of a needle and then there was nothing.

      When she woke again, she knew better than to move. Cautiously, she turned her head, the only part of her that wasn’t strapped down. There were other beds, lots of them, and the men in them were all strapped down, too, just as she was. When she saw them, Jinn knew where she was.

      She was back on board the A2.

      Her mouth curved into a small smile and she relaxed back into the bed. Excellent. The plan had worked. She hadn’t been sure that it would. She kept as still as she could, focusing on her breathing and the weight of Tellurium in her forearms. Come on, she willed it. Come on. Work.

      At first there was nothing, then she felt the all too familiar rush of heat into her hands. She lifted her head, trying to see, but the straps that bound her to the bed tightened immediately, pulling hard across her thighs, her chest, to the point where it became difficult to breathe. The room began to spin. She had no choice but to stop, though she gritted her teeth in frustration as the alarms sounded again, no doubt summoning more of the droids with their drugs, their oblivion.

      If she was going to get free, she was going to have to think. She would have to outsmart whoever had designed this prison. The droids came, and so did the drugs and the darkness, and this time she dreamed. She was in her mother’s apartment in the Dome. Ferona was there, dressed in pale blue truesilk, looking exactly as Jinn remembered her. Her mouth was moving but Jinn couldn’t hear the words.

      And then there was pain, so much pain, and she touched her hands to her stomach, and when she lifted them her palms were wet with blood, and Ferona was laughing, laughing, laughing.

      Jinn woke with a gasp, her heart thundering.

      Only a dream, she told herself. It was only a dream. She’d gone to her mother’s apartment. That was how she’d ended up here. But the rest of it wasn’t real.

      She willed the Tellurium out of her system again. She willed it to travel down, in thin, seeking wires that forced their way through the medibed and into the computer system that controlled it.

      Her body jolted as she became part of the circuit, but the straps that held her down didn’t respond. Jinn moved a little against them. Nothing. She let out a shaky breath, her heart still racing from the shock, then she redirected the Tellurium. But she must have triggered a warning system in the bed somewhere.

      A medical droid that had been working on the other side of the room rushed towards her. Shit. She wouldn’t let it drug her again. She wouldn’t. The bed shocked her as she struggled against the straps, making her scream out with pain and frustration. The droid moved closer, hand raised, needle ready.

      And then it was flying back across the room. It disappeared into the darkness. A man moved towards her. He was half-naked and filthy, and when he spoke his voice was a low, rough whisper. ‘I’ll get you out of here,’ he said. ‘But try anything stupid and I’ll break your neck.’

      He dropped to one knee at the side of the bed, and a moment later the straps that held her down slid away. Jinn scrambled off the bed and into a crouch at the side opposite to the man. Blades out, she looked him over. Dark hair hung knotted and tangled down his back, and he had the lean, hungry look of someone who hasn’t had enough to eat for far too long. His face had sharp, elegant lines, and his eyes were yellow-green. He was familiar under the dirt. ‘I know you,’ she said. ‘You were here before. You’re Jozeph Li.’ She remembered watching him chase after the Deviant as it raced out of the docking bay, remembered leaving him behind when she’d first escaped from this place. It seemed so very long ago.

      ‘Talk later,’ he said. ‘We need to get out of sight.’ He pointed at the ceiling, and then he leapt straight up and disappeared. Where in the void had he gone? Jinn followed his path up into the darkness. At first she saw nothing, then her eyes gradually adjusted.

      There was a hole in the ceiling where one of the Plastex tiles had been removed. It wasn’t big. But it was big enough. She scrambled up onto the bunk, but the hole was still a good two metres above the top of her head.

      ‘Jump!’ Li called down to her. ‘Hurry!’

      ‘I can’t get up there!’

      ‘You can. Trust me.’

      Jinn took a deep breath. She bent her knees. She closed her eyes. The muscles in her legs, which had at first seemed heavy, shocked her with a sudden explosion of power. She flew up, up, and then strong hands were on her waist, pulling her forward. She stumbled, collapsing onto her hands and knees inside a dimly lit, poky space.

      Something was different.

      She’d been modified. She knew it all at once, just as she’d known where she was. She’d been too busy trying to get away from the droids to notice before. She felt it now, though. The sensation was all too familiar.

      ‘Am I green?’ she asked as Li scrambled to put the roof tile back in position.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Am I green?!’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘You’re whiter than a bloody snowflake.’

      Jinn pressed her hands to her face, then sat back. Her legs felt strange. In fact, her entire body felt strange. But she wasn’t Type Two. She wasn’t toxic. She wasn’t Type Three, either. She couldn’t hear anything but the thundering of her heart and the hoarse rush of her breathing.

      She’d been able to jump a height that should have been impossible. She willed out her blades, willed them back in again. The Tellurium reacted with a speed she’d never been able to generate before. It was as if her entire body had been upgraded, and suddenly she knew.

      She knew.

      There was only one thing that could have done this. ‘I’m Type One,’ she said. She scrambled back, away from Li. Type Ones had increased strength and incredible powers of healing. They were also highly aggressive, and that was not something she ever wanted to be.

      ‘You’re an incomplete Type One,’ Li said.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You only went through the first stage of the process. They don’t administer the final dose of serum until you’re in one of the cages down in the hold. Too dangerous.’

      ‘So I’m not aggressive.’

      ‘Not unless you choose to be.’

