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  As colonists, you have elected your Colony directors, your station masters and your heads of law enforcement. You thought these people were in charge of your lives. Untrue:

  only the Planetary Heads of State have ever been in charge of your lives. You thought you voted for them in fair and just elections, but, I can reveal to you now, these men and women are bred,

  trained and taught the art of leadership. You didn’t vote a single one of them into office. Since the last wars blighted Earth’s past hundreds of years ago the Planetary Heads have

  abandoned democracy, the same way they have now decided to abandon our futures.




  Why upset humanity’s equilibrium with endless upgrades? Why confess to unimplemented advancements? Why not simply explain how dangerous innovation is? How much it might hurt us. Do any of

  us remember the days when scientists weren’t herded together like prisoners in Government enclaves? Does the Government consider us foolish enough not to understand that these people are now

  working not to advance the human race but to stifle it?




  Our bloody past has taught this Government to treat us like perpetual children never to be let loose with anything that might harm us. Never to give us a free choice in our own lives.




  Our reality is a lie. It’s time to fight for our future.




  

    Alexander Calder




    Head of the Charris Confederation.




    Declaration of War.


  




  







  Sixteen years ago . . .




  The five-year-old boy was led down a battered corridor full of peeling paint. The trouser-cuffs of his blue pyjama suit dragged, his slippers flapped, too big for his tiny feet. It felt like

  an endless walk.




  The strange woman tugging him along peered down at him anxiously. ‘Not much further,’ she said. She took him to a room, one with a bed, a wonky chair and a child-sized table. A

  cartoon was playing on an old wall-mounted monitor. ‘Spaceman Jo’, who breathed hard vacuum and didn’t get sucked inside out – lucky Jo.




  The boy asked the woman about the background hum, about the coddling scent in the air. He’d never been on a ship before; he didn’t know they had a sound and a smell all their own.

  She told him about engine noise, about the drone of the air-filtration systems, about the floral-scented add-in that killed off any ‘nasties’ breathed into the air.




  ‘I understand that your name is Jake,’ she said. ‘But soon the doctor assigned to you will give you a new name.’ She smiled a tight smile, rubbing her hands together

  as if trying to wash them clean. ‘If the ship jumps, don’t be afraid. It jumps a lot.’




  Jake knew about jump-gates and the folds in space they created. His father had shown him once, demonstrating with a scrap of paper. ‘Folds, you see, folds.’




  Jake thought they must be going on a trip. He felt sure that one day soon those folds would take him back to his parents, to his brother, his sister. He’d been playing out in the

  fields, in the tall reeds; that’s the last he could remember of his home.




  Later that day, he met the doctor assigned to him. His name was Milo. He looked friendly with his broad face and shiny red cheeks, but even though he smiled and smiled,

  there was a darkness in his eyes.




  ‘Session always begins on day three,’ he said, ‘that’s when you’ll meet Mr Lieberman.’




  Jake didn’t know what session was. He didn’t care about day three. He didn’t want to meet Mr Lieberman. He just wanted to go home. He lay in his bed that night as the ship

  jumped from one place to another and cried, his fingers knotted into the covers. He screamed for his mother until finally Milo came in and touched something cold to his arm. ‘Sleep

  now,’ he said. ‘Go to sleep.’




  The next day Jake had breakfast in the galley with all the other children, the sound of chatter alien to him, as was the closeness of all those other little bodies. He

  stared around at them, fascinated. He’d never seen so many children in one place. He babbled, excited to be with them all. He learned their names. Their special names: Nespi, Silnen, Lonil,

  on and on, names he’d never heard before. Names Milo had made up for them, they said. They were Group J-180. Jake liked that. He liked to feel a part of them. They whispered about their

  parents fearfully. It wasn’t allowed, they told him, to remember your real name or where you came from.




  The ship jumped again that night. Jake screamed, everything around him twisting and buckling, coiling up and flying apart. Home never jumped.




  Milo didn’t come into his room this time; another man did. He threw the covers off him and grabbed for his arm. ‘Damned planet-born brats are all the same,’ he snarled

  before the blackness came.




  Jake cried the next day. So full of grief he couldn’t stop. He threw his fists at Milo when he came into his room. ‘I want to go home,’ he yelled. ‘Take me

  home.’




  ‘This is your home,’ Milo said, with a set jaw. ‘The Bliss is your home now.’




  Day three brought his first session. A white room. A man in a white coat, with the palest grey eyes he’d ever seen. He stood with a computer slate, scrawling across it

  with a stylus. ‘Well now,’ he said, pausing to offer out his big hand. ‘I’m Aeron Lieberman.’




  Jake swallowed and held out his hand. ‘Please can I go home?’ he asked as his hand was swallowed up. The man shook it very gently and smiled.




  ‘Let’s do this first, shall we?’ he said softly. He moved over to a panel on a long black box. He pressed a switch, and a door swung open. Inside stood a chair; it faced a

  flat black screen. ‘It’s a game. That’s all. You’ve played games before, haven’t you?’




  Jake nodded.




  ‘Well this is a very special game. It makes you remember things. Things you’ll never forget.’ The man moved to a countertop. He put the slate down. ‘But you

  shouldn’t remember anything while you’re upset or angry, or even happy, because that does bad things inside your mind.’ Lieberman smiled again. ‘So we take all those things

  away and put you in what we call a Passive State. Do you understand?’




  Jake didn’t. He nodded anyway, wiping a shaking hand over his face, determined not to cry. ‘Be a strong little man,’ his father always said.




