
        
            
                
            
        

    Save one man? Or save billions? It’s Moon’s choice.
Stellar physicist Moon Thadin and amnesiac savant Srin Flerovs are on their way to possible sanctuary with an old research partner of Moon’s. But between them and safety lie a cunning arms dealer, a suspicious pirate captain, and a universe of unfamiliarity.
Refusing to turn her research into aweapon, Moon and Srin outran the Republic in IN ENEMY HANDS, only to find that the rebels they’re heading for want her knowledge for the same reason and they’re willing to trade critical gene therapy for it. Withhold the therapy and Srin will die. Share the research and billions will die.
Can the needs of one ever truly outweigh the needs of many?
 


BALANCE OF TERROR
by
KS Augustin


THE STORY SO FAR
Moon Thadin was once a stellar physicist in the employ of the Republic. Idealistic, arrogant and a loner, there was only one scientist capable and tolerant enough to work beside her in her lab. His name was Kad Minslok. Moon never delved into Kad’s past or any part of his life. She wasn’t interested in politics and had no desire to contemplate anything other than the successful re-ignition of dead stars, so she was unaware that the man she regarded as her “right hand” was actually an anti-Republic sympathiser. However, when Kad receives a tip-off that the Republic’s Security Force is after him, he makes a quick getaway from the Phyllis Science Centre, leaving Moon to carry the blame.
Despite the fact that the Republic turned up no evidence that Moon is also anti-Republic, she is thrown in jail for two years, and put under scrutiny for a year after that. But what the Republic didn’t know was that Kad had left behind a clue to how to reach him. Walking through the shambles of her lab, torn apart by government forces, Moon stumbles across something that looks like a student identification token, but which is a communications chip to her old research partner. She tells no-one of her find.
Because science is all she knows, Moon thinks that a vindication of her research means a vindication of her character. She throws herself back into research with a vengeance, determined to make up for lost time. On their side, the Republic assigns the Differential, a medium-sized enforcer vessel, to take her to the Suzuki Mass so she can finally test her fusion research on a real star.
Because the equations for her stellar re-ignition research are so complex, Moon requires the very latest in computing power. When she finds that her laboratory aboard the Differential doesn’t contain the machine she wants, she loses no time in making her feelings known to the ship’s captain, Drue Jeen.
What Moon isn’t aware of is that the Republic thinks her research has such incredible potential, that they send along Srin Flerovs, the human (savant) equivalent of a computer that is light-years ahead of current technology in terms of comprehension and computation speed. Initially sceptical, Moon becomes an instant convert when she tests Srin’s abilities and realises that working with such a human would be a magnitude more productive than trying to create algorithms for a machine to understand.
The shock, however, comes on the second day of working with Srin when he greets her without remembering who she is! In a blistering argument with Srin’s “handler”, Hen Savic, Moon finds out that Srin has been dosed with drugs that wipe his memory every two days. In this way, the Republic keeps a valuable resource under control while exploiting his phenomenal mental gifts.
Moon becomes incensed by what is being done to Srin but feels there is nothing she can do. She doesn’t want to go back to prison, an option that Hen Savic has already threatened her with if she attempts to object to Srin’s treatment. As the Differential heads for the Suzuki Mass, however, Moon falls in love with Srin, and every “new” version of him, each faithful to her in forty-eight hour cycles, breaks her heart.
On Srin’s side, things are not as cut-and-dried as Hen Savic thinks. In fact, Srin is aware that there is something going on. He suffers flashbacks to years of memories, vague recollections of other labs and other scientists, and obvious questions as to why he looks so much older than clearer memories would suggest. Unknown to anyone else, he has worked out a system of leaving cryptic messages to his future selves but is left to decipher each such message in isolation, without recourse to recent experience.
Moon has resigned herself to being a pawn in whatever games the Republic wishes to play, but Srin destroys her equilibrium by begging for help one evening over dinner. He tells her of his fragmented memories, finds out that he’s been under Hen Savic’s drug regime for almost twenty years, and pleads for her assistance.
“Can you help me? Can you stop what they’re doing to me?”


Moon tells him that there’s little hope for them to escape, trapped in a starship light-years from the nearest system.
“The truth of the matter is, I’m as much a prisoner here as you are.”


She still hasn’t agreed to help Srin when a hyperspace accident hits the Differential. The ship makes it through to normal space but there are casualties, including Hen Savic, who sustains serious injuries.
Without Savic around, there isn’t anyone to administer the memory-wiping drugs to Srin. He reaches Day Three (one day past his usual medication schedule) with his recent memories intact…but by Day Four, he’s hit by convulsions and a high fever. In desperation, despite the fact that she loathes the man, Moon goes to the ship’s infirmary to talk to Savic and doesn’t like what she hears.
“We retrofitted the fever effect into his DNA. If he doesn’t get his medication by the end of day five, his hyperpyrexia – a fever in excess of forty-one degrees – accelerates and permanent brain damage ensues.”


With Srin’s life in the balance, Moon doesn’t have a choice. She administers the drug to him and buys him life…at the price of once more plunging him into amnesia.
Despite its recent accident, the Differential eventually reaches the Suzuki Mass and the moment of truth for Moon’s research. After finalising every equation and parameter, she arms the missile and readies it for insertion into a dead star. She is confident that her research will pay off. After all, doesn’t she have the galaxy’s greatest computer – Srin, now well again – at her disposal?
To her dismay, however, the experiment fails, and she is dumbfounded. There are consequences beyond her research: suspicions, wounded pride, secret agendas. The Republic’s counter-move is to dispatch Consul Rosca Moises, a top-flight investigator and inquisitor, to find out what went wrong and put the project back on track.
“You see, Doctor, the Republic has already poured tens of millions of credits into your project. To us, it looks as though – just as we seem to be on the verge of an important breakthrough – something happens. First, it was Kad Minslok, and now it’s the failure of the first live experiment. We’d like to think this is nothing more than a coincidence, but how can we be sure? If this experiment of yours keeps failing, you’re going to force me to go to drastic lengths.”


And, at that point, Moon realises that her life is over, that she will always be under the suspicion of the Republic, despite her release and the seconding of the Differential in the name of her research. Srin’s exhortation that they should escape suddenly makes sense. But how?
Moon deliberately starves and overworks herself into a collapse, prompting Drue Jeen to override the Consul and declare a short shore leave on the nearest planet, Slater’s End. This is exactly the moment Moon and Srin are waiting for. They head down to the planet with an armed escort but make a daring escape.
Their safety, however, is temporary, because Moon knows that Srin’s condition will start to deteriorate after four days. Using the small token she discovered in the wreckage of her laboratory so many years before, Moon contacts her old research partner, Kad Minslok, and asks for his help. Kad agrees…in return for her research.
Moon reluctantly agrees and Kad sends a doctor, Leen Vazueb, to pick them up and treat Srin. Despite the promise of medical care, Leen cannot help. The moment news of their escape reached the Differential, every medical facility on the planet was put into lockdown and under Space Fleet control. The only chance of escaping the Republic dragnet is to smuggle themselves aboard a regular goods transport to the satellite of another planet within the same solar system.
By now, it’s Day Four, and Srin is suffering. Neither he nor Moon have left Slater’s End yet. And the ship they’re hiding on in order to leave the planet is about to get searched by a Republic sweep team. If a convulsing Srin makes a single move, they will be discovered and everyone on board the cargo ship will be arrested. For the second time, Moon reluctantly administers the memory-wiping medication to Srin, knowing it will keep him quiet and send him into a deep sleep.
On Lunar Fifteen, Leen tries to help Srin but she’s working with primitive equipment. The best she can do is to produce some medication to help with the hyperpyrexia and she hands over a supply to Moon. Kad contacts them and tells them he’s arranged transport to a distant planet called Marentim via the Fodox Rebels pirate cartel and Moon is given another token to play once she and Srin have reached their destination.
Srin packed the rest of their things in the bag and slung it over his shoulder. They looked at each other.


He was still thin, and his face looked tired. What he needed now was an extended period of rest. Instead, they were fleeing for their lives across space. Moon looked into his grey eyes, and the love she saw there warmed her.


“Are you ready?” she asked. Her voice was husky.


“Yes I am.”


She smiled and held his hand and they waited for the Velvet Storm to dock on the far side of Lunar Fifteen.


And now, onto the Balance of Terror….
 


Chapter One
Moon Thadin hesitated before palming the door open. There could be anyone behind the opaque panel – a band of local thieves, their obstreperous landlord…a squad of Republic Security Force soldiers. Her open hand hovered centimetres from the sensor panel, then she slammed it against the plate. The door slid open.
The air inside was a cool and blessed contrast to the hot soup outside that masqueraded as an atmosphere. Tightening her grip on the small anonymous bag in her hand, Moon strode through the tiny living room, her steps slowing as she headed for the bedroom. Before she had even reached the threshold, she heard the laboured breathing, stuttering and wheezy in the still quiet.
Dammit, he’s not getting any better!
She shoved the errant thought from her head and deliberately relaxed her tense shoulders, sauntering into the room as if she didn’t have a care in the world.
“Is it my imagination or are you home early today?”
The raspy voice from the bed made her smile.
“It’s hot enough out there to melt a missile casing,” she replied, as casually as she could.
Srin Flerovs lifted his head to give her a weak smile, but it didn’t fool her. She saw the damp imprint he left on his pillow and the tendrils of hair plastered against his forehead, wet with his sweat. Walking towards him, she sat on the edge of the mattress, her expression serious.
“You had another seizure while I was gone, didn’t you?”
His grey eyes flicked away from her, toying with deception, before they focused again on her face.
“A little one this time,” he said. “Not as bad as the rest.”
“And you’re still lying,” she concluded with a sigh. She lifted the small bag she still held in her hand and jiggled it. “I managed to find another benzodiazepine variant. Maybe we’ll have better luck with this one.”
Moon was surprised by how resigned her voice sounded, but Srin’s seizures had been going on for almost a month now, and they didn’t seem to be getting better, despite her best efforts. She was a stellar physicist – dammit! – not a biochemist, but she’d been forced to crash-educate herself in pharmacology ever since they’d escaped from Lunar Fifteen. She had already bought medication from several pharmacies in an effort to concoct some mixture that would make things better, that would turn Srin from an overheated, shivering mess into the strong, calm man she’d fallen in love with.
“What’s it like out there?” Srin asked, jerking his head. His voice stuttered but Moon pretended not to hear. “I, I didn’t get a good look around when we landed.”
That was an understatement. Srin had been in the throes of spasms so bad she, and the reticent pirates who shuttled them down to the surface, had been afraid that he was going to die right there and then on the landing pad.
“It’s hot,” she said, her voice dry.
For her, losing Srin would have meant the loss of a soul-mate. For the pirates, it would have meant an added complication they didn’t need. They threw her luggage after her with insolent speed and took off while she was still trying to ask them for help.
He rasped out a laugh. “Tell me something I don’t know. I thought we landed in a super-heated swamp the moment we left the spaceport complex.”
She didn’t want to remember that day – the panicked search for a day room to park Srin while she went looking for accommodation, her worry the entire time she was away from him, the strange rituals and customs she ran up against while trying to negotiate her way through the city’s bustling population. But she had done it, and she was proud of what she had accomplished.
“You’re lucky you’re not the one doing our grocery shopping.” Her rebuke was gentle and had its intended effect. Srin’s craggy features lit with a brief smile before his teeth gritted. She knew he was trying his best to suppress the spasms that racked his body.
Turning away from him, she took a bottle out of the bag, checked its label, and cracked open the seal, emptying three capsules into her palm. She always made sure to keep a flask of water close by. Flicking open the spout, she poured out a glass of cool water.
“Here,” she said, offering him both the glass and the pills. “Take this. It might help.”
His hands jerked as he reached for the medication. With Moon’s help, he managed to swallow the capsules and sank back on the bed, his eyes closed.
Was it her imagination, or did he seem a little more at ease already? It must be wishful thinking because she doubted the drug worked that fast.
“I’ll go prepare something to eat,” she said softly, feeling useless, and slipped out of the room.
How the mighty have fallen, she thought to herself as she momentarily leant against the wall. As a stellar physicist at the Phyllis Science Centre, she only had to snap her fingers to get what she wanted – the latest Quantaflex computer, an expansive lab, meals sent up to her from the campus canteen. But now, she couldn’t even get common drugs without having to sweet talk several people and pay a mark-up that bordered on criminality.
And now here she was, back at the bottom of the roller-coaster ride that was Moon Thadin’s life. Her tired gaze swept the surroundings, falling on cheap walls, grey with ingrained dust and encroaching mould, before moving on to the flimsy furniture and outmoded systems in the small kitchenette. There wasn’t even a proper food programmer available, forcing her to walk to the markets every two days to buy food, dirt still clinging to the roots of vegetables, blood still dripping from limp cuts of meat.
“How can people live like this?” she asked herself, pulling open the chilled box where food was normally stored.
She had thought that the planet of Slater’s End – out near the ill-fated Suzuki Mass – was primitive, but it was nothing compared to the heated soup bowl that was Marentim. And, after immersing herself in several history vids, she now knew why. Marentim was originally an alien planet, colonised by powerful human cogs of the Republic machine. There were some tradeable resources on the planet, but not many. Certainly nothing to fight wars over. Not that that stopped anybody. If there was a case study of a planet where even the might of the Republic had miserably failed, it was Marentim. More than two centuries after human subjugation, the world was like a small boy’s fantasies run wild, the entire planet divided into territories of misery and avarice – depression and poverty at the bottom, greed and riches at the top.
When Kad Minslok, her one-time research partner turned anti-Republic rebel, had instructed her to get to Marentim after she and Srin escaped the dragnet on Slater’s End, Moon hadn’t been sure what to expect. Now, almost a month later, the reasoning behind Kad’s advice was obvious. The world was so busy trying not to fall apart that it couldn’t sustain the luxury of a strong planetary government. It was the perfect environment for galactic dissidents looking for quick camouflage.
“Quick camouflage,” she muttered, “but slow dinners.”
She pulled out a shallow tray of dark red meat, sticky blood lying in pools along the curved edges, and tipped it upside down into the sink to drain. She didn’t like it, but she was starting to get used to the look of blood, mixed in with what was going to become food. She salivated after vat-grown muscle, exquisitely programmed, meltingly tender, but the stores that sold such goods were in the more exclusive areas, heavily guarded by militias and closely watched. Neither she nor Srin needed that kind of attention.
The vegetables and grains were easier to prepare – scraping, measuring, boiling, steaming. If she had thought, even six months ago, that she’d be elbow-deep in butchered flesh and edible plants grown in soil, she would have laughed herself silly.
“Backward evolution at work,” she muttered. “Look at me, a born-again cave-woman.”
The meal took almost an hour to come together and she shook her head when she saw the haphazard look of what eventually crowded two plates. But it was hot, nutritious and cheap. Under the circumstances, she couldn’t ask for more.
After putting the plates on the table, she walked back to the bedroom. Dusk fell quickly on Marentim and the room was already dim, the outlines of furniture barely visible, but Moon was gratified to hear steady breathing coming from the bed. Maybe her last bout of shopping – Moon’s Benzodiazepine Mixture #14 – had done the trick. She certainly hoped so.
Walking across to Srin’s resting form, she put a hand on his forehead. His temperature felt normal, which was to be expected. He wouldn’t be needing his regular dose of hyperpyrexia-inhibitors for another two days.
He stirred against her hand, sought it out with his…and pulled it to his mouth, where he dropped a kiss into her palm.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered.
“What for?” she asked, her voice equally low.
“For being so useless. We should have left here by now. We should be—”
“Ssh,” she interrupted. “I have dinner ready. Or at least something vaguely approximating a meal.”
He chuckled and slowly swung his legs out of bed while she kept her clenched fists behind her back. “You really have been improving with your cooking, you know.”
She snorted. “When I think of my first attempts, that’s not saying much.”
She didn’t help him to the dining table but she hovered close by and, by the tightening of his lips, she knew he knew it too. Silently, they took their seats.
“What kind of meat is this?” he asked, after taking a mouthful of food and chewing on it thoughtfully.
“I…it’s….” She shrugged and gave him a wry smile. “To be honest, I don’t know. It looked the freshest, so I bought some.”
“No doubt to the intense disappointment of the native population, it can’t be human.”
Moon frowned as she glanced down at her plate. “How do you know?”
He grinned. “It doesn’t taste like chicken.”
“Oh you!”
He was joking again and maybe that’s what made her laugh a little louder than she should have, considering the small size of the jest. Any small progress he made was like clawing out of an abyss and she felt so helpless watching him. To have a little of the old Srin back was more precious to her than a planet made of diamond.
“How do you feel?” she asked, in as casual a voice as she could muster, shoving the vegetables around with her cutlery.
His forehead furrowed as he groped for words. “I feel…exhausted, as if I’m smothering in a cloud of white fibre. It takes such an effort to concentrate on any one thing.”
“And your spasms?”
“Not one, since you gave me those tablets earlier on. Maybe they’re helping. I hope so.”
So did she.
She felt Srin’s heavy gaze on her, and knew what topic was coming up next.
“The chip,” he said. “From your old research partner. You haven’t played it yet, have you?”
“No,” she replied, pretending intense interest in how she cut some tubers.
“I don’t know why you’re waiting, Moon.”
She could have lied, but didn’t. Srin had suffered more than enough of that during his life.
“It’s you,” she admitted after a pause, looking up at him. “If I know Kad, once I play that chip, we’ll be off on some breakneck journey across the galaxy again. I can’t – I won’t – do that until I’m sure you can cope with whatever we have to face next.”
“I’m not a child, Moon.” But his voice lacked anger.
She shook her head and rose, carrying the now-empty plates to the cleaning unit.
“You’re weaker than you think, my love,” she said, her back to him. “The best thing for you right now is a top-flight Republic medical facility, one month’s enforced rest and an intense round of medical treatment.”
She turned and leant against the counter. “But all I can offer you is a few stolen weeks in a habitat that would have been condemned on any other civilised planet, and a guaranteed future of uncertainty.” She shrugged and smiled wryly at him. “Can you fault my hesitation?”
“Play the chip,” he said softly. “I know it’s a one-off, that’ll it destroy itself after running, but I don’t think staying here is any smarter a move. The Republic can’t catch us if it doesn’t get a tip-off on where we are. And it can’t get a tip-off as long as we keep moving.”
He stopped, swayed in his chair and blinked, as if clearing something from his vision. Moon’s hands tightened on the prefab ledge. “What’s the matter?”
“I…,” he paused and shook his head, taking a deep breath at the same time. “I suddenly feel as if I’ve been dropped into a 6g environment.”
“Your limbs feel heavy?” She had read about that side-effect on one of the medical labels she’d read but, compared to his convulsions, it seemed like a small price to pay.
“Limbs, body…brain.” He smiled weakly as his words became hesitant. “I think…I need to…lie down.”
Moon hurried to his side and, supporting him, helped him stagger back to bed. He collapsed onto the mattress and fell asleep in minutes.
Moon looked down tenderly at his face, too craggy to be called handsome, but compelling in its own way. She was reminded of the spark of attraction when she first saw him aboard the Differential, and how envious she had been of his openness and apparent lack of guile. Surrounded as she had been by people with their own agendas, how could she not fall in love with such an honest man?
Quietly, she left the room and walked back to the cubicle that masqueraded as a living room.
Kneeling down, her fingers ran over the rough upholstery on the bottom edge of the cheap, cramped sofa. When she withdrew her hand, she was holding a chip. It wasn’t as well disguised as the chip she’d found in her ravaged lab at the Phyllis Science Centre, but it didn’t have to be. It had been the doctor, Leen Vazueb, who had given her this second chip while they were still on Lunar Fifteen. Kad had provided accompanying instructions that she play it when she reached Marentim, but she didn’t think she was ready to take that next step.
She looked down into her hand, watching the mall token catch the light from the kitchenette. Should she take Srin’s advice and play it now? But what if he suffered another attack of convulsions? She turned the little disc over and over in her fingers. She’d give it one more day, she decided, just to make sure that the cocktail of drugs she had Srin on was stabilising his condition.
She knew they couldn’t wait forever. Srin was right. The longer they stayed on Marentim, the greater the chance of discovery.
“Tomorrow,” Moon told herself. “But only if Srin’s better.”

“Hello Moon.”
Kad looked out at her from the cheap monitor screen.
“If this chip is being played, it means that either Moon Thadin successfully reached Marentim, or the Fodox Rebels have killed her and appropriated the chip for themselves. I sincerely hope it’s the former.”
“Thanks,” Moon muttered to the image of her old partner.
She was at a public terminal almost half a kilometre from her and Srin’s rented rooms, in the quietest spot she could find. One street away, heavy traffic meandered past, bogged down by the sheer volume of vehicles and the many stops made by courier and transport speeders along their routes. No more than twenty metres beyond that, where she kept a wary eye out for undesirable characters while she absorbed Kad’s words, was an alley of barely legal shops and gambling dens. Moon knew from experience that the alley only became busy after dusk, but she wasn’t about to risk her luck. Once she found out her next set of instructions, she would be gone.
“Assuming you’re the one who’s playing this Moon, well done but, as you’ve probably concluded, this is only the first in a series of steps to bring you to me.” Kad flashed teeth, grinning at her. “I hope your memory’s as sharp as it was, because I have an account number for you.” He repeated a string of numbers that Moon was quick to enter into her personal assistant unit.
“That number is linked to a temporary holding account with Marentim National, coded to your voiceprint. Not very secure, I know, but it’s the best I could come up with on short notice. Playing this chip initiated a transfer of two kilo-credits to that account, but it’ll only be there for twenty standard hours, so don’t hang around for too long before you decide to pick it up.”
“Two kilo-credits,” Moon repeated, her eyebrows rising. Exactly what organisation did Kad belong to? The amount of money he’d named could buy a very nice holiday on an exclusive resort planet and was much more than she had been expecting.
“As part of the process of authenticating you, I’ll get a copy of your voice-print identification, so if you’d like to leave me a message, be my guest. Just be a little careful about what you say. Your next stop is 3 Enkil IV but, to get there, you’ll need to find someone called Gauder. He’s a merchant of various, ah, goods and services. You might not like him very much but he hates the Republic as much as we do and he’s been one of my contacts in that sector for several years now. He’ll guide you to a rendezvous point where there’ll be a ship waiting for you. Use as much of the money as you can to book passage. Don’t act too needy and it shouldn’t cost you and your computer-brain friend more than one and half kilo-credits.”
That was the first mention Kad made of Srin. Moon wondered how the two men would get on once they finally met.
“I can’t tell you where Gauder is because he moves around a lot, but his base of operations is close to where the Velvet Storm dropped you off. Use your initiative. I can give you a code-phrase though, that should help smooth things with him. It’s ‘castle-communicator’.”
He smiled and, in his face, Moon saw the young researcher that she’d hired, full of life and energy. She realised she’d missed his company these past few years.
“I know, the phrase sounds ridiculous but that’s the beauty of it.” He sobered. “I’ll find a way to contact you on Enkil IV.” The picture lingered for a second, Kad staring at her with an amused earnestness, then the screen blacked out. Moon didn’t need to see the wisp of smoke emerging from the chip slot to know what happened next. With a clunk, a charred black disc fell into the terminal’s tray.
She’d been right. The next stage of the frantic escape had begun.
 


Chapter Two
Moon wasn’t sure what she hated most about Marentim. Was it the heat? The chaos? The feeling that everyone around her was trying their best to scam her?
She couldn’t figure it out. She had used some of the money Leen Vazueb had given them on Lunar Fifteen to buy clothes on Marentim. She dressed like a local, spoke the same language as the locals, shopped where locals shopped, and yet she still felt narrowed gazes follow her as she went about her daily business.
The first time she had ventured out into the searing streets was to buy a cheap net-scoop. The seller had looked at her with a cynical gleam in his eye, trying to peddle more expensive versions with as few features as the cheaper models. Moon had been proud of herself, insisting on a basic model with more anonymous, read-only subscriptions to a number of news nets. She had walked away from the shop with her head held high…until she read some promotional material and realised that, while she’d saved money on the scoop, the dealer had charged her double the going price for the subscriptions. She had collapsed into a chair back at her and Srin’s habitat, listening to the man she loved trying to control his spasms in the bedroom, calculating the amount of money she’d lost, and wanting to burst into tears.
“What have we done?” she asked herself.
Life within the Republic’s Science Directorate had been a hedonistic pleasure in comparison to what she faced now. In the past, she never had to worry about what she ate, where she slept, how safe she was. In return, all the Republic had asked for was her soul. Now, her soul was free, but she was racked with anxiety and uncertainty, forced to count every credit. It was difficult to know which was the better option.
Moon felt so weary at that moment, an exhaustion that bit through to her bones. A small part of her had even entertained the idea of turning themselves in to the Security Force. The local office was a mere fifteen-minute shuttle ride away. She was sure she and Srin would have been separated if they surrendered, but at least he would get medical treatment, something that had been beyond her meagre abilities when they first landed on Marentim.
Somehow, she had recovered from that initial sense of crushing depression. It helped when she thought of Hen Savic’s implacable face and the way he’d rationalised drugging a fellow human being for almost twenty years. When she pictured Consul Rosca Moises with her even white teeth, supercilious smile and predator eyes. When she saw the expression of pain and loss in Captain Drue Jeen’s eyes. When she saw the expression of hope on Srin’s face.
It had taken several weeks of painful experience, and a rapidly depleting wallet, but she was handling herself a lot better now. She made sure only to shop for items when other people were shopping for the same thing. Sometimes that meant that she bought fowl instead of hoof meat, or tubers when she had her mind set on fresh greens, but that was a small price to pay. With several people in line, and the person in front of her buying the same kind of item – whether produce or commodities – Moon discovered that she couldn’t be cheated to the same extent as she had been.
She had even cultivated a disinterested half-smile that she used on persistent traders and merchants. The old Moon would have hated such an expression, feigning superiority, but the new Moon didn’t. In fact, she was rather proud of it. She had always considered herself as a straightforward person, nervous with deception and impatient with artifice, but knew that that was a useless trait in her current life. If she and Srin were going to get to Kad, she would have to start developing a protective emotional carapace on Marentim. And the sooner she started, the better.

With the charred disc stashed in a pocket, Moon walked away from the alley of gambling dens and mingled with the slow-moving pedestrian crowd along the main road. Now that she had a name – Gauder – and a destination – 3 Enkil IV – it was time to put the preparation stage of their plan into effect.
When she and Srin had drawn up possible strategies on the Velvet Storm – how to find accommodation, what to say if questioned by a Security Force patrol – they had assumed that there would be two people to handle the situations thrown at them. They would do everything as a team. That was the expectation at the beginning of their voyage, when they were still full of exhilaration at escaping the Republic. But, when Srin started to fall ill again, Moon realised that, once more, she would have to bear the brunt of the work, just as she had during their initial escape on Slater’s End.
The first order of business, however, was getting hold of the money Kad had deposited for her.
Moon discarded the burnt communications chip in a rubbish bin far from the public terminal she had used, dodged a small knot of pedestrians, and headed for the closest directory screen. The nearest branch of Marentim National was three blocks away and she walked the distance as briskly as she could, ignoring the growing trickle of sweat that ran down her back. It was barely mid-morning and already the air resembled the interior of a hot oven.
A blast of refrigerated air hit her face as she entered the bank and she almost moaned with relief. Taking time to stretch her tense muscles, she strolled around, revelling in the crisp coolness. The walls were clad in panels of matte silver with faux-timber trims and the bright blue carpet underfoot was so plush, Moon felt as if she was walking on thick sponge. Together with the ornate lighting fixtures, the total effect of the busy foyer was one of ostentation but little taste.
Finally, when she thought her body had temporarily halted expelling sweat through her pores, she headed for the “Information/Reception” sign above a group of four counters. Behind each, holograms of androgynous-looking humanoids flickered.
“May I help you?” the AI asked in several languages, as Moon stepped into its activation range.
Replying as quietly as she could in ingel, Moon replied that she needed to make a private withdrawal from an account.
There was a pause while the clerk processed the request, then she was directed to a human at one of the far-right counters.
“May I help you?” the woman asked when Moon approached. The woman’s skin was a dark reddish-brown and it looked exotic in the otherwise blandly corporate surroundings.
Moon repeated her request and provided the account number Kad had given her.
“The account requires voiceprint identification,” the clerk told her, after a quick check. “We have a booth for such use.”
“And is the booth secured?” Moon asked.
Something flashed in the woman’s eyes that could have been affront. “Only the initiator of the transaction receives an encrypted copy of the voiceprint after recording,” she replied stiffly. “We routinely wipe all transactions within microseconds of verification.”
“And you don’t listen to what I’ve recorded?” Moon persisted.
“No madam. All I receive is notification on whether the voiceprint was authenticated and funds can be released. Yes or no.”
Moon was scanned before entering the booth and had to leave her personal unit behind. In addition, the booth walls were transparent, making it difficult to fake a recording. Only difficult, not impossible. She wondered where Kad had found a voice clip of hers to act as the authentication sample. Had he been monitoring their work the entire time he’d been at the Phyllis Centre?
The clerk clicked the door shut and motioned for her to start talking whenever she was ready. What should she say? Thanks for helping us? How many more hoops do I have to jump through before we’re safe? Why the hell can’t you come and get us? She didn’t need Kad’s words to remind her that she had to be careful with what she said.
After some furious thought, she looked up at the low transparent ceiling. “When I see you,” she told the air in a calm voice, “I’m going to wring your neck.”
When she left the booth, Moon was told that she’d passed the verification. The clerk initiated the transfer and watched her with a speculative gleam in her eye. Something about the woman’s demeanour was discomfiting. Did she know Moon was on the run and was only waiting for a free moment so she could call the authorities? Or maybe there was someone waiting outside the bank, the clerk’s accomplice, ready and prepared to mug any customer with fat cash in her hands?
Both women remained silent.
A muted ping indicated that the transfer had been completed and the clerk’s gaze dropped to the credit disc. She slid it across the counter, watching it with a sharp gaze that reminded Moon of a raptor bird watching a scurrying mouse. A moment later, Moon took the disc – the top of it still warm from the clerk’s brief handling – and slipped it into a small pocket attached to her personal unit. She was now in receipt of two kilo-credits and a growing sense of unease.
“Is there anything else I can help you with?” the woman asked with an over-bright smile.
“Is there a bathroom here?” Moon suddenly asked.
The clerk pointed towards her left. “Follow the sign to ‘Private Investments’. You should see an arrow to the facilities there.”
With a nod, Moon thanked her, and headed in the direction she was given. However, when she was sure the clerk’s attention was on a new customer, Moon suddenly changed direction, headed for a side-entrance and slipped out into the pedestrian traffic.
Maybe she was being paranoid. Maybe the woman was just wondering what Moon was going to do with two kilo-credits. Whatever the reason, Moon wasn’t taking any chances. She stopped at a nearbythrift shop, bought a cheap shirt to change into and released the tight bun of her hair, finger-combing the chocolate-brown tresses so they flowed over her shoulders and helped obscure her face. Only then did she head back to Srin and the relative safety of their quarters.