      Jinn dropped her head to her knees and rested it there for a moment. The first time she’d been here, she’d seen the people being held in those electrified holding cells. One of them had nearly killed her. But that was what you got when you spliced Sittan DNA into human cells: something different. Something that wasn’t human anymore.

      She wasn’t that. She didn’t really know what she was yet, but she wasn’t that. Looking around, Jinn quickly took in her surroundings. They were in a maintenance tunnel a couple of metres wide and about the same high. When she got to her feet, her body felt different. She hadn’t noticed it before but she was noticeably taller. The lack of light hardly bothered her at all.

      It felt very odd.

      But it didn’t matter. There would be time to think about it later. Right now she had a job to do.

      ‘I need to get to the control deck,’ she said.

      ‘What for?’

      ‘I’ve got to take the ship offline,’ she said. That was why she was here. That was the plan. Go to Earth, get sent back to the A2, stop the government from sending the people on board to Sittan. Stop more people from signing up to the programme that would see them genetically modified and traded as slaves to their alien neighbours. ‘Once I’ve got control of the freighter, Dax and the others…’

      ‘Dax is gone.’

      ‘What do you mean he’s gone?’

      ‘He was here,’ Li said. ‘They checked him over, gave him the final dose of serum and then they loaded him on a transporter. He’s gone.’

      ‘No,’ Jinn said. He couldn’t be. ‘He’s on the Mutant, not here.’

      But the memory came flooding back. It hadn’t been a dream. She had gone to Earth. She had been arrested and taken to her mother’s apartment in the London Dome. Then Dax had come after her, and Ferona had ordered a droid to shoot her right in the gut, a potentially fatal wound. And so Dax had surrendered. He had done it for Jinn, to keep her alive, because Ferona had told him Jinn would be left to die if he did not. ‘Why didn’t you help him?’ she asked Li, desperately.

      ‘And risk getting caught?’

      ‘You helped me!’

      ‘You didn’t have four security droids standing over you 24/7. Look. You escaped from this place before, which means you can escape from it again. You want to help Dax? Get those friends of yours to come and get us.’

      ‘I need to get a message out.’

      ‘That might be a little difficult,’ Li said. His shoulders slumped.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘All the terminals have been removed.’

      ‘They must have left the central unit to keep the life support running,’ Jinn said. ‘I should be able to hack into it. It’s on the control deck.’

      It took them about thirty minutes to reach the control deck, which was located three floors up. But when they got there the central computer had been removed. Two smaller units had been fitted instead, and she couldn’t access either of them. She tried anyway. Beside her, Li said something rude. She knew how he felt.

      Think, Jinn, think. 

      Cut the power. Reboot the system. Bypass the seals on these two units.

      She wasn’t outdone. Merely delayed.

      The easiest place to cut the power would be down in the cargo bay where the main generator was housed. There were other places but they would be difficult to reach and time was now of the essence.

      She forced open the doors of the control deck and trekked along the passageways that led down to the bottom of the ship. Although the control deck had been changed, nothing else had. There were still trails of bilehore slime crossing the walls and the ceiling. Still the tucked away corners where prisoners who had once occupied this ship had built the closest thing they could to a home.

      The vast chamber was just as she remembered. It was still too hot and it still stank, though at least this time she didn’t have to deal with the shock of what it contained. But somehow with that element missing, the details of it hit her that much harder. The vivid yellow of the arcs of electric charge that ran the length of the cages. The smell of sweat and burning flesh. The noise.

      Lowering herself onto her stomach, Jinn edged along the walkway. The air was stifling, filled with the smell of hot metal and human filth. At the end of the walkway was the familiar spiral stairway that led down to the lower floor. She crawled to it, then slowly made her way down the stairs.

      The generator would be down on the deck where the droids could easily reach it, to ensure that it was maintained. She pushed up into a crouch and watched their movement for a moment until she spotted a repair droid. It scuttled around the cages then over to the wall where several flashing control panels were housed. Pipes ran away from them, each one as thick as her arm.

      There. That had to be it. Keeping her low position, Jinn moved to the bottom of the stairs as quickly as she dared. It was even hotter down here. The challenge now was to reach those controls without getting too close to the cages. Wiping away the sweat that ran into her eyes, Jinn pressed her back against the wall and carefully made her way across. The droids ignored her for the most part, busy with the men inside the cages.

      She edged further round the edge of the space until eventually she reached the intersection of power cables on the wall. She reached out, touched them, whipping her hand away as the heat of the metal scorched her bare flesh. She could hear the power crackling inside the metal pipe that ran floor to ceiling, and knew she’d found the sweet spot. All she had to do now was inflict enough damage on it to take it out. The system would compensate for the damage and reboot, picking a pathway that avoided the broken pipe, and, in so doing, would reset the main unit on the control deck. But she’d have to make it quick. Sooner or later, the droids were going to notice what she was doing, and she very much doubted they would like it.

      Jinn set her blade to the pipe, counted to three, and sliced clean through it. Electricity sang through her body as she severed the wires inside. For a moment there was nothing but blackness and a terrifying sensation of numbness. Her body quickly recovered. She could feel it healing from the inside out, a rush of warmth and sudden drop in energy. She leaned back against the wall and breathed deeply as the heat subsided and the exhaustion fled as quickly as it had appeared.