  ‘Come here,’ Lieberman beckoned. ‘Session one is mathematics. Basic theory. Theory’s always a good place to start.’




  He couldn’t be a strong little man; Jake ran for the door. Milo stepped across his path, holding out his hands to bar his escape.




  ‘No,’ he yelled, kicking out as Milo grabbed his arms and held on tight.




  ‘Just sit inside the box for today,’ he’d said persuasively. ‘Just a little practice. It’ll be over really soon. No harm done.’




  He might be only five but Jake knew when someone was lying.




  His new name arrived. He didn’t like it. It was J-Seventeen and a list of numbers and letters. ‘I don’t want it,’ he said, sticking his lip out and

  crossing his arms. ‘My name’s Jake after my grandpa.’




  ‘You can choose something simpler,’ Milo said, sitting down next to him on his bed. ‘Anything you like. We just don’t want you to be Jake any more. That’s the

  past. You could be . . . Jeven. That’s a good name. The J and the seven all together.’




  Jake stuck his lip out a little further. ‘Don’t want it.’




  ‘If you decide to be Jeven I’ll bring you some treats, I promise.’ Milo smiled. ‘I’ll always keep my promises to you. You should keep yours too. That’s

  important. I always want you to do exactly what you say you’re going to. Can you do that for me?’




  His father had said something similar about the truth and trust, being honest, being a good person.




  Jake sniffed and nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said, wanting to make his father proud. Jeven, he thought, trying it out. Telling himself to always be Jake in his head, no matter what treats

  Milo brought him.




  ‘Jeven’s your adventurer’s name,’ Milo told him. ‘That’s what we are here. We’re adventurers in the world of science.’




  







  PART ONE




  BROKEN PEOPLE




  







  CHAPTER 1




  The room was grey. It smelled of sweat, machine oil, the thick stench of cooking grease, as if the last meal he’d eaten had caught in his shirt, his hair. Stokes

  swallowed, coughed. His throat hurt, his stomach hurt even worse. He lay curled up on a threadbare mattress on a metal bed, staring at grey-on-grey two-tone walls; frowning at the pit-lines that

  marked a recessed toilet and sink. The buttons to retract them were evident in red, little notices attached he couldn’t read: too hazy, too far away.




  He flinched; convinced that an avalanche of information was about to bury him up tight and steal all his air away, a flood of memories determined to tell him things he didn’t need or care

  to know. He fought for control and won – just the memories of the last fourteen days. A freighter headed nowhere useful; a captain who gave him a grunt job in the hold, who let him break

  every transport law in existence for no good reason except that she thought he would end up in her cabin, in her bed. Day thirteen and he’d passed out in the hold, just fainted dead away. Not

  his fault, the Captain had a punishing schedule, and those not acclimatized to it would suffer. He drew his knees up against the pain of his stomach.




  A face appeared at the window – a thick square of composite in a metal door – a face whose edges refused to sharpen. Not hard to guess: the Cap, or one of her crew, come to tell him

  it was time to get out, get off. They didn’t want a sick kid on board – no matter how pretty his face.




  ‘Stokes. Can you hear me?’ A fist pounded on the door. ‘Stokes. Get your stuff. We’re on-planet. You hear me?’




  A siren’s wail drowned out the words: the all-clear signalling the crew that it was safe to leave the ship. It changed pitch to a low-grade, muted tone, a sound that pulsed in time with

  the aching cramps of his belly. Its last echo died, but the pain remained. Even so, he made an effort to rise, pushing his palms into the mattress and locking his elbows straight, gasping as he

  anchored himself there, half up, half down.




  He looked at the face at the window again. No doubt about it: the Captain. Blonde hair. Not pretty, not ugly. Miss Average come to visit. Miss Average speaking through the circular vents

  peppering the window like bullet holes. ‘Stokes. You all right.’ No inflection, no feeling. A statement.




  Stokes breathed hard, angled his legs slowly over and managed to sit on the edge of the bed. He let his head hang, hair falling over his face, looking down at his naked feet, at clothes

  encrusted with the grit that had caked the cargo bay. His skin looked as grey as the room.




  ‘Stokes?’




  He lacked the energy to gather words of his own; he raised his head and looked at the window.




  ‘You feel all right.’ Another flat-ended statement. ‘You need a drink. There’s water in the sink.’




  He glanced at the wall recesses, trying again to distinguish toilet from sink, but retracted they were all nothing but lines in the wall. He knew he couldn’t reach them, he wouldn’t

  get that far. He coughed again and heard the door slide. ‘I want you off, Stokes. You go to a doctor. You go to Disease Control. I don’t want my boat off schedule because I’ve got

  a sick kid on board. I’ll put you out the back hatch, then you make yourself scarce. You hear me?’




  He looked up and saw a gun’s muzzle.




  ‘Off,’ the Cap said.




  ‘I’m not sick.’ He tried to make his speech sharp, but the words still escaped in a throaty whisper. ‘Let me stay. I just need to rest a day or two while you’re

  unloading. You’ll see I’m just worn out. You jumped three times. I can’t take that. Please, two days and I’ll go if you want me to.’




  He knew looks counted for something; a little trick of aesthetics, the way a body was built got returns. She liked the fact that on any Reaches dock she could have him trail her about, walking

  merchandise that flashed status louder than any piece of jewellery.




  ‘Please . . . Hetta.’ He added the familiarity none of the Cap’s crew dared to use.