The lack of rattling as she entered their temporary habitat was one of the most reassuring sounds Moon had heard in a while. Her new concoction of drugs for Srin’s condition had obviously worked. It was now time to find the mysterious Gauder and get the hell off Marentim.
With a more critical eye, Moon quickly inventoried their possessions. Besides a few more sets of clothes, and the net-scoop for which she had overpaid, there was little to take away with them. She had once been proud of reducing her life to such minimalism but all it reminded her of now was a lack of permanence and, at best, a fragile sense of security.
“I thought I heard someone.”
The voice was low and creaky. Moon turned and saw Srin grinning weakly at her from the door. For once, his shirt wasn’t soaked in sweat.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
“Tired. A bit disconnected. But not as bone-weary as I was.” He trained his light gaze on her. “You played the chip, didn’t you?”
“How—?” She shook her head. “I’m an open book to you, aren’t I?”
He moved towards her, each step slow and deliberate. Even if he wasn’t in pain any more, Moon knew he was still far from healthy.
“A delightfully sensuous book,” he replied, reaching her.
He enfolded her in his arms and Moon melted against him, closing her eyes. She knew she had to be strong for the both of them, but the urge to give herself up to his embrace was too tempting.
“A book with complexity,” he murmured against her hair. “With a surface as smooth as the finest silk, and just as tough, covering an engaging character of indomitable will.”
He rocked her gently from side to side and she happily swayed to the rhythm he set. This was the first time since almost the moment they’d boarded the Velvet Storm that they’d been so close. They had shared greater intimacy while trapped on a military spaceship, she thought with a snap.
“Just kiss me, will you?” she demanded softly, tilting her head back.
“Whatever you say, my darling physicist.”
His lips were dry and a little chapped, a rough edge of skin catching at Moon’s tender flesh. She didn’t care. He wasn’t a mass of convulsions in her arms, labouring for breath, his muscles taut in tension. He was warm, alive, steady, and she wanted him more than she had wanted anyone in her life.
“You feel so good,” she told him when they both finally surfaced for air.
“All thanks to you.” He nuzzled her ear. “Anyone else would have left me on that landing pad to spasm myself to oblivion. But not you. You dragged me here, got me well, negotiated this strange world, all without a word of complaint.” His grip tightened. “You’re one in a billion, Moon Thadin, and I wanted to tell you that I’m more in love with you today than I was yesterday, and more again than the day before, back through time to the very first moment I saw you.”
Did he know how much she ached to hear those words? She breathed in deeply, as if she could inhale his statements into the very core of her. If he wasn’t yet physically capable of handling the burden of getting them off Marentim, his words were the next best thing.
“You’re right,” she told him, reaching up to lock her fingers behind his head.
His eyebrows lifted. “I am? About you being one in a billion?”
“No,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You were right about the other thing. I played the chip.”
“And did your mysterious friend tell you where we were to head next?”
“Mmmmm.” She kissed the edge of his mouth. “Not only do I have a destination, but I am also in receipt of a sizeable chunk of credits. And I have the name of our next contact.”
She related the contents of Kad’s message and her trip to Marentim National and back.
Srin’s eyebrows rose. “You are becoming a paranoid character, aren’t you?”
“If you spent as much time out on the streets of this planet as I have,” she retorted, “you would be too. It’s fang-versus-fang out there.”
“And, from the sounds of things, you can’t wait to leave?”
She grimaced. “I think I can understand why Kad chose this place as a hideout for us, but if I never set foot on Marentim again, it’ll be too soon.”
A sudden thought struck her and she pulled away.
Srin frowned and held on to a hand that was in danger of slipping from his grasp. “Oh-oh, I know that look. It means that Doctor Moon Thadin has just had a brainwave.”
“I….” With a small jerk, she freed herself and walked over to the small sofa, her steps hesitant.
“Kad sent me two kilo-credits,” she finally said, spinning around and perching herself on the hard, rickety armrest.
“So you said,” Srin answered, his gaze intent on her. There was a puzzled frown creasing his forehead.
“Two kilo-credits can get us off this planet,” she continued and bit the bottom of her lip. “It doesn’t have to be on Kad’s transport. Anybody would take the money and get us away. We could go someplace, someplace unexpected, where neither the Republic nor Kad Minslok can find us.”
“You want to run away from your ex-research partner?” Srin’s frown deepened. “But why? I thought our whole plan was to get to him and ask for sanctuary?”
They stared at each other.
“There’s something I didn’t tell you,” Moon admitted, after a long pause. “Do you remember the town of Wessness on Slater’s End?”
Srin shook his head. “Not very well.”
No, of course he wouldn’t. At the time she made her first call to Kad, Srin was a shivering mess at her feet. Her old research partner had told her that he was willing to help her escape from the Republic’s clutches but that he wasn’t willing to risk his aid for her “drug addict” friend as well. Moon remained obstinate. The both of them came, or neither of them. Kad had then asked her what she had to trade in return for the rescue.
“I told him I still had my research notes,” she finished, watching Srin carefully as she related the episode.
He didn’t look happy. “You traded your stellar re-ignition work for our freedom?”
She threw her hands into the air. “I would have traded anything else, but I didn’t have anything else. And I thought we were very close to getting caught.”
Srin’s voice rose a little higher in disbelief. “Does he know the missile failed?”
“Yes,” Moon admitted, trying hard not to think of that moment when the probe had launched, had penetrated the star…but failed to initiate the cascade reaction she’d hoped for. “But I told him I knew where we went wrong.”
“So you lied to him?”
Moon laughed, but the sound was shaky. Roughly, she ran a hand through the hair that tickled her shoulders. “Love, I would have lied to the Republic’s First President himself if I thought it would buy us a way off that rock.”
But she wasn’t getting off the hook that easily.
Srin’s voice was measured. “And yet something makes you think that this Kad Minslok character can’t be trusted?”
Moon looked down at the floor and clicked her tongue in exasperation before meeting her lover’s gaze again.
“You didn’t know me when I was Moon Thadin, premier researcher at the Phyllis Science Centre.” She made her voice sound dramatic before grimacing. “To put it in a nutshell, I was an arse. No, really,” she added, when Srin snorted. ”I had run through rivers of money and I didn’t care if I ran through an ocean more, if it meant I could vindicate my research. I,” she swallowed, “I didn’t take much notice of anyone around me, except through the lens of how they could help my research.”
“Then you met Kad Minslok and you changed?”
“Oh no,” Moon countered emphatically. “I didn’t take any notice of Kad at all. Never asked him about his personal life, his hobbies or interests. To this day,” she shrugged, “I don’t know if he’s bonded or even if he has children.”
“You were focused, Moon,” he told her gently.
She shook her head. “Oh no, I was selfish.”
Srin was silent for a moment. “So what happened?”
Moon raised a hand and let it fall limply back to her lap. “Well, Kad went all ‘terrorist rebel’ on me and managed to evade the Security Force squad that was sent to apprehend him. I was thrown in jail under suspicion of being an accomplice.
“Look,” she said suddenly, “the reason I’m mentioning all this is that, while I thought I hadn’t taken notice of anybody, I think my subconscious was recording…impressions of Kad.”
“Impressions?”
“It’s difficult to put in words,” Moon said with a sigh. “Here I am, a renowned scientist, and I’m left scrabbling around trying to explain my intuitions.”
“I wouldn’t be so dismissive,” Srin said. “If it wasn’t for my intuition, I doubt I would ever have trusted you. And look what happened when I did? We’re freer than we’ve been in decades.”
Moon allowed herself a small smile before continuing her story. “All right. Let’s say my intuition is worth something. What it told me is that the Kad I faced on Wessness was different to the Kad I had worked with.”
“Different. In what way?”
“More confident.” She sifted through her memories of that conversation. “More ruthless. There was something about him I wasn’t so comfortable with.”
Srin looked up at the ceiling. Moon could tell from the expressions flashing across his face that he was trying to put everything he’d told her into a coherent model.
“So,” he finally ventured, “from what you’re saying, you’re afraid Kad Minslok wants to use your research in the same way that the Republic does.”
Moon nodded. “That’s it. Exactly. Some part of me feels as if we’ll just be swapping one kind of gaoler for another.”
“And you’re proposing we bypass both parties and escape to another part of the galaxy?”
Her face brightened. “Why not? Why get mixed up in the whole Republic-rebel conflict at all?” She lowered her voice. “With the money Kad gave me, we have a chance for a new life, Srin.”
Moon realised the tone of her voice was pleading, but she didn’t care. There was an anxiety gnawing at her, a sensation she feared would become prophetic if they continued on their current path. She would have found the idea of surrendering to her feelings ironic if the situation weren’t so grim.
Srin shook his head. “I don’t know that I agree, Moon. At the moment, I feel we have less choice than you may think. While we were on the Velvet Storm, I picked up some interesting information.”
“Such as?”
“Well, for one, it’s difficult to legitimately get from one system to another. There are random Republic sweeps, instant money trails generated whenever a large enough transaction is made, not to mention constant identity checks. If you’re thinking of moving to non-legitimate methods of transport, then we’re talking serious money, the kind that might look at two kilo-credits as just so much small change.”
Moon recollected Srin’s behaviour on the pirate ship – his illness and the debilitating side-effects – and narrowed her eyes. “I thought you were ill for most of the time on the Velvet Storm?”
“’Ill’ doesn’t mean I lose my hearing, my love. And I’ve found that people talk a lot more freely when they think they’re around an invalid.” His voice was dry. “It’s as if, by losing my mobility, they’d assumed I’d also lost my intelligence.”
He winked at her. “But, to get back to our current problem, let’s say you’re right. Two kilo-credits might be enough to buy us passage to another sector, but what would we do then? Would we have enough left over to buy fake identities? Disappear to some remote place? Set up an early-warning security system in case someone stumbles across us? Escape again, if we need to? We’ll be out of money before we do half of that, and then we’ll be back where we started.”
“You have a point,” she conceded ruefully, after a long pause. “Our problem has always been that we haven’t known what we were up against until we were in the middle of it. And,” she added mournfully, “bearing that in mind, two kilo-credits won’t last very long at all.”
She twisted her lips, clearly unhappy. “So you’re saying we should trust Kad?”
“I say we should keep your idea in mind. Honestly, at the moment, I don’t think we have enough cash to finance the kind of escape you and I are imagining. If the chance comes for us to run off by ourselves, then I say we grab it. But, if we haven’t, then let’s see if we can negotiate something with this old research partner of yours. You never know, he might not be as inflexible as you think.”
Her smile was wry. “Unfortunately, you’re making way too much sense. As usual.”
He twitched his nose at her. “I’m like that. Sure you want to stick with me?”
“I’ve never been surer of anything in my life,” Moon said. And she meant it.
 


Chapter Three
So Gauder was somewhere near them. Maybe.
That wasn’t much of a tip.
Moon scanned a map of Toltuk again, leaning forward as the small living-room display leisurely scrolled its way across the city. Beside her, Srin was easing back in the chair, his eyes closed. He had received his morning medication and the first jolt had already hit, essentially poleaxing him. Moon knew it was only sheer will that kept him conscious at all.
“It’s a very disorganised city,” she remarked. “Can you see that? Accommodation areas are mixed with heavy industries. The spaceport is right next to an education quadrant. And, even within clearly designated regions, there are pockets of inappropriate developments.”
“Bribes. Pay-offs,” Srin murmured.
She nodded. “That must be it. I’m surprised the Republic hasn’t established a more direct role here, but maybe there’s nothing on Marentim they particularly want. And, in the meantime, the place slowly descends into entropy.”
“Your friend said that this Gauder character is a trader?”
“A ‘merchant of goods and services’, was how Kad put it, although the way he said it hinted that Gauder doesn’t exactly follow the law.”
“Contraband goods?”
“That’s what it sounded like although, on this planet, that’s not difficult to achieve. Not when illegal activities appear to outnumber legal ones.”
Moon watched as the display moved down one row and began scrolling in the opposite direction. “I even tried searching on the name, not just here in Toltuk, but in nearby cities and towns as well. No luck.”
The display scrolled another two rows.
“Kad Minslok appears to like puzzles,” Srin finally observed. “He used one to smuggle a comms chip to you, remember? Maybe this is a puzzle as well. It’s the only thing I can think of, because if this is nothing but a simple search, we could be here for centuries trying to find this man.”
Moon brightened. Srin’s guess about Gauder’s name being a puzzle was the best suggestion she’d heard all morning.
“Maybe there’s a trick around his name?” she mused aloud. “G-a-u-d-e-r. If we take the simplest strategy of reversing the letters, it becomes ‘Reduag’.”
“Try it. Use the permutations as search terms.” Srin’s voice was getting fainter. “Maybe something will come up.”
Moon drew a blank with “Reduag”. And with several other variations. But the results pinged with “Durega”.
“Ha!” she declared, shouting at the display. “Got him!” She turned to Srin but he was unconscious.
She stared at his face for a long moment. It was easier on her conscience if she interpreted what he was going through as sleep, rather than admitting that she didn’t understand the full effects of the drugs she was plying him with. For all she knew, she was putting him into a coma on a regular basis.
“Maybe I should have studied pharmacology instead of physics,” she muttered as she extended a hand to his furrowed brow. The skin remained cool beneath her touch.
Turning back to the directory results, she looked up the public information on “Durega Consulting”. The main office appeared to be an anonymous-sounding suite on the other side of Toltuk.
“Why are these places never next door?” she complained. Transferring the information to her personal unit, she cleared the display then got to her feet. She knew she was going to have to pay “Durega Consulting” a visit. The sooner the better.
Walking to the bedroom, Moon changed into a pair of loose pants and a baggy shirt, covering a slimmer-fitting tunic. She was prepared for another quick-change operation if need be. Her hand hesitated by a cabinet drawer then she thumbed it open and drew out a small projectile gun. It had been part of the pack the doctor, Leen Vazueb, had given her before she and Srin left Lunar Fifteen.
At first, when she’d been handed the weapons on the station, Moon felt a bit daring and dangerous. Then she caught a quick, inadvertent glimpse of the Velvet Storm’s armoury and knew that what she and Srin had been given were the equivalent of small pebbles next to building-destroying boulders. Dismayed, and a little embarrassed, she had buried the guns deep in their packs, determined never to use them, and yet here she was, stroking the cold composite barrel while she checked its ammunition level.
Had Marentim done this to her, or had the metal-hard determination to overcome any obstacle hatched when she first fell in love with Srin? If she didn’t feel so protective towards him, would she have even tucked the pistol into the band of her trousers, covered it with tunic and shirt, then walked out of their habitat with a sense of grim resolve?
Was love turning her into such a stubborn creature? Moon wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer to that question.

Toltuk wasn’t the kind of city that had a tourist guide. In fact, to Moon’s way of thinking, most of the residents were probably trying to find a way of getting out. Out of the city, off the planet, to a better world somewhere.
That might have been the common dream of many Republic citizens, but it wasn’t an easy goal to reach. For those with qualifications in important fields, they could depend on having their lives tightly regulated but, within those constraints, live a mostly care-free life. Time was generously provided for holidays on resort planets, attendance at interstellar conferences and even, as had been in Moon’s case, the use of further Republic resources – continents, spaceships, even planets – to help progress one’s research.
For those without qualifications, however – and that included the vast majority of those that lived under Republic governance – the prospects were grim. For the untrained, or those with experience in disciplines the Republic considered to be non-essential, there were no subsidised trips, no time off for good behaviour, and barely enough money to live on. Looking around, if Moon could pick one example of the depth of desperation that humans could sink to, even with their elevated position within the Republic, it would have been Marentim.
The transport car she caught on her way to Gauder’s possible office was worn and shabby and swayed on its tracks as if drunk. Moon had learnt early on, during her stay on the planet, that to meet someone’s gaze boldly was taken as an invitation, and not always to indulge in a social nicety. Unlike the brief trip she and Srin had taken while on Wessness, the carriages in Toltuk seemed to be eternally crowded with dull-eyed passengers, matching the lurching rhythm of the transport in beaten down silence. Even during what she considered to be a quiet mid-morning hour, she couldn’t find a place to sit. With no choice, Moon stood in the corner of one of the standing bays, unfocusing her eyes so she looked through people instead of at them.
It was difficult to tell the proportion of humans that lived in Toltuk. She thought that some individuals looked less than human, with strangely shaped heads and large drooping eyes, but everyone bore the same expression of sullen blankness, masking the visible differences. The statistics she had accessed reported that sixty per cent of Marentim’s population was non-human but added that the majority of them were found outside the cities. That must mean that even those she regarded as aliens were probably just downtrodden humans.
When she finally alighted at her stop, Moon noticed that the path from the station was in even worse condition than in “her” part of the city. Stained pieces of ancient litter, from decaying shreds of plastic to bent metal panels, piled up along the edges of streets. The air smelt organic, mingled with the sharp scent of ammonia. She stepped carefully along the cracked pavement, looking for the street where Durega Consulting was situated.
As she walked, the noise of surrounding traffic receded. Rows of anonymous-looking shops gave way to blocks of habitat buildings, each resembling nothing more than tall, grey dominoes.
Electric vehicles, their soft thrumming the only hint that they were in close proximity, swished past her. A street-stop, its clear walls cracked but still displaying commercials in washed-out colours, housed half a dozen loitering individuals. Moon spared them a curious glance as she walked past – an older woman looking tired yet determined, a young male shifting from one foot to another, a couple who had obviously used the stop as a rendezvous point and were just moving off, and a couple of older children tightly clutching small bags in their hands.
She was fifteen metres past them when she heard a sudden scream. Turning, she saw the young man trying to grab something from the woman’s grasp. Moon took one faltering step forward then stopped. The woman continued to hold on to whatever she had in her hands. The children watched, their mouths agape. Nearer to the confrontation, several people turned their heads, but their expressions didn’t waver.
Moon wanted to help but she felt powerless. What was she supposed to do in such a situation? Pull out her pistol and start firing wildly?
I can’t afford to draw attention to myself.
Join in with the woman’s shouts in an effort to rouse more official intervention?
Srin’s life is at stake.
Run up and kick the attacker in the shins?
If the Republic finds us, we’ll never be able to escape ever again.
Then it was over. With a last shove at the woman’s shoulder, the youth pushed her off-balance and took off through the silent traffic without a backward glance, stolen booty in his hand.
Moon watched but there was little reaction from the crowd. The woman who had been assaulted looked shaken but managed to pull a slim communications unit from the pocket of her jacket and began making a call. Nobody ran up to assist her. The two children angled away and began talking to each other in muted tones. Without a word, Moon turned her back on the frozen scene and continued on her way.
She had hated people who “didn’t get involved”, had thought of them as moral cowards. Yet here she was, behaving in exactly the same fashion. It was an uncomfortable thought on top of a pile of uncomfortable thoughts. Her steps quickened, as if her feet could outrun her distaste.
Moon tried not to think of anything in particular for the next few minutes and her relief was palpable as she spotted the building she was after. Hurrying up two flights of worn concrete steps, she stopped at a bland, dirty white door leading off the landing. The lettering on it said “Durega”.
Taking a deep breath, Moon put her hand on the access panel and pushed.

Nothing happened.
With a muttered curse, Moon tried again. The door refused to budge. In frustration, maybe substituting the unmoving panel for the thief she had seen minutes before, she kicked it. The bang didn’t improve access to the office but it brought some attention.
“What do you want?”
The voice behind her was male and brusque, but strangely accented.
Moon spun around to face the source of the question and realised she was looking at an alien. Or maybe he was one of the original descendants of Marentim natives. She had to remember that, on this world, it was the humans who were the aliens.
“I’m…looking for someone,” she answered. Her gaze darted over his shoulder, to another doorway a few metres away that was wedged open. That must be where he appeared from. But he had been very quick in his approach. And silent.
“Who?”
She looked straight into his cloudy green eyes and tried to pitch her voice to match his abrupt tone.
“Gauder.”
“What do you want with Gauder?”
The old Moon might have concocted some barely plausible excuse, trying to hide her intentions behind an innocuous explanation. The new Moon, still shaken by the incident at the street-stop, and the stealth with which the stranger had snuck up on her, said briskly: “None of your business.”
Alien eyes continued to watch her steadily, but she got the impression she had passed some kind of silent test.
“He’s not here.”
Moon tried for disdain next. “Really?” Pause. “Know where I can find him?”
“Maybe he doesn’t want to be found.”
“Believe me, he’ll want to,” she countered.
They stared at each other.
“I may have a number for him,” the alien finally conceded. “Hold on.”
With an odd sloping gait, he retreated down the corridor and disappeared back through the doorway. Not taking any chances, or moving her gaze from the hallway, Moon withdrew the pistol from under her shirt and tunic, clicked off the safety and hid it behind her back. Her hands felt clammy but, contrarily, her mouth was dry. She thought she felt her body start to shake.
Is this how it feels, she wondered, when a person is ready to kill? What would happen next? Would the alien come out of his office shooting? Would he try to wrestle her to the ground? Was he about to turn her over to the local authorities? She adjusted the hold on her weapon, grasping the handle tighter.
Despite her attention on the corridor and the partially open doorway, she started when the alien emerged again from his office. He didn’t appear to be carrying anything except for a small thin rectangle. Moon tried to steady her breathing as he approached.
He stopped a metre away and thrust a small card at her.
“He has a service he uses sometimes. Leave a message. If he’s interested, he’ll be in touch.”
Moon reached for the little slip with her left hand, her right readjusting again its slippery grip on a weapon that suddenly felt as if it weighed as much as a small sun.
She didn’t say “thank you”. Nobody on Marentim said such words. She continued watching the man, willing him to disappear back down the corridor and into his office. Eventually he got the message and, after a long stare, walked away.
Only when his door slid shut did Moon breathe a sigh of relief. For the first time, she looked down at what she’d taken from the stranger’s hand and saw a series of numbers cut into the rigid plastic. After tucking the gun away, she wiped her right hand down the side of her shirt and hurried down the steps and out of the building.
She wondered if the itch she felt between her shoulder-blades was the intent gaze of someone watching her from one of the building’s windows or if she was just imagining things.
Either way, she had no wish to linger.
 


Chapter Four
Only when Moon was back in a familiar part of the city did she look for a public terminal. The foot traffic was jostling and irritating but she kept her mouth shut and kept moving. Occasionally, a Security Force vehicle cruised past, barely above walking speed, its optics scanning the crowd. Was it her imagination or did there seem to be more patrols visible over the past few weeks? As if she needed another reminder that it was past time to move on. Moon pulled a scarf from her bag, draped it over her head and slowed her walk.
Once at the terminal, however, she hesitated. What should she say? There was a queue for use of the devices, so she had time to think while she waited. She needed this Gauder character to know that she was serious. Should she leave her habitat details? What if his line was monitored by the Security Force? Then again, Kad had told her he could be trusted and that they’d known each other for years. Presumably, that meant that Kad’s contact was smart enough to stay well out of the Republic’s range of scrutiny.
She shuffled forward and kept her head lowered, aping the general body language of the people around her. Pause, a quick look at the bank of occupied communication units, then she moved forward again. Moments later, another terminal freed up and she hurried up to its panel, tapping out the card’s number with nervous fingers. There was a short period of silence, then she heard the buzz of a line being contacted. Only a primitive beep finally told her that the machine was ready to receive her message.
“Er, this is Satellite Lace,” she finally said, not trusting to use her real name. “We have a mutual friend and I have a business deal from that friend. He says to tell you that it has to do with,” she hesitated, recalling the code-phrase Kad had given her. “It has to do with castle-communicators. You can reach me,” she paused. Should she provide the habitat number, she wondered again? Did she have a choice?
“You can reach me at Awl Twenty-Three, Habitat Sixty-Four Phi,” she said in a rush, “or, or I will be back at this terminal at this hour tomorrow.”
With nothing left to say, Moon abruptly terminated the call. Then headed home.

She wasn’t used to all this cloak-and-dagger stuff, as they used to call it in the ancient days. All she had wanted from life was a comfortable habitat, a Prime Professorship at a prestigious institute, and her name on a research building. At one time, that goal had seemed so achievable. Fast forward a few years and she barely knew what she was going to eat from day to day!
That thought was uppermost in her mind as she headed back to Srin. It was early afternoon and her stomach was rumbling. What a pity the Republic hadn’t done research into alternative food regimes for humans. She was sure that there was an alien species out there that only required food once a week. Surely it wouldn’t have taken them much to come up with some kind of genetic manipulation that would pass the same kind of benefit to humans?
She opened the front door, sniffed and thought that she was imagining things as the aroma of food drifted through the habitat. Entering, she locked the door behind her.
“Srin?”
He rose from behind the kitchen counter. “Moon, you’re back.” The smile on his face was warming, but what was he doing moving around? “You’re a little early but lunch is almost ready. Why don’t you sit down?”
She dropped her bag on the sofa and walked towards the dining table.
“How are you feeling?” she asked carefully.
“Not bad at all,” he replied in a cheery tone. “I completely crashed for a couple of hours, but now I’m feeling much better. As good as someone half my age.”
“I wonder if it’s the result of your new drug mix,” she wondered aloud. “Could excess energy be a side-effect?”
She frowned. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay? Maybe we should take you off it. I don’t like the idea of—”
“Of what?” He held his arms out to his sides. “Being able to function like a normal person again? Being convulsion-free for an entire day? Cooking for the love of my life?”
That caught her attention. “You cooked?” Though, of course, that should have been obvious from the aromas that drifted from the kitchenette.
“Didn’t you know? I used to cook all the time for,” his movements stilled for a moment, then picked up energy again, “for Yalona.”
Yalona was the woman Srin had been bonded to, before his fateful visit to the science labs at Tor when he was a young man.
He smiled brightly at Moon and turned back to the food preparation unit but she wasn’t fooled. Intellectually, Srin knew that he had lost contact with Yalona twenty years ago, when he had been first subjected to memory-wiping drugs in order to keep him compliant and useful to the Republic. But, in his mind, his last clear memory of Yalona appeared to be only months old.
Moon softened her voice. “Srin, would you like to—”
“No!” His reply was sharp, then he gave her a look over his shoulder. He softened his rebuke with a smile and a shrug. “I know what you’re going to say, but what’s to be gained?”
“You could find out what she’s done with her life,” Moon argued. “Maybe even contact her, to let her know you’re okay. If she’s anything like me, I’m sure she still harbours some worry for you.”
“After twenty years, Moon?” He dished out food and served her first, sitting opposite while he poured them some of what passed for the local wine. “I don’t know what the Republic told her. Maybe that I’d been involved in some shuttle accident while on my way back to Tonia III. Maybe that I died when I contracted some exotic virus. Whatever it was, Yalona was fed that excuse a long time ago. I’m sure she’s moved on by now.
“Twenty years,” he mused. “Time to settle down, raise a family, forget about the man she was bonded to when she was barely out of teenagehood.”
“Even if you don’t want to contact her directly, you could still carry out some enquiries,” Moon persisted. “While her memories of you are old, yours of her are still fresh. This may be the only way you have to get some closure.”
“Who says I need closure?” he asked, digging into his food with force. “Who says closure is always necessary?”
Moon reached forward and covered his free hand with one of her own. “Srin, what the Republic did to you was unconscionable, repeatedly violating a sentient being for year upon year. We’re not talking about owning up to jacking a book from your professor’s office, or forgetting about ten credits you might have owed a childhood friend.”
“So you know about that too, do you?” he asked in a bluff tone.
She ignored the poor excuse for a joke. “This isn’t trivial and I wouldn’t suggest it to you if I thought it was. At some point, you’re going to have to confront the consequences of what was done when the Republic lied to the people you loved. It’s the only way you’re going to get any semblance of peace.”
He sighed, turned his hand so he was gripping hers. The pressure on Moon’s fingers was tight, bordering on pain, but she kept quiet.
“I know,” he said. “Everything you’re saying makes sense. But I can’t do it yet, Moon. You’re expecting me to formulate a plan for the rest of my life when I’ve only just re-discovered it? When I’m not sure from day to day whether we’ll be back in Republic hands again? If I’m going to confront what was done to my life, I need to be in a more secure place. I need to be at some point of equilibrium. I don’t want to think about my past life right now because, to be honest, I can’t afford to.” His grip tightened. “And neither can you.”
It was the perfect introduction to what she had been doing for the past several hours and Moon took it. Gently, she disengaged her hand and began eating, filling him in on news in between mouthfuls.
“I went to Gauder’s office but he wasn’t there. I was half-expecting that,” she added quickly, “because Kad warned me that he moves around a lot. (This is delicious, by the way. I think I’ll get you to do all the cooking from now on!) A, um, business associate I met in his building, gave me a contact number and I left a message. Tomorrow, I’ll head back to the public terminal where I logged the message. If we’re lucky, Gauder will leave a message for us.”
“I don’t like it,” Srin remarked. “It all sounds so vague. You don’t know what the guy looks like, you get some mysterious number where all you can do is leave a message, you need to go back tomorrow.”
“It’s not quite as clear-cut as having a pirate shuttle boost 5g to get us off Lunar Fifteen in a hurry,” Moon agreed, “but I suppose running away from one’s government is not all rocket blasts and drama.”
“No. I suppose a lot of it is just sitting someplace, wondering who reaches you first.”
They were quiet for many moments after that, concentrating on their meal so they didn’t have to think of other things.
Despite the threat of discovery still hanging over them, Moon watched Srin as he cleared the dishes away and wiped down the counters.
“You still seem to be quite alert,” she finally observed, after they cleared the kitchen. “Are you sure you haven’t even felt the beginnings of a muscular spasm?”
“I’m sure. As I said, your new mix seems to be working. Sure, it knocks me out for an hour when I first take it but then it gets a bit easier to think and move around for the rest of the day. The hyperpyrexia medication that doctor gave you seems to compound the effects though. I feel much more exhausted when I combine those medications. I don’t know, I suppose I’m just muddling through as best I can.”
“If it works so well, you could – theoretically – stay on a regime like this for the rest of your life,” Moon muttered, then she straightened. “But, if you did, I would feel no better a creature than Hen Savic.”
Her voice became brisk. “What we really need is to get you to a top-flight laboratory and have them run you through a cellular analysis. The kind of laboratory,” she grimaced, “that I doubt exists on Marentim.”
Srin seemed to pick up on something in her tone.
“You’re wondering what this Gauder character is going to do, aren’t you?” he asked. “Whether he’ll take us to the rendezvous point or…do something else?”
“I hate having my fate decided by strangers,” she replied, bite in her voice. “It seems to me that the last four years of my life have been nothing but being bounced from one horrible fate to another, without the ability to do anything about it.”
“You rescued us,” Srin objected.
“Well okay,” she conceded, “although we had a lot of help with that. And we did a lot of the actual work ourselves.”
“You put your research beyond the Republic’s reach forever, when you detonated those scramble-bombs along all your nets.”
He moved up to her, enfolding her in his arms in a loose grip.
Moon put a hand up to her mouth and choked out a laugh. “Do you remember that? The time to detonation ticking away and Drue stopping us just before we could board the shuttle for Slater’s End? If it wasn’t for that obnoxious Consul Moises throwing her weight around by allowing us to leave, we might be in a maximum-security detention facility right now. Or even on Bliss.”
Srin sobered. “No Moon, I don’t remember that at all.”
Her eyes widened and she lifted a hand to his cheek.
“No you don’t do you,” she whispered. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am. Sorry I had to use that hideous memory-swipe on you again, but we had no choice. We had to get off the planet…you were convulsing…a Republic sweep-team was about to come on board….”
“I don’t regret it,” he answered fiercely, his voice low. “Not for a second. And it doesn’t matter what happens to me, what they do to me, I will always love you, Moon Thadin. You told me that I was attracted to you every two days for all the months we were aboard the Differential. You might call it attraction but, to me, it seems more likely that I was falling in love with you. Every two days. It was a compulsion greater than anything the Republic tried throwing at me, a compulsion that needed no artificial means of delivery.”
Tears trickled down Moon’s cheeks. “Oh Srin.”
She rested her head on his chest and felt the reassuring thump of his chest beneath her cheek. A few minutes later, she let herself be led to the bedroom.
This would be the first time. The first time on Marentim. The first time since they’d escaped from Lunar Fifteen. The first time for a Srin who now had recent memories spanning more than one month.
They peeled the clothes reverently off each other, savouring each moment that revealed a slice more of flesh, warm and quivering with want. Srin wasn’t much taller than her, and Moon liked the fact that she didn’t need to stand on tiptoes to kiss him. She admired his stocky build and the hardness of muscle beneath her questing fingers.
“It’s been so long,” she murmured. “I can hardly remember the last time we made love.”
“That makes two of us,” Srin said with a smile. He stroked his hands down the side of her arms. “Whenever I see you, it’s like gazing upon my own personal goddess.”
She tried to shift, embarrassed, but he wouldn’t let her.
“It’s true. The woman who delivered me from evil.” He kissed her breasts. “Whisked me to safety and who looks out for me still.”
He pulled her down to the bed. “What did I ever do to deserve someone like you, Moon Thadin?”
She straddled him, massaging his chest with long, sure circles of her palms, digging into the pads of his muscles with slim, strong fingers.
“In a galaxy this big,” she whispered, bending down to kiss him, “I’m still amazed by how we managed to meet.”
He shivered as the curtain of her unbound hair brushed across his nipples. “Maybe it was destiny?”
He cupped her buttocks and pulled her naked body closer. “Or lust?”
“Or,” she replied, nibbling delicately at his ear lobe, “both.”
When they stopped talking, when the weight of their words could no longer keep them apart, they held each other in a tight embrace, as if afraid that something would intervene to separate them if they didn’t. Their lovemaking was fierce and primal, Srin’s sweat dripping down on Moon’s taut body as he arched over her, Moon’s cries half-pleas, half-sobs as she shuddered in his arms.
It was over too quickly, their weeks of pent-up frustration expended in a handful of minutes.
“I’m sorry,” Srin gasped. “I didn’t…I couldn’t….”
Moon grabbed his face between her hands and pulled it down for a kiss. “Me neither,” she said. “And, to be honest, it felt pretty good.”
He pulled out of her grasp, frowning. “Good? In what universe was a performance like mine good?”
She pouted her full lips, trying to suppress a smile. “How about, in a universe full of people behaving like sex-starved teenagers?”
He hadn’t expected her to say that because he barked out a disbelieving laugh. “Sex-starved teenagers? Dr. Thadin,” he said, “I think I’ve fallen in love with you all over again.”
She linked her hands around his neck. “I’m glad you said that, because I have a suggestion to make, in about an hour or so….”

A single loud bang on their habitat door woke Moon from sleep. The events of the past few months had turned her into a light sleeper, and she jack-knifed into a sitting position in bed almost before the echo died down, instinctively reaching for the weapon on the small table beside her.
Silence.
Moon breathed in shallowly, frozen on the edge of the mattress, as the seconds ticked away. Surely if the noise heralded the Security Force, or even local enforcement, they would have broken in by now? Could it possibly be a drunkard, or addict, stumbling against the door while staggering home?
Picking up the small pistol, Moon slid out of bed and shrugged on a loose robe. Walking as noiselessly as possible, she stepped into the living room. It was empty, and she let out a silent sigh of relief. Keeping the lights off, she crept forwards to the front door and laid her ear against the panel.
Nothing. Not even the sound of receding footsteps reached her through the thin partition. As she turned away, however, she noted a small blinking light near the corner of the wall. Frowning, she walked over to it. She had never seen that light on before. Wracking her brain, she tried to remember what it meant. It wasn’t the visual prompt for a door chime. Garbage disposal? Civil alarm? Evacuation indicator?
Message receptacle!
Moon supposed it was a leftover from older times, when communications were sometimes left at someone’s physical address rather than being beamed directly to their personal units. In the darkness, Moon’s fingers scrabbled for a ledge or button beneath the blinking light, and when the small panel slid open, the light went off.
There was nothing inside the tiny hutch except for a small message chip, and even that was archaic technology. Moon closed the receptacle, walked to the habitat’s cheap monitor and inserted the token into the multi-input slot. Immediately, the screen glowed white and text appeared in cramped and stunted lines.
I WOULD LEAVE YOUR HABITAT IMMEDIATELY IF I WERE YOU. SECURITY FORCE IS SNIFFING AROUND. GET TO COLKEN SOUTH. THERE IS AN EMPLOYMENT CENTRE IN THE MIDDLE OF THE CITY. MEET ME THERE IN SEVEN HOURS. I WILL WAIT FOR FIFTEEN MINUTES. DC
“DC”? Moon’s face cleared. Of course, that would be “Durega Consulting”. But she stared at the rest of the message in disbelief. Running? Again? A part of her wanted to wail at the injustice of it all, then she reasserted herself. She hadn’t come this far only to be caught by Republic forces. With thinned lips, she walked back to the bedroom and dragged two large, anonymous-looking satchels from the closet space.
After their last lovemaking session, Moon had given Srin his nightly shot of medication, and she wasn’t surprised to see him still in a deep sleep. She would have started giving him the bulk of his medicine at night but wasn’t sure whether they would need to make any night-time escapes. Just as well, judging by Gauder’s note, which got her thinking – was the threat real, or was Gauder trying to overly dramatise the situation? Once more, she hated having to depend on people while flailing in ignorance.
Moon packed their personal things quickly and efficiently. Not knowing when she’d be clean again, she took a quick lukewarm shower before changing into a top, shirt and loose pair of trousers. Walking through the rest of the small habitat, she took stock of what more they could take. Not much. Maybe a set of knives she had bought when she discovered she would actually have to start butchering meat and vegetables in order to prepare meals, a couple of metal cooking dishes – they called them “pans” at the local market – and a handful of utensils. The rent on the habitat wasn’t due for another fourteen days, almost a week and a half by Marentim time reckoning. With any luck, the trail would be cold by the time anyone asked about them as past tenants. Just to be on the safe side, Moon called a cleaning service and booked a slot later in the morning for the “Ultra Sanitation” option, paying for it and providing the habitat passcode at the same time.
Only when she was ready, the two packed bags at her feet, did she wake up Srin.
“My love.” She shook him gently. “We have to go.”
She watched as Srin surfaced through layers of sleep, his eyes clearing and his brow furrowing as he took in her appearance.
“Have I slept through half a day?” he asked groggily. “Why are you dressed?”
“No, it’s four in the morning, you didn’t sleep through anything. But we have to get out of here.”
As debilitated as he was, his brain leapt to the right conclusion. “Gauder?”
She nodded. “He left us a message.”
Moon didn’t know how much time they had. Gauder’s message had intimated that the Security Force was on their heels, but was its proximity measured in minutes? Hours? Days? She tried not to fret when Srin went to the bathroom to clean himself up, shuffling like an old man under the weight of his new drug regime. She brightened with relief when he emerged. It only took him minutes to change into what he termed his “travelling clothes” and they were ready to leave.
Moon didn’t spare a look back as they left their habitat. If she started doing that, spending precious minutes summarising the entirety of their stays, where would she end? The Differential, Slater’s End, the Merry-Go-Round, Lunar Fifteen, the Velvet Storm, and now Toltuk on Marentim. How many more such bolt-holes lay in their future? No, better to continue on their journey, without looking back. It was cleaner that way.
There were only twenty hours in the Marentim day and dawn was already breaking over the city when the two escapees emerged on the street. The roads were starting to fill up with workers heading for jobs on the outskirts – assembly lines, manufacturing workshops, canteens. The pair joined the slow ribbon of people winding through the dark streets.
“I wonder if I should contact Gauder’s answering service again,” Moon mused quietly, after filling in Srin on the gist of the message she’d received. “Let him know that we’re on our way.”
With Moon leading the way, they stopped close to her usual terminal along the alleyway full of bars and gambling dens but, as she turned the corner, she abruptly froze and quickly backtracked. Pulling Srin along, she dove once more into the stream of workers along the main road.
“What’s the matter?” he asked, when they had matched the crowd’s pace.
“There were Security Force personnel around the terminal. They looked like they were waiting for someone.” Moon bit the bottom of her lip. “It might not have been for me. That terminal’s near a number of, I’m sure, illegal establishments. Maybe they were after a criminal.”
Srin chuckled quietly. “You mean, someone like us?”
“We’re refugees,” she retorted, “not extortionists.”
“If they are waiting for us, how could they have found out?”
Moon instantly thought of the bank teller who had watched her with acquisitive interest. Or it might have been a neighbour who was suspicious of strangers. Maybe even one of the gambling establishment’s employees, looking to finger anyone out of place in return for some quick credits.
She shook her head. “I don’t know.” They might have thought the planet safe, but there were still too many unknown variables on Marentim.
“So maybe this Gauder was right after all?” Srin prompted.
“Maybe. I suppose we find out whether we can really trust him in a few hours’ time.”
They kept walking and only slowed again once they were in sight of a transport station.
Thankfully, no enforcement officers stood guard at the fare machines. Using some of their original tokenised money, rather than the bank-issued credit disc, Moon bought two tickets for a station four stops beyond their destination: Colken North. They caught the shuttle five minutes before it left on its roughly five-and-a-half hour journey and strapped themselves in.
The minutes ticked away in Moon’s head as the shuttle lurched and headed off. It had probably taken them thirty minutes to leave the habitat from the time she first received the message. Add ten minutes to get to the transport station, plus five hours for the trip to Colken South. That was almost six hours in total, not including the time it took to deliver the message to their habitat in the first place. She grimaced at her mental calculations. They probably had less than sixty minutes to find the employment centre, get there and contact Gauder.
If they missed their rendezvous, what would happen then? Moon swallowed and resolutely looked out the window at a new day. One problem at a time, she told herself.
One problem at a time.
 