      And it was a good thing that it did. The instant she’d severed those wires, the electro cages had switched off. Darkness filled the space now together with the sound of scrambling footsteps. There was yelling and screaming. Droids clattered around in the darkness.

      Then the emergency lighting switched on.

      ‘Bloody supernova,’ Jinn shrieked, pressing back against the wall. The prisoners were tearing each other apart. She had never seen such violence, such eager brutality. Screams of rage and pain filled the air, together with the unmistakable tang of blood.

      At the bottom of the stairs, she saw Jozeph Li snap the neck of a man who had his teeth in his arm. He threw the body aside, a look of distaste on his face. Jinn sprinted towards him. ‘Let’s go,’ he said.

      Jinn didn’t need to be told twice. They made it out of the cargo bay, just, and made it back to the control deck in record time. Jinn pressed her hands to the ports on the now unsealed units. The Tellurium pushed out of her fingertips and connected with the computer. She searched, found the channel she was looking for. It took several seconds too many to make the connection, time in which her heart threatened to stop and her stomach to empty.

      When Theon’s face filled the screen, Jinn didn’t know whether she wanted to laugh or cry. ‘Theon,’ she said. ‘He’s gone.’

      ‘Yes,’ Theon said. ‘I know. I take it you’re in need of rescue.’

      ‘Like never before. How quickly can you get here?’

      ‘How quickly can you get the docking bay doors open?’

      Jinn instructed the system to open the doors. ‘It’s done.’

      ‘Be ready for us,’ Theon told her.

      She turned to Li. ‘I won’t leave you behind this time,’ she said.

      ‘I’m counting on it.’

      She disconnected from the computer and willed out her blades. ‘I’m ready.’

      ‘What are those?’ Li asked her.

      ‘Another time,’ she told him.

      ‘I’ll hold you to that,’ he said, and they sprinted back into the bay, knowing that this was their only chance of escape. At the far end, the airlock hissed open, and the nose of a small white transporter slid into view, but it was so far away, too far away.

      And between them and the transporter, a group of security droids were tangling with some of the Type One males. It was hard to tell which side was winning. Blaster fire peppered the hold, bouncing off the walls, ricocheting in all directions, sparking small fires all over the place. ‘Run!’ Li shouted. They ran faster, faster, until they hit the wall and kept on moving, up the side of the cargo bay and onto the ceiling, just as she had done with Dax once before, only this time she wasn’t being carried.

      The speed was all hers. There was no time to try and understand it now, because they were close to the transporter, so close. But not close enough. A huge male darted in front of them, knocking Jinn to the floor. His eyes were wild, his pupils little more than narrow slits. A blaster shot caught him in the shoulder and he roared, but didn’t get out of her way.

      Jinn flipped onto her stomach, scrambling away from him. A strong hand hauled her to her feet. ‘Theon!’ she gasped.

      ‘Get to the transporter,’ he said. ‘Go. I’ll keep them back.’

      She opened her mouth to argue with him, but he was already gone, spinning away from her, tackling another Type One before he could grab her.

      Jinn didn’t need to be told twice. She broke into a sprint, flinging herself at the half-lowered ramp. Jozeph Li wasn’t far behind, his booted feet hitting the ramp and making it shake. He grabbed Jinn by the back of her shirt and hauled her further up the ramp, further still, until she was on the floor inside the belly of the transporter.

      She stayed there for a moment, trying to catch her breath. ‘Theon!’ she screamed. ‘Come on!’

      But he was too deep into the fray. And above the noise of the men, she heard something else. An alarm. A very distinctive alarm, one that sent a shiver of fear down her back. It was a sound that anyone who had undergone pilot training knew only too well. The self-destruct had been activated.

      Jinn scrambled to her feet, dashed through to the empty pilot’s seat of the small ship and dropped into it. She plugged in. Her retinal screen came on almost instantly, and she fired up the drive. If they stayed, they died. All of them. Theon… she saw Theon on the screen, fighting his way through the crowd of men and droids, trying to get to the transporter. They grabbed his arms, his legs.

      And then they tore him apart.

      ‘No!’

      But he was gone.

      The alarm had changed, warning all on board that they were into the final count. Through a haze of tears, Jinn connected with the onboard computer. How she managed to fly them out of there, she wasn’t sure, but she did. She flew onwards, onwards. The Mutant was just ahead. She docked with it quickly, leaving the little transporter and sprinting to the control deck where Eve and Alistair were waiting.

      ‘He’s gone,’ she said. She could barely believe it. ‘Theon’s gone.’

      ‘We know,’ Eve said. Her eyes were bright, and her face was wet. ‘We heard it… his comm…’

      ‘They’re monsters, all of them. They activated the self-destruct. It’s…’

      The force of the sudden explosion rocked the ship. The brightness of it filled the viewscreen, a flash of pure white light that was just as quickly swallowed by darkness.

      They sat there in silence, in stillness. Jinn was too shocked to speak. She had escaped it by seconds. She had escaped it because Theon had sacrificed himself, giving his life in place of hers. All of the men on board were dead, killed by their own actions. They had been completely out of control. Her plan hadn’t been a plan at all, it had been a disaster waiting to happen.

      ‘So where to now?’ asked Li, as the final traces of the explosion faded away.

      ‘Dax has been taken to Sittan,’ Jinn said. ‘And we’re going to go and get him.’ She walked to the pilot’s chair and sat in it. ‘I won’t leave him to die on that planet. He deserves better than that.’