  Her eyes flashed over him once, then again more slowly, measuring his worth against her inconvenience. A pretty boy on a ship full of ageing, ugly scum, a little prize she hadn’t got her

  hands around yet. He tilted his head, gave her a tired little-boy-lost look and watched her eat it up. Sex got you something, but you didn’t give in too soon, you left them wanting as long as

  you dared.




  ‘All right. But you get any worse, you’re off.’




  ‘I won’t get worse. I promise.’




  She backed off and let him lie down again; turning the overheads down as if she gave a damn about him personally when he knew all she wanted was his body warming her bed.




  ‘Stokes?’ a whisper across his cheek. ‘You feel better?’ the Cap’s voice. Hours must have passed, he didn’t remember: little chinks of

  dreams all he could recall. The Cap prodded at him, slipped a hand under his shirt, hope in her wandering fingers. ‘Hey, Stokes?’ Her lips nuzzled his neck, found the sweat on his

  flesh, the chill.




  He shuddered, and she drew away.




  ‘I met somebody today out on the dock,’ she said. ‘A man looking for a kid by the name of Jones, passing through on a false ID. One with the name Joseph Stokes on

  it.’




  His eyes snapped open, the words getting through where the physical contact had failed.




  ‘The man’s name was Pak.’




  He pushed his way upright. The Cap had a sour look: down-turned mouth, narrowed eyes.




  ‘He says he’s been on this kid’s trail for eight months. Says the kid’s a runaway out of Beta Station. Says his folks want him home. That it was all one big fat

  misunderstanding.’




  He waited. Her pitch. Her rules. He had nothing to offer if Pak had money. He wasn’t certain he had the resources to offer her much of anything else either, but she knew that.




  ‘Hetta?’




  ‘Shut up, brat. You know what you’re worth. You know it every time you look in the mirror. So you want to deal? I’ll keep my mouth shut. I’ve done it before to fill this

  damned ship full of scum. You get cleaned up, you move into my cabin and you stay there until I’m bored with you.’




  Kudos. She had wrinkles she couldn’t afford to fix, age she couldn’t defy without a big enough bank balance, but she could gain a little stature among the other captains. Gain a

  little pet to follow her about. He’d played this game before with far bigger fish. ‘That’s all you want?’




  ‘No pride, have you, brat.’ She lifted a finger; trailed a nail down his face. ‘So what are you? An illegal genetic? Your mamma and papa decide they had more money than sense?

  They’d be so happy knowing you’d rather give yourself to me than go home to them.’ He held her gaze as his stomach roiled. ‘So I get to keep you, and Pak goes to hell. That

  okay by you?’




  He wanted to laugh but swallowed it back. She’d believed Pak’s deceit. That would make things easier. ‘Whatever you want, Hetta.’




  The familiarity made her smile this time. ‘So you’re a runaway. Is it that simple? Your parents disappointed in you for some reason? Let me guess, you didn’t make the grade.

  Got the looks, all right, got the charm. So what else were they after? Some scientific prodigy the Government could stick in one of their foundations? Somebody they could make their money back out

  of, one way or another?’




  He nodded, added nothing else.




  ‘Shame they couldn’t have sued that illegal gene lab, they’d have made a fortune.’




  ‘What did Pak offer?’




  ‘More than you’re worth.’




  ‘Where is he?’




  ‘He’s looking for you. You rest now. Tomorrow I want you on your feet, looking and smelling one hell of a lot better than you do now. Tomorrow we’ll have some fun. You got

  that?’




  She kissed him on the lips this time, a lingering kiss he forced himself not to recoil from. She was nearing sixty, he guessed, old enough to be his grandmother.




  She wiped his lips clean of her lipstick when she was done, smiled at him when his eyes stayed locked fast to her. ‘Good kid, aren’t you?’ she said. ‘Such a shame you

  damn well know it. Tomorrow, Mr Jones.’




  He got a queasy sensation as she hesitated at the door, a sense of something being very wrong with her, but he smiled until she left: a fool’s smile on a fool’s face. Damned

  fool.




  When he got up, dizziness made him feel like the ship was still airborne, still tilting under his feet. He refused to lean into the imaginary sway; he searched the floor for his boots, his

  jacket. He grabbed both. Looked for the little silver case he kept his things in and snagged that too. He hurried to the doorway and hit the lock.




  Cold air streamed down the corridor outside. There had to be an outside hatch open somewhere; unguarded he hoped. A fast exit would suit, straight out onto the dock. A big dock, he reminded

  himself: Elysian, Omega Quadrant. It would be crawling with people, workers, tourists; lots of places to get lost in. He would need a ship off-planet fast. He’d need another con job, even

  though he’d had his fill, was sick to his middle with it all. But things were changing out there. He’d best keep moving.




  And besides, he’d made a promise and he would keep it.




  He moved out into the air-stream, and the chill seeped straight into his bones. He put everything down and shrugged into his jacket, worried by even that small delay: an empty corridor rarely

  stayed empty for long.




  ‘Stokes!’




  He froze; waited for footfalls, uncertain who the voice belonged to.




  ‘Where you going?’




  He did a slow about-turn.




  It was Dawes, with his ugly twisted face, his jaw turning gum over continuously.




  ‘Cap’s cabin.’




  ‘Got that far have you?’




  He shrugged. ‘Her idea.’




  Dawes moved over to the wall com, depressed it, his eyes never leaving his catch. ‘Cap? Your little trinket’s on the move. That okay?’




  ‘Where’s he going?’ came back, sharp and edgy.




  ‘Says your cabin. He a little too eager, Cap? You want me to slow him down?’