Chapter Five
Moon had bought tickets for Colken North but knew that she and Srin would be alighting four stops earlier, at Colken South as Gauder had instructed. It was only a small ruse but she was trying to think as defensively as she could.
The problem with thinking defensively, however, was that Moon could tie herself in knots over it. What if the message from Gauder hadn’t come from him at all? What if he had tipped off the Security Force, was double-crossing her, and it was an armed delegation from the Republic that would meet them at the employment centre?
She groaned and Srin immediately squeezed her hand.
“Is something the matter?” he asked quietly.
The three-car shuttle had been shedding, and taking on, passengers at every stop and the cabin was filled with a dusty aroma that reminded Moon of deserts and thin brown leaves.
“No, nothing,” she murmured. “Just backing myself into tight corners.”
Even though she was expecting it, the stop for Colken South came up quicker than she expected and they tumbled out of the car with about two dozen others who seemed to know where they were going. Because Moon didn’t, she let her and Srin once again get swept along with the crowd. A quick look around didn’t show any guards or members of an enforcement agency and they ambled towards the nearest directory screen as casually as possible.
To Moon’s surprise, the employment centre where they were due to meet Gauder was only a block away so they headed in that direction, along streets that appeared identical to what they’d left behind in Toltuk.
If she had given it any thought, Moon was expecting a building and structure along the lines of technical facility employment centres that she’d frequented as a research scientist. The last time she had had any dealings with one was back when she was interviewing for her assistant’s position, a vacancy that had been filled by Kad Minslok.
It had taken months for her to find Kad but she couldn’t place the blame on the centre’s staff. Her fussiness had been her own fault. The people at the centre had been professional, friendly and brisk, the centre’s layout open and clean, with plush carpeting, comfortable chairs and sleek curved counters.
If she’d thought about it at all, that was what Moon would have been expecting. But, as they turned the corner to face the Colken South Employment Centre, that wasn’t what confronted her. She remembered her undergraduate biology classes. Rats, birds, Flavian wet-world termites. That’s what she was forcibly reminded of, staring slightly downhill at the chaos spread out before them. For a start, she didn’t even know where the building’s entrance was. The centre was situated on a corner and there were crowds of people jamming every square centimetre of the sidewalk. More than that, they were even spilling out on the road, forcing ground traffic to swerve widely around them.
“It looks…busy,” Srin remarked drily.
Nobody seemed to be standing still. They crowded each other in a seething mass of beings, nudging, obstructing, colliding, beneath a blinding hot sun.
No, not termites, Moon thought to herself. They were more like electrons, bouncing off each other, careering wildly while still in orbit around the nucleus that was the employment centre.
She took a deep breath. “I’m not sure how we’re going to do it, but we’ve got to find Gauder.”
They headed down the street. How were they going to find their contact in this, Moon wondered.
When they were ten metres from the corner of the road, a figure detached itself from his position, leaning against a wall, and walked up to them, flinging an arm around each of their shoulders.
“Well, I think I’ve caught meself a couple of offworlders here,” he growled.
Moon turned sharply. She got the impression of a large bald head, squinting eyes and bushy eyebrows. She was about to pull away when she noticed the grin on his face. It didn’t make him look any more approachable.
“Would you care to step with me?” he asked.
Even if they wanted to, there was little chance of doing anything other than going along with the stranger. His thick hands held them in a vice as he steered them to the left and away from the centre.
“Mesmerised by our local, job-seekin’ population, were ye? They’re like feral animals,” he added with a shake of his head, “out for a juicy piece o’ meat, not carin’ if they rip each other to shreds in the process.”
“Are you Gauder?” Moon asked hesitantly.
“Figured that out, did ya? Aye, I’m Gauder.”
She sighed with relief. “We were sent by—”
“I know who sent yer,” he interrupted sharply. “No need to go yellin’ it all up and down the street, is there?”
Moon didn’t think she had “yelled” anything. In fact, she thought she had kept her voice low and calm.
“We’ll stop in here,” he said, “while I explain the facts of life to yer.”
Once again, they were turned by his beefy arms into the doorway of what appeared to be a dark cavern. The scent of fermented hops hit Moon’s nose before her eyes adjusted to the gloom, informing her that they were entering a bar.
Gauder appeared to be a well-known patron because he lifted one hand briefly to acknowledge scattered calls of welcome, then he herded all three of them to a booth in the far corner. Srin slid in first over the torn soft covering, followed by Moon. Gauder sat opposite, staring at them intently for a moment across the bare metal table.
“Yer stand out like two cockroaches in a white bowl,” he finally said. “Three over ‘ere, Tal,” he shouted, then his gaze flicked back to them. “Cockroaches in a bowl. Know that?”
Moon didn’t know what to say and, judging by Srin’s continued silence, neither did he.
Gauder sighed. “But yer here now and my responsibility, so I guess we don’t get much o’ a choice, do we?”
“No,” Srin replied evenly. “I guess we don’t.”
“See, here’s how it is. Yer couldn’t a picked a worse time to come visitin’. Am just about to start me half-year tour and it can’t wait while I deliver two fragile flowers to the other side of the damned planet.”
A short brittle silence ensued.
“Does that mean you won’t help us?” Moon asked. Fear vied with relief.
Gauder shifted in his chair but remained silent when a lean human approached with a tray of tall glasses.
“Thank yer, Tal.” He lifted a glass and drained half the frothy liquid in a series of swallows. Moon watched his undulating throat with fascination.
“Don’t go puttin’ words in me mouth.” He wiped his chin with the back of his hand. “I’m sure we can come to some agreement. After all, I pride meself on being a businessman.” He watched them, as if considering their worth. “G’on, have something to drink. Living on Marentim is thirsty work.”
Moon pulled the heavy glass closer to her and took a demure sip. At her side, Srin drank more deeply and smacked his lips with satisfaction.
“That’s quite good,” he said, and she heard the surprise in her lover’s voice.
“Best damned brewery this side o’ the equator,” Gauder replied. “Why do yer think I keep a branch office here?”
Moon wasn’t here to talk beer, or mead, or whatever the hell it was that she was drinking. And she didn’t care whether their host was thinking of opening an off-world embassy in the underworld itself. “Look, Mr. Gauder—”
“Just Gauder,” he interrupted.
“Gauder, it may not be wise to say so but we are both trying to avoid Republic attention.” Something struck her. “Didn’t your message say that we had the Security Force on our trail? How did you know?”
He snorted. “There’s not much happens in Toltuk or Colken, or any point between, that I don’t know about. As for the Security Force itself, well they were bound to happen across two such as you sooner or later.”
Moon couldn’t believe her ears. “You mean, we weren’t under immediate danger?”
“Depends on how you define ‘immediate’ now, don’t it?” He smacked his lips after gulping down some more brew. “And ‘danger’.”
“Then I don’t think we have anything more to say to each other.”
Moon was furious. She didn’t care how she did it, but she was determined to get her and Srin off the planet and to their destination without accepting any help from the despicable man sitting opposite. She made a move to get up, and found her arm caught by Gauder’s beefy hand.
“Now now, no need to get all hysterical on me,” Gauder quipped. He turned to Srin. “She always like this?”
“She doesn’t suffer fools gladly,” Srin answered.
Left without a choice, Moon subsided into the bench. Gauder let go.
“Well that should make us the best o’ pals then, ‘cos I don’t suffer fools gladly either!” He leant forward and lowered his voice. “Listen here, missy, there are men in this bar’d sell you for another measure o’ brew and no second thoughts about it. I said yer my responsibility and yer are. So here’s my deal.
“I can’t rearrange everything, but I can make sure I get you to the rendezvous point a bit quicker.”
“How quick?” Srin asked.
“Two months. Maybe three.”
“Three more months?” Moon hissed. “If you think the Security Force are bound to find us, what’s to stop them doing it within the next three months? We can’t afford to be here that long.”
“Have yer been out there?” Gauder pointed to the tavern’s wall. “Been out beyond Toltuk, beyond Colken? Out in the real Marentim?”
She stared at him mutinously and refused to answer.
“Findin’ you in a city’s one thing. Gadgets, technology, informants. Lots o’ all that floatin’ around. But out there,” he jerked his head, “out there, yer more likely to die from exposure than a Republic laser in yer neck.”
“So what are you suggesting?” Srin sounded reasonable and genuinely curious, which was more than Moon thought herself capable of. She gritted her teeth.
“Yer help me with the visits I have t’make. And rather than yer getting’ off this rock in six months, yer get off this rock in three.”
Srin licked his lips. “What kind of help?” Beneath the cover of the tabletop, he held Moon’s hand but she felt the tremors moving through his bones. She knew she had pushed him and his physical capabilities since early morning and wondered how long he could hold out. Suddenly, from the trembling in his limbs, she knew she had to end this discussion. Now.
“We’ll do it,” she interrupted.
Gauder lifted a thick eyebrow and turned slowly to face her. “Yer don’t even know what I need doin’.”
Moon swallowed. “It can’t be too much of a mystery, can it? Maybe someone to help drive your vehicle, or fetch supplies, or…things.”
He gave them the hint of a smile. “So yer not just a yabberin’ mouth then.” He nodded. “Yep, that’d be the size of it. Be my assistants and I’ll get yer to where yer goin’ in half the time. As yer say, I need ‘things’ fetched.”
“When do we leave?” she asked.
“All fired up now the deal’s done, eh? That’s the way I like to do business too.” He drained his glass and stood. “Right now if it suits yer. Let’s get goin’. Oh, one more thing.” His gaze sharpened and he indicated Srin with a jerk of his chin. “You. Are yer a cripple or somethin’?”
Srin’s hand tightened on Moon’s for a second – let me handle this – before he answered. “I’m recovering from a long illness,” he said calmly.
“Not a permanent condition then, yer lookin’ as if yer about to collapse?”
“Just temporary.”
“’Cos I don’t tolerate layabouts.”
“Wouldn’t dream of asking you to.”
“Good. Then we understand each other perfectly.”
“Yes, we do.”
“Let’s pay for our drinks then and we’re off. The sooner we leave, the sooner yer get to leave, eh?”
Moon and Srin followed in his wake.
“Amen,” Moon muttered to herself, but nobody else heard her.
 


Chapter Six
The three of them caught a taxi to a “compound”, as Gauder put it. While en route, their burly companion made a muttered call to someone. Somewhere near the end of the conversation, the dialogue devolved to shouted imprecations before Gauder flung his comms unit away from him, sinking into the opposite seat with disgust.
“Just makin’ some plans,” he said with a wink and a lightning-fast change of expression when he caught Moon watching him.
That didn’t reassure her at all. Next to her, Srin dozed off and she tried to make it appear as if she was doing likewise.
The sun was high in the sky when they reached their destination. Moon stepped out of the vehicle gingerly, after shaking Srin awake.
“Here we are,” Gauder declared. “This is all mine. Beautiful, ain’t she?”
A lot of adjectives sprang to mind, but “beautiful” wasn’t one of them. As the taxi moved off, and at Gauder’s cheerful gesture of welcome, Moon walked into a compound, turning slowly. She took in the particulars of what could only be described as a junkyard, from the high opaque metal gates at one end, to a small parade of rusting vehicles piled in leaning columns, and a pair of large sheds clad in rippled panelling.
“The Republic can come here any time they like, but they won’t find what they’re after.” He winked broadly again and laughed. “C’mon, let’s get everything packed up to move.”
He walked across the bare earth to one shed and was about to reach for the access panel when someone zipped around the corner to confront him. Moon and Srin stood in place, watching the altercation.
The alien – that much was obvious from the sloping, elongated head, slit-like eyes and skin almost as dark as Moon’s – approached Gauder and jabbered in a language Moon didn’t understand.
“Ah, gerroff,” Gauder growled, pushing him away. “I thought I told yer! I found another driver for this trip.”
The alien obviously objected to this. Another stream of indecipherable language streamed from its thin lips.
“That’s not my problem,” the merchant replied. “Circumstances change. I’m running a business here, not a damned charity.”
The ousted driver didn’t give up. He tugged at Gauder’s sleeve forcibly, the gestures timed to emphasise its words.
Gauder eventually pulled away. “Go see Tal in that case…yes, at the tavern…I don’t care what yer think of those places, he’s in need of a part-time delivery man. He may take yer, more likely not, but that’s none of my concern….”
The alien hesitated and Gauder took advantage of it by shoving him backwards with both hands. “Ah to hell with yer, the last thing I need is yer thanks.”
He glared over to where Moon and Srin were still standing. “The vehicles aren’t goin’ t’ drive themselves across the planet, yer know.”
“He’s such a gracious host,” Srin murmured, as they followed Gauder to one of the sheds, “how can we refuse?”
Moon wasn’t mollified. She watched as the alien looked back at them then sloped off towards the front gates. “If I thought, for a moment, that there was another way—”
“There isn’t. And who knows? We may find there’s gold under that thick skin of his.”
“This ain’t a social club! Get yer bums over here or I’ll turf yer both out meself.”
Srin grimaced. “Or not.”
The shed they entered seemed a lot bigger on the inside than it appeared from the outside. Two large vehicles were parked beside a separate workshop that was outfitted with benches, shelves and several pieces of heavy equipment. Dust specks rose in eddies from the floor and swirled around the three of them, glinting in the sunbeams that stabbed through occasional frosted panels in the roof. The shed was crowded, the powdery air tickled at Moon’s nose, but everything was neatly arranged.
Gauder pointed to the newer-looking of the two vehicles. “I’ll drive the lead. You’ll follow.”
Srin frowned and approached closer, resting his hand on a metal plate while he peered beneath the vehicle’s heavy chassis. “Do I see…treads?”
“Aye, treads.”
Srin turned to their host. “You drive these on the terrain itself? These are ground vehicles?”
“Yer’ve never had to do much manual work, have yer?” Gauder spoke as he moved, his actions quick and sure. “Fer a start, the mass of my merchandise exceeds a lot of above-ground transport specs, and I ain’t a government, able to waste money jes’ so I can hover over a road.” He periodically referred to a checklist pinned to one of the workshop pillars, but kept talking. “Second, out there, I need tech I can depend on. Engines I can repair. Parts I can cobble together. In other words, the kind o’ life that doesn’t come with fancy skimmers or low-altitude speeders.” He stopped and stared at them intently. “We travel on the ground every centimetre of the way.”
Neither Moon nor Srin objected. The response appeared to satisfy Gauder because he grunted. “Right then, we need to load supplies. Dump yer gear in yer vehicle’s cabin, then start lifting. We’ll need fifty per cent more than I’d figured because there are two of yer, not one, so let’s get crackin’.”
Moon knew she was a hard worker, but that afternoon in Gauder’s shed was the kind of exercise she had never before contemplated…or wanted to again. If there was a simple or a difficult way to do things, it appeared that Gauder preferred the difficult way. Fighting gravity, they rolled heavy barrels into the rear holds of each tank, tipping them upright once they were in position. Almost every step of the way, they had to mark off their inventory against one or other of several checklists before moving on. They stowed ropes, large hooks and pulleys, harnesses, boxes, trunks and enough anachronistic equipment that Moon thought the tank should be driven into a museum rather than on a planet’s surface.
By the time the work was done to Gauder’s satisfaction, the sun was edging towards the horizon. Srin had taken to catching frequent rests in the hold, but he was far past his endurance limit. Moon tried to make up for it but caught Gauder’s occasional glances towards them.
“That’ll do,” the merchant finally declared. “Yer should get cleaned up, we’ll have a meal then get goin’.”
Moon lifted a finger. “Before we get ready for a meal, I’d like to know where the nearest shops are.”
Gauder frowned at her. “What did yer say? ‘Shops’, you say?”
“I always travel with a medical kit,” she replied, her voice even. “It needs re-supplying.”
“I carry a med-kit, and it’s fully equipped.”
“My med-kit is a little more specific,” Moon insisted.
Gauder grinned at her. “Is it now? Is this for yer friend’s ‘illness’?”
“For his recuperation, yes.”
“Well then, I s’pose you’d better go get whatever ‘medication’ you need.” He gave her directions then his gaze softened. “Yer not a bad worker. Still soft, but ye’ll harden up. Better than yer friend nappin’ in the hold. If yer want to cut him loose before we get goin’….”
“He’s still very ill,” Moon replied with a snap in her voice, “and recuperating. He’ll be fine in a couple of weeks.” She suppressed the childish gesture of crossing her fingers behind her back to mitigate the lie.
Regardless, Gauder didn’t look impressed. “Whatever yer say. Jes’ be back before we leave, or I’ll leave yer behind. Clear?”
“As always,” she answered through gritted teeth.
He laughed and turned his back on her.

The two giant gates that Moon had noticed when they first approached Gauder’s compound was not the only way to leave. She had wondered how their host was going to manoeuvre a pair of ungainly vehicles out of Colken South but shouldn’t have worried. With a flash of his teeth, Gauder whipped out a small control unit, pointed it towards the opposite fence and pressed a button. The entire border slowly sank, the metal disappearing into the ground. And beyond it….
The Velvet Storm’s shuttle didn’t have sightseeing on its mind when the crew dropped Moon and Srin at the Toltuk docking pad. All the pair had seen of Marentim was a patch of fast-approaching urban centres, joined by ribbons of rails and commerce. They hadn’t known anything else about the planet and, frankly, hadn’t cared.
But, as the fence slowly disappeared into the ground, Moon gasped and took an involuntary step forward. A little right of centre, Marentim’s sun was slowly disappearing behind the horizon, throwing red streaks into a huge bowl of darkening sky, and turning the undersides of thin streaks of cloud into pokers of fire. But the wonder of it was, there appeared to be nothing between her and the planet’s primary star, merely an expanse of ground so flat and even that it could have been the surface of a reflection pond, broken up in the distance by the dark jagged silhouettes of mountains. It was primal, savage, and indescribably beautiful.
She hadn’t noticed Gauder moving up to her until she heard his characteristic growl close to her ear.
“Magnificent, ain’t it?” he murmured. “Marentim in the raw. Disrespect her and she’ll chew yer up and spit yer out like so much clawfoot fodder. Once she gets hold of yer heart, though, she’ll never let go.” He was silent for a few moments then slapped his hand against a thigh, making her jump. “C’mon, let’s get out o’ here.”
 


Chapter Seven
Srin felt so useless. He thought back to the young man he knew, a youth who would have resented depending on a woman as fully as he was now depending on Moon. In all honesty, twenty years older, his masculine pride was still pricking.
He sat next to Moon in the second, older, tank – driving behind and to one side of Gauder to avoid being caught in the lead vehicle’s dust trails – and felt as if his body was still aching from that first day’s labour, shifting boxes and barrels into the vehicles’ holds without the help of any lifters or anti-grav units. He was ashamed of the weakness that caused him to half-collapse after an hour, a burning mortification that was magnified by Moon’s understanding solicitude. The primal ape inside him wanted to stand straight, beat his chest and bellow that he was capable of doing twice the work Gauder had set for them, but it was a lie, as everyone knew.
Looking out at the horizon, he tried computing the distance to reach an arbitrary spot, based on their current rate of speed. No, too easy. How about adding a second variable of a crashing meteorite? That made the equations a little more interesting, but no more difficult. Srin thought about adding a third variable, then a fourth, before realising that the medication he was on, contrary to expectations, hadn’t significantly impaired his thinking. If only he could talk Moon into adding another drug to the mix – a stimulant or even a cognitive enhancer, to keep him awake for longer – he might even begin to feel normal.
“Tell me about the Differential,” he said.
Moon, who had admirably mastered how to drive the giant metal beast, glanced over at him. “The Differential?”
“There’s always an element of, wistfulness in your voice when you speak about it. The problem is, I can’t remember any of it. Was it a sad time?”
Moon laughed. “Sad. Happy. Both.” She looked at him again. “You used to say that you get glimpses of the past, as if a vid is haphazardly playing behind a thick veil, but you really can’t remember that ship?”
“I get fragments,” he conceded, “but there’s not context around those fragments. I can remember an interior of a ship, but I don’t know whether it was the Differential or another vessel I might have been on years before that.”
Moon was looking through the windscreen, its curved corners caked with thick dust. She nodded. “That’s a good point.” She took a breath. “Okay, the Differential. What would you like to know?”
“There’s a special tone you use whenever you mention the captain.” Srin suppressed the demon of jealousy that began pounding on his head, threatening to give him a headache. If Moon had loved the Differential’s captain, he reasoned, then that’s who she would have been with, not driving halfway across a desert world with a savant who had serious health issues. But the primitive caveman in him refused to be mollified.
“A special tone with Drue Jeen?” Moon repeated, breaking into his thoughts. “Well, only because we owe him our freedom. He could’ve turned us in back on Slater’s End, you know. We had hidden out in a small miners’ town just as a sweep team landed. Drue himself led that team and he discovered us crouching behind some equipment in a shed.
“You know, I often think about that moment. What was going through his head? Did he pretend he didn’t see us because Consul Moises had humiliated him on his own ship? Was he trying to somehow follow in the footsteps of his rebel grandmother who had been sentenced to Bliss? I never thought I’d say this about a Republic Space Fleet captain, but I always felt that there was a core of decency in Drue. Maybe, at that moment when he had to decide whether to help or arrest us, he discovered that too.”
“Mmmmm. And have you always been this philosophical?”
“Only since I met you,” she said with a grin.
“Me?”
“You turned my entire world upside down, Srin Flerovs.”
That was only fair, Srin thought, because Moon had done the same to him.
The tank ate up the kilometres as Srin slowly pried more recollections from the woman beside him. She told him about how surprised – “No, that’s the wrong word. You staggered me with your abilities” – she had been when they first met. Her confusion when he failed to recognise her the following day, and her horror when his handler, Hen Savic, explained how they kept Srin’s abilities under control through the use of amnesiac drugs. She spoke of how it ripped her apart when, like clockwork, he would ask her out to dinner every two days, and how she fell deeper and deeper in love with him as the weeks progressed.
She laughed when she recounted a frantic session of love-making and Delfin whisky in her quarters, sobered as she recalled how Srin had saved her from a soldier’s assault and accusations that she was trying to kill everybody aboard the ship with her research. She smiled again, and sighed several times, when relating the story of how they had planned their escape from the Differential, and how close they came to not being able to pull it off at all.
“That time, we had Moises herself to thank for us getting down to Slater’s End.”
“The Consul you told me about? That Moises? But I thought you didn’t like her.”
“You’re right, I didn’t. I don’t. That puffed-up ego-driven bitch made our lives hell for the entire time she was on the ship. She made Drue’s life hell too. But she was so addicted to her power, so ready to show it off at the slightest opportunity, that she overrode Drue’s concerns about the both of us shuttling down to the planet together. Left to proper protocols, only one of us would have made it to the surface. And once they discovered the scramble-bombs I set through all the data and library units, it would have been obvious that we had been planning some major sabotage.
“But then, just at the right moment, at the very doorway of the transport shuttle, Moises swaggered up and made a snide comment about letting us spend some quality time together. Faced with her authority, Drue had to let us go.”
Srin listened carefully and tried to commit every word to memory. They might be nothing but anecdotes but, to him, they were the threads of his life, weaving together whatever disjointed memories he held in his head.
Differential – experiments – Slater’s End – Lunar Fifteen
Srin dutifully ran the sequence over and over in his head until he thought he got it right.

“Do yer know much about Marentim?”
Moon had been looking up at the night sky and at a Milky Way that appeared so close she had to stifle the urge to reach out and touch it. At Gauder’s words, she shifted her gaze, staring at him over the top of a pyramid of licking flames.
“Not much,” she admitted.
Everything had seemed strange to her that first week. She had got used to the bumpy ride of the tanks, only to be confronted by the stark harshness of the landscape. Had come to grips with that, only to deal with Gauder disappearing every few days to hunt for meat. Actually hunt! Was finally wrapping her head around that alien concept, only to cope with outdoor fires, camp ovens, and tendrils of smoke wafting up to the sky as if in sacrifice.
She felt as if she was marooned in a land lost to primitive rituals and customs and, conversely, wasn’t sure that she was so eager to escape it. Life had devolved to a kind of simplicity that didn’t demand much, only that she live within the moment. A day could have passed, or a week. In the open spaces of Marentim, the kind of schedules and deadlines that Moon had once been driven by ceased to exist and, if she was honest, shewasn’t missing them as much as she thought she would.
“This world was only discovered by the Republic a coupla centuries ago. Not too long by an empire’s reckoning. The Republic came down in their big ships and took over. Seemed simple enough at th’ time. They had technology, weapons. All the slant-headed natives had was their planet.”
Gauder chewed reflectively on the end of a stick and spat into the fire.
“Sounds simple, don’t it? But the natives weren’t the simple-minded peasants us humans thought they were. They had millennia of livin’ on this rock. Of huntin’ under a sun that’ll sear yer to yer bones. Of survivin’ in a climate where yer very breath is prized for its moisture.”
The words were grand but they didn’t move her.
“The Republic’s still here from what I can see,” she commented, her voice dry. Recollections of Security Force vehicles on slow patrols and officers hanging by a public terminal bumped around in her head.
“Hah! Ye’d think so, wouldn’t yer?” He lifted a thick finger. “But ye’d be wrong.” His brows beetled. “What did yer say ye were? Yer occupation, before yer took to runnin’.”
“I didn’t think I did,” Moon replied, “but I was a scientist.”
Was? Was that true? What did that make her now?
“Peerin’ through microscopes and the like? Tryin’ to decipher the secrets of the universe?”
She shrugged, reluctant to share much of her past. “Something like that.”
He held his hand up, the back of it facing Moon. “Can’t see what’s right in front of yer eyes.” His hand dropped away and he grinned. “Not even when ye’ve lived in it.”
If possible, Moon’s voice became even chillier. “I don’t think I follow you.”
“The cities, lady scientist. What did yer notice about them?”
Moon cocked an eyebrow. “You mean, besides the fact that they’re hot and crowded?”
“They pack ‘em in like fish in a net, don’t they? Then wonder why people turn on each other. I’m still not sure whether it’s stupidity or cunning.”
“Cunning? You mean it’s a deliberate policy on the part of the Republic?”
Gauder tsked. “How many humans did you see in Toltuk, lady scientist? Or in Colken?”
Moon blinked. “I’m not sure I could say.”
“A lot o’ humans?” Gauder prompted.
She thought about it. “Yes. Certainly more than half the population.”
He nodded. “That’s where they run, to the cities. Humans that try to come out here – to the real Marentim – die, simple as that. Even the almighty Republic doesn’t dare send more than an occasional patrol to traverse the Open.”
“Is that what you call it, this desert? The ‘Open’?”
“That’s what the natives call it and if it’s good enough fer them, it’s good enough fer me.”
“Yet you come out here maybe twice a year, you say,” Moon remarked. “Is that why you travel in a tank? So the natives can’t attack you?”
Gauder threw his head back and laughed. “The tank’s not to protect me from the natives, lady scientist. Oh no. The tanks are there to protect me from me competitors. Believe me,” he lowered his voice, “if the people of this planet wanted me dead, I’d be nothing more than a bleached skeleton by now.”
Was Gauder trying to converse with her? Or threaten her with what might happen if she and Srin decided to make a break for it?
She looked up from the campfire embers to see him regarding her intently, his eyes glittering as they reflected the flickering coals.
“There’s a tree out here,” he said, his gaze never leaving her face. “The natives chew on it. It’s a bit sweet. Relaxes ye a bit.” He broke a short length off his stick, half-rose and offered it to her. “Looks like ye might be needing some o’ it.”
Moon mirrored his action. As she reached for the wood, his fingers brushed hers. She sat back down and looked at the thick curl of bark in her hand.
“For relaxation?” she asked.
“Aye. Not that your friend seems to need any of it.”
Startled, she looked at him. He had the same inscrutable expression on his face.
“But I reckon ye might.”
Moon brushed imaginary dust from her trousers and got to her feet. There was something in the air that upset her equilibrium. Was the brief physical contact between them inadvertent? Was there rebuke for Srin in Gauder’s voice? Who exactly was Gauder anyway, someone who loved Marentim, or someone looking for any way to exploit it?
“Thanks for the conversation,” she said, “but I really should get ready for sleep.”
Was she running away? Absolutely.
“No problem, lady scientist. Sleep tight now, ye hear? And pleasant dreams.”
 


Chapter Eight
“If he’s a trader, he doesn’t appear to be trading very much,” Moon commented.
As per Gauder’s standing instructions, she and Srin were a little behind and to the left of the lead vehicle.
“I’m sure he has a select clientele,” Srin answered. He was reclining in the seat, taking in the expansive view with narrowed eyes.
“I’m glad you mixed in those uppers,” he added, after a short pause. “I still feel like I’m pulling 5g but at least I think I can help you out a bit more.”
“Just remember that I did it under duress. It was a sheer fluke I decided to buy some before we left Colken.” Her eyes on the horizon, Moon sighed. “The benzodiazepine is already stressing your system. I don’t even want to think of what my new mix is doing to you.”
Srin breathed in deeply and tried to sound upbeat. “I doubt a few more weeks of drug abuse, on top of what I’ve already suffered, are going to do me much harm. Besides, this way I remain lucid and get to build up a whole new set of memories. That’s like diamond dust to me.”
She glanced at him in exasperation. They had left Gauder’s compound almost four weeks ago, and Srin’s hair had become longer and shaggier. A short beard and moustache also obscured his face. Too tired to confine her hair in its customary sleek bun each day, Moon had likewise relaxed her own rules. Her roughly brushed wavy hair fell to below her shoulders, with dark tendrils curling around her face. She doubted either ofthem looked very much like the more polished fugitives who’d escaped from Slater’s End a lifetime ago.
“Do you have any idea what he’s trading?” Moon asked.
“Oh yes.”
Moon straightened in her seat. “Care to share the secret with me?”
“Weapons, my darling. Our host is a dealer in contraband Republic weaponry.”
“Ugh. You went and looked in the boxes, didn’t you?”
He shrugged. “Of course I did. You would’ve done the same if you didn’t have to spend so many hours driving this wreck.”
She didn’t want to ask but couldn’t help herself. “What kind of weaponry?”
“Mostly small stuff, from what I’ve seen. Hand weapons, grenades, a few heavier systems but not many.”
“I wonder who he’s selling it to.”
Srin sat up and leant forward. “I think,” he said, peering through the windscreen, “we’re about to find out.”
Moon squinted through the dusty panel. True enough, they appeared to be approaching an encampment of some kind. Gauder’s vehicle swerved and slowed down and Moon did the same, matching his speed.
Moon had to admit that she would have missed the array of huts completely if it hadn’t been for Srin’s comment and Gauder’s change of direction. The fine dessicated soil of Marentim made the sky look clear but, in actuality, veiled everything in a thin layer of washed-out colour. An entire army could have been stationed a kilometre away and she wouldn’t have noticed.
At almost walking speed, they passed through two rings of guards – natives swathed in light-coloured robes watching them without expression – before reaching the edge of the circle of buildings she had barely seen from a distance. The structures were single-storied and looked semi-permanent, made of something that resembled timber. That they had been here for a little while was evidenced by the waves of sand that curved up against the bottom of the walls.
The first tank revved, then shuddered to a halt. Moon, not sure what to do, kept the engine of her vehicle running. Gauder strolled over, climbed up to the cabin and knocked on one of the side windows. With a flick of her finger, Moon lowered the screen.
“I’ll go and do some talkin’,” Gauder told them. “Switch yer engine off but keep alert. I’ll signal if there’s any problem.”
He jumped back down to the ground and sauntered towards one of the larger buildings. Moon kept the window down and killed the engine. Suddenly, they were engulfed by silence.
“It doesn’t sound like they’re very friendly,” Moon muttered in a low voice.
“Visit new planets, meet new people, and sell them weapons to kill you with,” Srin quipped.
“Very funny.”
They were silent for several minutes.
“Did I ever tell you about Tonia III?” Srin finally asked.
Moon turned to him. “Tonia III? That’s your homeworld, isn’t it?”
She knew he was trying to distract her, but was happy to go along with the deception.
“Yeah. When I look out and see all this open space, all I can think is what a complete contrast it is to where I grew up.”
Moon’s lips twitched. “You mean Tonia III isn’t a dusty hell-hole where you’d die of exposure in under a day?”
He chuckled. “Strange, isn’t it? And yet…I can understand why Gauder keeps coming out here. My world had lush forests, snow-capped mountains, clear lakes where I used to go sailing. I thought it was one of the most beautiful places in the galaxy but, despite that, it’s nowhere as compelling as this.”
Moon sighed and looked out the windscreen, to the harsh horizon and the brilliant sky above it. “If you mean there’s an eternal element to this vista,” she remarked, “I think you’re right.” She paused. “It makes you feel a bit insignificant, doesn’t it?”
“Not just us. From what you told me, it sounds like the Republic has only a tenuous hold on this planet as well.”
“That’s what Gauder intimated during our ‘cosy’ fireside chat.” Moon lifted an eyebrow in silent editorial. “The Security Force appears to be restricted to the cities. From what he said, they’ve lost too many people out here. In the Open, as he calls it.”
“Did he say how the Security Force lost people?”
“No.” Moon shook her head. “Again, I got the idea it was from sabotage, sneak attacks, that kind of thing. He even said that if the locals didn’t tolerate him, he would have been dead by now.”
“In a twisted way, that makes me feel better. It’s comforting, knowing that the people who are supposed to find us refuse to travel beyond the urban limits.”
Moon shifted. “He’s coming back.”
They watched through the tank’s panels as Gauder strolled towards them. To Moon’s relief, he didn’t look alarmed. Instead, he walked over to her side of the tank and climbed up the short ladder again.
“We’ll start unpacking from the hold of m’ vehicle first. Then we’ll stay here for the night. We’ve been invited to a dinner.”
“Can we trust them?” Moon asked shortly.
Gauder paused. “As much as ye can trust any pissed-off native who’s had his planet taken away from him. But we’re here to redress the balance, so we’re the good guys, eh?”
He winked.