      And so had Theon, and the men on board the A2. She had let them down. She had let them all down.

      She wouldn’t do that to Dax.
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30th October 2207

      
Intergalactic Senate, Kepler System, Sector Five, Neutral Space

      Ferona Blue had been at Kepler for less than three hours. Her skin still felt tight from the five jumps it had taken to get there, and her stomach refused to settle. But none of that bothered her. She had more important things to think about. She waited as her personal droid zipped her into an elegant feathered dress, then smoothed down the bodice, enjoying the firm hold it had on her.

      ‘They’re here.’ Swain came into Ferona’s quarters almost at a run. Sweat gleamed on his forehead and he rubbed at it with his pocket cloth, a sure sign that he was nervous.

      ‘And?’ Ferona asked him. She turned, letting her skirts swirl around her ankles, then sat down at her vanity table so that the beauty droid could fix her hair.

      ‘I didn’t see any of them,’ Swain replied. ‘I only saw their transport landing.’

      Ferona closed her eyes for a moment. She tried to find her calm, really she did, but it wasn’t possible. She picked up a brush and hurled it across the room. It smacked against the wall and clattered to the floor. Fortunately, it was solid silver and didn’t break. ‘You were supposed to greet them!’

      Swain flinched, and that annoyed her even more. She should have brought Lucinda, her other assistant. Lucinda never flinched. But Lucinda was needed on Earth, where she could keep an eye on President Vexler, so Swain had been her only option. And he was completely out of his depth.

      When the senate had agreed to vote on whether or not to allow human ships to pass through alien controlled space, they had scheduled it for an Earth month later. Then the A2 had been destroyed, the Sittan had asked for the vote to be delayed, and Ferona was desperately trying to keep the empress onside.

      ‘Do you want me to go back?’ he babbled. ‘I can go back. I can greet them now. It won’t take long.’

      But he made no move towards the exit. Instead, he made a great show of wiping his face again, then folding the silk square and tucking it neatly into his pocket.

      Ferona gritted her teeth. ‘No,’ she said. The Sittan empress didn’t think much of her male assistant anyway, and right now Ferona shared that sentiment.

      Swain’s relief was obvious as he moved across to the floating refreshment station and programmed himself a bag of vitamin water. Half of it was gone before he noticed Ferona’s irritated gaze on him and hastily ordered her a slender glass of Koffee. There was food available on Kepler, but Ferona didn’t eat it. She didn’t trust the other senators not to slip something into her meal that would render her unable to participate in talks – having done it herself on several occasions – so she always brought her own.

      She took the glass of darkly steaming Koffee without thanking Swain, sipped at it delicately and considered the situation. The Senate talks were due to commence in a little over two hours. The Sittan party had cut it very fine, but there was still time for a personal greeting, though now that Swain had failed to do the groundwork Ferona would have to make the initial move herself and that wasn’t how she had wanted to do things.

      Three shipments of Type One males had been sent to Sittan in the past week. Ferona was desperate to know if the empress was happy with them. There was no reason why she shouldn’t be – five hundred additional units had been included in the shipments, taking the total to two thousand. It would have been an unexpected bonus, one she was sure the empress would have appreciated.

      And it had made a very clear, very important point.

      The destruction of the A2 had not stopped the programme.

      Setting down her half-empty glass, Ferona swept on her senatorial robes, ankle-length and white, and checked her appearance in the holomirror that beamed up from the floor with a tap of her foot on a pressure plate. Her hair was neat, curled up at the base of her neck, and the gold-feathered dress was simply perfect peeking under the hem of the heavy robes. Deeply satisfied with herself, if not with her assistant, she strode to the exit.

      Swain quickly followed her as she’d expected he would, and the two of them snapped on breathing masks as the door to her quarters closed behind them. Kepler was a very wet planet. The acidic mist that lingered everywhere caused lung damage if inhaled in any significant quantity. The sea rippled and churned three hundred metres below, deep green cresting up into high white peaks that slapped against the narrow base of the tower. Her quarters were in a glossy bubble held safely out of the way of the waves.

      Their transport, a blunt-nosed little boat, hovered at the edge of the deck that ringed her quarters. Three thick cables kept it anchored in place. It could work both in air and water, though Ferona had no desire to test it at sea. It felt flimsy enough in the air.

      She stepped into the boat first, Swain following and taking the controls. As soon as they were seated, the cables retracted and the boat was set adrift. Swain quickly began to pedal. The steady hum of the paddles was somewhat reassuring, though the pace was plodding at best as he steered them away from their quarters and towards the Sittan pod.

      The communal areas, including the large debating hall, were housed in a vast central bubble supported by a dozen lean white legs. Each race had their own pod arranged in a circle around it. The Sittan pod was a fifteen-minute drift in their precarious little craft. She felt a twinge of nervous anticipation at the thought of seeing the empress, and pressed a hand against her restless stomach.

      Earth was dying, driven into an ice age by scientists who had believed they could fix global warming. They’d succeeded in cooling the planet, that much was true, but with average temperatures of thirty below, plant life had been decimated and now oxygen levels were falling. Humans had moved into huge heated Domes built on the remains of the capital cities. More had been forced to dig down underneath them, living in squalor below the surface, surviving on government handouts. All of them, in the Domes and below, were running out of time. The public believed that what they saw was the whole truth, but they didn’t know that waste from the Kaelite ore used to power the Domes had contaminated the water supply. There was nothing left on Earth for humans now.