  ‘No, put him in, lock the door. We’re got a bidding war on the unloads, I don’t need the distraction. You tell him to take a damned shower, and not to touch my

  stuff.’




  Dawes chewed his gum, took his finger off the link. ‘You hear that?’ he asked.




  ‘I can go on my own. I don’t need an escort.’




  ‘I do what the Cap says, saves me a lot of time and trouble. Move, brat.’




  Stokes did as he was told. He picked up his case and walked the corridor without any real clue where the Cap’s cabin was. ‘You have bidding wars very often?’ he asked as Dawes

  pushed him into the lift. ‘I thought you only carried food supplies.’




  Dawes grunted. ‘Don’t ask questions, makes you look like a Downsider when you start being nosy. Spacers don’t ask; they do. Downsiders yak, yak, yak.’ The lift’s

  door slid to, and the motors came to life, their humming the only noise except for Dawes’ chewing.




  Stokes got a strange feeling as the lift rose, a tangled knot inside himself. He leaned hard into the metal wall, hugged his case to his chest, swallowed and closed his eyes, tensing as the lift

  landed and the doors slid open. He managed one word as two of Hetta’s crew barrelled inward, hands grabbing for him, the gleam of a hypo flashing closer: ‘Pak.’




  ‘Sour-faced bitch’ was Frank’s first impression of Captain Hetta Combes. The paper she slid over the desk didn’t help.




  ‘You want two thousand more? Jones isn’t worth that much.’




  The Cap raised her brows. ‘Had another offer.’




  ‘I thought this was an exclusive arrangement.’




  She smiled, the lines about her mouth as deep as knife cuts. ‘Nothing’s exclusive, Pak.’




  Frank added ‘liar’ to sour-faced bitch. There hadn’t been another offer.




  ‘Thinking about keeping the kid. He has good bones. A damned nice attitude,’ she said.




  Frank frowned: that sounded closer to the truth. Her office stank of cheap perfume; likely she sat drenched in the stuff, likely Jones stank of it too – but the big-time payoffs Frank had

  lavished on her had so far offset even Jones’ obvious charms. Forget following credit chits and fake IDs; if you wanted to find somebody like Jones you hit his main form of transportation

  – ships like the Cap’s that traded right on the edge of what was lawful. Frank picked up the pen on the desk, ringed the two thousand on the note to denote he had no problems with it

  and slid it back to her. ‘If you’re looking for a reason to keep the kid, you won’t find it here.’




  She smiled; he didn’t return it.




  ‘So why didn’t it go to plan?’




  She shrugged. ‘It went fine. I fooled him. I didn’t even lock him in. He was jump-sick. He was grateful. I played it the way he expected me to, right down to threatening to throw him

  off.’




  ‘Right up until he tried to leave?’




  ‘Something must have made him antsy. Wasn’t me. I admit I played with him a little. Hard not to; not often I get his kind on board. But I had his exits covered and I knew he

  didn’t have a gun stashed anywhere. No licence logged on his chip. No way he was getting one either, not on my boat. We got him cornered, the drugs did the rest.’




  ‘I hope you were careful.’




  ‘I’m always careful with drugs. Don’t fret; he’s in one piece, he’s breathing. And if you play nice, he’s all yours. But no transaction on a Rim planet;

  Customs poke their noses into everything. We’ll go further out. We’ll do this Reaches style, or not at all.’




  You didn’t shake hands with freighter caps; you sealed the deal with a nod and an affirmation, nothing else. ‘I’m happy to deal.’ Frank indicated the note. ‘Just as

  stated. You can call my ship with the details once you’ve chosen a place, time and date to complete.’




  The Cap grunted. ‘If I decide to complete, I’ll send a messenger. On foot is safer, I don’t trust anything to the airwaves around here.’ She gave him a predatory look.

  ‘You got any history with this kid besides the job?’




  ‘No.’




  Another grunt. The Cap leaned down her side of the desk and pulled out a bottle of bourbon and two glasses. She set the glasses down, poured the bourbon, gliding his over the sheen of the metal.

  ‘Got yourself a nice line of bullshit going on, haven’t you? Best you get over it, if you want to finish this.’ She took a fast sip from her glass. ‘So what the hell am I

  really carrying, Pak? Not some milksop brat gone AWOL, that’s for certain. This kid’s a player; says exactly what you want to hear, gives you his puppy-dog look to get where he needs to

  be. So what is he really?’




  Frank picked up his glass, tossing down the cheap bourbon, which soured his throat and made his tongue burn. ‘He’s a murderer.’




  The Cap snorted. ‘Not the first one of those I’ve had on board. Back to my first question – is there some history here? He knows you, you know him.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘You play straight with me, Pak, or I don’t play at all.’




  Frank straightened in his seat, took a deep breath. ‘I took on a job: a mercenary-type deal on a ship called The Marabell – a prison barge out of Eta Quadrant. They had a riot

  going on on board.’ The Government always paid mercenaries to take the first proper look-see. Dead mercenaries looked so much better on the news feeds. ‘Coming out of a lift, the man I

  went in with was killed: headshot. I got hit in the leg. The round went straight through my armour.’




  ‘So sue the manufacturer,’ the Cap said helpfully. ‘Let me guess: you bought second-hand.’




  ‘I bought what I could afford.’




  She smirked at him. ‘Cheap gets what it deserves. So what happened?’




  ‘Jones was on board in the transport section. He found me. Helped me.’




  ‘Saved you?’ She tagged on a sly little twist of her lips.