Moon wondered at Gauder’s sense of humour as she and Srin moved boxes and an oversized trunk to a designated position near the centre of the encampment. The containers had been labelled in ingel and she shook her head as she helped stack them into neat piles.
“Four boxes of vegetables, ten of freeze-dried meat and seven barrels of soup,” she said, ticking each item off the manifest.
“Don’t forget the two boxes of fruit,” Gauder added with a laugh.
Was anybody taken in by the masquerade, she mused, pursing her lips. Maybe Marentim’s trade personnel only satisfied themselves with what was listed on the official manifests. Maybe the planet was worthless enough for the Republic not to bother with such irksome things as audits and spot checks.
“Fruit?” she queried Srin as she passed him on the way back to the hold.
“Probably grenades,” he answered, falling into step beside her. “They’re about the size of a Newvin pear.”
Moon suppressed a shiver. “I can’t decide whether this is childish or frightening.”
“Or both.”
They overheard the end of a conversation as the last box of “fruit” was placed next to the rest of the order.
“—two new partners?”
“Nah, they’re more like tourists,” Gauder answered. He flicked a glance at them. “Said they were here for a clean start, so I told ‘em I’d see what I could do.”
The Marentim local stretched his lips wide in a semblance of a smile. “They’re good workers. For humans.”
Gauder shook his head. “Too soft for this planet. I’ll probably drop ‘em off in Colken North when I get back. They can find work there.”
“You’re a kind man, Gauder.”
“I know,” he replied. “It’ll be the death o’ me.” He raised his voice. “It’ll be a couple of hours till dinner. Why don’t yer both relax for a bit?”
“We’ll take a walk around,” Moon offered.
Gauder lifted an eyebrow. “Don’t go wanderin’ too far, will ye?”
It wasn’t difficult to pick up the warning in his tone.
“Not us,” Srin replied.
By unspoken consent, they began strolling the circumference of the camp. A few robed figures stopped to watch them for a second before moving on.
“No children,” Moon commented quietly.
“And only a few women,” Srin added. “This would appear to be a purpose-built encampment.”
“You think the only reason it’s here is to give Gauder a rendezvous point?”
“It wouldn’t surprise me. A planet like this? Makes sense to be nomadic, opportunistic. Maybe even underground.”
“And far from here,” Moon added.
“That’s right. In case there’s a raid, only some of the men get arrested.”
They stopped for a moment to watch the sun set, its huge red orb sinking and seeming to flatten on the horizon before continuing its downward descent.
“I don’t like this dependence on one person,” Moon remarked, keeping her voice low.
“You’re just saying that because you don’t like Gauder.”
She laughed softly. “Am I that obvious?”
“He’s not my favourite person either,” Srin replied, “but he seems to know his way around this planet. And your friend was right. He’s definitely not a Republic sympathiser.”
“Ever heard the expression, ‘out of the hot pod, into the lava’? I’m feeling exactly like that right now. I may not have trusted the Fodox pirates who brought us to Marentim, but they’re as transparent as sheets of glass next to our enigmatic arms dealer.”
Beyond the bare bones of their conversation, Moon didn’t want to mention the aborted physical contact she and Gauder had shared over the camp fire two weeks ago. He hadn’t repeated the action, but Moon felt his gaze following her around, as heavy as a physical touch. It made her feel…uncomfortable. She had never thought of herself as a particularly attractive woman. It had been Srin who made her feel alive and feminine. And now Gauder was looking at her as if she was some prize in an exhibits’ case. Whatever the reason for it – maybe he spent too much time traversing the deserts instead of flirting with female friends – Moon didn’t want any of it.
“I understand how you feel,” Srin said, gripping her hand, “but we’re out of choices at the moment.” He glanced at her. “Unless you have a plan kicking around in that fertile mind of yours.”
“It all boils down to money,” Moon said wryly. “Get enough money and we make the decisions, rather than being buffeted by forces that I don’t completely trust.” She didn’t add that money would also be a good solution to solving Srin’s condition.
“Sure, but we’d still have to get off this planet and to 3 Enkil IV somehow. At the moment, our travelling salesman appears to be our best bet.”
Moon didn’t like the answer, but couldn’t deny the logic of Srin’s conclusion. Silently, they traced a lazy path back to the encampment, just in time for the feast that Gauder had told them about.
“There yer are. C’mon over here and make yerselves comfortable. Chiefy has a good meal prepared.”
Because he appeared the lesser of two evils, both of them settled next to Gauder for dinner. The thirty or so members of the camp congregated, mostly in silence, and sat cross-legged in a large circle, facing a central bonfire. The brightness of the flames eclipsed the faint light of dusk.
When her eyes acclimatised to the semi-darkness, Moon noticed that some of the bare earth next to the bonfire was smoking. She only had time to frown at it before four locals approached that area, scraping at the sand with their paddle-shaped hands.
Beside them, Gauder smacked his lips. “Yer in fer a treat tonight. Chiefy has put on the planet special. Said he knew that I’d be comin’ today with powerful gifts for his men.”
“That sounds good,” Srin agreed urbanely. “But what exactly is the planet special?”
“Been feelin’ hungry, have ye?” He rubbed a meaty hand across his mouth. “Not that I blame yer. Smells mighty fine, don’t it?”
They watched as the men continued digging into the ground, only stopping when they reached a depth of about a metre. The smoke became more pronounced, wreathing the humanoid figures in thick tendrils of grey-white. The scientist in Moon wondered how they could handle the obviously hot earth with their bare hands, but they seemed to show no discomfort, no reaction at all to the elevated temperature.
A breeze wafted some of the smoke over to where they sat and Moon breathed in deep. She smelt smoke and the savoury undertone of meat, overlaid with a spice mixture. The aroma wasn’t unpleasant, but she couldn’t reconcile it with the images unfolding in front of her.
The alien fighters pulled out something long and heavy wrapped in a canvas-type material – for a moment, Moon thought of a corpse and swallowed hard – and gingerly laid it on flat ground between the pit and the bonfire. The chief of the men, wearing a headdress that appeared to be made from the bones of an animal, moved up, directing the action. Moon, fascinated, continued watching, still unsure of how to reconcile a meal with the sandy package slowly being unwrapped.
In the flickers from the fire, an entire roasted animal was revealed. With an abrupt order and a hand gesture, the chief commanded two of the fighters to bring something. The pair disappeared into a nearby hut and emerged minutes later with a stack of metal plates. With skill, they formed a line, passing plates along, getting them filled with the torn and steaming meat of the barbecued animal, then handing them to four youths who distributed it to those around them.
It took another ten minutes before Moon got her serving of the food. She looked down at the rags of roasted flesh with wide yes. It had come out of the ground! Covered in cloth, ash and dust and who knew what else. Kicked over while multiple hands tore at bones, muscle and sinew.
“I…I don’t know if I can eat this,” she whispered.
Gauder appeared to grin and motioned her to talk to him, leaning back so they were partially hidden by Srin’s figure between them. Once he was sure he had Moon’s attention, he wiped the merriment from his face.
“Ye can play high-and-mighty with me, lady scientist,” he grated, “and I don’t mind it, but yer’ll not be doin’ it with this mob. Like most desert folk, they take the ideas of food ‘n’ hospitality very seriously. So ye’ll be hunkerin’ down, and eatin’ that bloody food and likin’ each morsel yer put in that pretty mouth o’ yours. Understand?”
Moon stared at him for a long moment, then flicked her gaze sideways. They were being watched by several of the locals. She straightened, sat back up and, with trembling fingers, picked up a small piece of flesh.
“Believe it or not,” Srin told her, “it tastes quite nice.”
Moon put the food in her mouth and slowly chewed. It’s just like the vat meat I used to eat, she told herself. It’s just been cooked differently.
Cooked in the earth.
Wrapped in a type of cloth. Porous cloth.
Covered in ash.
She swallowed with some difficulty and was never so happy to see a cup of liquid as when a young fighter brought around a tray of drinks, the containers’ hard shells frosty and slippery with cold. Between discreet sips and not really focusing on what it was she was eating, Moon thought she got through the meal with Gauder’s sense of goodwill intact.
The clean-up of the area was done as efficiently as the portioning out of food. One minute, there were diners, some reclining on the ground, conversing and laughing with plates and cups between them. The next moment, the earth was bare, and the fighters sat, erect and expectant, as the bonfire burnt down.
Gauder rose and walked over to the leader, where they exchanged some dialogue. Moon could barely catch the words that were in a language she didn’t know. Whatever was being discussed was obviously concluded to the satisfaction of both parties. Both men touched their open palms against the other’s for a second, an obvious signal, then the dinner broke up.
“They can go gabbin’ on fer hours if yer let them,” Gauder explained as he approached Moon and Srin. “But we’re outsiders and they don’t celebrate a long feast while they’re still on a hunt. Says it can bring bad spirits. The Republic, in this case.”
“Yes, I was wondering about that,” Srin remarked, staring off towards the southern horizon.
The other two followed the line of his gaze, and saw a dot of light in the distance. It moved up and down in the sky in a methodical but inexplicable series of manoeuvres.
“That’s from Hawsook Base,” Gauder said. “They take their shuttles out ‘n’ run ‘em through their paces every month, testing for performance and system integrity.”
“Can’t they see our fire?” Moon asked in alarm. “Will they be sending those ships in our direction?”
“Not t’ worry yer pretty head, lady scientist. Security Force knows that it’s more than their lives are worth to come out to the Open. Wouldn’t want valuable transports landin’ in the hands o’ the natives, would they? And they know that’s what would happen if they set one booted foot on the sand in these parts.”
“A hundred and eight-four,” Srin mused, “give or take.”
Gauder frowned down on him. “Eh?”
“The equation for that shuttle’s movements. t cubed minus thirty t squared plus one hundred and fifty-three t plus – yes, I think it is – one hundred and eighty-four.”
Gauder stared at him. “The equation? Ye can calculate where that infernal machine is going next?”
“It’s not difficult.” Srin shrugged his shoulders. “They must be on a standard flight plan of some sort. It’s just deciphering what that flight plan is.”
“And ye can figure it out? Jes’ by lookin’ at it?”
“Call it a gift of mine.” Srin appeared to come to a decision. “I can figure out the velocity and acceleration of that shuttle at any point if you’d care to suggest a reference mark.”
Moon wasn’t sure what to think of the exchange. Was it a good or bad thing to share Srin’s ability with the arms dealer?
“Reference mark, yer say?”
“Make it perpendicular to the horizon, as much as possible, passing through one of the background stars.”
“All right,” Gauder said, with a tone that suggested he was placing a wager. “How about that star there?” He pointed to a bright twinkle to the right and above of the shuttle’s current position.
“Sounds good. Let’s watch.”
Several seconds later, the shuttle sped past the imaginary line.
“Three point six handspans per second,” Srin notified them promptly, “with an acceleration of zero point seven eight handspans per second per second.”
“Handspans?” Gauder guffawed. “What kind of cockeyed measure is a bloody handspan?”
Srin turned and eyed the arms trader. “The measure you have when you haven’t accurately specified the distance to the base or the size of the ship.”
“Bloody parlour tricks,” Gauder grumbled but he kept throwing speculative glances in Srin’s direction as the trio got ready for bed.
“That might not have been such a good idea,” Moon remarked as they unfolded their bedrolls. With part of the cargo unloaded and sold, there was more room on the bay’s floor for them to sleep. The area might have been dusty but it was still a lot safer than sleeping outside, as Gauder claimed he did. It was bad enough thinking of dust, ash and bacteria mixing in with her food, but the thought of nocturnal life-forms crawling over her unconscious body was enough to give Moon the shivers.
“I needed to know if I could still do it.” Srin fluffed up two pillows then neatly stripped down and lowered himself onto one thin mattress. “Was the price for my restored memory my inability to do lightning-fast calculations ever again?”
She mirrored his actions, after checking to make sure that the cargo door was locked. When she slipped under the thin blanket next to him, Srin drowsily snuggled against her.
“I’d say you answered that question categorically,” she murmured into the darkness, but the sound of deep, regular breathing told her that Srin was already asleep. She gently kissed his cheek as she caressed his chest, then turned over and made herself comfortable.
 


Chapter Nine
“I have ter say, I don’t think it’s fair on yer, lady scientist.”
Moon looked at Gauder over the remains of their lunch. Their night-time feast at the sand-camouflaged rendezvous point had been two days ago and, in the intervening time, Srin’s condition had slowly deteriorated. Moon wanted to kick herself for succumbing to the temptation of mixing stimulants with her usual cocktail of drugs, but Srin had appeared to respond so well. Too well, she realised darkly.
“I mean to say,” Gauder continued, “it just appears more than a little strange, if yer know what I mean.”
“No,” she replied steadily. “I don’t know what you mean.”
Srin had fallen into a deep sleep the previous night and had only regained consciousness for brief periods in the morning before slipping once more into slumber. The only piece of good news was that their guide seemed to be right. They hardly saw any Republic patrols, except on the horizon, near where the blaze of cities glowed in the night sky.
“He’s obviously a smart man, I can see that clearly, but whatever’s wrong with him is too much for one woman to handle. That’s my observation.”
“Is it?”
He nodded. “Ah reckon so. Makes a simple man like me do some thinking.”
He shifted and reached for a slice of dried meat, offering it to her in a gesture that was solicitous. “Makes me wonder what a pretty – and smart – woman like you is doin’ with someone like him. Riskin’ yer lives outrunning the Republic. Bein’ forced to travel half a planet in disguise.” He paused for a moment, obviously waiting for a response.
Moon continued staring at him.
“He’s a good enough worker, but he’s fallin’ apart, ain’t he? And getting’ on in years.”
Gauder’s pale gaze searched her features. “It’s his brain, ain’t it? Whatever’s in his head is what the Republic’s after.”
The old Moon Thadin would have laughed in Gauder’s face. “In his head?” she would have said. “You’re only half-right, Mr. Gauder. What the Republic is after is in both our heads. His abilities and mine. A double act.”
That would have been the old Moon – a little arrogant, a little boastful. She still wasn’t sure that combination of traits wasn’t what got her into this whole mess in the first place. But the new Moon had learnt some painful lessons over the past few years, and one of them was knowing when to keep her mouth shut.
“He’s a very smart man,” she finally conceded.
“Ah reckon he’d have ter be.” Gauder chewed thoughtfully on his shred of meat. “So what do yer think of Marentim?”
Startled by the change in topic, Moon looked around at the dustbowl surrounding her. “The planet?”
“Aye. It’s beautiful, ain’t it?”
“I…,” Moon paused then tilted her head. “I hadn’t thought so at first. It’s so different from the worlds I’ve visited, the places I’ve worked. But there’s certainly something about it that’s,” she searched for the word that Srin had used, “compelling.”
“If yer ever after a place where the Republic won’t get yer, yer can’t do better than this planet.”
Moon couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up her throat. “But the Republic’s already here, Mr. Gauder. We see their patrols every few nights.”
“They stick to the edges like the cowards they are.” He leant forward. “Two centuries they’ve had to subdue her. Do you think they’ve done it, lady scientist?”
He sat back. “The Open is beyond the reach of the Republic ‘n’ they know it. So they build up the cities – Toltuk, Colken, swamps like that – and pretend they hold the entire planet in their grubby little hands, when all they have are a few dirty pebbles.”
With his fingers, Gauder ripped another piece of jerky from the strip and popped it into his mouth, speaking around the obstruction.
“People can get lost in the Open. Nobody finds yer unless yer want to be found. There are few places in the known galaxy that can offer the same service.”
“We can’t stay here,” Moon said quickly.
Gauder raised an eyebrow. “Really? And why not, may I ask?”
“Well….”
Where did she begin? With the lawlessness? The lack of any medical technology of the type that could help Srin? The sheer barbarity of the vistas she opened her eyes to every morning?
She tried to couch her words in more careful terms. “Although Srin is recovering from his…illness, he still requires medical supervision.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Yer think we don’t get hospitals on this rock?”
“No, not at all,” Moon was quick to reassure. “But Srin suffers from a rare illness. The kind of care he needs is the kind you can’t get on most planets.”
As if in answer to her words, a puff of wind blew grains of sand onto both humans. Moon flicked at her eyes and brushed hair away from her lips. Gauder spat at the ground.
“It’s true Marentim can be cruel. And it’s a bit off the beaten track, so ter speak. But maybe it’s here to weed out the unfit. Have yer ever thought o’ that, lady scientist?”

Another tribe was behind them. Another rendezvous, another encampment that appeared semi-permanent but disappeared into the sand the next day, and fewer boxes left in the cargo hold. Gauder was happier than Moon had seen him in days, often whistling while he worked. Right now, he was still away from camp, hoping to “catch meself some fresh meat” he told Moon with brash cheeriness before the dusk swallowed him. The remaining pair was left to enjoy the evening fire and listen to the crackles of dry wood as they split apart in the consuming heat.
“I think it’s a workable compromise.”
The argument had been raging for twenty minutes already. It had been argued in quiet tones, with long pauses in between, but it was still an argument. Moon knew that tone in Srin’s voice. Sheer male stubbornness. She wasn’t sure whether to smile or frown.
“You think three days of normal functioning, followed by almost two days of imitating a coma patient is ‘workable’?” she countered.
“It’s better than the alternative,” Srin told her evenly.
His gaze searched her face earnestly and she looked down and away, hoping the flickers from the nightly fire would help mask her helplessness.
“I know you still have a portion of Hen’s towel,” Srin remarked.
She gasped and her voice was accusing. “How? How did you know?”
He smiled. “I didn’t. But I do now.”
“Srin—”
“You’re a scientist, Moon. So am I. We like to make sure we have all our options covered. But if I have to choose between a two-day amnesiac cycle that the virus soaked into that towel will give me, or a chance at a normal life at the cost of two days of almost complete unconsciousness, I know what I’d choose.” He paused. “I know that doesn’t make life any easier for you.”
She laughed bitterly. “Easier? This is paradise compared to what I endured before.
“You didn’t know what it was like on the Differential, having to pretend that we were strangers every two days. It was like having a piece of me ripped out every forty-eight hours. And when Hen Savic,” she still couldn’t say his name without loathing, “told me in the infirmary about how he kept you under control, how he made sure you kept in shape and gave you a towel treated with that devilish virus package he’d dreamt up, all I wanted to do was take every single one of those damned things and have them vaporised.”
“That was your heart talking, your compassion. It’s why I fell in love with you, Moon.”
“And then what do I do? I perpetuated the prison on Slater’s End and, with that piece of towel in my pack, I now feel as much a jailer as Savic was.”
“But you’ve turned it into a failsafe,” Srin insisted. “It used to be my prison, but now you hold onto it because it’s an option. Admittedly, it’s one I don’t want you to use but one I know you need to hold onto, just in case.”
“It feels as if nothing has changed,” Moon told him, bringing the discussion back to their original argument. “All we’ve managed to do is swap a two-day cycle for a three-day one.”
“But I remember now! I don’t think you know what that means to me, to finally have an anchor after drifting aimlessly for twenty years. Knowing there was something there, some insight out of my reach, only to finally realise that it was myself and my memories.”
He moved closer and engulfed her in strong arms. “You gave me that, Moon. I know it’s unfair to ask even more of you, but I don’t want to lose this. I know it puts a bigger burden on your shoulders, having to deal with Gauder and make excuses for me, and maybe I’m being incredibly selfish but – knowing that I loved and lost you dozens of times already on the Differential – well, I don’t want to go through that again.”
She reached up and touched his cheek with her fingers, caressing the rough male skin of his. He moved slightly and kissed her fingertips and the entire planet receded, catapulting her back to the first moments on the Differential, when he’d kissed her after flirting with her, seducing her with his wit and warmth. Only Srin had made her feel like a woman – feminine, sexual. She’d forgotten it in the weeks that followed, anxiety trumping ardour, but with the crackle of a primitive fire distantly echoing in her mind, and the primal scent of smoke teasing at her nostrils, she was forcibly reminded of why she’d done what she did.
Throwing away a promising career, putting the Differential’s captain in danger.
Condemning her and Srin to fates worse than death should they ever be recaptured.
She had done it because she loved Srin. And he loved her.
It was such a basic truth, and yet one easily swamped by the worries of the day.
“I’m not worried,” she murmured, “not tonight.”
She thought she could feel his frown as he shifted position around her. “What did you say?”
“I said, I think we should take advantage of our host’s absence,” she said in a stronger voice.
She got to her feet and reached out with her hand. “Come on. Let’s take advantage of those three days of yours.”
He tugged at her fingers and a wicked grin lit his features. “Why so prudish, Dr. Thadin? Haven’t you ever done it in the open?”
She stared at him open-mouthed. “You can’t be serious?”
“Why not?”
“What if Gauder comes back while we’re at it?”
“Him? You can always hear him metres away. He likes whistling to and from his hunts.”
Moon paused. That was true. And she didn’t believe she had ever been in a place as empty as one of Marentim’s deserts.
“On the sand?” she asked carefully.
Srin released her hand, got to his feet and dusted himself off. “Let me take care of that. Why don’t you relax here by the fire for a few minutes?”
He disappeared towards the back of their tank, emerging with their bedrolls. Moon watched, impressed, as Srin deftly put together a bed, nestled in a long shallow scoop of sand.
“Gauder went off in that direction,” he said, pointing north, “so I’ll assume he’ll be coming back the same way. We’ll put the fire between us and his possible route, for some additional privacy. How does that sound?”
“No,” she grimaced, “cover?”
Srin laughed. “Just when I think I have you figured out, you go ahead and surprise me. You never went camping as a child, did you?”
She shuddered. “Not if I could help it.”
“Well, remember what I told you about Tonia III? All those forests? And lakes? Perfect for a night out beneath the stars.”
His voice dropped as he walked towards her. “Of course, you always had a few hazards you had to look out for.”
“Hazards?”
Moon was only half-listening to Srin’s words. As he slowly disrobed her, she arched her back and leant into him, like a lazy feline. She felt the warmth of the fire against her naked skin on one side of her body, and the cool stroke of stirring night air against the other.
“There are all sorts of bugs out there,” Srin continued, his voice slurred. “They especially like chocolate brown skin like yours. Reminds them of a sweet feast.”
He got to his knees and Moon cradled his head as he suckled on her.
The feelings coursing through her were indescribable. It was as if the air surrounding them was another person, touching her, pebbling her skin with long sweeps of erotic cold. In the brisk night, Srin’s flesh felt different too – more vibrant and alive, flexing against her fingertips and heating her with his warmth.
By the time they sank onto their makeshift bed, Moon was more than ready for her lover, her body sensitised by the nocturnal elements. A breeze wicked the perspiration from her aroused body and, as she embraced her climax, carried her cries up into the dark, smoky air, as if echoing her frantic pleasure to the bright stars that blazed above her head.

She was protecting him again. Srin held Moon’s naked body in his arms and gazed up towards the dusty streak of the Milky Way. He thought that their conversation by the fire would have given her the chance to tell him about Gauder – to confide that the trader was showing some interest in her – but she’d remained stubbornly silent on the topic. She was lying to him by omission.
Just as he was doing.
He wasn’t as pole-axed by Moon’s concocted drug regime as he appeared. Yes, he’d discovered that three days of almost normal functioning exacted a high toll from him, but the subsequent two days of enforced inactivity weren’t as dire as either Moon – or Gauder – thought.
Would Moon forgive him for deceiving her? He knew he had done it once before, when he falsified results on the Differential. That had been a difficult series of conversations, with him completely amnesiac on the incident, and she still cradling hurt from his betrayal. He thought they had come to some closure on the subject while still on the Velvet Storm, but Srin couldn’t be sure that Moon had completely forgiven him. The worst thing was, he thought he would have felt the same way in her position.
From what Moon told him of that episode, short cryptic messages he had left for himself as memory prompts aboard the Differential told him of the great danger of Moon’s invention. She, in all her glorious scientist-like naïveté, had crafted her model of stellar re-ignition in order to bring dead stars back to life. She even admitted, while on the pirate ship, that she had been so focused on that goal that she didn’t – wouldn’t? – see the other application of her work, the use of her re-ignition missile to destroy already living solar systems. But Srin had seen, so she said. At the hands of Hen Savic, he had intimately experienced two decades of exploitation and knew that the Republic never hesitated to use whatever tool they had that could be turned to their advantage.
And so Srin had worked next to Moon as her two-legged living, breathing super-computer, all the time quietly subverting the occasional calculation so her research would fail. Compared to what he had done to her project – her life’s work – his current deception of partially feigning disability barely rated.
Closing his eyes momentarily, Srin took a deep breath. He knew he should have been habituating to the drugs that Moon was feeding him, but instead he felt as if his condition was improving. He still endured bouts of exhaustion, and the sceptre of a brain-destroying fever was ever present, but he felt stronger than he had in months. Maybe even years. Part of him wanted to tell Moon, so they could celebrate together, but Srin was also a cautious man. What if he relapsed in a day? In a week? What he needed was a permanent cure and he knew that his temporary well-being was far from that.
Much easier, for the time being, to keep his improved stamina a secret. If it improved, or was sustained, all well and good. But he was damned if he was going to lift Moon’s spirits, only to dash them again. That, he would never do.
 


Chapter Ten
“It’s been a good run, thanks to the two of yer,” Gauder conceded. His voice was clear over the comms unit and only wavered when his lead tank hit the small sand ridges that seemed to ripple ahead of them like waves on a shoreline. The day blazed white and hot around them, a glare even the tinted glass of their cabin couldn’t completely neutralise.
“We’re a month ahead of schedule. So ah thought we’d stop fer some recreation.”
Moon and Srin looked at each other but said nothing.
“We’ll be headin’ for Kushin Meet. Punch it into yer nav unit and stay behind me.”
Srin did as he was told as Moon handled the driving.
“It should be less than an hour’s travel from here,” Srin remarked, staring at the small navigation screen.
“A city?” That didn’t seem to make any sense. From how Gauder had spoken, Moon got the impression the arms trader hated the human-dominated cities.
“No, not quite. It looks like the location marker is a recent addition, not part of the original map.”
“Another one of our here-today-gone-tomorrow encampments?”
“Could be.”
“And what does he mean by ‘recreation’?” Moon mused. “The idea of Gauder enjoying himself is quite alarming, to be honest.”
Srin grinned crookedly. “You’re just saying that because he’s a ruthless bastard who’d sell us out in a heartbeat if there was a better deal going.”
Moon, less amused, tightened her lips but remained silent.
They didn’t see Kushin Meet at first. Through the wavering view of the horizon, Moon thought they were approaching a series of sand dunes and it was only when they were almost on top of the formation that it resolved into an agglomeration of dun-coloured tents, some of them stretching fifteen metres into the air, while others – low and squat – hugged the sandy ground.
For the first time in more than two months, Moon had to decelerate the tank in order to navigate her way through a welter of increasing traffic. She followed Gauder’s vehicle carefully, turning off at a marker stuck into the ground and entering a large corralled area that contained a bewildering array of vehicles, from one-person flitters to cargo carriers three times the size of their tanks.
Gauder parked his vehicle, jumped down and gesticulated to Moon, directing her next to him. Amid clouds of dust, Moon manoeuvred into position and breathed a sigh of relief when she finally switched off the engine.
“We’ll make a fine driver out of ye yet, lady scientist,” Gauder commended as she opened the door.
“This is Kushin Meet?” she asked, ignoring his statement as she jumped to the ground.
“Aye, this is the Meet.”
They were interrupted by a native who had a quick conversation with Gauder before handing him a small disc. Gauder pocketed it and gestured to the other two. “Let’s go find us some fun, eh?”
Kushin Meet was a city of tents, arranged according to rules that seemed less than obvious to Moon. Narrow straight avenues bent abruptly or flowered into several more alleys. It took twentyminutes before she began to notice a pattern. One lane, for example, appeared to be dominated by weavers and dealers in clothing and textiles, others by electronics handlers. Several contained food vendors and it was here that Gauder stopped first.
A garbed figure detached itself from a group and approached them, gesticulating expansively. Moon couldn’t see what the person looked like, but he? she? exchanged a few words with Gauder and the trader allowed them to be ushered into the interior of a tent. It should have been dark inside, but Moon looked up to see that the apex of the tent was open to the air, the pale sky blazing above them, blocked only by a conjunction of slim support beams. From where she stood, it looked like she was beneath an unfinished spider’s web, the beams glittering silver in the early afternoon sunshine.
This was…so different to what she’d been expecting from life and, for a moment, she just stood there, soaking in the alien atmosphere. Moon Thadin, premier stellar physicist of the Phyllis Science Centre, now passable cargo tank driver and visitor to one of the more exotic locations that the galaxy had to offer.
Then a voice spoke close to her ear. “Come on. Gauder says you’re blocking passing traffic.”
Moon shook her head and smiled wryly at Srin. “Sorry, I got caught up for a moment.”
“Tell me about it later,” he said and guided her to a small table by the edge of one fabric wall.
“The Meet moves around from place ter place,” Gauder began as they sat down. “Best t’ avoid any complications that way, if yer get me meaning. In another two weeks, it’ll be gone. But, while it’s here, it’s the closest to a continent-wide gathering you’ll find.”
“But,” Moon objected, “with all these people travelling to and fro to this one spot, even for a few weeks, won’t that make it easy for the Republic to find us?”
Gauder shook his head as if lecturing a child. “Lady scientist, haven’t ye been taking any notice of what we’ve been doin’ for the past month? Each sector of the Open is ruled by a warlord and when the Meet happens, yer get several such warlords – and a fair bit of their arsenal – in the one place. Oh, the Republic can try to blow us to smithereens, but they’ll be the ones tryin’ to reassemble their soldiers if they do.”
“So the Republic just ignores anything that happens outside the cities?”
“Don’t poke yer nose in, don’t get it chopped off,” Gauder confirmed.
“It can’t continue,” Srin said.
“Oh, yer think so, do yer?” Gauder’s eyebrows rose. “Well it’s worked for the past eleven decades already, sick boy. What do yer say to that?”
“A temporary situation.”
“Temporary?” The burly dealer guffawed loudly, momentarily garnering the attention of several groups of fellow diners. He cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “Yer call more than a century ‘temporary’?”
“Yes, so long as it suits the Republic. But if they find something valuable on Marentim, Mr. Gauder, something that’s rare and precious, then no warlord on this planet will be able to stand up to them. At the moment, you’re safe because the giant hasn’t decided to flex its fingers, but if it ever does….”
Gauder attempted another laugh, but it petered out. “Yer think too much when yer awake,” he finally grumbled.
It occurred to Moon that her lover was completely correct. Maybe Gauder’s heartfelt paeans to the beauty of the planet’s arid spaces had affected her more than she thought – and she certainly wasn’t going to admit it out loud – but she had been thinking about Marentim, wondering if there was some way she and Srin could use the planet as a base, scouting for medical breakthroughs from a secure home on the desert world. Despite its harshness, or perhaps because of it, Marentim had crept its way into Moon’s soul, beguiling her with its sparse beauty.
Upon listening to the banter between the two men, however, Moon realised that there was no future for them on this world. What if they settled down…and the Republic found rare minerals on the planet? What if someone stumbled across a viable crease closer to the system, leading to the heart of the Tor system? What if Marentim was close to what the Republic considered to be a strategic target? There were too many variables to feel completely safe. Maybe there might be some security at their next stop, on 3 Enkil IV. But there was still the matter of trusting her ex-partner, Kad, and the rebel network he had kept secret from her for years.
Moon had been trailing Srin and Gauder after they all finished their quick meal and exited the tent, her mind on other things. There was pride in Gauder’s voice, as if he had single-handedly conjured the Meet from the fine desert sand. At his gestures, Moon looked appropriately to the left or the right, but she had a bigger problem to figure out.
What I need is some kind of insurance, she thought to herself. Not to be at the mercy of people like Gauder. A way out so if someone tries to double-cross us, we’ll still have an avenue of escape.
“—no civilisation, well, we can turn to the casino over there and wish ‘em the best o’ luck.”
Moon stopped. “Casino?” she repeated. Was it a mere coincidence that she was thinking of a difficulty and, suddenly, an apparent solution presented itself?
The other two stopped and turned.
“Aye,” Gauder confirmed, “that’s what I said. Ye’ll find the usual games in there, as well as some indigenous to this planet. Are yer game to play, lady scientist?”
Moon blinked a few times, still disbelieving.
“I think I’m starting to feel a little lucky, Mr. Gauder,” she finally told him. And smiled.

“We have to do it in one night,” Srin said.
Moon grimaced. “Isn’t that going to be too obvious?”
“More obvious than cleaning them out over two nights? We might be able to explain one night as beginner’s luck. But if we go back and repeat our performance, we’ll only arouse everyone’s suspicions.”
She chewed at her bottom lip. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”
The cargo hold of their tank was almost three-quarters empty by now, and Moon was using the extra room to pace. Srin thought the gesture looked familiar. Had she done this on the Differential? Was the familiarity an echo of something he’d once seen for himself? From his comfortable seat on the floor, leaning against a tank wall, he watched as she strode back and forth.
“I asked Gauder about the kind of games they play,” she said, “and he gave me a brief rundown. There’s the usual – some card games, a couple of others with a spinning wheel, and some involving dice, sand and even drops of blood that I don’t know too much about.”
“I need something with a few well-defined parameters,” Srin mused. “Something that depends on skill but doesn’t look like it depends on skill. It doesn’t even have to be my skill…in fact, it might be better if it doesn’t involve me at all, so that all I have to do is make a bet on someone else’s work.” He paused. “Do we know when our guide is thinking of moving out?”
Moon lifted her eyebrows. “He says tomorrow night, just after dusk.”
“Hmmmm. That doesn’t give us much time. How much money do we have to play with?”
“Around two kilo-credits.”
Srin looked at her. “And how much of a win are you going to be happy with, Moon?”
She laughed without mirth. “Happy? I won’t be truly happy until both of us are safe from everyone who wants a piece of your brain and my work. What do I need to buy that? Fifty kilo-credits? Eighty? The skills of an interstellar pilot so we can buy and steer our own ship?” She shook her head. “I don’t know, Srin. Every time I come up with a figure in my head, I get a counter-argument about something I haven’t thought of.”
“What are we going to do with all this money once we get it? Keep it for a while? Or escape straight away?”
Moon stopped pacing and looked at him helplessly. “Again, I don’t really know. I just want some independence from everything that’s being played around us. Our own money, our own agenda. At the moment, we’re riding the edge of other people’s largesse – Kad’s, Gauder’s. Their generosity, to do with as they will. Before we touched down on Marentim, it was Leen Vazueb and her medical skills, then the Velvet Storm and its crew spiriting us away from Lunar Fifteen. Each time, we made it to our planned destination, but it occurs to me that anyone could’ve sold us out before that point and there wouldn’t have been a thing we could have done about it.”
Srin’s eyes widened. “You’re thinking of ditching Gauder, aren’t you?”
“Haven’t you?” she countered.
He shrugged. “Sure, but I have to admit, it’s easier to handle me with another person around than just by yourself.”
It hurt his masculine pride to say that, but it was only the truth.
Several seconds of silence passed.
“You know that’s not how I feel, don’t you?” Moon finally asked in a quiet voice.
“Moon, all I’m saying—”
“This is you trying to be noble again, isn’t it?” she interrupted. “You were like that on the Differential as well.”
Was he? He stared at her, bemused.
“Well, I didn’t stand for it before and I’m not standing for it now, Srin Flerovs. We’re in this together, right to the end, bitter or sweet.”
They were brave words, but he heard the catch in her voice. He also knew that getting to his feet to embrace her was probably exactly the wrong thing to do. She needed to feel that she was a strong person. And she was. Srin watched in amazement over the past month, as his beloved took to the life of arms dealer assistant. She learnt how to drive a tank, could navigate in the featureless deserts of Marentim and had become used to a range of living rituals that were as far from her previous existence as his homeworld of Tonia III was to him now. And she had done all of this for the both of them.
He held his hands up in mock surrender. “Whatever you say.”
Moon began pacing again. “We have to get to 3 Enkil IV somehow. That’s the only place where I can get in touch with Kad again. Maybe then I can find a way to short-circuit this wild galactic tour he’s got us on.” The tone of Moon’s voice boded ill for Kad Minslok when she finally caught up with him. “But, until then, we’re stuck in this rut.”
“Do you know where this spaceport is?”
Wordlessly, Moon shook her head.
“What about asking Gauder to contact Kad for us? There must be some channel to your friend right here on Marentim. There has to be.”
“I’ve tried to get him talking about that a couple of times,” Moon answered, “but he changes the subject quicker than a Vansat chameleon changes its skin pattern. For all his brashness, there’s a brain under Gauder’s thick skull. He knows how to keep his mouth shut.”
“So we just have to hope that he’s leading us in the right direction and not taking us round and round in circles as part of his unpaid labour entourage?”
Moon compressed her lips. “That’s part of what I hate. The fact that both options are plausible.”