      But a new planet had been found. They had called it Spes, after the Roman goddess of hope, and early probes had sent back details of the surface and the atmosphere and shown them to be clean and lush and habitable. It was a chance for the human race to start over. The only problem, a small, silly, bloody impossible problem, was that in order to get to Spes, Earth ships would have to pass through sectors of space controlled by their alien neighbours. The Sittan and Shi Fai in particular did not want thousands of dirty human ships passing close to their home planets, and had turned a deaf ear to all pleas for help.

      While the other politicians had spent their time wringing their hands and despairing, making pointless speeches and empty promises, Ferona had found a solution. A way to make a deal with their alien neighbours, offering them something in return for safe passage across their space. The Second Species programme. The Sittan wanted human males strong enough to survive their arena, and the Shi Fai wanted human females immune to their toxic physiology. The technology to create them had already existed. All Ferona had needed to do was set up manufacturing on a larger scale, and the deals had been done.

      Type One males for the Sittan, and Type Two females for the Shi Fai. She considered it to be a fair exchange given what was at stake. She also privately felt that the human race would benefit from a little pruning back. In reality, it would be impossible to take everyone on Earth to Spes. It was vital to make sure that those who did go were the very best, the most likely to survive and make good lives for themselves. And that was not the Underworld workers who had signed up for the Second Species programme in their thousands, tempted by the promise of a future they would never see.

      ‘I hate this planet,’ Swain muttered. ‘And this boat.’ He angled the prow to avoid a group of strange looking creatures that jumped from the sea. They had fishlike bodies with wide, flat heads and skin the colour of tarnished copper. They flapped long translucent fins and growled at the boat.

      Swain docked the boat quickly if not smoothly, holding it steady as the cables spooled out and automatically connected them to the landing platform. It had been the Lodons who had originally created this place, when they had first encountered the Dra and had wanted to thrash out the finer details of their relationship on neutral ground.

      As that relationship was now symbiotic, and the Dra lived inside the bodies of the Lodons, Ferona couldn’t help but wonder what those discussions must have been like. It was a hundred and sixty years since humans had made first contact with their alien neighbours, but over a thousand for the Lodons, and not every race they had encountered had been invited to join the Senate. Humans were part of a very privileged group. The dozen races that now formed the Senate were the best that the galaxy had produced. They had the highest levels of intelligence and planets rich with resources. Ferona suspected that this also made them the most likely to go to war, and that the Lodons had created the Senate as a way of forestalling that, but she kept that thought to herself.

      Swain alighted from the boat first, holding out a manicured hand to Ferona as she climbed the narrow steps up onto the platform. A large, shining bell had been suspended from the roof, and she picked up the double-ended hammer that lay underneath it and struck the curve. The Sittan didn’t go in for droids and vid screens. They preferred pomp and ceremony.

      Ferona, who had packed her own quarters with as much modern tech as it could hold, found it rather silly. The mesh that concealed the entrance shimmered slightly and two of the empress’s guards stepped out onto the platform. Swain took a step back. Ferona didn’t move. She refused to be intimidated by the blood-red uniforms they wore, or the narrow blades that hung down from each hip, or the blazing yellow eyes that said they would cut the flesh from her bones and enjoy it.

      ‘Senator Blue,’ the taller of the two said. She dipped her head slightly, never taking her eyes off Ferona. As she straightened her neck, a row of spikes emerged on each side, each one needle-sharp and the length of a little finger.

      ‘Grenla,’ Ferona replied, acknowledging the leader of the empress’s personal guard. Even in her heeled boots she barely reached the shoulder of the Sittan female.

      The mesh shimmered again and the hanging slats were pulled aside, tapping gently against each other. There was a scent of incense, something dark and earthy overlaid with the pungent taste of smoke, and Ferona tried not to breathe too deeply as she walked carefully through to the room concealed within.

      The empress was sprawled on a low couch, licking the ends of her bejewelled, clawed fingers, which currently held a half-eaten piece of juicy orange fruit. It was less than an hour before talks were due to resume. They would be debating issues that potentially had a galaxy-wide impact. The empress had turned up late, hadn’t bothered to attend the earlier talks which had settled a squabble between two races warring over farming rights on a small moon that orbited both of their respective planets, and was lounging around as if she had all the time in the universe.

      Ferona held her hands palm-up at waist height, as was the Sittan way. ‘Empress Talta,’ she said. ‘May the Mountain find you strong and well on this blessed day.’ The translation device clipped to the left collar of her robes instantly translated her words into Sittan. She preferred that to the Universal tongue which was clumsy at best, and didn’t always carry the nuance of what was said. Nuances were very important when dealing with aliens, especially the empress, who was always happy to take offence over the smallest of slips.

      ‘Senator Blue. I don’t recall arranging a private meeting.’

      ‘You didn’t,’ Ferona said. ‘But I wanted to pay you a courtesy visit. I trust that the ambassadors are serving you well.’

      ‘As well as can be expected.’ The empress sniffed, dark nostrils flaring. She dropped the half-eaten fruit into a tall metal urn at the side of her couch and held out her hand. An attendant immediately rushed over with a cloth and began to clean it.

      ‘I am pleased to hear it,’ Ferona said. ‘Did you notice that we sent an additional five hundred units this week?’