  ‘He needed me to get off. Prisoners’ IDs are removed; he needed one to access the escape pods. He needed a live one.’ Under-the-skin biochips died the moment their owners did;

  everybody knew that. ‘He bandaged me up, got me moving. Got me off that ship.’




  ‘Nice of him.’




  ‘Not nice. He needed me. He deserted me on-planet. He left the pod with nothing but a mask and some oxygen canisters.’




  ‘Left you in agony with no help coming.’ The Cap smirked again.




  ‘No – he left me on Almerdia with meds, food, water, and he left the homing beacon running. Search and Rescue found me.’ Frank took more bourbon on board while the Cap waited,

  cold-eyed and rigid.




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘A few days later a man called Clifford Greeley came to see me at the hospital. He’s the director of the Dunbar Institution on Beta, the place Jones was being sent back to before he

  escaped. Greeley told me the kid’s been on the run for over two years. He has a list of men he’s trying to track down. He’s already dealt with two of them. Greeley showed me some

  holos of the crime scenes. Those men were headshot. Executed.’




  ‘Jones has killed, twice over?’




  ‘Jones plans to kill fifty-seven times over.’




  The Cap’s eyes widened. ‘Doesn’t track.’




  ‘It does track. The kid’s a killer.’




  ‘Not from what I’ve seen.’




  ‘You said it yourself: he’s a player. You were being played.’




  She snorted. ‘I don’t get played, Pak. How’d he get off Almerdia?’




  ‘He took one of the environmental suits from the pod and walked through twenty miles of desert in a sandstorm to reach a mining dock. He’d have been dodging Search and Rescue and the

  cops’ efforts to find him all the way. Rudimentary, low-tech efforts, granted – but still, you need to be a very determined kind of crazy to face those kinds of odds. He left the planet

  on a hauler called The Saxonville. Greeley called that ship himself; her crew claimed they had no passengers. They claimed they searched their boat, no stowaways. They didn’t tell the

  truth.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because Jones doesn’t look like what he is. Because he’s a good liar. He tell you any lies? He tell you everything you needed to hear?’




  Her mouth tightened, her gaze fixed on the empty sheen of her desktop. ‘If he is a killer, he needs a motive.’




  ‘He’s deluded. He has a core fantasy dating back years. He’s convinced the men he kills have done something evil. He calls what he does justice.’




  ‘So he won’t murder just anybody – or he’d have killed you, Pak. He’d had accessed that escape pod then got rid of you the fast way.’




  ‘Which is exactly what Greeley said. His list doesn’t change or deviate. His mission is set.’




  Her gaze narrowed. ‘So why did this Greeley hire you? Why hand a Government problem over to a man he’d just met? You in Investigation?’




  ‘No. Transportation. I used to transport executives out to the Reaches ports.’




  That made her laugh. ‘I take it that wasn’t going too well.’




  Frank’s turn to squirm. ‘No. My ship failed her relicensing application. She needed upgrades. I couldn’t get them done and pay my crew. Luck put me in the right place at the

  right time so I took the job on The Marabell. I thought that payoff might give me a little more time to straighten things out. Greeley hired me because he thought I’d made some kind of

  connection with the kid. Jones has relatives: two aunts on Earth. They want their nephew brought back whole by somebody they can trust. They’re worried the cops won’t go easy on him,

  considering what he’s done.’ Frank unclipped a handheld computer unit from his belt and passed it across the table. ‘I’m not supposed to show anybody this, but, if you need

  proof, this is all the info Greeley gave me. The kid’s drugs, his intended victims, his last known contacts.’




  The Cap turned the unit about, stabbing a ragged nail at the controls to turn it on.




  ‘Key up Intendeds and you’ll get a list of Jones’ targets: fifty-seven names, together with locations, marital status and employment details. I’ve got half the damned

  things memorized I’ve checked them over so often.’




  ‘Doctor Vishal Kumar, fifty-three, from Bombay, India, married with one child,’ the Cap read off the screen moments later. ‘Doctor David Peterson, sixty-eight, from Alfa

  Station, married, no children. Both dead. Both doctors, one was in Disease Control Research, the other worked in Station Environmentals.’ She raised thin, blonde brows. Hit a key. A page

  flash, and she angled the machine off the desk. Frank saw colours reflected in the metal. There was a picture in the comp’s memory: Jones in a group of other kids. A short-haired younger

  version, standing with his arms slung over the shoulders of his peers, all of them grinning broadly. The rest of the kids wore blue; he wore dark green. His shirt had a logo on the right breast:

  Beta West Gardens. He must have had a job there some time. Some day-release programme, Frank assumed, one that led to an escape route off station. The kids looked commonplace: a mixed bag of sizes,

  shapes and colours, maybe twenty all together, looks ranging from the plain ordinary right up to Jones’ absurdly good-looking. No names were listed, the pictures headed by the statement

  ‘Seventeenth Birthday Party’. Jones’ own, perhaps.




  ‘There a drug this kid won’t swallow?’ the Cap asked. She’d reached the kid’s meds list. An odd mixture of ten drugs, without any of the anti-psychotics you might

  expect. Instead: vitamins, minerals, decongestants, pain meds, antacids, anti-inflammatories, something to boost the immune system, something for depression perversely right next to a fancy-named

  stimulant, right next to something to prevent seizures. ‘Chemical soup,’ the Cap muttered.




  A doctor on Almerdia had told Frank the same. It was a dangerously addictive combination too.




  Another page flash. ‘Known contacts?’ the Cap said. ‘Let me guess: he’s never headed you in the direction of a single one of them?’




  Frank shook his head, picked up his glass and downed the rest of his bourbon.