The following afternoon, Moon and Srin visited the extensive gambling den at Kushin Meet. In the desert winds, the walls and ceilings flapped and billowed, resembling the inhalations and exhalations of some giant beast. With a swallow, and a look of firm resolve, Moon got their two kilo-credits changed to gaming chips and they began walking the floor. At regular intervals, scaffolding had been erected, and tribesmen with long-barrelled, lethal-looking rifles patrolled the narrow platforms, watching the action below them with cold eyes.
The game Srin chose to play was based on betting what number or symbol a spinning wheel would stop on. He played the good-natured beginner, trying his best to understand the rules.
“So you can bet on either symbols or the numbers? Really? You don’t have to bet on just one value? Or blue or white? I see. How interesting.”
He latched on to an older man who appeared to be well-known to the staff and other gamblers.
“So what are you betting on? Blue? Can I put one bet down with you? Oh, but just to be fair, I should put something down on the other colour too, shouldn’t I?”
The game, he told Moon before they approached the table, had been simple. By watching how much energy the person spinning the wheel was putting into the task, and the wheel’s initial position, Srin could calculate where the wheel would stop. It also helped that people could still place bets after the wheel had been set spinning. Ostensibly, Moon was there to be his “lucky charm”. She held onto his arm in the pose of a woman who had claimed possession of a promising gambler, but was really leaning on him for support. Despite Srin’s assurances, what they were doing was risky. What if Srin lost everything? If they reached this promised spaceport that Kad told them about, their transport would be expecting money for their passage. What were they going to do then?
A small cheer pulled her back to the gambling table. Both Srin and his mentor had won and they were now discussing what to bet on next. In this way, over the space of about a dozen turns, both men built up some small but steady gains.
There was a small scuffle when Srin ‘accidentally’ moved his and his companion’s chips to an adjacent symbol from the one originally agreed on. The local started raising a fuss, Srin was apologising profusely, the person spinning the wheel smirked but – as the ball was about to fall into a pocket – refused to let the bets revert. Moon watched the wheel carefully and breathed out a sigh of relief when it stopped on the symbol that Srin had accidentally chosen. All at once, their fellow gambler’s demeanour changed.
“It must have been the fate of the gods,” he laughed.
Srin pocketed the winnings – eight kilo-credits – and turned from the table. “I think I need a drink,” he said loudly to Moon. “Maybe two.”
“What are you doing?” Moon whispered as they walked away. “Just one more and we could have left.”
“They were getting suspicious,” Srin replied. “Didn’t you see the replacement spinner waiting behind the table?”
She was just being greedy, she knew. Eight kilo-credits was four times what they’d walked into the gambling den with. Together with their accumulated winnings, the total they’d made so far came to twelve kilo-credits.
“We can go now,” she said.
Srin grinned at her. “Just one more. I haven’t had this much fun in a while.”
They settled at a corner of the tent that resembled a bar and Srin ordered a flask of the local spirit.
“They were trying to figure out how I did it,” he remarked, “but they couldn’t. This entire casino is blanketed with sensors, programmed to pick up any device that can be used to manipulate a game.”
“How do you know?”
“Didn’t I ever mention my dissolute youth?” he countered with a large smile. “That, and putting two and two together. Like why the guards on the platforms are using mechanical rifles rather than superior electronic equipment. It’s because their advanced weapons won’t work here. Too much jamming.”
“Oh. And what do we do now?”
“We enjoy our drinks, while I try to give a good impression of getting drunk. Later, you try to leave but I start arguing with you. You realise that the only way to get me out of here is to place one last bet, but you have to make it a big one. Say, half our entire stash. I argue and give you a number. You deduct ten from that number and bet on the result.”
“Just like that?”
“That’s the easy bit. The difficult part comes when we try to cash it in.”
Moon’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”
“Nobody likes to lose a hundred and two kilo-credits, especially when they’re usually the winners.”
“They’ll stop us?”
“They’ll try to, but if we play our roles straight, we should be okay.”
“Should?”
Srin laughed. “You’re looking tense, all of a sudden. Here, have a drink.”
Moon didn’t have to try hard to feign irritation. After all they’d been through, were they going to end up buried in the dirt on some desert planet with small hard projectiles riddling their bodies, courtesy of some local gaming bosses? Meanwhile, Srin appeared to be having the time of his life, getting rowdier with each drink. By the time he winked at her to indicate that they should move on to the next part of their plan, she was well and truly ready to leave all of Kushin Meet in the dust.
“We’re going,” she said firmly, lifting one of his arms and draping it across her shoulders.
“Just one more,” he begged, and she swore his voice slurred a little. Was this an act or was he really drunk?
“No, we’re getting out of this place.”
“C’mon, stop spoiling my fun!”
In stops and starts, Srin led her to the nearest table that hosted a spinning game.
“I swear,” he told her, fumbling for the ledge to help support his weight. “One more, that’s all I’m asking for. Just one, then I’ll walk out the door with you.”
Moon made a show of refusing, giving Srin some time to watch the current spinner and see how much energy she was using on each turn. After a couple of turns had passed, she sighed dramatically.
“All right. But give me the money,” she demanded.
“Put it on thirty-four,” he told her, handing her the money, just as the spinner put the wheel in motion. “That’s my favourite number.”
“Well it’s not mine,” Moon retorted. She threw down a handful of chips. “Six kilo-credits. On twenty-four.”
The spinner looked unsure. “Twenty-four?” she queried.
“That’s what I said. My friend is about to learn the lesson of easy come, easy go.”
The spinner nodded, the bets were locked in and Moon tried to look nonchalant while she watched the wheel, not sure whether she wanted to win or lose. Her heart felt lodged in her throat.
“Thirty-four,” Srin muttered next to her, loud enough for the gamblers beside them to hear. He sounded genuinely angry. “I said thirty-four.”
The wheel slowed, moved to a number, appeared about to move beyond it, then slipped back. Under the shiny marker was number twenty-four.
“That’s six kilo-credits on twenty-four,” the spinner announced.
“Um, what were the odds?” Moon asked belatedly.
“Sixteen to one.”
Sixteen! She had just netted them ninety-six kilo-credits. The blood drained from her face.
“Would you care to place another bet?” the spinner asked, her voice full of encouragement.
Moon violently shook her head. “No, certainly not. I shouldn’t have even made this one.” The last sentence slipped out, startling Moon with its truth. Now, all she and Srin had to do was get out of there.
 


Chapter Eleven
Moon took her winnings from the table and added it to the chips already in her pouch.
“C’mon,” she told a staggering Srin, “let’s get home.”
They were watched as she manoeuvred the both of them to the cashier’s booth. Moon knew it, could feel several searing gazes tracking their progress, trying to trip them up.
“Nice winnings,” the cashier said from inside his barred cage.
“Beginner’s luck,” Moon replied, trying not to look around.
“How do you want this?”
Keeping more than a hundred kilo-credits on one disc was asking for trouble. Moon did some swift division in her head. “Split it up. Six discs.”
“I’ll need to deduct fifty credits per disc. Standard policy.”
Charging fifty credits to set up one credit disc was extortion, but Moon knew she didn’t have a choice. “Fine.”
It took another five minutes for the cashier to initialise and load up all six discs.
“Sure you don’t want to continue your lucky streak?” he suggested, sliding the small tokens across to her.
Moon picked them up, slid three into a pocket sewn into Srin’s undershirt, then did the same for herself. “I’m sure.”
Her feet were trembling when they exited the den. Dusk was about to fall, which meant that Gauder would be preparing the tanks for departure…and no doubt impatiently waiting for them to return.
“Follow me,” Srin whispered.
Subtly leading her, he guided her through the market, making abrupt turns between tents while surreptitiously looking behind them. It was a slow-motion version of the chase on Slater’s End, where they had evaded the Space Fleet soldiers guarding them and scurried underground, down into the extensive tunnelling system beneath the city, in order to avoid capture.
At one point, Srin turned down an alley of cramped darkening tents, pulled them deep into a shop selling animal hides and navigation units, then slipped out through a small flap in the back when the merchant wasn’t looking.
“Now we head back to Gauder,” Srin said at a more normal volume.
They quickened their steps.
Moon was never so glad to see the two dust-streaked tanks as she was when they entered the transport holding area. There may have been more modern flitters and even some larger shuttles, but the solidity of Gauder’s transports reassured her.
With barely an acknowledgement, she walked over to ‘her’ tank. Gauder was carrying out some last-minute checks, and she knew from the pattern it made on his small data pad that he was tabulating fuel usage.
“Ready to roll?” she asked him briskly, stopping by the frontmost loop of treads.
Gauder started in obvious surprise. “Keen, ain’t yer?”
“Are we ready?” she repeated. On the other side of the tank, she heard Srin climb up into the passenger side of the cabin.
He grinned. “Had enough of the Meet, have yer? Righto then, lady scientist, whatever yer say.”
Moon hoisted herself up the tank’s front cabin ladder, pausing only for a moment when she reached the top. “Let’s go then.”

They stopped three hours out from Kushin Meet.
Moon, jumping down from her cabin, thought that Gauder had found a sheltered spot to spend the rest of the night, an observation strengthened when he brought solid fuel from his tank’s cargo hold, resting the bricks in between nests of twigs and branches. The modern fuel blocks were odourless but Moon was developing a fondness for the smell of charred wood.
They sat companionably around the fire and Gauder handed out his usual snack of meat jerky, slicing it into thick ribbons with a large, obviously sharp knife. Unlike the first time when it had been offered, Moon now reached for a dehydrated strip without any hesitation.
“So what did yer think of Kushin Meet?” he finally asked.
“It was a busy place,” Srin replied. “I didn’t think so many people lived out in the Open.”
“Aye, and yer only saw a few hundred of ‘em. Most of ‘em are home, building or training in weapons, keeping their territories clean, dreamin’ of a day when Marentim will be theirs again.”
“How often does Kushin Meet converge?” Moon asked.
Gauder nonchalantly scratched his cheek with the back of his knife. “Oh maybe twice a year. It’s a very well-known gathering in some circles.”
There was silence for a few minutes.
“I, er, hear you two got a bit lucky,” Gauder finally remarked.
“How do you mean?” Srin asked. His voice was steady.
“Well, Kushin Meet’s the place t’ come if yer’ve a mind for makin’ a profit. I meet several buyers there every time I visit. And if yer hankerin’ after a bit o’ gamin’, well the Meet will see to yer needs that way too.”
Moon swallowed her rag of meat. “I wasn’t aware that we were forbidden from interacting with anything at the Meet,” she said.
“Oh now, lady scientist, don’t go be puttin’ words in me mouth. I never said anythin’ about steering clear of anyone at the Meet. I figured the both of ye were smart enough not to get yerselves into trouble and, mostly, I was right.”
In the reflected, dancing light from the flames, Moon saw Srin frown. “Mostly?”
“It’s like this, sick boy. Ye may think that a wind blows fast through the Meet, but it’s nowhere as fast as news. Especially interestin’ news.”
Using his foot, Gauder shoved a branch further into the fire. “Interestin’ news like you pair winning big at the gambling den. Care to tell ol’ Gauder about that?”
“There’s nothing to tell,” Moon said. “Srin said he was feeling lucky and, quite frankly, we were going a bit crazy, cooped up in that tank day after day.” She shrugged. “We decided to have some fun.”
“Fun, eh? And ye were just lucky?”
“Of course. What else could it be?”
“Just luck? It couldn’t be, say, usin’ sick boy’s brain here to calculate particular odds? To predict where the wheel would stop, what card would turn up? Y’see, lady scientist, as I was preparin’ the tanks for moving out, it occurred to me that I saw a bit of what you two can do. Remember that Republic scout we saw when we were visitin’ with the Obar tribe? And sick boy here comin’ up with some fancy equation to explain its movements?
“Now, I may be nothin’ more than a trader, but I can put two and two together as good as the next local.”
His expression was set and the glittering knife in his hand deepened the mood of menace.
“Why don’t you be handing over your winnings?”
Moon gasped. “Handing over—”
“For safe keepin’,” Gauder interrupted. “Ye don’t know what kind of lowlife skulks around.”
“But—”
“Moon,” this time it was Srin talking, “I think we should do as he says.” With exaggerated movements, Srin reached into the pocket of his undershirt and withdrew a credit disc. It was small and metallic but represented seventeen kilo-credits, more than enough to buy Gauder and his tanks four times over and still have cash to spare.
She must have made an involuntary sound, because the gazes of both men swivelled towards her.
“Don’ be worryin’, lady scientist, I’ll take good care of our money.”
It didn’t escape her that Gauder now claimed part-ownership of the disc. She was relieved that she had thought to divide up their winnings among several discs, but she didn’t do it just so they could hand over a sixth of their winnings to the arms dealer!
She watched, with a sinking feeling in her gut, as Gauder looked at the disc, turning it over in his thick fingers, before slipping it into a trouser pocket.
“It wasn’t luck, was it?”
He addressed the question to Srin, obviously thinking that they could speak more plainly, man to man.
“No,” replied Srin.
“And are ye limited by the kind of game t’ play?”
“I wouldn’t know. This was my first attempt. We just thought we’d try something that looked a little easier, so we chose the spinner game.”
“Nice odds on that one if ye guess right,” Gauder mused. “And you can do this,” he waved a hand, “this calculatin’ whenever ye want?”
“It’s a skill I have. You can compute daily numbers for your tanks, I figure out higher mathematics.”
“Higher mathematics. Me ma always told me I wouldn’t amount to much if I didn’t pay attention at school.” He grinned savagely. “Guess who didn’t take her advice?”
“I don’t see how this changes anything,” Srin said. “You have our winnings, which can only add to your profit on this trip. We’re a month away from our rendezvous point, by your reckoning. Let’s just continue on our way and, at the end of the journey, we part ways. We leave Marentim, split the money we won and you’ve cleared enough credits to retire on.”
Gauder yawned and scratched his jaw with his free hand. “Well, it ain’t quite as simple as that, unfortunately. Being where it is, near the rim o’ Republic space, Marentim’s not the cheapest planet to live on. And I still have rivals who are always after a piece o’ my action. Nothing’s certain on Marentim. So I’m thinkin’….”
Moon could almost see the cogs of his brain turn, and she held her breath. Killing them would be counter-productive. Wouldn’t it? Especially when he didn’t appear to know exactly how much they’d won.
“How about we take a little detour, the three of us?”
“Detour?” Moon knew her voice was high and shrill, but she didn’t care.
“Aye. If we time our travel right, we can visit another two, maybe three, Meets over the next few months.”
“Months?” she repeated.
“What’s it to yer?” he snarled.
Shifting position, he pointed his knife in Moon’s direction. “Look here, high ‘n’ mighty lady scientist, when yer gone, I’ll still be here, scrabblin’ in the dust. Does that seem like a fair thing to yer, especially for the kind o’ help I’m providing? But ye help me out, get me some more of that easy cash yer scored at Kushin, and I’ll get you to yer damned rendezvous point. A few months later than ye expected, maybe, but yer’ll get there, just the same.”
Moon wasn’t so sure. If news travelled as fast as Gauder said, wouldn’t the other Meets hear about her and Srin in a matter of weeks? And if people knew that Gauder was carrying a lot of money, wouldn’t that embolden his rivals?
“The best thing to do is to continue with the plan,” she countered. “Going around to all the Meets, trying to cheat them out of money is not only stupid—”
Gauder shot to his feet.
“I’ll say what’s stupid,” he roared.
He looked down at them. “What do yer know of my life? The two of you coddled by the Republic before yer decided to kick it in its teeth and run? Yer think I can’t tell that yer’ve never worked an honest day in yer lives? Never had food stolen from under yer nose, or money cut from yer pocket? Aye, it may be beautiful here, but it’s also beautiful on other planets where I won’t have to watch me back every minute of every day.
“We make the detour, visit other Meets. And you, sick boy, from now on, yer get to stay in my tank with me.”
 


Chapter Twelve
The next few days crawled by. Moon felt as though she had been thrust in a cage, hot, dusty and without an escape route. Gauder kept an eagle eye on the two of them, Srin had fallen into another crash period, and she was beating herself up over not taking advantage of Gauder’s earlier interest in her to press the topic of where their destination spaceport was located.
“Stupid,” she muttered to herself as she followed Gauder’s tank northwards. They had been heading west, but that was of little help now. How far west? Due west or would they have taken another turn before they reached the spaceport? If only she had somehow…encouraged Gauder. But how could she, when it would have felt like betraying Srin? She had swallowed a stomach full of deceit on the Differential, and had found herself incapable of sustaining a long-term masquerade. And, because of such a failing, Srin was now trapped in another vehicle, ready to be exploited by a man who should have been their guide.
When they stopped to camp and eat on the third night, Moon was relieved to see that Srin was conscious. She hadn’t realised how much she’d missed his solid presence next to her until it was gone.
“Don’t go lookin’ at me like that, lady scientist. Once I get what’s mine, ye’ll be free to go.”
Moon wasn’t aware she’d been glaring at Gauder across the fire until his words broke into her reverie.
“And when will that be?” she asked in waspish tones. “When you’ve exploited Srin enough to buy this planet?”
Gauder looked at Srin, seated next to him, and grinned.
“She’s a fiery one, ain’t she?”
“She has reason to be angry,” Srin replied calmly. “We contacted you in good faith, to escort us across Marentim and, instead, we find ourselves your slaves.”
“Come now, that’s a tad harsh, ain’t it?”
“We carry out your physical labour, Mr. Gauder, for which we get no recompense.” Srin met the other man’s gaze squarely. “Further, you are in possession of both our money and the knowledge that can get us off this planet. To be honest with you, we had escaped the Republic for less.”
“There’ll be no talk of escapin’ while I’m around,” Gauder shot back. He raised his voice to reach across the fire. “And I’m not a greedy man. All I’m after is a decent sum o’ money to see me into a nice retirement. I’ll keep my word, you’ll both be free t’ go after that.”

But was that true?
Srin pondered the question the following day after clambering into the lead tank’s cabin. The wish for a good life was one he understood well. After all, that had been the reason he’d left his betrothed, Yalona, to travel to the Tor system in the first place. He knew that if he could only interest an institution in the most influential system in the Republic, his life would take a turn for the better. But he hadn’t calculated on a government that could analyse his vast potential for calculation even before he did. And he certainly hadn’t taken into account Hen Savic, fellow scientist, concocter of a drug that wiped his memory every two days, and his handler for almost twenty years.
Right now, Gauder might be feeling pretty smug. Srin could relate to that feeling. But the man’s greed was blinding him to other factors, such as the certainty that news of Srin’s winnings at Kushin Meet was speeding to other gatherings. Srin knew he might be able to pull off one more similar stunt, but that was all. The locals weren’t stupid and they’d be able to put the data surrounding two phenomenal winning streaks together without any trouble. And what would happen then? Would they call in the Republic to deal with the three humans? Would they handle the matter themselves? Whichever way it went, it meant increased notoriety when the only thing keeping Moon and Srin alive and out of the Republic’s clutches was obscurity.
“It’s not going to work,” Srin commented as Gauder started the engine and put the tank into gear.
“What’s not goin’ ter work? Yer talkin’ about the rear axle again?”
“No, I’m talking about your plan to use me to make yourself rich.”
“Don’t go worryin’ about that, sick boy. I’ve got everything figured out.”
Srin shook his head. “I’m sure that whatever Meet you’re heading for now will have heard of me by the time we arrive.” He shifted in his seat. “You have our winnings, Gauder. Take it. There’s enough there for you to settle on almost any resort planet in the Republic. What more could you want?”
Gauder shoved the tank into gear with force and it shuddered before getting underway.
“What more, sick boy? I’ll tell yer what more. What’s due ter me. Think I like bein’ stuck on this rock? Havin’ ter hide every one o’ my possessions or they get stolen? Knowin’ I’m part of a species that the locals wouldn’t piss on if we were on fire? The planet may be breathtakin’, but it demands a heavy price for its beauty. I’ve been sloggin’ in this forsaken desert fer forty years now. Seen what few friends I had die ‘n’ crumble to dust out here. That ain’t goin’ ter be me.”
“Then take the money and go. Now.” Srin’s voice became insistent. “Take us to the spaceport then come with us. Leave this planet if you hate it so much.”
“Yer make a tempting offer, don’t get me wrong, but it ain’t enough. Not for what I’ve suffered, what I’ve lost.
“We head for Hausel Meet next.”
Srin sank back in his chair, deflated. Gauder’s stubbornness reminded him of what Moon had told him of Hen Savic, and Hen’s inability to see that what he was doing to Srin was a form of torture. Had Hen’s face held the same look of obstinate blankness as Gauder’s did now?
They had to escape. That was the thought uppermost in Srin’s mind. He didn’t want his fate to be bound to the actions of a bitter man consumed by avarice, and knew Moon felt the same way. But how were they going to plan their getaway when they were both in separate vehicles?
The thought consumed Srin for the rest of the day and he was no closer to an answer when night fell. Gauder might say he hated Marentim, but Srin knew that was only a part of a more complicated story. For three days he had been cooped up with the merchant, and he watched for the third time as Gauder switched off the engine near an old campsite, littered with stones and branches, then just sat for a moment. The tank was always positioned so it faced west and they would both be silent as Gauder contemplated the expansive vista beyond the front window. Srin wondered if Gauder knew that the Open was the equivalent of his church, and what would happen if he ever left it.
In a preoccupied mood, he opened the cabin door.
“I’ll get some fuel together,” he remarked, then jumped down.
Turning to his left, Srin registered Moon’s tank a little distance away. He lifted his gaze to meet hers behind the windscreen and saw a look of resolve fill her face.
She’s about to do something!
Srin had enough presence of mind to register that, rather than settling down, Moon had gunned her engine. His eyes widened.
She’s going to ram the tank!
His first impulse was to get back into the vehicle and rescue Gauder. He was still thinking that, reluctantly throwing himself out of the way, when the two tanks collided.
Srin thought he had never heard a louder crash in his life. The sound appeared to consume the universe, the wails of injured metal and the shrieks of cracking glass overwhelming to his ears. He looked up from the sandy dirt, coughing a few times, when silence finally descended. Clouds of dust still filled the air. Rising to his feet, Srin staggered forward.
Moon!
Her tank looked in better condition than Gauder’s, although Srin noticed a widening pool of dark liquid beneath one set of treads. He clambered up the short ladder to the cabin and flung open the door. Moon was slumped over the steering wheel, her hands still gripping the controls.
No! She can’t be—!
Then he heard her groan and lift her head. She focused on him with dazed eyes.
“Did I do it?”
Srin wasn’t sure which emotion to unleash first. He was as mad as hell at her for risking her life in such a foolhardy way. He was so proud of her that he was sure his boastful laughter would be heard as far as Kushin Meet. He was also so afraid of what she might have done to herself that he could have broken down and wept right there at the open door.
“What did you have in mind?” he finally asked. Was that exhaustion in his voice?
“I wanted to put Gauder off-balance.” She sounded out of breath, as if she’d run at the other vehicle herself, rather than use a heavy transport to do it.
“I think you put Gauder – and both his tanks – off-balance.” He reached out with his hand. “Come on, let’s check on our guide and see if he’s okay.”
Moon hesitated, then followed him down to the ground. He supported her as she wavered.
“Sorry,” she apologised, “that collision was more violent than I expected.”
“They always are.”
He led the way around the tank to the lead vehicle. Moon fell back then caught up with him as he reached the other cabin and he saw a large branch in her hands. His face must have betrayed an emotion because she glared at him.
“I’m not taking any more chances, Srin. It’s either him or us.”
Was Moon really capable of beating Gauder unconscious? Was he? Srin hoped he wouldn’t have to find out as he reached the driver’s door. It hung open like a rusty flap of skin. Srin tracked his gaze down and saw a still figure lying prone on the ground. Quickening his step, he reached Gauder and turned him over.
“Is-is he alive?” Moon asked.
Srin placed two of his fingers against Gauder’s dusty neck. “Yep, he’s still alive,” he answered in relief. He touched the man’s bloody forehead. “A bit banged up though.”
A soft thud behind him informed him that Moon had dropped her branch-as-weapon.
“We need a med kit,” he said, without turning around.
“I’ll go get one.” Her voice was quiet.
By the time Moon returned, Srin had moved Gauder away from his tank. He checked the trader for broken bones and, thankfully, found none.
“How is he?” Moon asked, handing over the small, soft case.
“Dislocated shoulder. Just as well he’s unconscious or he would have been yelling blue murder when I set it back in position.” With deft fingers, Srin opened the kit. “There’s a nasty gash on his forehead as well, but I’m hoping his thick skull saved his brain from any permanent damage.”
Srin worked quickly, cleaning Gauder’s wound and bandaging it. When done, he wiped his hands on his thighs, turned and sat on the ground, using the unconscious man’s bulk as a back rest.
“Just when I think I know you,” Srin said, a smile dancing on his lips, “you turn around and completely bamboozle me.”
Moon frowned. “You know as well as I do that we had to get away as soon as possible.”
“I’m not saying I disagree with what you did.” Srin laughed. “All I’m saying is that the woman I saw bearing down on me in a heavy tank bore little resemblance to the physicist I remember waking up to on Lunar Fifteen.”
Moon smiled and collapsed to the ground next to him. “All complaints should be sent to the administration department.”
Srin saw beneath the joke to her exhaustion. Pulling her towards him, he began kneading her shoulders. “Who says I’m complaining? But remind me never to make you angry.”
Underneath his fingers, he felt muscles as taut as rope slowly relaxing and a tremor as she sighed.
”So what happens now? We can’t leave him like this, but I don’t want to stay.”
“Hmmm. Well, I agree with you about leaving. I don’t think Gauder will be in the mood to discuss anything when he wakes up. And I think we should go as soon as possible.” He mulled over their available options. “Maybe we can put him in his tank.”
“Throw in some rations,” Moon added.
“Let him keep the credit disc he took from us.”
“But keep the comms unit somewhere where he won’t find it for a couple of days.” There was a distinct warning in her voice.
Srin kissed her right shoulder, not caring that it was dusty. “Sounds like a workable plan.”
In the end, finding that Gauder’s tank was in better condition than the vehicle Moon had been driving, they moved their meagre supplies to his tank.
“He’ll need to call for help,” Srin remarked as they carried Gauder to the second vehicle. “The engine may start, but it won’t get very far, leaking fuel and fluids like it’s doing.”
They tied the trader’s hands behind his back, left him with a week’s worth of rations and sealed the door. Just before closing the panel, Srin threw the credit disc at his feet.
“Where do we go now?” Moon asked as she started the tank’s engine. The dented passenger door refused to close properly, so Srin used some wire to secure it to the seat’s frame. “We can’t head for the rendezvous point because we don’t know where it is.” She looked at him. “Unless Gauder told you.”
He shook his head. “That only leaves Kushin Meet.”
“Back to the Meet? Is that wise?”
“Wiser than heading back to one of the cities where the Security Force is based. Besides, I noticed a few other interesting vehicles in the parking area.”
Moon nodded. “Those fancy little shuttles, you mean? I noticed them too.”
“Maybe we can find something there that fits our current needs more – a flitter we can jack or even a faster tank. Something that’s not as conspicuous as this giant and that’ll get us far from Gauder in little time.”
She grinned. “We’re turning into real criminals, aren’t we? At the rate we’re going, the Republic won’t need to falsify more charges at our trial.”
He winked at her. “They’ll have to catch us first.”
 


Chapter Thirteen
It was one of the longest two days Moon had ever known.
She worried about Gauder behind them. Had he somehow managed to repair his tank? Was he catching up to them? Had he radioed to the Security Force for help?
She worried about Kushin Meet ahead of them. Would they be recognised? How keen would the owners of the gambling den be on recovering their lost money?
She worried about Srin. How well was he holding up? Would he still be okay by the time they reached the Meet? What did he know about jacking vehicles?
She worried about them. How the hell were they going to get to 3 Enkil IV? Was Kad as good as his word? Would there ever be an end to all the running?
By unspoken agreement, they didn’t stop at night, instead taking turns to drive the tank and snatching naps when it came time to re-fuel the vehicle from the stores in the cargo bay or assuage their hunger pangs with a small store of ration packs.
“Gauder said that that the Meet was only going to be around for another week,” Srin said tersely as he checked their coordinates on the navigation screen, “and that was five days ago.”
Moon didn’t have to be a telepath to pick up his unspoken thoughts. What were they going to do if the Meet had closed down and prematurely moved on? Did they have enough fuel to get back to Colken?
Then, in the darkness of the night, as they crested a dune, they saw lights blinking in the distance.
“Kushin,” Moon breathed.
Beside her, she heard Srin exhale as well. “So that’s phase one over,” he said. “Ready for phase two?”
With only a slight crunch of gears, Moon jolted into overdrive. “Ready whenever you are.”
They approached Kushin boldly and, now that they knew where the visitors and merchants parked their vehicles, they headed for that compound. If the attendants thought it strange that the tank they had seen leaving several days earlier was now back – and in much worse condition – they didn’t let on. Moon drove to where she was directed, killed the engine and scrabbled in a small tray on the dashboard for a low-credit disc.
A local, swathed in robes and almost invisible in the darkness, was waiting for them as they climbed down the ladder. Moon handed him? her? the disc, got the first daily charge deducted, then it was handed back.
“Now what?” she half-whispered.
“No use waiting,” Srin replied. “Let’s see if any vehicles here strike our fancy.”
Trying to look nonchalant, they walked the rows of transports, looking for a likely candidate. When finally they found it, Moon almost jumped for joy.
“It almost looks space-worthy,” Srin remarked, eyeing the dark hull, and Moon heard the mix of disbelief and happiness in his voice.
“Think it can get us off-planet?” She didn’t bother to hide her eagerness.
“I’m not sure. We’d need to get inside, get a look at the controls.”
Srin sidled up to the door of the wedge-shaped shuttle. He must have run a hand over the metal because he remarked: “Feels like it’s seen some action. The skin’s rough and there’s some long scoring across the door panel.”
“I’ve never jacked a shuttle before,” she admitted, “so I hope you have.”
Srin chuckled. “How difficult could it be?”
“Well you’ll need some time to do it. Let me go to the end of the row and check where the attendants are.”
“Good thinking. I’ll get my stuff and the small equipment kit from the tank.”
They retraced their steps, Srin peeling off when he reached the distinctive silhouette of their vehicle. As quietly as she could, Moon crept further along until she was at an intersection of wide tracks. Deliberately stilling her breathing, she looked around and tried to pick up sounds of approaching traffic. From a distance of about ten metres, she heard the general murmur of conversation, broken by snatches of music and some good-natured yelling. Occasionally, the noise was punctuated by clashes of metal and glass. Closer to where she stood was silence. No other transport had followed them into the compound and, with dawn set to break in another three hours, she doubted that there would be much moving traffic until well into the following morning.
Feeling satisfied, she went back to the tank, unloaded it of her personal belongings – packed neatly into one rucksack during one of their brief stops – and headed in the shuttle’s direction.
She only began relaxing when she saw the ungainly-looking panels of the shuttle’s nose peek out between its neighbours.
“Srin,” she called softly.
There was no answer. Frowning, she approached the door and put her hand against it. The panel didn’t budge.
“Srin, are you here?”
His footsteps approached from the other side of the shuttle.
“Don’t scare me like that,” she scolded with a hiss. “For a moment, I thought—”
She didn’t even know when the scrambler ray hit her, and it went darker than Marentim at midnight.