      ‘It was noted, and the Sittan people thank you for your generosity.’

      ‘I think you will find the next consignment even more to your liking.’

      The empress sat up. ‘In what way?’

      ‘Our scientists have found a way to modify the formula slightly,’ Ferona said. She clasped her hands in front of her, relaxed her shoulders, even though she could feel the zing of tension and the rub of sweat on her back, partly due to the heat generated by the fire pit that blazed in the centre of the room, partly a reaction to the flash of the empress’s pointed teeth. ‘It enhances maturation rates. These males are younger, stronger and more aggressive.’

      ‘I see,’ the empress said. She got slowly to her feet. A jet black robe was brought to her and slipped onto her muscular frame. ‘I am glad to hear that the project is still progressing, despite the recent… setbacks.’

      ‘The explosion at the Alcatraz 2 was unfortunate,’ Ferona replied. She was prepared for this, had practised her answer. ‘But the new facility is larger, better equipped, and, as it is closer to the jump gate, has allowed us to cut transport time considerably.’

      ‘Do you know yet what caused it?’

      ‘A group called Humans First is believed to be responsible,’ Ferona told her. ‘They don’t agree with genetic modification and think that we should accept the genes we are given at conception. It was an attempt to put an end to the Second Species programme. And it failed.’ She smiled widely.

      That much at least was true, even if the rest of it had been a complete pack of lies. Humans First weren’t responsible, although they were a pain in the neck. Ferona knew exactly what had caused the explosion. Somehow, the men on board had triggered the self-destruct. There had always been a possibility that something would go wrong on board the ship, and so she’d had a failsafe built in and she couldn’t say she was sorry that it had been used. The A2 had been well past its best. Fortunately, Dax had already been modified and had been on his way to Sittan. He hadn’t been among the men killed when the prison exploded. He would die on Sittan instead.

      The empress had requested him and Ferona had delivered him, something she was deeply proud of. He had been a difficult man to track down. She had intended to modify her daughter in the same way, though not for the Sittan, which was why Jinn had been on board the A2 when it was destroyed.

      Jinn’s death kept Ferona awake at night more often than she would care to admit, but she was sure that the feelings would fade in time. It wasn’t that she was grieving, as such. But it had been such a waste. There had been such potential.

      ‘I look forward to the arrival of the new fighters,’ the empress said. ‘I am sure they will not disappoint. How many are there?’

      ‘At the moment, we have eight thousand awaiting transport.’

      The empress’s yellow eyes gleamed with avarice, and Ferona knew she had her.

      ‘There will be more,’ she promised. ‘This is only the first consignment.’ She smiled again, though this time it took a little more effort. Two thousand was a miracle, given that a new facility had had to be built from scratch. The men were no longer volunteers. She’d had to start paying them to sign up for the programme to counteract the drop-off after the A2 had been destroyed, and that had been a bitter pill indeed.

      ‘Excellent,’ the empress said. ‘I believe it is time for us to make the crossing to the senate hall.’ She shuddered. ‘I do so hate this planet. It’s so wet and unpleasant.’ Then she turned and walked away, heading through the doors at the other side of her quarters and out onto the boat beyond, leaving Ferona to scramble for her own transport.

      It would all be worth it in the end. When the human population settled on Spes, they would have access to almost unlimited natural resources. They would have everything they needed. And they would have cemented strong relations with the Sittan.

      Ferona lost herself in the dream of it as Swain piloted the little boat over to the main meeting hall where all the senators gathered to thrash out their differences. She imagined blue skies and towering trees, and water that flowed freely over the land. She imagined walking through a garden of real flowers, picking fruit from a tree. She would be able to walk outside without freezing to death, without poisoning her lungs with toxic air. It would be paradise.

      Senator Hann was waiting for her in her box when she arrived, dirtying it with his damp, musty smell. Swain flicked on the privacy screen as Ferona acknowledged the Shi Fai senator and his assistants with a nod of her head. ‘Hann.’

      ‘Senator Blue,’ he replied. ‘I have come to thank you for your most recent gift. We are delighted to have received it.’ His voice came through the little translator box that hung on a silver chain around his neck and bounced against his protruding belly.

      ‘You are most welcome.’ Ferona gritted her teeth. She harboured an intense dislike for the Shi Fai, an innate sense of disgust from which there was no escaping. Physically, they were repulsive. Hairless and stocky, they had fleshy bodies and moist skin patterned with dark purple veins that curled around three large eyes. Tentacles protruded where their mouth should be. The senatorial robes hid a lumpy, awkward body. And they smelled. It was their way of communicating with each other, through the use of pheromones rather than sound.

      The problem was that she judged them by human standards, and they were not human. Neither were the Sittan, to be fair, but at least they weren’t repulsive. But the Shi Fai were useful. Their technology was organically based, completely different from anything humans possessed, and their planet produced many resources useful to all other alien races. Faidal was the original source of the Silver Rice plants used as a source of cheap food by the majority of humans. Although the rice could be grown on Colony Four, the plants needed replacing every three years and only the Shi Fai had the seeds.

      ‘We look forward to receiving our next shipment.’

      ‘I look forward to sending it to you.’

      Ferona was hugely relieved when the little senator bade her farewell and made his way across to his own booth. ‘Spray the freshener,’ she hissed at Swain. He quickly pulled a bottle from his pocket and misted the air, and within a few seconds she could breathe again.