  The Cap placed the handheld down and passed it back across the table. ‘Your Government man was a little mean with the info, wasn’t he? You seriously trust Government?’




  ‘Greeley seems honest enough to me.’ Frank retrieved the handheld, turned it off. She was right, the unit contained nothing substantial, and Greeley had never added anything to it.

  The man – so well dressed, well groomed and well spoken – had been damned unhelpful. There’d been no face-to-face meeting since the initial encounter in the hospital. All Frank

  had been given was a mailing address if he needed to make contact himself. Every communication since had been sent to and fro scrambled and protected, as if Greeley expected those messages to be

  intercepted.




  Frank didn’t feel right about any of it, but he sorely needed Greeley’s money. He locked the machine safely back onto his belt.




  ‘I’m not in a hurry to trust anyone with a Government label,’ the Cap said.




  Frank shrugged. He stayed legal, likely she didn’t. He paid the taxes and tariffs he needed to. He tried to be a good citizen; he’d found no reason to be anything else. He reached

  for the bourbon, pouring himself a fresh glass even though the Cap had hardly touched her own.




  ‘How long have you been looking for this kid?’ she asked.




  ‘Eight months and change, ship-time.’




  ‘You ever get this close before?’




  ‘A couple of times, but healthy he’s a hard catch. He doesn’t quit no matter how hemmed in he gets. He wounded one of my crewmen once to get clear. Shot him in the arm and

  knocked him out in a bathroom on Zigma Station’s shuttle bay. Fried the door lock and left him there. My man was lying there for half an hour before anybody found him.’




  ‘Sounds desperate.’ She toyed with her glass, eyeing Frank with no warmth in her gaze.




  ‘Do we have a deal or not?’ Frank asked.




  ‘You’ll get your kid, Pak, when I’m happy you’re not as big a con artist as he is. You don’t get a damned thing until I’m satisfied. Understood?’




  ‘So, we’re done?’




  She almost bared her teeth. ‘Not an over-friendly type, are you? Reaches-born ex-military, I’d guess.’ She motioned to the scar on Frank’s chin. ‘Military shows. It

  shows in all kind of ways. And military goes right along with Government. I’ll get somebody to show you off.’




  She got rid of him the fast way, handing his exit over to a big slab of a man, all fat, no muscle, ugly as hell too. At the outside lock of the Cap’s ship Frank turned back to him.

  ‘How often does your Cap deal straight?’




  The man’s smile made him uglier still. ‘She’s old. Nobody’s killed her yet. You work out it.’ The hatch hissed closed.




  Jones, alias Joseph Stokes, alias twenty or so other names, raised his head, realizing that he stood pinned against a wall in a crucifix position. The two men holding his arms

  shook him.




  ‘Wake up.’ The Cap stood in front of him, a stern look on her face.




  Jones swallowed, his throat so dry his words became a cough. He guessed where he was: her cabin. A big comp unit was visible, personal effects scattered about on metal shelves. The Cap liked

  figurines. She liked real books.




  ‘There anything you want to tell me?’ she asked sharply. ‘Pak’s paid a lot to get this far, but that doesn’t mean all negotiations are off. There anything you want

  to say? There anybody you want me to call?’




  Call the news stations; he might have choked out. Something’s about to happen in the Reaches that’ll change everything.




  The Cap smiled, coming close in to palm his face in one hand; a controlled move, one that lingered, one she clearly enjoyed. ‘I want the truth, Jones. I have Pak’s version, now I

  want yours. Give it to me. Or I’ll take it.’ She motioned aside to Dawes. Chewing gum as always, he had a hypo set in one fist.




  ‘I take meds.’ Jones struggled against the grip of the men who held him.




  ‘I’ve seen your stash.’ The Cap took the hypo and waved Dawes away. ‘Let’s try again. The truth, then I’ll decide how I can profit from it. That’s how I

  do things. I make a profit every which way. I’ll take from Pak, from you, from any-damned-body I like.’ She touched his face, a languid stroking manoeuvre this time, temple to chin, to

  lips. ‘Take anything I like. You got that straight? Now, you want to tell me your real name or do you want this to get serious?’




  He looked her over, piled on the disdain, the contempt, added at the last a knowing smile. ‘My real name’s Jake,’ he said.




  







  CHAPTER 2




  Frank stood behind a bluff of rocks at the top of rise, watching a six-limbed lizard scuttle towards him; Frank all too wary of toxins and what a purple and yellow skin might

  indicate on a creature fast coming into range.




  ‘So we just sit and wait now?’ To Frank’s left sat one of his crew: Haine. The man glared at the blurred image on the portable monitor of the rain-drenched, empty vista below

  them. ‘This damned planet’s an eyesore.’




  True. Solkaris, like a lot of Reaches planets, scraped a living, from mining this time around. Frank didn’t need the Government’s planetary ID logs on his ship to tell him that: the

  place stank of lubricants even though all the mining went on miles beneath his feet. The fat raindrops left greasy smears in their wake, and if he swallowed one accidentally, it left a slippery,

  foul-tasting residue on his tongue. No wonder the place had a D-class designation, despite an A-class atmosphere, a low geological risk rating and an advisement that all its native species were

  ‘relatively’ benign.




  Frank hooked the lizard sideways with the toe of his boot. It rolled, showing flashes of pale abdomen, before it righted itself and ducked under the overhang of a rock. Max Harrison, hugging a

  rain-slicked boulder, glowered at him for that move. The man held the tiny ultra-zoom maxi camera Clifford Greeley had supplied. Next to him, Kady Kincott had charge of the audio mike, another of

  Greeley’s gifts to them, top of the range and beyond anything Frank could afford. Those two members of his crew could easily pass for brother and sister: late twenties, even-featured, blond.