“Did you have to bring them here?”
The aggrieved male tone penetrated the fog that enfolded Moon’s brain. She let out a quiet gasp and lifted one hand to her throbbing head. It didn’t appear that anyone heard her because the conversation continued.
“Well I’m sorry I didn’t follow any unwritten protocols, grandpa, but these two were trying to jack my shuttle.”
“Your shuttle?” The voice was icy.
“Okay, the ship’s shuttle that just happens to be my favourite. Anyway, that’s not the point.”
“No, as I recall, the point was you taking off with barely any notice on a whim to see some damned native gathering on a planet at the edge of space.”
“Hey, Kushin Meet’s one of the last of the old-time Marentim tribal festivals. Two creases away, four days there and back, plus maybe two to have a look around, know what I mean? C’mon grandpa, it was killing me being cooped up on this ship. Just because you don’t have any fun doesn’t mean I don’t get to have any either.”
“Quinten Tamlan.”
Now that was a strange voice. Not unpleasant in tone but…mechanical sounding.
Moon blinked her eyes open and saw three people standing over her. Startled, her gaze flicked from one to the other.
A young man, not tall, very skinny, with an insolent twist to his lips. A…woman, white skin, white hair, black eyes, slim, tall. And another man, scarred, well-built, in some kind of battle armour. Without taking her gaze from them, she moved her hand from her side and felt it collide with another limb. Srin’s arm. Still warm.
“You tried to jack my shuttle,” the man in battle armour said from his superior height advantage.
“I….” Moon tried to swallow past the dryness in her throat. “I….” This time she stopped because she didn’t know what to say. Who were these people anyway? Pirates?
“Saff,” the man said, “help them up and take them to one of the, ah, briefing rooms, while I have a word with Mr. Cenredi here.”
“Yes, Quinten Tamlan.”
The white-skinned woman reached down and, with an ease that belied her lithe figure, pulled Moon to her feet. Then she bent and hoisted Srin’s solid frame over her shoulder. Moon’s eyes widened at the woman’s obvious strength but she didn’t say a word.
“There’s nowhere for you to run,” the man told Moon in no uncertain terms, “so I suggest you follow my crewmember. I’ll be along shortly.”
Despite the thumping in her head, Moon tried to take a look around as she was being gestured out. She supposed they were in some kind of cargo bay, although it was much smaller than the ones aboard the Differential. Did that mean they were aboard a ship that was also proportionally smaller?
She exited the bay and followed the strange pale woman up a short ramp. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but it wasn’t a long straight corridor that appeared to tear through the length of the entire vessel. The walls and ceiling looked sleek enough but Moon didn’t think she’d ever been in such a bare-looking ship. Even the prison transports she’d briefly been on had been closed off into smaller compartments. This clear view from the stern almost to the bow of the vessel made it look alien and unfinished. Still, there was nothing she could do about that, so she dutifully followed the white-skinned woman down the passage that hummed with background engine noise. Beneath her booted feet, the metal walkway clanked as they headed away from the cargo bay.
The tall crewmember wasn’t saying a word. She might be a human, but Moon didn’t think so. Humanoid certainly. Maybe a mix of human with something else? She’d heard about the range of feasible morphologies from some colleagues at several social events, but she had never seen such a being in reality. Moon’s scientific curiosity was aroused but she knew this was neither the time nor the place to satisfy it.
After they’d traversed what appeared to be half of the ship, the woman led Moon down a small flight of steps, palming open the door with her free hand.
“You will wait in here.”
Moon looked around as she was ushered into a briefing room that resembled a detention centre cell. Bare walls. Flat ceiling. A small shelving unit, no doubt bolted to the floor. A square table pushed into one corner. Three chairs, none of them comfortable-looking.
Srin was placed in a chair with more care than Moon was expecting, then the woman – had the armoured man called her “Saff”? – left them. The door hissed shut with a quiet finality.
Moon rushed over to Srin, lightly slapping his face and sighing with relief when his eyes fluttered open.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
He groaned and straightened. “As if someone hammered me with a tecton-sledge. What happened?”
“From what I can gather,” Moon said slowly, after a guarded look around, “we were trying to jack a shuttle belonging to this ship. One of the crewmembers decided to take it for a joy-ride to Marentim, saw us snooping around, knocked us out, and brought us here.”
Srin looked up at her. “Where’s ‘here’?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. I came to on the floor of a cargo bay in the middle of an argument. That was no more than a quarter of an hour ago.”
“And our things?”
Moon looked around the bare room with a speaking glance.
Srin groaned. “Out of one bad situation, straight into another, eh?” He kneaded his forehead, wrinkling the skin.
“How are you feeling?” Moon asked.
“Besides the nausea, headache and feeling of disorientation?” He blinked several times. “Fine, just fine.” Then he focused on her face. “What about you?”
Moon grimaced. “If we keep getting waylaid like this,” she remarked, “we’ll run out of medication before reaching Kad.”
She hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, but they slipped out without her thinking. She was consumed by anger, exhaustion and the addling her brain had taken when she’d been hit with that scrambler beam.
Her gaze flew to Srin but, before she could stammer out an apology, he reached for her hand and squeezed it. “We’ll get out of this. I know we will.”
Had he said the words for her benefit? Or his own? Moon closed her eyes in momentary despair, just as the door slid open.
The first person through the door was the man in battle armour, followed by the pale woman.
The man had looked tall from Moon’s position on the floor of the cargo bay and that impression didn’t diminish when she eyed him while standing. Without the scars that radiated across his face, he might have been called handsome and, in fact, Moon wondered why he still wore them. They looked to be the traces of old wounds, easy enough for any modern medical facility to get rid of. His eyes, though, were cold and bitter, no matter that they were warmer in colour than Srin’s. She had never thought of grey as a comforting colour before but, next to this man, Srin’s eyes exuded exuberant cheerfulness.
The woman stood silently by the door, while the man advanced.
“My name’s Quinten Tamlan, and you’re aboard my ship, the Perdition.”
It was obvious that he was expecting some reaction to his statement and he frowned when Moon and Srin exchanged puzzled glances.
“What were you doing on Marentim?” he demanded when it was clear nobody was going to say a thing.
“Trying to get across it.” Moon’s voice was dry.
“Why?”
“We were,” she hesitated, “heading for a rendezvous point.” That seemed a safe enough statement to make.
“And where was this rendezvous point?” he pressed.
What was she supposed to say? She didn’t know? She lifted her chin instead. “That is privileged information. Now it’s my turn. Where are our things?”
He frowned. “You’re in no position to demand a ‘turn’ at questioning,” he answered. “For all you know, my young crewmember spaced everything you owned.”
It didn’t occur to Moon until later that he was deliberately trying to provoke a reaction. And he must have known he’d succeeded beyond measure when she jerked and took an involuntary stumble forward. Only Srin’s grip, his fingers still tightly entwined with hers, stopped her.
No, not the medicine! Not gone!
She felt herself being pulled backwards and gently pushed into a seat, then Srin stood up, his bulk blocking part of her view. Protecting her.
“You make it appear as if we should know you,” her lover said in that serenely calm voice of his, “but we’ve been, out of circulation, for a while.”
“So you haven’t heard of my ship, the Perdition?”
“No.”
“Or an organisation called the ST Alliance?”
She saw the back of Srin’s shoulders lift in a shrug. “No, I’m sorry, we haven’t.”
Tamlan’s lips tightened. “Exactly how long have you been out of circulation, as you put it?”
“For me, twenty years, give or take a few months. For my colleague here, almost as long I should think, judging from the rarefied atmosphere where she used to work.”
Srin might have been speaking a foreign language because Moon, shifting position so she could peek past his elbow, could see the incomprehension on Tamlan’s face.
“Where exactly are you from?” Tamlan asked, obviously thinking a different line of questioning might be more fruitful.
“Marentim,” Srin answered simply, “and, before that, a planet on the other side of the galaxy, near the Fodox Stellar Barrens.”
“And you were living near the Barrens for twenty years?”
“You’re not going to believe me but I can’t answer that because I don’t know.”
In the silence that followed, Moon surged to her feet.
“I need our belongings,” she said. “It contains…medication. Important medication.”
Tamlan’s gaze swivelled in her direction. “For you?”
Moon hesitated.
“For me,” Srin remarked. “For a condition I have.”
Tamlan frowned. “What sort of condition?”
Moon and Srin shared another speaking glance. What should they tell the man? Did they even have a choice?
“Did the Republic see your shuttle leave Marentim?” Moon asked suddenly.
Tamlan snorted and, behind him, Moon saw the white-skinned woman shift from one foot to another. “Mr. Cenredi may be an irresponsible joy-rider,” he said, “but he’s not stupid.”
At Moon’s still puzzled look, he sighed. “No, we did not think it necessary to inform the Republic that our shuttle was leaving the surface of planet Marentim.” He clearly enunciated each word, as if speaking to a child. Moon’s lips tightened.
She might not like the man, but at least he was on their side. Or, at a minimum, not on the Republic’s side.
“And did you say you were a pirate?” she asked, sweetly.
Tamlan’s eyes blazed. “We’re not pirates, let’s get that straight. This ship is part of the ST Alliance.” The woman shifted again, and the sound she made must have been enough for him to hear because he held up a hand. “Okay, for the time being, this ship is the ST Alliance.”
“And what exactly,” Srin asked, “is the ST Alliance?”
Tamlan cocked his head. It made him look younger, more boyish, but Moon couldn’t get beyond his abrasive personality.
“You’ve never heard of us?” he repeated.
“No.”
“Well, if I ever get a swollen ego…,” he muttered. He was silent for a little while longer, obviously gathering his thoughts.
“The ST Alliance,” he finally said, “is an organisation that’s ultimately geared towards the destruction of the Republic.”
Moon’s eyes widened. Had she heard that correctly?
“The destruction of?” she repeated.
“That’s right. History has shown that ourgovernment was founded on corruption, has run on corruption and, instead of good sense asserting itself, continues to run on corruption.” His voice softened. “For our part, humans have committed genocide on other species, subjugated entire planets, destroyed cultures…experimented with alien species. It’s got to stop and somebody has to take a stand.”
“And that’s you?” Srin asked. “In this ship?”
Tamlan’s lips twisted at the tone of disbelief in Srin’s voice. “We’ve had our ups and downs,” he grudgingly conceded. “Let’s just say that, for the moment, we’re in the middle of a regrouping strategy.”
It all seemed too good to be true. While running away from a mercenary trader who thought to exploit Srin’s abilities, they had fallen in with a vehemently anti-Republic group? Was Tamlan genuine about what he was saying, or was he some kind of unhinged fanatic?
He looked from one of them to the other and incredulity filled his face. “You don’t believe me.” He turned to one side. “Saff?”
“Yes, Quinten Tamlan?”
Moon didn’t know anything about the actual relationship between the scarred man and the woman, but it was obvious from their body language that there was a bond between them and it was deep and mutual. The use of the woman’s name wasn’t to relay a command but to ask for support. And the woman moved instantly, balancing on balled feet, ready to spring into action the moment Tamlan said a word. They seemed a well-matched pair in one way, starkly different in another.
“Maybe we can show our guests some history files,” he said slowly. “If they’ve really been off the nets for so long, there’s a lot they need to catch up on.”
“Yes, Quinten Tamlan.”
“What’s the time?”
“Eleven, shiptime.”
“Join us for a meal at nineteen hours,” he told the pair as he turned to go. “We’ll discuss more then.”
 


Chapter Fourteen
“There’s something strange about this vessel,” Srin remarked.
The woman called Saff had led them further into the ship. Where they had previously descended into a converted storage room, they were now ushered upwards, into what looked like accommodation quarters. With minimal words, Saff instructed them to sit, then she programmed a console with a selection of vid files.
Srin supposed that he could have made an attempt to jump the tall humanoid when her back was turned, but what were he and Moon to do after that? Neither of them was skilled in piloting a space-faring vessel. It was so frustrating. They had enough money to buy a ship, but they didn’t have the knowledge to pilot one. He felt anger build up in him, akin to what Moon had described back in their cramped quarters in Gauder’s tank. Were the two of them destined to always rely on the goodwill of others? Were they never going to get the opportunity to forge their own path?
They settled down and spent the next few hours obediently watching the vids. Finally, when finished, Srin sighed and looked around the small cabin. “I presume this is the prototype ship Tamlan jacked from the Republic.”
Not only had they run through the files, they sometimes replayed segments to make sure they fully understood them.
“After Kiel Souiad disappeared,” Moon added, testing her recall.
“Think she’s dead?”
“The Republic seem to think so.”
“So he jacks a ship then, from the timestamps on the files, does nothing for years and starts up again six months ago?”
Moon lifted her eyebrows. “Doesn’t sound like the action of a sane man, does it?”
“You think he’s psychologically unstable?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. He appears rational enough. So do the other two.” She squeezed her eyes shut then opened them and looked at him. “The truth is, I just don’t know what to think any more.”
Yes, he could see that. And it was all because of him. By herself, Srin was sure Moon was capable enough to disappear into the galaxy’s background noise without much difficulty. He was the one holding her back, with his still uncured body and unhelpful response to the cocktail of drugs she had him on. And with his memory still badly fragmented, he couldn’t even draw on recent past experience to help them out.
“I’ll go along with whatever you decide,”he told her quietly.
She laughed. “As if I know what to do in this situation.”
She moved over to where he sat on one of the lower bunks and gestured for him to move over.
“I’m afraid that I’m too exhausted to think straight.”
She sat down next to him and their thighs touched.
“Ever since our time on the Differential, we’ve been on the edge – the edge of danger, of exhaustion, of ideas. We run and hide on Slater’s End, get smuggled to Lunar Fifteen, have to watch our backs with the Fodox Rebels, then land on a hell-hole called Marentim.”
“The Open was rather beautiful, in a rugged, terrifying kind of way,” Srin remarked in an innocent tone, watching for a reaction.
This time, the smile that curved Moon’s lips was natural. She looked so beautiful when she smiled, like a nova going off in a neighbouring system, dazzling and breathtaking. And it was the most natural thing in the world to take her into his arms and kiss those full dusky lips of hers.
She tasted of heaven. How long had it been since he’d held her like this? There had been one wonderful night when they’d reached Marentim, a few stolen moments in one of Gauder’s tanks, and that glorious evening beneath the stars, but those were nothing compared to what Srin wanted to do with Moon. He wanted to spend hours lying beside her, watching her smooth skin flex and pebble as he blew across it. He wanted to plunge into her, feeling her encase him in primal heat and wetness. He wanted to feel her muscles tense and relax with her climax, her voice broken and breathy with passion.
And he still couldn’t do it. Circumstances were like a chastity belt cinched tight around his groin. The next time he made love to Moon, he wanted it to be somewhere where they had both time and privacy. She deserved nothing less.
Reluctantly, he got to his feet. “I suppose we should find out more about our guests,” he said.
“Try to find them before they come for us?”
“Might give us a little time to have a look around.”
Moon nodded with appreciation. “Now that’s some good thinking.”
They were both tired of having their actions dictated by others, Srin could see that. With a grin, he led the way to the door and down the short ladder to the ship’s main thoroughfare.
In truth, he wasn’t feeling very well. Exhaustion dogged his limbs, sparking the temptation to do nothing but just lie on the metal grating of the floor and go to sleep. And he was starting to feel hot. Was it time for his hyperpyrexia medication? Already?
He blinked and widened his eyes a couple of times, trying hard to focus on the environment.
“Now I know what else struck me as odd,” he tried to keep his voice sounding normal, even a little bit casual. “Where’s the rest of the crew?”
Faint memories surfaced in his mind – echoes of muted conversations and raucous male laughter, smooth curved walls covered with a rubbery substance, sitting in a cramped transport while he breathed in the sweat and odour of the men beside him. None of that was here in this wide antiseptic corridor of bulkheads and metal.
“You’re right,” Moon’s voice sounded as if it was coming towards him through a pane of thick glass. He forced himself to pay attention. “I would have expected to see more people on a ship this size.”
“A very mysterious man. I’m sure we have as many questions for him as he does for us.”
They were closer to the front of the ship than the stern, so Srin suggested they begin walking back to the cargo bay, figuring they’d be certain to catch someone’s attention by then.
He was right. When they were perhaps ten metres from their destination, the crewmember called Saff appeared. She seemed unsurprised to see them but, in the small experience he had of her, the aloofness on her face was her normal expression.
“Please follow me,” she said. “Our canteen is this way.”
Srin was relieved to leave the hospitality duties to someone else. The edges of his vision were beginning to waver, just as they did when he was about to be catapulted into a drug crash.
Not now!
He needed to stay awake, to find out what plans Quinten Tamlan had for him and Moon, but his body wasn’t in a cooperative mood.
Reaching out and down with one hand, he let his fingers skim the walls, trying to give himself much-needed equilibrium. That helped a bit but the wavering got worse, morphing into streaks of light shooting past the periphery of his vision, with Saff’s lean figure the clear, distant target in the middle.
This was worse than what he had suffered while travelling with Gauder. In addition to his deteriorating vision, his neck was getting hot, as if a microwave beam was aimed directly at the back of his skull. Moon’s voice became indistinct. Everything looked and sounded as if he’d just been plunged into an aquarium, but the collar of intense heat remained and he felt beads of sweat forming on his forehead.
In the small circle of sight left to him, devoid of technicolour flashes, Srin saw a white-skinned hand beckon then move out of the way. All coherent sound disappeared, engulfed by a wave of white noise. In a way that made things easier because it was one thing less he needed to concentrate on. When the alien-looking hand moved away, Srin saw a table and chairs. They looked to be a hundred metres away but he knew they couldn’t be. It was his mind, playing tricks on him.
All he needed to do was move forward. Move forward with a hand outstretched. Slide into the chair. Regroup his senses. Breathe.
He took a step forward, tripped, and plunged headlong into the drug crash he’d been hoping to avoid.

“Get me my satchel. Now!”
Moon was in no mood to be polite. She didn’t care that the people standing around her and Srin’s supine body had the power of life and death over them. Beneath her trembling hand, Srin’s forehead felt like an inferno, and she desperately hoped she wasn’t too late.
“What happened?” That was Tamlan’s voice, behind her.
“He collapsed.” The pale woman’s expressionless tone.
“I want my satchel,” Moon ground out.
“What’s in it?”
Livid, Moon shot to her feet and spun around, looking up into Tamlan’s scarred face.
“Only the medicine that can save his life,” she spat. “Look, I don’t care if you’re a pirate or a mercenary or someone who’s mentally unhinged and has managed to talk a few others into joining your mass delusion. What I need now is my satchel full of medication and your medical bay.” She looked around with wild eyes. “That is, if you have anything that civilised on this barren hulk.”
She saw a hint of hesitation in his movements, quickly checked, and arrowed in on it. “You can shackle me, you can put me in a force-field, you can damn well stick me in a corner while I give you directions on what to do, but this man,” she pointed to Srin, “will die if I don’t act. Now.”
Both humans locked gazes for long seconds.
“Saff, bring him. You, follow me.”
Moon would have breathed a sigh of relief but worry consumed her. Did they still have the medication? What shape was their medical bay in? What was she going to do if she couldn’t bring down Srin’s fever?
The three of them – Srin cradled almost tenderly, as if he was a child in the woman’s arms – hurried back down the corridor, turning left into a long, narrow bay that, on the surface at least, appeared to be well-equipped.
“We haven’t had much of a chance to inventory this place,” Tamlan said shortly.
Moon frowned at him. Was that embarrassment she detected beneath the gruffness? And why should she care? Bustling forward, she stood impatiently beside one of the elevated bunk beds, watching as Srin was lowered carefully to the firm mattress.
“Where’s my satchel?” she demanded, not willing to give an inch.
Saff moved to one of the cupboards and opened it, taking out a dun-coloured rucksack. Moon watched her movements in disbelief.
“You’ve had it here all this time? So you knew that it was medication and you still—”
“We didn’t know anything,” Tamlan interrupted. “You told us it was medicine so we brought it here to verify the contents.”
“I told you what was in there—”
“People say a lot of things they don’t mean,” he cut in, “and I’m not the trusting type. Deal with it.”
Moon glowered then turned away, muttering angrily to herself as she ripped open the front flap and started rummaging through the contents. It wasn’t…they had taken…then her fingers closed on some reassuringly cool tubes and she breathed a sigh of relief.
Moving with more confidence, she laid out her supplies, methodically lining them up along the edge of the bunk.
“What are you arranging? What do you have in those tubes?”
Tamlan again – didn’t the man ever stop asking questions? – but this time Moon didn’t mind so much. The situation was now more under her control.
“Anti-hyperpyrexia medication,” she answered, touching one of the tubes Leen Vazueb had given her a lifetime ago. “My own concoction, a mix of drugs, to deal with his convulsive attacks and,” she licked her lips, “and a cognitive enhancer to help cut through the side-effects of everything.”
“That’s quite a cache of drugs you’re pumping into him.”
She glanced up and caught his speculative gaze, then returned to concentrate on what she was doing.
“The day I don’t have to do any of this will be the happiest day of my life.”
He left her in peace for the next fifteen minutes but Moon felt his presence, like a gigantic pulsating question-mark, in the corner of the medical bay. When she was finally done, and Srin looked to be out of danger – his temperature back down to normal, his skin colour natural and not so flushed – she closed her eyes and sagged against the bunk.
“I think we need to talk.”
“What you really mean,” Moon amended in exhaustion, “is that it’s time for me to answer your questions.”
“You’re smarter than you look.”
Her eyes snapped open but the expression on Tamlan’s face was unreadable. The other crewmember, Saff, was nowhere to be seen.
“I’m not leaving the medical bay,” she said, “so don’t expect me to follow you to another meeting room.”
He shrugged. “That doesn’t bother me. I can imprison you here as easily as in any other place aboard this ship.”
She frowned at him. “You don’t like me much, do you?”
“I haven’t formed an opinion yet.”
He walked so there was an empty bunk between them and perched himself on the last mattress in the bay.
“You mentioned hyperpyrexia? That’s heat, isn’t it? Something to do with high body heat?”
“It’s a condition that translates to an extremely high body temperature. If it gets too high, above forty-two degrees, he dies.”
“How did he get it?”
The moment of truth.
Moon didn’t like Tamlan very much but he appeared to be the kind of person who said exactly what was on his mind, which was reassuring. On the other hand, what kind of man travelled in an empty ship for seven years? Was he a freedom-fighter or a lunatic?
Was there any difference?
“It’s a control mechanism,” she finally told him. “The Republic didn’t want their walking super-computer getting any independent thoughts, so they fixed him.”
Her voice became bitter. “Drugs to erase his memory and give him a two-day retention cycle. Drugs to incapacitate and kill him should he manage to escape.”
“Are you his doctor?”
Moon laughed, but it was a sound devoid of humour. “No, I’m his physicist.”
She let Tamlan stew in his own confusion for a while before explaining herself. “I was his most recent client.” Her lips twisted. “Dr. Moon Thadin, stellar physicist, working on a project to rehabilitate dead stars, completely unaware – in her studied ignorance – that her government’s aim was to destroy worlds, not rebuild them.”
Tamlan frowned. “Thadin? Moon Thadin?”
Moon quirked an eyebrow. “At your service.”
“But you disappeared months ago. There were rumours that you had died on Slater’s End. You and…,” his gaze dropped to Srin’s sleeping figure.
“My god,” he whispered. Then hardness crept into his amber eyes. “You can’t be.”
Moon put on the best tone she used with recalcitrant undergraduates, so dry it would have made the deserts of Marentim appear as lush oases. “Would you like to run a DNA scan?”
“You didn’t die on Slater’s End?”
“Obviously not.” One of her eyebrows quirked. “Not for lack of trying.”
And she was back there again, in the chill of the mid-morning, trying not to sneeze as she breathed in the dust within the ramshackle hut where she and Srin had been hiding. A Space Fleet patrol had landed on the edge of a mining town before Moon had time to jack a shuttle and they had to keep as quiet as rodents if they were going to evade the dragnet.
“It was close,” she said softly.
It was more than close. They were dead…if it hadn’t been the Differential’s captain himself who had found them. Drue Jeen’s pale blue gaze had seen them, swapped a message with Moon’s look of desperation, before he closed the door quietly behind him and ordered the patrol onward.
“How did you get off-planet?” A hint of respect crept into Tamlan’s voice.
“We found a contact. A doctor. She did what she could and smuggled us to Lunar Fifteen, a mining colony within the same system. My—a colleague arranged for transport to Marentim with the Fodox Rebels cartel.”
“Pirates.”
And that’s when Moon knew that Tamlan wasn’t one. He said that one word with such loathing that she wondered what story lay behind it. Had a pirate cartel been responsible for what had happened to his face? For the starkness of his ship?
“That’s right,” she agreed. “Pirates. To give them their due, they kept their end of the bargain. We landed on Marentim and were travelling across it with a guide when we…changed our minds.”
Tamlan’s eyes narrowed. “Which is how my engineer managed to capture you at Kushin Meet. It’s strange that you tried to jack a shuttle. Especially when you have more than enough cash to buy one.”
They found the money! Moon’s eyes widened before she could think to school her reactions and she saw a savage grin flash across Tamlan’s face.
“We were in a hurry,” she conceded, her voice hesitant. “Someone was following us.”
“Your guide?”
“Yes. We didn’t have time to find a vehicle, barter for it, complete the formalities.”
“And why was that? It would have only taken a few more hours to do things legitimately. Or, from what I hear, as legitimately as things can get on a place like Marentim.”
“I told you, we couldn’t wait.” She glanced down at Srin. He was looking much better, the angry redness further receding from his forehead and cheeks.
She looked back up at Tamlan. “If you know who I am then, from your reaction, you must already know who he is.”
Tamlan looked unsure. “I heard rumours. I didn’t believe them but then, you just called him a super-computer on legs, didn’t you?”
“Yes, I did.”
“So the rumours are true.”
“His name is Srin Flerovs,” Moon said. The time for deception was past. Tamlan had to know exactly who Srin was, and how important he was. Srin’s life depended on it. “He was once a scientist working for the Republic, until they found out about his prodigious mental abilities. Once they realised what they had on their hands, they kept him in captivity for almost twenty years, feeding him a regime of drugs that erased his memory every two days.”
She leant down and smoothed an errant strand of hair from Srin’s forehead. Mercifully, his skin was cool to her touch.
“But he’s a very clever man,” she said softly, still looking down on her lover’s face. “Too clever for them. All he needed was an ally to help him escape.”
“You?”
She looked over at Tamlan. “Me.” Her voice held pride. “We escaped from the Republic ship, the Differential, and have been on the run ever since.”
“So what happened on Marentim? It looks like you had a plan. You were on your way to a rendezvous point, you said. You had a guide, you said. What did that have to do with jacking my shuttle?”
Moon sighed and turned to lean against the bunk. “Our guide decided that he wanted to play the Republic for a while – exploit Srin’s abilities to make money for himself, much as the Science Directorate had done.”
“So you ran away again?”
“Yes.”
Silence dropped between them. Had she been too trusting? Moon wondered. What was to stop Tamlan behaving in the same way as Gauder? In the same way as the Republic? Was there an alternative she could tempt him with?
“We’ll pay you,” she said suddenly.
His eyes narrowed. “What did you say?”
“Take one of our cash discs. It has almost sixteen kilo-credits on it. That’s more than fair compensation for whatever aborted theft we attempted. In return, we request that you take us to 3 Enkil IV.”
“What’s on 3 Enkil IV?”
Another cryptic comms chip, no doubt. Another half-reliable contact. Another month of running.
“That’s where we find our next contact,” Moon told him.
Although, as she said the words, Moon wondered how they were going to do that. She didn’t have any information on who would be meeting them or what they were supposed to do once they reached their destination. If getting to Marentim was like spinning a wheel with dozens of options, their current trip to Enkil IV was like throwing every credit they owned into the abyss, hoping for a miraculous return.
“We’re not mercenaries.” Tamlan sounded affronted, but it would have been a lot more genuine if she hadn’t seen the speculative gleam in his eye.
She made a show of looking around.
“Sixteen kilo-credits can do a lot for a ship like this. Maybe buy some military-grade systems. Hire some crewmembers.”
“I select the crew for the Perdition. And they aren’t mercenaries.”
Moon remained unfazed by his brusque comments. “Still, sixteen kilo-credits,” she said enticingly. “We’ll need the rest for Srin’s medical treatment and to start a new life, but sixteen is yours if you agree to ferry us to 3 Enkil.”
Tamlan shifted. “I need to find it first. I’ve never heard of the system.”
Moon took a breath. “Full payment up front. You can’t ask for fairer than that.”
Tamlan looked at her. “Considering I already have all your money, that’s not much of a show of trust. Then again, it sounds like a fair deal. Let me find this system first. Then we’ll talk.”
 


Chapter Fifteen
The conversation was alarming and Moon’s hands tightened on the back of a chair. The cockpit of the Perdition – Moon still couldn’t get over the cheery name Tamlan had given his ship – was small but well-equipped. Besides herself, Tamlan and the young man whose shuttle they tried to jack, Toy Cenredi, were also there. Tamlan’s expression was grim but Cenredi didn’t appear worried by it.
“And I keep telling you, grandpa, it ain’t there!”
“You searched for Enkil?”
“Do I look stupid to you? Of course I searched for ‘Enkil’. That was the first term I fed into the nav-comp. It came up blank. So I tried ‘3 Enkil’. Blank as well. Same with ‘Enkil 3’.” Cenredi’s gaze skittered in her direction then darted away. “Maybe there’s a mistake with the name.”
Tamlan didn’t look happy. “Can you check the name?” he asked, looking down and to the side. The question, Moon knew, was directed to her.
“The, er, chip that the information came on was destroyed,” she said, then hurriedly added, “but I’m sure I heard right. Kad said ‘3 Enkil IV’.”
Cenredi exhaled noisily and threw his hands in the air. “What do you expect me to do, grandpa? Conjure this system out of skeevin’ vacuum?”
“Is the system classified in any way?” Tamlan asked, ignoring the youth. “Does it have a secret base? Is it used for special projects? Anything like that.”
“Kad wouldn’t send me someplace like that. We were supposed to be running away from the Republic, not towards them.”
Tamlan rubbed his eyes with his fingers. “3 Enkil IV. Sounds like it should be an easy place to find.”
“Maybe Saff can find it,” Cenredi suggested. “She’s good with that kind of stuff.”
“Maybe. Okay, Dr. Thadin, let me get my second-in-command on this. As my engineer intimates, she can triangulate a spy probe in a sector of space as big as the Stellar Barrens.”
He gestured for them to exit the cramped command centre, no doubt leaving the relieved Cenredi to whatever duties were assigned to him.
“Your second-in command,” Moon prompted, after the cockpit door slid shut behind them. “That’s Saff, the pale-skinned woman?” If she was wary of Tamlan’s grimness, the edge of ridicule that always seemed to dance around Cenredi’s lips was even more off-putting, and she was glad they had left him behind.
“Yes.”
“Is she,” Moon hesitated, “human?”
Tamlan looked down at her. “What do you think? We don’t discriminate on the basis of species here on the Perdition. Only on the basis of ideology.”
Was he…accusing her of being speciesist? Moon’s back straightened.
“It was nothing more than scientific curiosity,” she remarked stiffly. “Your crewmember looked like a possible hybrid to me, and that means money and a lot of technical expertise. I just found it, interesting, that someone worth so much is here.”
“Aboard a barren ship, you mean?”
Tamlan’s tone was barbed, making Moon want to stamp her foot with frustration. Was the man deliberately misinterpreting every word she was saying?
They stopped at the door of the medical bay.
“You better go in and see to your, friend. If you’re feeling hungry, the canteen is back towards the stern, about ten metres along to your left.”
And don’t disturb me.
He didn’t say it, but the words were implicit in his voice. Knowing she was being ill-mannered, but thinking that he deserved no less, Moon turned her back on him and wordlessly entered the bay. She thought she might have heard a chuckle but it could have been the sound of the bay doors sliding shut.

“So you palm the second card then deal it to the fourth person?”
Cenredi’s voice didn’t contain its usual hint of mockery. Moon heard concentration and, as she turned into the small alcove that led to the canteen, saw Srin and the young engineer hunkered over a table, a deck of cards half-dealt between them.
“Or to whoever your accomplice is,” Srin added, deftly flicking cards over and spinning them in his fingers.
They had been on the Perdition for a week and Moon felt herself relaxing into the rhythm of ship life. It had indeed been the ship’s second-in-command who’d solved the problem of the missing destination. She had checked the charts and noted that they were out-of-date. After pulling recent updates off the military nets, she’d identified 3 Enkil IV as a new mining operation and a chastised Cenredi had set the route to take them there. After seven days, they were still more than a day away from the nearest hyperspace crease that would start them on their journey proper.
Moon felt, rather than heard, someone approach and turned to see the white-skinned woman hesitate at the doorway.
“Srin’s teaching him to gamble,” Moon commented, her tone wry.
“He needs an occupation,” was all Saff said. She walked over to a dispenser and programmed herself a plate of food and a drink.
Maybe it was boredom, or it might have been curiosity, that made Moon ask, “May I sit with you?”
Large obsidian eyes regarded her for a second before the woman nodded. Moon pulled out a chair and sat opposite the Perdition’s second-in-command.
“It must be lonely for you on this ship,” Moon began, not sure of what else to say.
“Lonely?” Saff repeated. “In what way?”
“No friends.”
“That is correct,” Saff said, forking some food into her mouth. She chewed carefully then swallowed. “The people on this ship aren’t my friends.” Her voice was deliberate. “They are my family.”
As if struck, Moon was overcome with a wave of embarrassment. “I’m sorry,” she apologised in haste, “I didn’t mean to imply anything. It’s just—”
“You see me as a being who is different, because of the colour of my skin. Moreover, a being who is only comfortable among her own kind.”
They were statements behaving as questions and Moon, after hesitating, was forced to nod.
“Yet you are even more different.” Saff leisurely ate some more food and took a delicate sip from her drink bulb.
“I don’t see—”
“I accessed the files the Republic has on you. Dr. Moon Thadin of the Phyllis Science Centre. Developer of the Solar Missile.”
Moon felt a hot flush begin at her neck and move up to her cheeks.
“It was never meant to be a missile,” she objected.
“What else could it be?” Saff countered. “What else but a weapon to destroy entire star systems?”
“That wasn’t why I did it!” Moon flicked a startled glance over to where Srin and Cenredi were seated but they appeared to be absorbed in their game.
She looked back at the other woman. “I created the technology to re-ignite dead stars, to give life back to solar systems.”
“Even if that was possible, the effect wouldn’t have lasted long.”
Moon waved a hand. “I knew that. But giving a planet a few extra centuries of heat and light was better than the alternative, wouldn’t you say?”
Saff didn’t rise to the bait. “The files say you’re very ambitious.”
“Sure,” Moon shrugged, “who isn’t?”
“You wanted to be Prime Professor in one of the institutes in the Tor system. Win the LaCoeur Prize for Physics. You were incarcerated by the Republic for more than two years yet, the moment you were given the opportunity for release, you signed a loyalty oath and, after almost a year of intrusive surveillance, went back to your research.”
“What are you trying to say?” Moon’s voice was tight.
“I am curious about your motivations.”
Anger flared, and it took a few precious seconds to realise that it was fired by guilt rather than the humanoid’s words. At that revelation, her ire deflated.
“You can be smart, ambitious and stupid, all at the same time,” Moon finally said, her voice sad. “You can blind yourself to reality by thinking that somehow, by wilfully continuing to be blind, you can bring about a better world.” She rubbed at an invisible spot on the table. “At least I was disabused of the idea at a point when I could still make amends.”
“By helping Srin Flerovs?”
Moon glanced over at him and smiled. “I’m not sure that he isn’t helping me more than I’ve ever helped him.
“Have you ever felt that?” she asked, suddenly intent. “That feeling that the person you think you’re doing so much for is actually the one redeeming your own soul?”
“I am familiar with the emotion.” Saff’s voice sounded fainter.
“Well, that’s what it’s like with Srin. Him and me against the entire universe.”
“And what about your research? The Solar Missile?”
Moon grinned across the table. “All gone. Exploded into random bits by a series of data scramble-bombs.”
A light appeared in Saff’s eyes. “Ah. That was not specified in the reports I read. So the Republic has lost your research?”
“I’m sure they have some archival documentation,” Moon conceded. “It’s difficult to keep a complete secret in an information-connected world like ours. But what was destroyed was years ahead of anything the Republic might still have.”
“And it was completely destroyed? This research that can be used to annihilate worlds?”
Moon looked her straight in the face. “Utterly demolished.”
Saff nodded and finished her drink. “Good.”
The chair next to Moon’s shifted as Srin eased himself into the seat. At the periphery of her vision, Moon noted that Cenredi had just left the canteen.
“He’s a bright boy,” Srin said, by way of greeting.
“You get on well with him,” Saff commented. “He is not an easy person to know.”
“He just needs to be shown some friendship.”
Saff hesitated for a second. “The relationship between Toy Cenredi and Quinten Tamlan can be…adversarial.”
Why did Moon get the impression that Saff didn’t like conflict? There must have been a subtle change in her voice or the way she angled her head.
Srin shrugged. “Different people have different kinds of relationships. Maybe Toy and I get along so well because he doesn’t look up to me.”
Both women stared at him and he blinked. “Why does that sound so strange?”
“He doesn’t look up to you?” Moon prompted.
“No, and why should he? The first time he saw me I was probably an unconscious, dribbling wreck next to a shuttle we were trying to jack. Then I was unconscious in the medical bay for more than a day. Neither image is awe-inspiring. But your captain,” he jerked his head towards Saff, “he’s different. Focused, driven. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say the relationship between Quinten and Toy is a lot like…father and son.”
Moon heard the wistfulness in his voice and bit at her inner lip. She felt so useless in situations like this, where no finely-crafted equation or well-chosen variable could help.
“Father? And son?” If anything, Saff sounded a bit stunned.
“Why not? From what I gather, Quinten rescued him from a dead-end planet with few options. People get adopted in all kinds of ways.”
Saff looked at Srin with dark, unblinking eyes. “As you say.”
Then she got to her feet abruptly. “Thank you both for your conversation. It has been most enlightening.”
She recycled the dishes and left them with the barest of nods.
“I bet she has a real story to share,” Srin said, watching her back as she left.
“I think they all have,” Moon commented.
He shifted his chair, bunny-hopping it over to be closer to Moon. “So what do you want to do?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows.
She laughed. She hadn’t seen him this happy since the Differential, and that didn’t count, not while he was in the throes of a two-day memory cycle.
“I’m not sure,” she said. “Got any ideas?”
He pursed his lips. “I might have a couple.”
Their laughter echoed down the Perdition’s corridor as they walked back to their quarters.
“What time is it?” Moon asked as Srin locked the door behind them.
“Hmmmmm.” He briefly kissed her neck then began undressing her, peeling the clothes from her body with infinite care. “Early afternoon, I think.”
“Afternoon? Isn’t it a bit decadent, making love while others are working?”
She rested her hands on his shoulders while he lifted each of her legs, stroked off her trousers and flung her garments to the other side of the room. “For the kind of money we’re paying,” he kissed his way back up her leg, “I’m expecting nothing less than decadence overload.”
It was like honeymoon sex, wild, rowdy and rambunctious. They rolled on the narrow bunk, dropped off it in a fit of giggles and continued on the floor. Srin’s flesh was hard beneath her questing fingers, his lips insistent, his hair soft and spiky with his sweat. She kissed him, caressed him, licked, squeezed and fondled him until his voice was hoarse with need and he promised he would do anything – anything! – if she would just stop her erotic torture.
“Stop?” she asked archly, deliberately stilling every one of her movements.
He groaned. “Moon. Please.”
“Stop? Or finish?”
His laugh was choked. “Anything,” he said, his throat arched so she could see the bob of his adam’s apple as he swallowed. “Do anything.”
The spasms of her answering giggle clenched around him and he moaned. “But make it soon.”
When it came, her climax was wonderfully uninhibited, rolling waves of pleasure that crashed her to the floor, turning her into a quivering, boneless mess.
“Ugh,” she finally said, after many long minutes passed. She lifted her head and looked down at Srin, a dazed smile on her face. “Am I still alive?”
“I literally can’t remember the last time it was that good,” he replied and she felt the tremors of his words pass from his chest to the satiated and sensitised parts of her flesh that were pressed against him.
Reluctantly, she levered herself off him. “Bathroom,” she said succinctly, and stumbled to the small cubicle that adjoined their quarters.
When she returned, feeling a lot more conscious, she saw that Srin had tidied up the room. He lay in bed, half-draped in a thin blanket, a smile dancing on his lips. Catching her eye, he drew back the blanket and patted the mattress.
“Come here, my tigress.”
“Tigress?” she teased, slipping into bed beside him. “Really?”
“Well, you almost drew blood,” he assured her.
She snuggled next to him and breathed in a mix of Srin and sweat.
“It’s nice here, isn’t it?” she murmured.
“You’re only saying that because it’s the first time we’ve been any place where nobody’s tried to kill or exploit us.”
Even as she chuckled at his words, there was a longing deep in Moon’s breast. She wanted to articulate it, but she couldn’t. The honest truth was, a part of her yearned to stay on the Perdition. She didn’t like Cenredi very much and the superiority that Tamlan always showed her was also more than a little wearing, but there was nothing malicious or exploitative about any of the small crew. She never felt that she had to be on her guard, in case someone tried taking advantage of her or Srin. For the first time in months, she felt that she could rest – just relax and enjoy herself – for a little while, and she actually dreaded their reaching 3 Enkil IV.
Despite its name, the Perdition was the closest thing Moon had felt to a possible home in four years. And she was starting to feel loath to leave it.
 