      ‘Do we have enough women for the next shipment?’ she asked Swain.

      ‘Not yet,’ he said.

      ‘Set up recruitment centres in the Underworld Cities,’ she told him. ‘Lower the age limit. Offer something for the families of women who volunteer. We must keep the Shi Fai onside.’

      ‘Consider it done.’

      Ferona settled in to her seat as Swain flicked the privacy screens off and the debates began.
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30th October 2207

      
 

      
        Vessel: The Mutant. Battleship/carrier hybrid

        Destination: Sittan

        Cargo: None

        Crew: 4

        Droids: 7

      

       

      ‘Ow!’ Jinn dropped the laser cutter she’d been holding and sucked her burned finger. The cutter hit the floor with a clatter, bouncing away into a corner somewhere out of sight.

      The gravity generator whirred, groaned, its little red lights blinking slowly. The stupid thing had been stuttering for the past forty-eight hours. At random intervals it would turn off and everything that wasn’t strapped down would float, including the crew. The first time it had happened they’d had no warning. Bodies had smacked into steel. Curses had been spat out, and blood had drifted in odd, wobbling droplets.

      It had been even worse when the generator had powered back up a couple of minutes later. There were a lot of sharp edges on the way down, and Jinn was pretty sure she’d hit all of them. After she’d picked herself up and checked on the others, she’d strapped herself into the captain’s chair, Dax’s chair, and checked the system. The main computer had reported an unexpected fluctuation in the power supply to the generator, and predicted a 0.5 per cent chance of reoccurrence.

      Either the computer was crap at maths or it was also malfunctioning, because they’d had five more episodes over the next eighteen hours, lasting longer each time. They couldn’t keep going as they were. They needed to get to a repair station. But until then they’d have to live with whatever temporary fix they could manage.

      Jinn inhaled and wiggled the fingers in her right hand, forming her Tellurium into a blunt tool. She stretched out her hand and hooked the cutter. Then she carefully moved it closer. She’d managed to replace the power coupling which seemed to have stopped the generator from powering down completely, but it was only working at 80 per cent capacity.

      They had some gravity, but not the amount they were used to. They weren’t floating, exactly. It was more like being drunk. Every movement felt loose and soft. A normal footstep turned into a clumsy, awkward jump, and, when you fell, you fell just slowly enough to see the pain coming.

      ‘Any progress?’

      Jinn turned her head to see Eve slowly approaching. She was wearing a thick padded jacket and gloves and her movements were cautious. ‘Depends on your definition of progress,’ she said. ‘I’ve replaced the power coupling, but the computer isn’t telling me anything we don’t already know.’

      ‘Like that the grav system is on its last legs, you mean?’

      ‘Pretty much.’

      Moving slowly, Eve placed a sealed water bag on top of the generator and eased it forward, careful not to put herself too close to Jinn. Jinn retracted her tech, picked up the bottle and gratefully took a mouthful. Her clothes were soaked with sweat. She felt damp, lightheaded, strange. It wasn’t just the heat. It was the Sittan DNA that had been spliced into her cells.

      She hadn’t wanted the modifications. She hadn’t agreed to them. But they had been done to her anyway, and now that alien DNA was part of her. The changes she was experiencing were unpredictable, her body strange and uncomfortable even before the gravity had failed.

      ‘Theon could have fixed this,’ Eve said.

      Jinn rubbed her eyes and looked at the broken generator. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He could.’

      But Theon was gone. She still felt the pain of the loss. The only thing that kept it from overwhelming her was this ship and the fact that there was so much to do. The Mutant had lost the rest of its crew months ago. When the government had announced what it called a ‘programme of intergalactic cooperation’ and declared that everyone who signed up would have their debts and criminal records expunged, as well as getting guaranteed places on the ships to Spes, Dax’s crew had collectively decided it was a better deal than they were currently getting.

      Jinn couldn’t blame them. The politicians had done their job well. They had managed to make trafficking and slavery sound reasonable, even desirable. They had made life on the alien planets sound like a six-month holiday, and the Second Species modifications sound straightforward and easy. The small print had quietly mentioned that the procedure had an unfortunately high mortality rate, but who read the small print?

      Dax did. She missed him. ‘How far are we from Sittan?’

      Eve kept her gaze steady. ‘Five days if we jump. Twenty-seven if we haul straight space.’

      ‘That long?’

      Eve nodded.

      Jinn carefully put the water bag down. Twenty-seven days.

      It felt like forever. It already felt like years since she had seen Dax, since she had breathed his scent, touched his skin, heard his voice. It was six weeks since she had seen him on the vid screen in her mother’s apartment in the Domes, when he had turned himself in, freely, willingly, for her. When she had woken up on the A2, he had already been altered, was already gone. She was desperately clinging to her memories, terrified they would slip away and she would lose what little she had left of him.

      She had to get to him. But if she was going to do that, she had to figure out a way to fix the damn ship. Jinn turned her attention back to the broken gravity generator. The parts she’d replaced gleamed under the bright glow of the hover light she’d set up to illuminate her work. But the control panel on the generator continued to flash in that same slow, steady way. Whatever was wrong with it, she couldn’t fix it with what she had. There was no way they’d be able to make it to Sittan without having it repaired. It simply wasn’t safe to jump without reliable gravity. ‘Where are the others?’ she asked.