  The hot looks Kady shot Max every now and again denied that misapprehension.




  ‘Four hours, for Christ’s sake. She said two.’ Haine, the tallest and broadest of them all, ran a hand across his wide nose. He blew on cold hands, then yanked the hood of his

  waterproofs down further. In the dimness his dark-eyed, dark-skinned face all but disappeared.




  Frank shifted closer to him, not that he wanted the conversation. They had an open-sided shelter up, one that offered little protection from the wind that flapped through it, one they’d

  need to clean down when they were done. Better it than the greasy rain.




  ‘Just why the hell did you agree to this?’ Haine grumbled on. ‘Hasn’t this brat caused us enough embarrassment? One shot-up arm, one broken tooth, concussion, cuts,

  bruises, abrasions.’ Haine delighted in his list of grievances as if every injury Jones had caused had been to him personally. Frank had taken the broken tooth; the concussion had been

  Max’s. They’d all suffered the cuts, bruises and abrasions, but still Haine took the prize, because he was the man Jones had shot.




  ‘All the time we’ve wasted on this brat and now here we sit waiting for some woman to deliver him wholesale.’




  Frank didn’t reply: an answer would encourage more complaints, and he wasn’t in the mood. Maybe the rain was the better option. He moved out to the edge of the rocks, squirmed out

  over one and stared through his binoculars. Nothing to see; below them lay featureless flat land, dotted with puddles. Left to right and back again, zoom in or out, it all looked the same. Solkaris

  was an eyesore.




  ‘She tunnelling in?’ Haine asked him. ‘You honestly trust this woman?’




  ‘Her deal, her way,’ Frank replied. ‘And she’s not the type to like an argument.’




  ‘She the type who’ll leave us waiting here forever like a bunch of fools?’




  ‘She won’t. She took the first instalment. She’ll deal straight now for the sake of her reputation.’




  ‘On body traffic. Nice.’ That came from Max, Max who’d had a sour look on his face all day.




  ‘We all know what the delay in contacting us was about,’ Haine rumbled on. ‘She was up for playing with her toy a little longer.’




  ‘She’d have checked Frank out,’ Max said, with another lowered-brows look from under his hood. ‘His business licences on Beta, maybe even a full check at Central

  Data.’




  Kady pointed eastward. ‘Shuttle’s coming in.’




  ‘No other ships are allowed anywhere near the drop-off point,’ the Cap had said over the com hours earlier. ‘No shuttle, no land vehicles, nothing in scan

  range.’




  She’d told them to wait at the top of the hill, then one body was to walk down it. No more, just one man was to make the exchange.




  Frank took to the incline, knowing his crew would hear every word. One hint of something amiss and he’d have covering fire if nothing else. Not that it would do him much good; the

  Cap’s ship likely owned enough firepower to wipe out his crew, the incline and half the hillside in seconds.




  The incoming shuttle was the mud-brown variety. It came in heavy, hitting so hard the soil gave under Frank’s boot soles as he walked towards it. The ship spewed up mud and water as it

  noisily powered down.




  Frank tipped his hood back as the bay doors rose, standing clear as the blonde Cap waved him inside. Frank shook his head: too tight a bay, a large black crate inside it and very little else

  except muscle. The Cap’s crewmen set about the thing on all sides, Frank backing off as it slipped down the ramp-way and made a dent in the dirt. ‘What’s this?’ he asked as

  the Cap followed it down.




  She pointed towards a sky full of dirty grey cloud. ‘Never know who’s watching. This is the box you paid for, Pak. It looks the same, doesn’t it?’




  Frank spilled rain off his hood as he shook his head again. ‘How the hell should I know?’




  ‘You trust me, that’s how you know.’ She patted the crate. ‘Superior merchandise, all the way from the Inner Rim at hardly a credit’s haulage. In perfect condition:

  no marks, no blemishes. You really want to argue here? You really want another delay?’




  Frank glanced back up the hills; looked again at the five-man escort the Cap had at her back. ‘I trust you,’ he said as if he had a choice. ‘But if anything’s amiss your

  second payment goes astray.’




  The Cap cackled out a laugh. ‘Nothing wrong with this shipment, Pak, it’s been tried, tested and approved.’ She gave him a smirk, turned and strode back up the ramp-way. The

  shuttle’s door pulled closed.




  That simple, that fast an exchange, Frank stood staring at his own reflection in the shiny black sides of the ominous crate she’d left him.




  Inside the crate Jones’ lids flashed burgundy, with a crimson corona. His prison was square rather than oblong, fresh air barely stirring through the breathing holes that

  circled its lid. He lay nose to his knees, tied and gagged, with no room to move. Worse, the Cap had drugged him. She’d risked mixing her crude concoctions with his meds for the sake of

  trying to get the truth out of him. She’d done so for days, and for days output from The Bliss had tangled with reality: unwanted data, theory, lots and lots of theory, thrown into his

  mind from nowhere. These days nothing came back straight or with a warning attached. But he hadn’t confessed a single thing about Jake. He never did.




  He banged one knee into the side of the crate with a thud, the pain stalling it all. He tried to concentrate on sounds, on engine noises and muffled voices, to calm himself, to slow his

  breathing. But the Cap’s drugs slewed every good intention sideways. More of The Bliss came back, memories this time, a nauseating surge of them.