Chapter Sixteen
“That is 3 Enkil IV?”
The voice belonged, of course, to the irrepressible Toy Cenredi, but Moon couldn’t disagree with his sentiment. The five of them were squeezed into the Perdition’s cockpit, jostling for space amid the consoles and well-upholstered swivel seats. In an act of charity, Saff had taken the initial chaotic view of their destination and reduced it to a symbolic representation, but it hardly helped.
Tamlan pointed to the screen with a lazy circling forefinger. “Saff, can you…?”
“Using what parameters, Quinten Tamlan?”
Moon mentally tried dividing the picture into a series of concentric zones in an attempt to make sense of what she was seeing. At the epicentre was 3 Enkil IV. In the end, as Saff had discovered, the designation hadn’t indicated a planet at all. It wasn’t even the name of the system. In reality, 3 Enkil IV was the fourth satellite of the third gas giant (1 Enkil, 2 Enkil, 3 Enkil) in the 76 Delta Shala system. And it was a satellite that hadn’t risen to prominence until several months ago.
“It only recently appeared on the charts,” Saff explained. Her calm contralto voice was a soothing contrast to the zipping polygons of light that appeared to infest the system like fleas attacking a Marian badger.
“I knew minerals are the trade backbone of the Republic,” Moon said, her gaze locked on the viewscreen, “but…this?”
“It’s a new opportunity,” Tamlan remarked. “A chance to make some money, then run before the Republic catches up.”
At a distance from the satellite, but still within the gravitational pull of 3 Enkil, several artificial conglomerates – drifts – had been hastily assembled. Even as Moon watched, they appeared to morph, shrinking in some areas, expanding in others, as ships either locked on to a promising-looking super-structure or unclamped and spun away into the darkness.
“It’s a wonder they don’t smash into each other while docking and undocking,” Srin said.
“Jumping new claims is dangerous work,” Tamlan agreed. “I wouldn’t do it, but others are not so fussy.”
“How long will it take before all this settles down?” Moon asked.
“Depends on how long it takes for the Space Fleet to establish order. It’s usually on the order of four months, sometimes even six.”
Moon looked at Tamlan’s profile. “You’ve seen activity like this before.”
He met her gaze briefly then looked back at the filtered command screen. “A few. If you were due to meet an underground contact here, you could do a lot worse. At this stage of a port’s establishment, a lot of things fall through the cracks.”
“Including our contact,” Moon added dryly.
They were here. 3 Enkil IV. Moon had been expecting a bucolic planet, along the lines of Marentim, but not as stark. Instead, she was looking at feeding time at a mechanical zoo. Her gaze stepped out one more invisible zone, to an orderly line of transports that appeared to circumnavigate the frenzy closer to 3 Enkil’s moon.
“What are they doing?” she asked, jerking her chin at the screen. “Those transports don’t appear to be engaged in any activity.”
“They’re keeping their crew and cargo safe,” Tamlan replied. “It would be suicide to venture any closer to the moon without, at the very least, an armed escort vehicle of some sort.”
“They still look like they’re a little too close to the drifts.”
“Close enough for quick transport turnarounds, far enough for relative safety. They’re doing the right thing.” He turned to face his passengers. “I’ve brought you here, as agreed. Where do you want to be dropped off?”
Everyone – even Srin – looked at her expectantly. At her sides, Moon’s fists slowly clenched and unclenched.
“I don’t know,” she admitted.
Tamlan was the quickest to respond with his characteristic frown. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I-I need time to think.”
She licked her lips. “Kad…he always leaves some kind of puzzle for me to solve. It’s a bit of insurance, in case someone else stumbles across the message, I suppose. What I need now is some time to figure out what exactly I’m supposed to do, who I’m supposed to contact.”
“You don’t even know who you’re supposed to contact?” Tamlan’s voice rose.
“We’re trying to liaise with an underground organisation,” Moon told him angrily. “A network that the Republic would rather destroy than let live.”
“Like mine, you mean.”
The words, their inherent truth, deflated her.
“I need time to think,” she repeated dully.
Tamlan looked from one to the other. Finally, he sighed. “Fine. I’ll leave you with your thinking. Do whatever you have to do, but find your contact. I didn’t bring the Perdition all the way here to act as possible target practice for mercenaries with more weapons than brain cells. Cenredi, come with me, we need to check the secondary thruster relays.”
“Thruster relays? But grandpa, we already—”
“Now, Mr. Cenredi.” The tone of voice brooked no argument.
Cenredi rolled his eyes in a melodramatic fashion but dutifully followed the ship’s captain out of the cockpit.
“I don’t quite know what to suggest,” Moon said in the ensuing silence. She thought she understood a little more fully the ship’s humanoid crewmember, and was hoping that the understanding was mutual.
“Kad Minslok didn’t give you any further clues as to who your contact was going to be?” Saff asked.
Moon shook her head. “He just told us to get to 3 Enkil IV and that he’d organise some way to contact us when we got here.” She looked at the screen. “Somehow, I’m not sure he had this in mind.”
“Maybe he did,” Srin added. They were some of the first words he’d uttered since entering the cockpit. Sometimes, due to his periods of exhaustion and unconsciousness, Moon forgot that he was around, but he was there, always listening, always analysing, picking up the important fragments she often missed.
“Think about it,” he added. “What better camouflage than a mass of buzzing ships, each operating according to its own agenda? As Quinten says, even a squad of Space Fleet ships would need several months to get this mob under control. And, in the meantime, people can appear and disappear at will.”
“But this is such a new venture,” Moon objected. “How could Kad plan something like this?”
“Not plan. Leverage.” Srin gazed at the screen. “I think I’m looking forward to meeting this old research partner of yours.”
Moon’s voice was dry. “We have to figure out how to find him first.”

Moon tentatively approached the door. She registered the label next to it – “Hydroponics” – before the panel slid open with an audible hiss. Taking a breath, she stepped inside.
Green and white surrounded her. Rows of large rounded tubes, open at the top, were suspended from floor to ceiling. In between, foliage dominated, mostly a healthy-looking forest tone, but interspersed with some reds, yellows and browns. The air smelt damp yet fresh and filled with an additional scent that Moon supposed must be fertiliser.
She walked carefully, peering down each aisle until she saw a tall distinctive figure three-quarters of the way down.
Saff looked up as she approached, but her fingers kept picking the tips off a row of tall seedlings in front of her.
“This is a lovely place,” Moon said, and she meant it. She was surrounded by life and quiet in a chamber that was in stark contrast to the metal panelling outside.
“When I joined the Perdition, working in Hydroponics was my first duty.”
“Do you like it?” Moon asked, genuinely curious.
Saff’s nimble fingers paused. “It’s nice to give life,” was all she said.
Moon licked her lips. “I, er, I have a favour to ask you.”
Saff stepped away from one of the plant tubes and let her arms fall to her sides.
“I spoke to Toy Cenredi – well, actually, Srin spoke to him and then he told me what the young man said – and consensus seems to be that you have an almost supernatural ability to find things.”
“I recognise patterns,” was all Saff had to say in reply to that.
“Well, I was wondering if you could help me find my contact. Since the conversation in the cockpit yesterday with, ah, Quinten, Srin and I have tried thinking of any way we could somehow send the correct communication to a place on 3 Enkil IV, but we don’t know where to start. You were there, remember? You saw the chaos of the mining operation.”
“Are you certain you don’t know who your contact is?”
Moon nodded. “Unfortunately, yes.” She hesitated, then added: “And there’s a further complication. We were supposed to take a particular ship in order to reach this system. It had been all arranged. But we didn’t. We came with you instead.”
“You do not know your contact, and your contact doesn’t know that this ship was your transport. In fact, he, she or it,” there was the barest stress to the third pronoun, “might be waiting for a signal from the transport you never caught and, thus, never entered this system.”
“Something like that,” Moon agreed with a grimace. Put in such bald terms, the quest sounded hopeless.
“Very well,” Saff said, without changing expression. “I appreciate a challenge.”
She turned away then stopped and swung around to face Moon again. “What happens if I fail to find your contact?”
Moon didn’t want to think about that but couldn’t deny that it was a reasonable question. She shrugged her shoulders and gave a nervous laugh. “Then I suppose we might be reduced to asking your captain if he has room on this ship for two more crewmembers?”
“And what would you do on this ship?”
Moon blinked. “I…I don’t know. Help maintain the engines? Learn enough first-aid to be the Medical Officer?” She’d already had a crash course in pharmacology, Moon thought to herself.
“You would be an acceptable addition,” Saff said, after a pause. “Very well, I will consult with you later on.”
Moon wondered at the little spring in her step as she walked out of Hydroponics. Had Saff really said that she would like to welcome the two runaways as fellow workers on the ship? It was such a small statement, yet it made her feel unaccountably happy and a little proud. It had been such a long time since anyone, besides Srin, had expressed any confidence in her.
With a smile curving her lips, she sought out her partner.

“Later on” turned out to be early evening, ship time. Moon and Srin were in the small observation deck near the front of the Perdition.
“It reminds me a little of my lab on the Differential,” Moon remarked. “Except this view is a lot more panoramic.”
They were seated at one of two cramped low tables. The décor was muted and lushly velvet-like in texture. Beyond the curved panel, the unstoppable industry of 3 Enkil IV was on display. Moon had stopped counting, but it looked as if there were hundreds of shuttles, ships and transports arcing past the gas giant, heading for a satellite that was slowly disappearing behind the bulk of its planet.
Not only did she not know how Saff was going to find their next contact in the sub-light buzz of confusion, but no inspiration had sparked in her own brain over the past few hours either. She was starting to feel depressed.
So intent were she and Srin on watching the near-collisions of dozens of vehicles that they didn’t notice Saff’s approach until she was at their table.
“I have a preliminary plan,” she said.
Moon started then stared up into a pale impassive face.
“Please, join us,” Srin said, almost immediately, pulling out a third seat in invitation.
“Thank you.”
Considering her height, and the compact design of the furniture, Moon expected Saff to awkwardly position herself, but she folded herself neatly, like an elegant piece of origami, into the soft upholstery.
“What’s your plan?” Moon prompted, her voice eager.
“Do you know the element deuterium?”
“Of course,” Moon replied with a shrug. “It’s a stable isotope of hydrogen, commonly called ‘heavy hydrogen’.”
“3 Enkil’s concentration of deuterium is decreasing due to a slow fusion process taking part within the planet. It is now much less than the amount of deuterium found in, for example, a comet.”
Now that she was on familiar ground, Moon felt her confidence growing. Depleted deuterium due to fusion? She knew what that meant. “You’re saying that 3 Enkil is actually a brown dwarf?”
“That is correct. And vehicles that stay within the orbit of 3 Enkil also begin to lose deuterium.”
Moon was quiet for a handful of seconds then her eyes widened. “You’re going to test the vehicles for their deuterium values.”
“We can initially discard ships with high deuterium values. They have obviously only recently moved into the system. But ships that have been here for any length of time should show low values.”
“Then we’ve found our contact!”
“No,” Saff corrected. “We have only found a likely pool of candidates. Once we have done that, we can formulate a refinement strategy. Perhaps that one will find your contact.”
“It seems so obvious now that you’ve said it,” Moon admitted. “Why didn’t I think of something like that before?”
“Perhaps,” Saff replied, rising to her feet, “you have had other things on your mind.”
She flicked a dark glance over to Srin then, with a courteous nod, left them.
“Do you think she’s trying to tell us our love-making’s too noisy?” Srin suggested with a laugh.
Moon punched him in the arm. “Your mind constantly travels along the same old track, doesn’t it?”
He sobered. “Now it does. Now that I can do something about it.”
Moon sobered as well, but there was still a hint of a smile hovering about her lips. “I don’t know where she came from, but Saff’s one smart woman. I could have done with an assistant like her at Phyllis.”
“But think of what could have happened. You might have finalised your work there…”
“…and the Republic would have taken it and held entire systems to ransom,” she finished with a sigh. She punched the seat of her chair. “I wish, I wish there was some way I could do what I love without the need to play politics. Especially not this kind of politics, with billions of lives in the balance.”
“Hopefully, you’ll get the chance,” Srin said. He hesitated. “What do we do, if we can’t find our next contact?”
It was the same question Saff had asked earlier in the Hydroponics bay and Moon felt better able to handle it the second time around.
“What would you like to do?” she countered smartly.
Srin glanced at the receding fourth moon, now almost completely obscured behind the bulk of 3 Enkil. “Right at this moment, at this nexus of space and time?”
Moon nodded.
“I think I’d like to stay on board, ask Tamlan to take us on as crew.” Srin scratched the back of his head absently. “The problem is, we can’t do that, can we? I’m still not well and we have a dwindling supply of medication.”
“We could ask him for some more help,” Moon suggested. “Even with paying him for this one trip, we have more than fifty kilo-credits left. That should be more than enough to buy whatever cure we need.”
“It isn’t money, Moon, it’s time.” Srin held one of her hands. “You keep bringing me back from the brink, but I can feel myself get a little bit weaker with each revival. And I’m not a young man any more.”
With her free hand, she reached for his face, skimming her fingers over his cheek and down to the rougher skin on his chin. “You know I will always love you,” she whispered.
“If I were a better man,” he said, “I’d tell you to hell with this Kad Minslok, let’s try to make a new life for us here, on this ship. The problem is,” he continued with a smile, “I’m such a selfish bastard that I want you, not just for a few months, but for decades more. The thought of dying scares me, Moon, and I don’t want to do it. If there’s some way your friend can help, can cure me of this manufactured affliction, I want to take it. And, in a way, I don’t care if it means that you hand over your work, if millions die – if billions die – as long as it means I can enjoy a long life with you.”
His voice lowered to a whisper. “Do you see what a selfish coward I am?”
She hugged him close and a tear rolled down her cheek. “Never,” she said, brokenly. “We’ll get through this. I know we will.”
 


Chapter Seventeen
“There appear to be forty-seven vessels that have been orbiting 3 Enkil for more than two weeks,” Saff told the assembled humans in the canteen. “Sixteen of them have not filed any information regarding their origins or purpose, eight have filed inaccurate information, and the remaining twenty-three have filed information that corresponds to both our deuterium findings and their tracked flight routes.”
“So people lie,” Cenredi remarked. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Forty-seven possibilities,” Quinten muttered. “That’s not bad but it’ll take time to go through them all, one by one, and there’s no guarantee any of the crews on those vessels will be co-operative.”
“There is another way,” Saff added. “While the Perdition depends on limited supplies, due to our extensive hydroponics system (and small ship population), other vessels are not so fortunate.”
Cenredi snorted. “You mean, they don’t have green stuff coming out their ears like we do?”
If Saff noted the sarcasm in his tone, she ignored it. “Precisely.”
“How many peas can three people eat?” Cenredi complained softly.
“People need to buy fresh supplies,” Quinten mused, ignoring his engineer. “Vegetables, fruits, spices.”
“Humans and most other species can live adequately for a time on replicated foods, especially animal protein. However, regarding other food groups, it is well known that fresh vegetables, grown naturally, are the best.”
“We need to look for markets,” Srin said.
Saff nodded. “Fresh produce markets.”
“Are there any, Saff?”
“There are two, and both are frequented by personnel from the forty-seven vessels I mentioned.”
“How can you know that?” Moon asked with a frown.
“I’ve been tracking shuttle routes.”
The task was less complex than those she had set Srin during their research time together, but it was still impressive. Moon appreciated Saff’s thoroughness, even as her pulse quickened.
“So what are you suggesting, Saff?” That was Tamlan, casually propped up on one table, one leg swinging free.
“I suggest that Dr. Thadin and Mr. Cenredi visit the markets. Perhaps they can observe someone who is likely to be their contact.”
“Why don’t you come with me?” offered Moon. Surely if they were going to formulate another strategy, most probably that of deciding who their likely connection was, having the quick-witted Saff along would make more sense than the quick-mouthed Cenredi?
But Saff shook her head. “I do not…mix with humans readily.”
“It’s best if Saff maintains a low profile,” Tamlan cut in. “And I’m a little too well-known. I think Toy will be your best bet.”
Moon looked from one to the other. “All right. In that case, when do we start?”
Cenredi shrugged. ”It’s too late to scan the dinner-preparation crowd. They’d be done and hitting the porn vids by now. How does tomorrow morning sound, after breakfast?”
Did she have a choice? It was either her and Toy Cenredi…or nothing. Moon nodded. “All right. Tomorrow morning.”

Srin approached Quinten Tamlan in his quarters the following day, after Moon and Toy had left for their first tour of the markets.
“Thanks for seeing me,” Srin said, lowering himself into the seat opposite Tamlan’s small cabin desk. “I know you’re very busy.”
“Sixteen kilo-credits buys a lot of my time,” Quinten replied non-committally. “What can I help you with?”
“I was thinking of this plan from your second-in-command to do regular tours of the markets. How long are you prepared to carry them out for?”
“Shouldn’t you be asking your partner about that?”
Srin’s eyebrows rose and a wry expression crossed his face. “If you can ask that, you don’t know Moon very well.”
A smile tugged at Quinten’s lips. “That stubborn, is she?”
“Once she gets an idea in her head….”
“I know the type.” Tamlan paused and, when he spoke again, his voice had softened. “I’m prepared to do this for a week, maybe a day or two more. But no longer. The Republic’s sure to be on the way and I don’t want to get caught between an enforcement formation and a sweep patrol.”
“And what happens if we can’t find our contact?” Srin eyed the other man intently. “You have to admit, this plan is like a laser shot into the abyss.”
“Saff is very good at finding patterns. Things. People.”
“’Very good’ isn’t the same thing as ‘infallible’,” Srin countered. “And if our mysterious connection doesn’t behave in the way we’ve predicted, then we can tour the markets for two years and it won’t make a bit of difference.”
“In that case, what are you suggesting?”
“This may sound strange,” Srin hesitated, “but neither Moon nor I have felt as safe, or as happy, anywhere as we have on your ship.”
Quinten snorted. “Really? I got the impression that Dr. Thadin didn’t like any of us very much.”
“She’s not an easy person to get close to,” Srin commented, “and she can appear, ah, prickly on first contact but, once you have her trust, she’d rather die than betray it.” He held Quinten’s gaze. “And that’s something I know from personal experience.”
“From what I’ve gathered, your personal experience is somewhat less than a newborn baby’s.”
Srin laughed softly and shook his head. “You don’t hold back, do you? Sure, this stretch of a few months is the longest continuous stream of memories I’ve had in twenty years, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t gathered impressions of people. I trusted Moon, not just once but repeatedly. There is such an unshakeable core of strength in her that I couldn’t help but respond to, no matter how many two-day cycles I was subjected to.”
“And you’d like me to trust her, as you obviously did?”
“Not just her, but both of us.” Srin swallowed. “If we don’t find this much-vaunted contact of hers, I’d like to ask that you take us aboard as crew.”
Quinten watched him with a razor gaze. “And what can you offer us?”
“Well,” Srin smiled, “I may be getting on in years, but I’m still pretty strong. I’d be happy to do whatever odd jobs you have. Toy seems like a nice young man and I think I’d like the idea of being his assistant.”
“And Dr. Thadin?”
“She can be a doctor in a different way. Maybe you can put her in charge of your infirmary? She picks up information quickly and knows how to apply it even faster than that.”
“A physicist? As a ship’s medical officer?”
Srin shrugged. “They’re both scientific positions.”
“Yes,” then, almost reluctantly, Quinten added, “Saff has already spoken to me about this. It’s her opinion that Dr. Thadin would be a ‘favourable’ addition to the ship’s complement.”
Srin got the distinct impression that the Perdition’s second-in-command had used that precise word during her discussion, and suppressed a smile.
“But that still leaves open the question of you,” Quinten continued. “When you were first brought onboard, Dr. Thadin spoke of ‘medication’ that you needed. Isn’t that true any more?”
“Oh, it’s still true,” Srin breathed.
Quinten frowned and tapped the desktop with a finger. “What exactly is wrong with you?”
“It’s the after-effects of a series of drugs that the Republic kept me on. About three times every two weeks, my body temperature keeps rising until hyperpyrexia sets in. In addition, I also suffer from severe bouts of convulsions.
“When we were on Lunar Fifteen, waiting for our escape to Marentim, a doctor there gave Moon some medication to deal with my elevated body temperature, and Moon came up with a mix of drugs to suppress my spasms and keep my mind clear. The only problem is, I go into a severe crash every three or four days.
“I don’t think Moon wants to admit it, but I’m afraid that all the drugs I was pumped with while I was working for the Republic have damaged my DNA.”
“And I’m sure the drugs you’re taking now aren’t helping either.”
“They’re giving me quality of life,” Srin shot back, “which is a lot more than I got from my previous handler.”
Quinten gazed at him for several seconds. “That still doesn’t answer my question.”
Srin’s lips twisted. “I don’t suppose you have a fully-equipped DNA lab stashed away on this ship somewhere, do you?”
“I’m afraid not.”
“Then, if we can’t find Moon’s contact, I’m a dead man,” Srin told him simply. “Maybe not now, but soon. I’m afraid the only way I can get better is if I undergo some expensive and lengthy therapy. I think we’ve got enough money for it, but where am I going to find the kind of facility I need? One that is advanced enough, yet unknown to the Republic?” He shook his head. “Better to face the inevitable than the impossible.”
“What do you want me to do?” Quinten asked, after a pause.
Srin had seen snippets of humanity beneath Quinten’s brusqueness, but that one question reassured him that he had chosen his confidant correctly. Quinten hadn’t asked what would happen next, where Srin wanted to go, how he wanted to gift his possessions. Taking on responsibility as easily as donning a jacket, he had instead asked what he needed to do.
Srin closed his eyes, a smile on his face, before opening them again. Something tickled his nose and he had to blink several times.
“If things turn out the way I’m thinking….” He swallowed and started again. “Look after her for me. Don’t let her leave. She might try to, full of grief and anger and guilt with herself, but don’t allow her to. This ship’s the best thing to have happened to her in a long time and I don’t want her to throw it away.”
“And you? Assuming you’re correct and we don’t find this mysterious contact of Dr. Thadin’s, that is.”
“Shoot me into a star somewhere. That was Moon’s area of research, but you knew that, didn’t you? I think we’d both appreciate the significance of it.”
Dry-eyed, Quinten stared at him. Then nodded. “Okay.”
Srin half-rose and offered his hand. “Will you shake on it?”
“Shake on a deal involving death?”
But Quinten mirrored Srin’s movements and the men’s hands clasped above the desk.
“Thanks, Quinten.”
Quinten’s brow quirked. “Don’t ever mention it.”

The markets resembled freezer rooms tacked on to narrow shopfronts. Every now and then, as someone entered the goods area to get food containers, ripples of cold would roll out from behind the transparent doors, lapping at the customers’ feet like translucent white waves. Posters, luridly decorated in primary colours, advertised the specific food products available at each counter, guaranteeing them against limpness, cryogenic burns, and disease transmission. Protected from the ultra-cold and bundled in swathes of thermal clothing, with not a single extremity showing, the merchants could have been humans or aliens. Communication was carried out either by a mixture of short phrases and gestures, or via duplex displays embedded in the counters.
Toy took a deep breath and hit his chest. “Ah, all that fresh food. You can just smell the goodness, can’t you?”
All Moon could smell was coolant. The floor under her feet was wet and she was afraid of slipping into the puddles of grey liquid that dotted the clumsily-laid and uneven pavement.
“Are you joking?” she asked.
He looked up at her and an expression of pity filled his face. “You’re just like Saff, you know that? She doesn’t have a sense of humour either.”
“Humour is one thing,” she replied tartly, “sarcasm is something else again.”
Without waiting for a response, she started down the nearest alleyway. “Let’s get started.”
“Whatever you say, doc. Say, why are you called a doctor anyway? You don’t know any medicine, do you?”
Moon thought of benzodiazepine, of cognitive enhancers and of spasm suppressants. “Not much,” she replied, scanning her surroundings for anyone that looked out of place. Although, with not even a clue as to who – or what – was due to meet them, how was she going to know?
“So why the ‘doctor’ tag then?”
She thought she could hear an insolent shrug in that one sentence.
“It’s a term from old Earth,” she replied. “Old old Earth. It just means I can teach, that’s all.”
“You saying that the original medical doctors were nothing more than teachers?”
“That’s right.” She tried peering into the frosted windows of the shopfronts. “Medicine, law and philosophy. Those were the first three big areas of instruction.”
She was going to have to wear warmer clothing if she wanted to traipse around the food merchants for any length of time. Already, she could feel the chill starting to seep into her fingers. Clenching her fists and folding her arms, she continued walking.
“What’s the other market like?” she asked, after ten minutes of silence.
“Guess.”
She winced. She was afraid of that. She had never before thought of frozen food as being so…depressing to be around. Even the deliberately mislabelled boxes in Gauder’s tanks had been more interesting, imbibed with a sense of danger and farce at the same time.
“Let’s stroll around for an hour,” she decided, “then we’ll try the second market.”
“And then what? We just keep going back and forth, hopping like fleas from one place to the other?”
She continued walking. “Yes.”
Toy sighed dramatically. “And how long are we going to do this for, doc?”
She turned and looked him full in the face. “For as long as it takes. So I hope, for your sake, Mr. Cenredi, that your body holds as much endurance as your mouth.”
He stared at her for a moment, then laughed. “You’re a prize, doc. No wonder Saff likes you.”
That sentence arrested Moon. Did she hear that correctly? “She…likes me?”
Toy’s gaze shrewdly skimmed over her features. “What’s the matter? Not used to that?”
No, Moon admitted to herself, she wasn’t. A friend, after so many years of not having one? Of so-called confidants dropping away from her, once she came under the magnifying-glass of Republic approbation?
“Yeah well,” Toy continued, “it doesn’t mean anything to me, know what I mean?” His voice sounded a little too casual. “If having you around means it gets Saff off my back, then I’m all the happier for it, that’s all.”
Despite his surly attitude and careless words, Toy didn’t make a bad companion. He attended to what Moon had to say and, despite the crass way he expressed himself, Moon found herself listening to his advice more carefully as the day wore on. There was someone observant and astute, under the occasional sneer and muttered obscenity, that piqued Moon’s curiosity. What was his story, this thin, waif-like boy, so full of thorny belligerence?
The day ended with no results but a greater understanding of the Perdition’s young engineer. However, the revelation, no matter how welcome, didn’t lessen Moon’s exhaustion. They returned to the ship, where she stumbled to her quarters and threw herself onto the nearest bunk bed.
“I gather you didn’t find anyone?” Srin asked, looking up from the room’s console.
“Mmph,” Moon replied, her voice muffled by the sweet softness of the mattress. She turned over and looked up at the ceiling. “I didn’t know there were so many ways to freeze vegetables.”
“Leave me in ignorance,” Srin laughed. “Please.”
“It could be used as a torture mechanism,” she mused. “’Tell me what I want to know, or I’ll lecture you on enzyme retardation techniques.’ I can’t wait to go back there tomorrow.” Her voice was deadpan.
“Hmmmm.” Srin frowned. “In that case, you may be the ideal subject for my patented, extended-duration shoulder massage. Do you think you’d be interested in such a service, madam?”
“Am I a struggling stellar physicist coping with a smart-arsed kid all day?” she groaned. “Get over here with those hands.”

Moon struck it lucky on the fourth day. She and Toy were bickering about which market to hit first – he was unhappy that they were sticking to the same schedule, instead of “mixin’ up the skeeves”, as he put it – when something caught her eye.
It wasn’t the person itself, it was more the suggestion of movement, something about the being’s rhythm. She focused first on the feet, then moved up to the torso. By the time her gaze climbed its way upward, Moon knew who it was.
“Kad,” she gasped.
Beside her, Toy stopped and turned. “What did you say, doc?”
But Moon wasn’t listening. Focused on the single humanoid figure moving away from her in haphazard fashion, she surged through the small stream of pedestrians, her apologies perfunctory. She couldn’t be mistaken, not after having worked next to that figure for years.
“Kad.” She cleared her throat and raised her voice. “Kad!”
To her stunned disbelief, the person she was pursuing stopped, then turned around. The look on his face, when their gazes met, was equally incredulous.
“Moon? My God, is it you?”
They met in a clash of limbs, twirling in the puddles of grey, and keeping their footing amid the uneven slipperiness. Toy Cenredi, the market, the system, disappeared.
“Kad,” Moon finally sobbed, holding his face between her hands, “what the hell are you doing here?”
He smiled, equanimity reasserting itself even as she watched. “What am I doing? I thought that was obvious, Moon. I came to find you.”
 