      ‘Li is doing some maintenance work on the water recycler,’ Eve told her. ‘Alistair is on the control deck fiddling around with the light settings or something.’

      Jinn deactivated the welding helmet she’d been wearing. ‘Time for a group meeting. I’m not going to be able to fix this, and we can’t continue as we are.’

      Eve’s expression was grim as the two of them walked across the docking bay to the elevator at the far end. Once inside, she tugged a strap loose from the sleeve of her jacket and tied herself tightly to the hand grip on the side of the car.

      Jinn leaned back against the opposite wall and wrapped her fingers round the grip. Five days, if they jumped. Twenty-seven if they didn’t. Since Dax had gone, the others had looked to Jinn to lead them. Nothing had been said, not openly anyway, but they each had their roles, their strengths, and they seemed to think hers was the ability to make the difficult decisions.

      The elevator slid smoothly to a halt and the doors eased open, spilling them out onto the control deck. The floor sloped down to the seats in front of the huge viewscreen. The captain’s chair was positioned on the left, the navigator’s to the right in front of the screen, and, between them, a seat for the pilot. The lights were low, shading the deck in darkness.

      Alistair was sprawled in the comm. chair, playing idly with a puzzle ball. The spinning disc floated several centimetres above his palm. He touched a finger to a small blue disc on the underside, moved it to the equator. The ball flashed as the disc dropped into position. The game responded almost immediately, swapping a red square for the disc. The ball folded in on itself, then opened up again.

      ‘How many times has it beaten you now?’ Eve walked over to where he was sitting. He looked up at her, and then slowly vacated his seat, moving carefully out of her way.

      ‘Thirty-four. Today.’

      ‘And you’re still trying?’ Jinn asked.

      He shrugged, tucking the game disc into his pocket. ‘Strategy,’ he said. ‘I make it think I’m weak. It’s more likely to make a mistake that way, and then I’ll beat it.’

      ‘Or you’re just a masochist,’ Eve pointed out.

      ‘That, too,’ he said. Then he angled his gaze at Jinn. ‘I’ve fixed the cooling problem. Programme was running at half-speed. Judging by the look on your face, I’m guessing we won’t be back to normal gravity anytime soon.’

      ‘We don’t have the parts,’ Jinn said. ‘I don’t even know what parts we need. But we don’t have them.’

      Alistair frowned. ‘That’s unfortunate.’ His modifications had given him intensely powerful hearing, making him Type Three. He could detect the firing of neurones in the brain, the movement of neurotransmitters. Whatever a person thought, whatever they felt, Alistair knew. A tiny implant installed behind his right ear enabled him to drown out the noise from other people’s heads when he needed to, and only deal with the noise inside his own. Still, even with it turned off, a decade selling high-end skimmers and transporters had given him an uncanny ability to read people. ‘So we’re going to have to stop for repairs?’

      Jinn flopped down in the captain’s chair. It was far too big for her, custom-built to accommodate Dax’s bulk. She could feel the width of his shoulders and the strength of his arms when she sat in it. ‘It’s either that or spend all our time tied to our seats, hoping nothing else decides to break.’

      The doors to the elevator slid open again, and Li strolled onto the control deck. He moved to the nav chair, yawning and combing his hair back with his fingers before knotting it up on the back of his head. A greasy boiler suit, too short in the arms and legs, covered most of his heavily muscled body.

      ‘We need a repair station,’ Jinn told him. ‘Do you know if there are any in this sector?’ She didn’t have the knowledge, having spent very little time outside of Earth-controlled space, but Li was well travelled. He had even spent time on Sittan. If there was a repair station nearby, he would know.

      ‘Jump or straight haul?’ he asked.

      ‘Straight haul,’ she said.

      He brought up the charts. It only took him a few seconds to pinpoint their location. ‘The Riva is closest,’ he said. ‘But it’s risky. Puts us right back at the edge of Earth-controlled space.’

      Jinn shook her head. The last thing she wanted to do was get caught by agents, which was a real possibility if they used a station anywhere close to Earth. ‘No,’ she said. ‘We need somewhere else.’

      His fingers flew, and the chart changed. He swiped it left, then right, then jabbed it with his finger. ‘There,’ he said.

      ‘Computer, enlarge map.’

      The image expanded in front of Jinn, a holographic representation of their location and the surrounding system. The Mutant flashed as a small green spot. The repair station was mapped out in red. Jinn knew it immediately, and for the first time in forty-eight low-grav hours, she felt a glimmer of hope.

      ‘The Articus,’ said Eve.

      ‘Yes.’ It was in the wrong direction, but it was deep enough into neutral space that it should be reasonably safe. More than that, she knew it. And she knew someone with a workshop tucked away on the lower level who might just be able to help them.

      ‘It’s eighteen days straight haul, or three if we jump the Crimson Twins at gate 117,’ she said. ‘If we jump, and the generator fails on us while we’re in the hole, we might not make it out the other side.’

      ‘Can you handle the jump?’ Eve asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Jinn said. Now that she’d been modified, she no longer bled every time she plugged into the flight computer. She could work for hours without rest, without food. She was growing stronger by the day. She could make the jump.

      ‘Then do it,’ Alistair said.

      ‘All right,’ Jinn replied. ‘Strap in,’ she told them. ‘And hope that grav generator holds out.’
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