  Bang went his knees against the crate. More pain to drive it all back and back. Thumps vibrated through the walls, the floor canting beneath his head. He braced his tied hands as it dipped. More

  thumps, more shifting, and the crate levelled out again. He sniffed, took a deeper breath, the adhesive’s vapours of his gag a sour sting in his nostrils. He found another memory: the Cap,

  her body over his, her breaths short and fast. ‘Bad for business.’ Her fingers tangled in his hair. ‘Beautiful boy, so, so obliging. Now tell me the truth. Tell me where you came

  from, Jake.’ Panic rose, the past, once called, wanting to twist free. The Cap leaned all her weight onto his shoulders, yelling for help, trying to force him down as he struggled.




  He strained against his ties, slammed both knees hard into the crate’s sides. He squeezed his eyes closed tighter and tighter, the corona flared – as red as blood.




  An insurge of fresh air washed over him, accompanied by shouts, curses. Hands dug into his arms and legs.




  He didn’t fight as he was lifted.




  His ankle ties were cut, his feet hitting the ground at odd, tangled angles. He dropped, thumping down onto his shins, the floor beneath him spilling dust into his nostrils. The gag was torn

  away, jabbing fingers catching at his ribs, trying to free up his wrists. He bawled out his own curses.




  ‘He hurt?’ somebody asked.




  They prodded him flat, someone pulling his shirt up over his chest in jagged, urgent jerks.




  ‘Jesus, I thought she said no marks.’




  ‘Was she a little rough with you, Jones?’ a deep booming voice asked.




  They gave him a blanket. He curled himself up in it but found no warmth.




  ‘She must have drugged him.’ Another voice: lighter. Kinder. ‘It’s okay. You’re okay now. You’re going home.’




  He had no idea where that might be. The Bliss? He opened his mouth, a hurtled rush of nonsense spilling free. Someone touched his face, and he flinched, striking his head into the crate

  behind him.




  ‘We should ask for our money back,’ the darkest voice said.




  ‘Shut up, Haine, I want to hear what he’s saying.’




  Tricks, he’d learned those to keep the truth inside, to keep his secrets hidden. He’d confess dead-ends, misdirect if he could. As undone as he was he settled on Milo’s name.

  He let go a string of it, and knew there were tears on his face when he said it. He wanted Milo.




  







  Sixteen years ago . . .




  Jake trusted Milo – even when he strapped him into the black box and sprayed something into his veins they called B567. It left him feeling languid, emotionless. He didn’t care

  what they did to him next. It didn’t matter. Passive State, they called it. They filled him full of something else they named T778. Then the door to the box closed, the complete dark, feeling

  like nothing more than an extension of himself. The screen in front of him lit, colours appeared first, a drift of them. He watched, hypnotized, then numbers and letters started to scroll upwards

  at such speed he couldn’t even recognize their shapes. ‘Just lie still, relax and watch,’ that’s what Milo had told him. ‘We’re going to make you clever.

  That’s all.’




  When the door finally opened again, his eyes stung in the light.




  ‘There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?’ Milo leaned in to unstrap him. ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked. ‘Good?’




  Jake nodded. He tried to stand, but his knees gave way.




  Milo picked him up. He carried him through the corridors outside and laid him down on his bed in his little room.




  Jake snuggled down, feeling exhausted without knowing why. He closed his eyes.




  ‘Output, in the morning, Jeven,’ Milo whispered when he came in to check on him. ‘Promise me you’ll be a good boy.’




  ‘I promise,’ he said.




  Output, he discovered, meant sitting at a table in a dim little room and trying to scribble out what he could remember of the information he’d seen the day before.

  They wanted to match the input to the output. A dark-haired woman sat and questioned him then, asking if he’d understood any of it at all. He hadn’t. Med checks came next. Two men

  scanned his brain and scrawled things on their slates. ‘No sign of damage,’ one said, sounding surprised, looking at the large screen across the room, the one with layer after layer of

  brain tissue on it, in violent multi-coloured overlays.




  Jake soon settled into the ship’s routine. Long weeks, months of sessions. Input. Output. Med scans.




  He spent more and more time with the other children. Narie became his best friend: a little red-haired girl, skinny with a big smile. She was always full of fun and devilment.




  They sought each other out whenever they could, at mealtimes and playtimes. They’d whisper in corners, exchanging information, trying to decide what was going on: where they were. How

  big the ship might be, because they’d never seen anything except the same corridors, the same doors. The one marked Bio-hazard, the one marked Key-coded Personnel. The one marked Control

  Groups. The one marked Species K-900. Keep out. Neither one of them was brave enough to do anything more.




  At least not until a few months later, when Jake noticed a panel in his room was loose.




  Alone one day, he set to work, prising it free, fighting it from its metal lip with a pop of sound. He didn’t worry for a second about being caught, far too excited even to consider

  it.




  There were wires behind the panel and a skinny gap of space. It was so narrow he had to wriggle his shoulder in to fit. He edged sideways until the gap grew bigger. Two choices faced him: a

  ladder in the centre of a pipe leading up and a pathway off to the side. He’d go sideways today, he decided. Up could wait. He squeezed himself along until a grille appeared. He peered

  through.




  The girl in the room was Narie. He didn’t recognize the doctor who injected her and settled her inside the black box.




  But the other man in the room was Milo.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
THE
NEMES IS

‘A promising debut’ Guardian

‘Reveals a flair for characterization and gritty writing” SFX





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
THE

NEMESIS
LIST

R. J. FRITH

TOR