Chapter Eighteen
“I’d love to follow you to this mysterious ship of yours,” Kad said, just before they separated, “but I don’t want to chance us being seen together too much.”
“I have so many questions,” Moon said, frowning and shaking her head.
“And we’ll have plenty of time to catch up, but I’d prefer to do that in a safer location. I’ll send someone to meet you. Be back here, at the head of the food alley, in three hours. That person will lead you to my ship.”
“But—”
“No excuses, Moon. Three hours.” He touched her lips with the tip of a gloved finger, then melted into the surrounding crowd.
Perplexed, Moon looked over to Toy, who shrugged and looked bored. “So your guy knows how to make an entrance. That was some reunion.”
“We should get back to the Perdition.”
“Sure, whatever you say, doc.”
Moon was expecting a stronger reaction from the young engineer, especially when the deadline of three hours was mentioned, but it was as if he hadn’t heard a word. With one hand stuck in his trousers, Toy sauntered back to the shuttle, looking – to all intents and purposes – as if he didn’t have a care in the world. She wished she knew how she felt herself, but she was consumed by conflicting emotions. Relief, trepidation, fear, joy, exhaustion, they all surged through her. They had found Kad! The thought alone was almost enough to make her collapse to the floor.
“Three hours, huh?” the young engineer finally commented as they strapped themselves in.
“I know, it’s not much time is it?” Moon was still a little disconcerted by his casual tone, especially since it contrasted so starkly with the violence with which he handled the controls.
“Enough to leave a life behind, doc,” he replied, then said nothing more as they undocked and headed for the Perdition.
Quinten was the first to notice them. Toy was striding into the ship’s main corridor, his slouching gait even more pronounced than usual. His face must have borne a mutinous expression because Quinten looked first at him, then past him to Moon as she cleared the cargo bay doorway.
“Was there…did something happen?”
Toy brushed past without a word.
“Actually, it’s good news,” Moon said. She frowned at Toy’s back. “I think. I found our contact.”
Again, she saw that strange mix of emotions flash across Quinten’s face.
“That’s, er, very good news,” he said. “Will we have time to meet this contact?”
“No, I’m afraid not. In fact, I won’t see him again myself until we’re on his ship.”
Quinten frowned. “Really? And do you know you can trust this person? I’d hate to think of a sweep team waiting for you to step across their threshold.”
“It’s not as bad as that,” she laughed. “My contact is actually an old research partner of mine...the person we were scheduled to meet at the end of this journey.”
Her lips curved. “It was good to see him again, and we have a lot of catching up to do, but I’m afraid we’re running out of time. Kad gave us three hours to get our things together and meet back at Ion Market, and that was almost an hour ago.”
“Then you have a tight deadline to meet.”
Despite Quinten’s words, neither of them moved.
“I…I’d like to thank you for all your help,” Moon told him. “For a while, this ship almost felt like home.”
“Well, if you ever find yourself at a loose end…. The same goes for Srin. I hope he gets better soon.”
“So do I.” Her tone was heartfelt.
After that, it was a flurry of activity as Moon and Srin quickly packed their belongings together. Moon couldn’t believe how many of her meagre possessions she’d been scattering around the Perdition. Srin was happy to be on the next leg of their journey – doubly so when he found out that Kad Minslok himself had arrived to do the pick-up – but Moon was starting to see, yet again, the same bemused expression on his face.
“What happened on board while I was away?” she asked, as they did a final check of their quarters. “Did everyone indulge in some Oseriad melodrama?”
“What makes you say that?” Srin’s gaze was skimming every surface one last time.
“Well, the minute I mention we’re leaving, it’s as if I’ve declared a blood feud.” She stopped suddenly. “Srin, are we doing the right thing?”
Srin laughed and moved up to give her a quick hug. “Now who’s being melodramatic? I thought the whole idea behind this pan-galactic tour was so that we could meet up with your old research partner? If anything, this would appear to be a stroke of good luck.”
“Yes,” Moon echoed softly. “Good luck.” And wondered at her own ambivalence.
Quinten and Saff were standing next to the shuttle when they finally made their way there.
“Where’s Toy?” Srin asked, looking around. “I wanted to say good-bye.”
“Mr. Cenredi has begun a rather complicated diagnostic routine involving synchronised plasma flow to the primary thrusters,” Saff replied. “He informs me he’ll be very busy for the next several hours.”
“Saff will take you to Ion Market,” Quinten cut in, “but she won’t hang around. I hope you understand.”
He extended his hand, holding something. When Srin put his open palm under Quinten’s fingers, a cash disc fell into it.
“Quinten,” Srin objected, “you don’t have to—”
“I took out two kilo-credits,” Quinten interrupted again, “to cover energy costs.” He withdrew his hand. “You’d better get going.”
As hard as it was to believe, Saff turned out to be the most communicative of the Perdition’s three crewmembers.
“If your contact doesn’t arrive,” she told them as the shuttle headed for the market, “send out a general signal using the catch-phrase ‘sustained re-entry’. I’ll monitor communications for the next two hours. If I receive a transmission containing that catch-phrase from the market’s approximate location, I shall come back and retrieve you.”
Moon hadn’t thought she would ever feel close to an alien, but that was how she felt about Saff. The female was smart, resourceful, and friendly enough in her own fashion. Compared to what they’d faced in the past few months, that added up to an individual that could almost qualify as a blood relative.
“Thanks for all your help,” Moon said as they approached one of the landing pads that led to their rendezvous. “I wish there was some way we could keep in touch….”
Saff slowed the shuttle for approach manoeuvres. “Maybe, between us, we can bring down the Republic. And then I’d be happy to update you on my news.”
The small craft touched down lightly within the blinking circle of landing lights.
“Good-bye Moon Thadin. Good-bye Srin Flerovs. Quinten Tamlan taught me a phrase that only now seems to have acquired meaning for me.” She twisted in the pilot’s seat and looked at both of them. “It was a pleasure meeting you.”
Moon didn’t know why she suddenly felt a sharp tickle in her nose. She stammered out a farewell, fumbled with her harness and stumbled onto the landing platform, her satchel knocking at her feet hard enough to almost trip her up.
“Hey, are you feeling all right?”
Srin’s solicitous comment made the tickle even worse.
“I’m fine,” she said, blinking hard. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
Kad’s contact found them at the designated spot fifteen minutes later and quickly guided them to another small shuttle. Within the hour, they were aboard the Unfinished Tale and speeding out of the system.
Moon knew she should have been delirious with joy but, instead, there was a dull ache in her chest.
They hit the crease hard and hot and she didn’t even get time to program the viewport to see if she could spot the Perdition before they entered hyperspace.

“After I received Gauder’s message, I started to panic.”
Kad leant forward to pour drinks for his guests. The liquid was so cold it instantly chilled the tumblers, turning their outsides frosty.
The Unfinished Tale was smaller than the Perdition but appeared to have a full crew’s complement, which was around a dozen or so people, from what Moon had seen. After welcoming them aboard, Kad settled them in a cosy alcove in between living quarters before disappearing again – to oversee departure from the system, he said. He only came back when the viewports had been tightly locked down, indicating their passage through hyperspace.
Moon and Srin looked at each other.
“What did Gauder say?” Moon finally asked, a frown pleating her brow.
Kad shook his head. “That’s the thing. It made so little sense. He wanted to thank you both for the adventure and the ‘bonus’ – that was how he put it – and said that, assuming he was sufficiently armed, he looked forward to meeting both of you again.” Kad shifted position. “Now, what the hell did that mean, Moon?”
For now, she deflected the question. “Have you used him for any other journeys across Marentim?”
“Gauder? Yes. I’ve used his services off and on for the past six years. He usually makes sense.”
Six years? That meant that Kad already knew the trader when he was still working by her side at the Phyllis Science Centre. With that one casual comment, Moon was starting to realise the enormity of the secret her partner had kept from her.
“We found him a very interesting person,” Moon remarked, “and I think we’d both enjoy the opportunity to see him again.”
She looked enquiringly at Srin who, after a moment’s consideration, also appeared to concede the point. “He was certainly an interesting character,” he added.
“As are you, Mr. Flerovs,” Kad commented, settling back in his chair. “I had some of my specialists see what they could find on you, and what they told me was very interesting. You began your career as a physicist – so please consider yourself among friends here – but got waylaid by the Republic while you were presenting a proposal on behalf of one of your planet’s scientific establishments. The official story is that the transport you were on, heading back to Tonia III, was jacked by a band of pirates, and that all the passengers were killed.”
Moon took in a sharp breath. She hadn’t been aware of the specifics of whatever excuse the Republic had concocted. In fact, the fate of Srin’s bonded partner, Yalona, kept surfacing in her mind from time to time, as she wondered what the woman had done with her life. Now she knew. She had been told that Srin had been murdered.
A quick glance in Srin’s direction showed him to be his usual serene self.
“Unofficially, of course,” Kad continued, “they kept you confined and drugged, and hired out to promising research projects throughout Republic space as the ultimate in computing power. And everything seemed to go according to plan…until you ran into Moon here.”
Srin didn’t change his position or the angle of his gaze, but Moon felt a nudge as his fingers enfolded hers. Silently, she squeezed his hand.
“And what about you, Kad?” she asked, deflecting the line of conversation. “At least you were able to dig up some information on Srin, but I have almost no information on you. How long were you an anti-Republic sympathiser? What made you start? And the most burning question of all – why didn’t you tell me?”
Kad laughed. “Tell you? My dear Moon, if you can ask me that, it means you never saw yourself as you truly were.” His gaze softened. “You’re a smart woman, Moon Thadin, but if that intelligence is matched by anything, it’s your ambition. You were so determined to make your stellar re-ignition project a success that I feared you would jettison me in a heartbeat if you thought it would bring you closer to your objective.”
Moon glared at him in indignation. “I did not,” she began, then paused. She remembered her time at the lab. How she willingly sacrificed teaching assignments to concentrate on her work. The impatience with which she’d treated every research partner until Kad had come along. Her burning envy when she thought someone at a rival institute had made a breakthrough that should have rightfully been hers.
“Maybe I did,” she finally conceded.
Kad lifted an eyebrow at the conciliatory tone in her voice. “Then you can understand my reluctance to share anything of my personal life, much less my anti-Republic sentiments.”
“How did you get away from the Phyllis Centre?” Moon asked. “They had the entire place locked down before they even barged into the lab. I thought you’d be detained within minutes.”
“Just as you thought that I was the only ‘terrorist’ working at the Centre, no doubt.” At her nod, he continued. “There were other sympathisers who helped me, black spots in the surveillance net that you can slip through, if you know what you’re doing.”
“You could have told me about them,” Moon muttered.
“No, I couldn’t have, Moon.” For a moment, Kad looked at her in sorrow. “That would have been forcing you to make a choice you weren’t prepared for. And yet, you appear to be prepared to make it now. Thanks to Mr. Flerovs.”
“When I saw what they were doing to him….”
“Moon was the first person who ever offered to help me,” Srin added. His hand still enfolded hers. “In two decades, she was the first human being who showed compassion, instead of treating me like a machine.”
“So you worked on her research together. Tell me, how far did you get?”
“It didn’t work, Kad,” Moon answered. “I’m sure you must have broken and read the classified reports in depth by now.”
Kad looked at her evenly. “They can’t say much when the research they were based on got scramble-bombed.”
The atmosphere in the room suddenly became more tense. Even though they all looked relaxed, Moon knew that Srin and Kad were each as keyed up as she was. This was the moment of truth…the moment she’d been dreading.
“I thought I had calculated everything correctly,” Moon said carefully. “Primed the missile. Sent it on its way. I even used the entry protocols you and I had set up together, Kad. Sensors picked up the start of a fusion reaction within the stellar core, but it never reached critical mass. Cascade threshold was never reached.”
Kad crossed his legs. His expression was reflective. “If you’d told me this a few years ago, Moon, I would have believed you. Something wrong with the transfer technology, insufficient accommodation for gravity fluctuations, too small a seed mass…all of those were problems we grappled with.”
She felt shivers brush against her cheeks, tightening them, and had to restrain the urge to scratch her skin, to loosen the tension in her facial muscles.
Kad’s voice was as inexorable as an advancing glacier. “But you forget that I know you, and at what stage I left the research. The Republic would never have put a battleship – even a small one – at your disposal if you hadn’t progressed far beyond what you did at the Centre. Knowing how you operate, and how the Republic operates, triangulates the problem for me. It tells me more than you think it does.”
“And that is?” Moon tried to sound blandly curious, prompting a smile from the man sitting opposite her.
“If the missile failed, it failed by only a breath. A failure that can easily be rectified, in my opinion.”
“To what purpose, Kad? The Republic wanted to use my research to destroy living solar systems. What do you and your bunch of freedom-fighters want to do with it?”
“A conscience, Moon, this late in the game?”
The comment should have stung, but it didn’t. With a jerk, Moon lifted her head higher. “Maybe I’m a late developer,” she ground out. “But regardless of when I grew an ethical brain stem, my question – as the creator of the technology you wish to exploit – still stands. What do you want to do with it?”
Kad lifted a hand and let it drop back to his knee. “That, I can’t tell you. Not exactly. I’m not the mastermind behind this operation, you know, merely one of the senior lackeys.”
She frowned. “Senior lackeys? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means I’m not the boss of my net of contacts. I am merely her second-in-command.”
“And who is she, this leader of your group?”
“Well, for a start, she’s not a human. She’s an alien, and a very determined one at that.”
“Well you can tell this alien leader of yours that my research is not for sale.”
“Isn’t it?”
The two words hung between them, thrown into prominence by the significant glance Kad shot in Srin’s direction.
Moon’s eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t….”
“I told you on Slater’s End that the deal was a trade – your information for your safety. Or don’t you remember?”
“What happened to you, Kad? What happened to the ethical researcher I worked next to? Did your alien leader succeed in spinning you a line of propaganda?”
“Propaganda?” He frowned. “How can you talk to me about propaganda? You were imprisoned by the Republic, monitored by them, yet you still went straight back to your research like a loyal servant the moment they opened the cage door.”
“That wasn’t propaganda,” Moon answered. The conversation was becoming too heated and she needed a way to ease the room’s tension. She swallowed. “That was arrogance.”
She could see how her admission stopped Kad in his tracks. He hadn’t expected her to admit to her failings.
He took a deep breath and quirked an eyebrow. “And now?” he asked. The bite had left his voice.
“Now, you’ll find me a lot more sceptical…regardless of who is spinning the news.”
Kad grinned. “All right, you win this round. Let’s wait until we get to our destination, then you can discuss it face to face with Needann. In the meantime, why don’t we catch up on old stories? Maybe amuse Srin with some of our anecdotes.”
Moon watched his face for a long moment. “All right,” she conceded, but her voice was still cautious. “Happy times, till we see Needann.”
 


Chapter Nineteen
“So tell me about Kad Minslok.”
Srin opened his arms and let Moon snuggle closer to him. Their bunk aboard the Unfinished Tale was wider than the one they sometimes shared on the Perdition – almost wide enough for two – but somehow it didn’t feel so comfortable. Maybe it was a question of psychological ease as much as physical.
“Mmmm,” Moon turned sideways, resting a hand on his chest and flinging a leg over his groin. “We met at the Phyllis Centre. He’d been transferred from another institute in one of the outer sectors – as you know, the closer you are to the Tor system, the more prestige you have – and I got the impression he was working his way up the research ladder.”
Srin felt the heat of her body against him and his libido began stirring. Damn, but that wasn’t what he wanted to concentrate on at the moment. “Why pick him as your partner?”
Her fingers idly circled the hair on his chest, an insistent tickle that relaxed and excited him at the same time. “He was…different. He didn’t strike me as a political player, and the fact that he’d come from the outer reaches of the Republic showed me that he had done some solid work. After all, who was he going to impress all the way out there?”
“How about the person who approved his transfer?”
Moon chuckled and Srin felt it as a series of light tremors against his ribs. His grip tightened.
“If Kad had wanted to impress someone, then he went about it the wrong way. Instead of pursuing research avenues that were popular, he went for areas that were more esoteric.”
“Stellar re-ignition?”
“Not at that time, but he had experience in nano-electronics, gravimetric dynamics, stellar calculus. Basically, all the fields that turned off a serious political player but got a physicist like me very interested.”
“How interested?”
Srin tried to phrase the question as blandly as he could, but there must have been something in his voice because Moon used her tickling hand to press against his chest, levering her torso up.
“Are you jealous, Mr. Flerovs?” she teased, watching him with a wicked glint in her eye.
“Who wouldn’t be?” he countered. “I hear about our saviour, Kad Minslok, and how both of you worked side by side for years on your research. All alone. In your lab. Then, when I finally meet the man, he’s not old and decrepit but young – certainly younger than me – and way too good-looking for my peace of mind.”
She reached up and kissed the side of his mouth. “Would it be,” kiss, “any consolation if I told you,” kiss kiss, “that I only ever saw him as a brain on legs?”
“But that’s the thing, Dr. Thadin,” he remarked, holding her away from him with both arms, “you’re the type of woman who thinks a brain on legs is sexy.”
She wriggled free of his grasp. “Only your brain.”
She moved so that her toes could stroke the inside of his thighs. “Only your legs.”
As her foot reached further up, Srin felt himself get hard. In his more reflective moments, he still couldn’t believe the effect Moon had on him. He hadn’t felt this much lust since his teenage years and, instead of going away, all he wanted to do when he spotted Moon was grab her, hold her and screw the living daylights out of her.
He looked down at the rich chocolate of her skin and groaned. “We’re safe here, aren’t we?” he asked. “We don’t have to get our clothes on and rush to some escape pod, or steal goods from a market to disguise ourselves, or outrun a squad of goons intent on our personal destruction?”
She grinned. “I don’t think so. For the moment, this is as safe as it gets.”
“Good. Then I can do this to you….”
He grabbed her around the waist and flipped himself up. With a squeal, Moon landed on the mattress.
“What are you—”
He captured her lips before she had time to complete her sentence. She tasted of tenderness, of glowing warmth…of home. Srin drugged himself on Moon, on the silky globes of her breasts, the soft vigour of her exhalations, and the siren call of her sex. She moved against him hungrily and he met her, thrust for thrust, sigh for sigh. The universe opened up to him, hot and wondrous, and he fell into its grasp, spinning through nebulae and exhausting himself within the rays of glowing suns.

“It’s unusual to see you here by yourself, Moon.”
Moon cast a quick glance at the man who joined her at the food counter, took her plate from the programmer’s slot and moved to a spare table.
“What do you mean by that, Kad?” she asked, seating herself. The question held no bite and Kad flicked a wry eyebrow upwards as he joined her.
“It’s just that, ever since you came on board, I haven’t seen you and Flerovs apart very much.”
“Is that such a surprise?”
“From you, yes. Dr. Moon Thadin, the Ice Queen of Phyllis…with a man? That kind of rumour could have cost someone some serious money a few years ago.”
“Serious…?” She paused in the middle of lifting a piece of food to her mouth. “Money? People were betting on me?”
Kad grinned. “You didn’t know? You had quite a reputation, Moon. ‘The Ultimate Untouchable’, ‘The Stellar Iceberg’. You were never seen with anyone approximating a romantic interest. ”
She put down her fork with a snap. “I was concentrating on my work!”
“It didn’t look like concentration to us. It looked like you were consuming work, enveloping yourself in it, like a cocoon. And now, I see a completely different Moon. I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t have the evidence in front of me. Srin Flerovs must be someone very special.”
“He is.” Moon hesitated. “The reason he’s not here is that he’s…he’s in a drug crash at the moment.”
Kad frowned. “Drug?”
She flicked her hand upwards. “It’s not what you think. I remember what you said in Wessness. You took one look at Srin, shivering and suffering from withdrawal, and declared him a drug addict. But things aren’t always that simple, Kad.”
What exactly was she trying to do? Convince him that there wasn’t always a black and white answer to every problem? That there were complexities in any given situation? And was she doing this to explain Srin to her old partner…or to convince him that her research shouldn’t be used as a weapon by anybody, Republic or rebel?
“He was addicted, but it was the Republic who did that to him.”
“I remember reading what Leen had to say,” Kad remarked. “It was unconscionable what was done to him.”
Leen Vazueb was the sympathetic doctor, part of Kad’s network of rebels, who had helped Moon and Srin escape the Republic dragnet on Slater’s End. She had also crafted part of the makeshift drug regime that kept Srin conscious and his body at a normal temperature. Although there had been a couple of clashes between them, the longer Moon thought of the acerbic doctor, the more affection she had for the woman.
“Yes it was. I’d even call it torture.”
“And he’s suffering the after-effects now?”
Moon chose her words carefully. “Leen helped us a lot by designing a medicine that stops Srin’s hyperpyrexia. He appears to be reacting well to it because I now only need to give him a shot maybe once a week. However…however, he still suffers from convulsive attacks. I didn’t notice it at the time but, while we were aboard the Velvet Storm, it started getting more obvious. When we reached Marentim, I knew I had to do something, so I concocted my own hare-brained mix of muscle relaxants, mixed with anti-convulsive treatments. Later, I added a cognitive enhancer and, for now, that seems to be doing the trick…for about three days. Then he goes into a crash for twenty-four hours.” She smiled. “At least it’s better than forgetting me every two days.”
“This whole situation hasn’t been easy for you, has it Moon?”
“It hasn’t been easy for anyone.” She lifted her gaze and looked Kad squarely in the face. “That’s why I don’t want any part of your leader’s plan, Kad.”
“We had a bit of this conversation on Wessness, remember?”
“Screw Wessness,” Moon replied hotly.
With her hunger gone, she pushed her plate of food away and glared at him. “I would have done anything, said anything, to stop Srin and I being recaptured. And I don’t think consent given under duress is true consent at all.”
“Are you playing word games with me, Moon?”
“I’m telling you the truth.” Her voice was strong with conviction. “He’s been exploited enough, and I’m certainly getting sick of it, even if he isn’t. Kad, all I want is some quiet corner of the galaxy where we can live our lives in peace, not be used as retribution for perceived wrongs.”
“Perceived? Surely you know more about how the Republic operates than that?”
“Just as I know that all my research can accomplish is unleashing a war on the entire galaxy.”
Kad sat back. “From anyone else, that statement would sound arrogant.”
“Guilty, as charged,” she answered calmly.
He watched her for several long moments. “A few days ago, you asked me how I became an anti-Republic sympathiser. I never gave you an answer, did I?”
“No.” Moon’s voice was soft.
“Would you like to hear it?”
“Yes.”
Kad flicked a glance to the far wall, gathering his thoughts. “As far as I’m concerned, I had the kind of upbringing most people would envy. My parents weren’t scientists or engineers but, on my university entrance exams, I scored exceptionally well in the hard sciences. Our entire world changed then. I was accepted into one of the most prestigious institutes on the planet. But, of course, that wasn’t good enough. We got moved to new quarters, more befitting a star pupil. My parents even got promotions. Looking back at it, you could call it a type of bribery, but we thought of it as an overdue stroke of luck.”
He grimaced. “You could say it went to our heads, but I didn’t realise how much so until a neighbour was labelled as a ‘subversive’. I don’t even know what the poor man did. Maybe he signed a petition, maybe he donated some money to a banned charity. In any case, for a year – until I got my first academic posting – he was under official investigation and, well, I’m sure you know what that means, Moon.”
She nodded. She remembered how quickly her friends had fallen away from her when the Republic had had her ‘under investigation’.
“My parents who, up till that time, had been fairly good friends of his, suddenly turned their backs on him. They’d meet on the street, or in front of our building, and they’d pretend they couldn’t see him. I’ll never forget the look on his face when he realised what was going on.” Kad paused for a moment, obviously lost in recollection. “Maybe if he’d lost his temper, that would have provided some rationalisation for me. But he looked so crushed, so withered, that I started wondering what it was that could do that to an otherwise intelligent and personable man. That’s when I started observing…and thinking. And I’m sure you can fill in the rest.”
“So your anti-Republic sympathies began even before your first posting?”
He shrugged. “You could say that.”
“And what about this Needann, the leader of your group?”
“We prefer to call it a cell,” Kad interjected softly.
“Okay, the leader of your cell. Where does she fit in? Where did you meet her?”
“We first met when I was attending a conference.” He gazed unseeing at the far wall. “I’m not sure I even remember what planet it was on. There was a group of us from our institute and Needann was a member of the hotel staff. That’s when it started to go from something internal – my own thoughts and observations – to something external, like passing along information on sensitive projects I knew about or Republic installations I occasionally visited.”
“And how long ago was this?”
“Hmmm. Maybe eight, nine years ago.”
“Whose idea was it for you to apply for a posting at Phyllis?”
“Needann’s,” Kad said with a nod. “It was all part of our long-term planning. The way she saw it, I couldn’t do very much good stuck out on the edge of the galaxy. But if I managed to work my way towards the Tor system, towards the heart of the Republic itself…. It didn’t quite work out that way, but it was a good plan.”
Somehow, Moon had always thought that Kad had slipped into anti-Republic sentiment while at the Phyllis Centre. The admission that he’d been actively involved along those lines for much longer – not only years before she’d interviewed him, but also the fact that it was the sole reason they’d met in the first place – unnerved her. Had she known him at all?
“So what’s she like, this Needann?” she asked.
“She’s very determined, very sure of what she wants.” He looked at Moon. “She’s been through a lot, experienced a lot, and isn’t anyone you’d want to cross, Moon.”
Moon flashed him a wry grin. “I don’t think I’m going to have a choice.”

Despite the spectre of Needann hanging over her head, Moon was surprised to discover that she enjoyed the time she spent on the Unfinished Tale catching up with Kad, in between spending much needed personal time with Srin. As a research partner, Kad had been quick-witted, intelligent, solid and reasonable, but that was just a small slice of the man she was starting to get to know, almost years too late. She had never really noticed the passion behind his cool blue eyes before, nor the driving sense of injustice underpinning his dry sense of humour. It was like meeting a childhood friend after many years’ absence and, between them, they kept Srin entertained with stories of life at the Phyllis, Kad being the main source of juicy gossipy snippets while Moon related how she struck fear into her students whenever she was forced to take on some hated lecturing duties.
True to his word, Kad steered clear of any mention of the deal they’d made at Wessness, treating the trip more like a holiday cruise and Moon knew she would always value the three weeks they spent together on the Tale before it finally docked at their destination, known only by the code-name “Excalibur”.
“I’m sorry, Moon,” Kad had told the both of them, an hour away from their destination. “The location and configuration of Excalibur’s a secret. I would appreciate it if you would stay in your quarters until we’re docked.”
Even as she watched, from the moment the captain announced that he’d be entering the system within thirty minutes, Moon saw a change come over her friend. He straightened, his posture becoming more erect, and the expression on his face more alert. True to his word, he came to collect the two passengers just as the Tale shuddered from its docking manoeuvres.
“We’re here,” he told them, unnecessarily in Moon’s view. “Excalibur may appear deserted to you but, rest assured, there’s plenty of crew around. And I’m sure Needann is in a hurry to meet you.”
But even he looked surprised when the hatch door finally opened and they confronted a scene of frantic hurry.
Moon stepped into a corridor that was obviously hewn from rock, a nexus where three corridors met. From every end, one person or two hurried along, their arms holding something, intent on getting to an unspecified destination at a speed approaching a half-run. Nobody looked as if they had time to stop and converse.
“Is it always this busy?” she asked, looking around.
Kad frowned. “No. Never at Excalibur.” He stepped in front of one of the hurrying people. “Keda, what’s going on?”
The woman, petite but so thin she bordered on skeletal, skidded to a halt. Her small slit-like eyes flashed to where Moon and Srin stood before focusing back on Kad.
“There’s been an incident,” she said brusquely. “You’d better talk to Needann about it.” Then she hurried off.
“Wait,” Kad called after her, “what was the incident?”
Moon caught one word that sounded like ‘dokan’ before Keda disappeared down the corridor.
“I apologise,” Kad said, clearly puzzled, “it’s not usually like this.”
Moon and Srin looked at each other but said nothing. At Kad’s gesture, they followed him down the corridor.
The configuration of the station was unlike anything Moon had seen before. She was used to hubs, where several corridors met, straight lines, with small discussion alcoves along the way, large rooms of data units in orderly rows. Instead, the route they took was circular with none of a usual number of avenues branching off it. Instead, ladders led up or down at points that didn’t appear to be obvious. She had a fleeting impression of how sections were organised on the Perdition, with short ladders that had led to storage bays and accommodation quarters, but the configuration at Excalibur reminded her of…an ant’s nest.
Feeling a little more wary, Moon gripped Srin’s enfolding hand more tightly.
Ten minutes later, passing by other people – an equal mix of humans and aliens – they stopped by a closed door. Kad rapped once on the still panel and, after a small pause, it slid open. They stepped inside and entered a high-ceilinged chamber, its walls oval and smooth, soft illumination draping them from its apex.
On a small platform in the centre of a chamber was an arrangement of two panels, not unlike the clearboards Moon had used in her lab for her own work. And behind the panels, obscured by the readouts from running programs, and the occasional square of spidery-looking script, stood a woman.
She stopped whatever she was doing as they entered and gazed at them through the transparent panels for a moment, then stepped to one side.
She was not human, although she had a humanoid appearance, and there was something, not only different, but wrong about her. Moon observed her as she stepped down from the platform and approached them, noticing the torso that extended a little behind her legs to end as a blunt arrow, a strangely elongated midriff and a pair of arms that appeared too skinny to be useful. Her throat was short and stubby, supporting a bald, egg-shaped head. Her eyes, an iridescent green, appeared to dissect the three of them in forensic detail.
“Dokan,” Kad said, by way of greeting.
“Dokan is causing trouble,” the woman who must be Needann said. Her voice was flat and emotionless. “He left us a day ago.”
“Left?” Kad repeated. “To do what?”
“Speak to the Republic.”
“Speak-?”
Kad appeared to have difficulty with the concept. He looked away, blinked, then looked back at Needann again.
“Why—”
“You have brought Thadin,” Needann interrupted.
She stepped closer, until she and Moon were face-to-face. “You are the physicist.”
“Yes, I am,” Moon replied, calmly.
“I apologise for the chaos,” Needann said. “We’ve had a recent defector. We must plan accordingly.”
She didn’t move away but scrutinised Moon carefully, as if fascinated by the scientist’s hair, eyes and skin.
“Dokan has been unhappy here for a while.” Needann raised her voice, directing the words to Kad, but continued to observe Moon. “He thought he was created for bigger things.”
“More recognition?” Moon asked, because it felt as if she was expected to contribute to this strange conversation.
“Recognition, fame, money. The usual. Now he will try his luck with another mistress. One that won’t be so accommodating.”
“The Republic.”
“Yes. The Republic.”
“Then what are we still doing here?” Kad demanded, off to one side. “If Dokan really has taken off to get a better deal from the Republic, we should have finished evacuating Excalibur by now.”
Needann finally turned away and Moon breathed a silent sigh of relief.
“There were additional factors. We were waiting for you to arrive with Thadin.”
“Sure, but—”
“And Dokan is still an unknown factor.”
“How can he be an unknown factor if he defected to the Republic?” Kad demanded. “To be honest with you, Needann, I always wondered why you kept him around. He always seemed a little unhinged to me.”
“He is also a coward. There is a small probability that he will not do anything.”
“But if—”
“The majority of personnel are leaving. I will stay behind. If nothing happens, I will recall our personnel.”
Kad quirked an eyebrow. “And if something does?”
“Don’t worry, Minslok. I have my own plans.”
“Needann!” Kad looked unhappy. “If Dokan is on the loose, then we should hold this conversation aboard the Tale. Get ready, in case—”
“No!” The word was loud and sharp. “We stay. I will see my fantasies fulfilled in my office, not on your ship, Minslok.”
She angled a look at him before walking over to Srin. “And you are Flerovs.”
Srin inclined his head in acknowledgement.“You must be Needann.”
As always, he looked relaxed and confident. Moon envied him his equanimity.
“Minslok tells me you have a special brain.” She lifted a slim finger, no more than skin coating a taper of bone, touched it briefly to his temple. “A special mind.”
Srin didn’t blink. “I think we’re all special in our own way, don’t you?”
Moon didn’t like the way Needann was looking at Srin, as if he was the answer to her dreams. She had the sudden, primal urge to shove the alien woman – rebel leader or not – out of the way and growl, “Hey, hands off, this is my man!” Maybe she moved, unconsciously tensed a muscle, because Needann retreated very quickly back to the platform. Her expression gave nothing away.
“I am busy at the moment. We can talk tomorrow.”
She walked back to her clearboards without a backwards glance.
“Needann,” Kad said in a louder voice, “what about Dokan and the evacuation? If everyone else is leaving, shouldn’t we? I don’t think—”
“I will not let one such as Dokan force me to run, Minslok. Our contingency plans are sufficient. I wish to remain. And so will you, Thadin and Flerovs.”
A charged silence followed.
“Come on. I’ll show you to your quarters.” Moon could tell by the tone in Kad’s voice that he was still unhappy.
Srin spoke as they left Needann’s office.
“She appears to be a very determined female.”
Kad stared at him. “Determined. Stubborn. Stupid,” he added in a lower voice. “But you’re right. Mostly determined. Don’t forget that.”
“But Kad,” Moon remarked, “didn’t you also say she’s a smart woman? What she’s doing right now doesn’t strike me as a smart move. If one of your contacts has defected to the Republic, isn’t it dangerous to be here?”
Kad stopped and looked at the floor, exhaling heavily. “This is a bit complicated. This isn’t the first time Dokan has…run away.” He lifted his head and his gaze flitted between the other two. “I imagine Needann is staying put because she expects him to come back. He has every other time.”
Moon shook her head. That didn’t make any sense to her. Why would a ruthless leader like Needann keep making concessions to someone who sounded unbalanced?
“He’s family,” Kad said in a rush. “And Needann is extremely loyal to family members and close friends. All right?” His voice indicated that the discussion was at an end. He turned and walked away. Moon and Srin followed.
They went down two levels and stopped in front of an otherwise nondescript door. “Here’s where you’ll be staying until the…negotiations are over. With the excitement over Dokan, I’m not sure what the meal arrangements are, but I’ll go check for you. The time at Excalibur is seventeen hours, about nine hours ahead of what it was on the Unfinished Tale. Needann isn’t an early riser, so I’ll come and get you at ten tomorrow morning, Moon, if that’s all right.”
“Just me? What about Srin?”
Kad shook his head. “Needann was quite emphatic about that. You and her. A one-on-one discussion.”
 


Chapter Twenty
“A one-on-one discussion,” Moon mused as she eyed their room. How many temporary abodes did that make now? It might have been a romantic notion to think of her and Srin as criminals on the run, but that’s exactly what they were. “A family member who might be turning us over to the Republic even as we speak. And then there’s this place. Where is Excalibur exactly?” she continued in a testy tone. “Besides a low-grav habitat that appears to have an overabundance of rock.”
“I thought your friend, Kad, might have told you,” Srin suggested carefully.
Moon snorted. “Kad? Sometimes he plays things so close to his chest, they’re buried in his lungs.”
Srin gave a quiet chuckle. “Well, if we’re underground – which I think we are – that means we’re probably on a moon or asteroid,” Srin remarked. “Someplace where the atmosphere is contained. Or we could be on an otherwise inhospitable planet on the edge of Republic space.” He looked up at the ceiling more closely. “Subterranean? Could the weight of an ocean be above us?”
Moon, only half-listening, flung herself on the bed. “One-on-one? What does that mean?”
Srin looked over at her then sat down on the edge of the mattress, his expression serious. “It means you barter my abilities like a gold-plated thruster unit.”
Moon covered her eyes with a hand. “I never intended it to be like this,” she groaned. “I thought I might have been able to appeal to Kad’s good nature once we were face to face. That he would see the consequences of our ill-made bargain and…oh I don’t know, let us go and live out our lives in peace somewhere.”
“The deal you made with Kad on Wessness was the best chance we had,” Srin argued, “the best one we still have.”
Moon removed her hand and they gazed at each other. She knew that this was the start of a discussion they had been avoiding, the one both of them had been pretending didn’t exist.
Srin took a breath and opened his mouth. “Moon—”
“No!” She bolted upright, shimmied to the edge of the bed, and walked stiffly to the opposite wall, hugging her arms. “I don’t want to hear it.”
“You have to hear it.” His voice was firm.
She shook her head and strands of her hair whipped across her face. “No I don’t. I don’t have to—”
“Dammit, Moon, I’ve remained silent throughout most of this journey, but this time you’re going to listen to me if I have to tie you down and tape your mouth shut!”
Startled by the uncharacteristic vehemence in his voice, Moon didn’t say a word. Suddenly exhausted, she leant against the wall, her arms still across her body in a protective gesture. She refused to meet his gaze, and looked downwards, as if studying the minutiae of her footwear.
“Do you know how many systems I’ve visited in my life?” he finally asked.
“No.” Her gaze skittered up, as timid as an anxious mousedeer.
He shrugged and a small smile lit his features for a moment. “Neither do I. But I do know that, in my recent past, I’ve been to a planet that was poor and bitterly cold, a moon much like this one, riven with tunnels for miners to work, and a desert world so harsh and yet so beautiful it almost took my breath away.”
Moon felt tears start to form but bit her lip.
“I’ve met aloof men who’ve turned out to be solidly dependable, greedy merchants who nonetheless conceded when they’d lost a gamble, and rebels that I’d be proud to call my friends. And a woman…,” his voice softened, “a woman who stayed true to me through thick and thin, through convulsions, unconsciousness, delirium and danger. The kind of woman who’d help me defeat the entire damned universe if I only asked it of her.”
“Srin…,” she said brokenly.
He held up a hand. “Let me finish. When a person gets to the end of their life, they take stock. I could count the credits we have on our discs, but they’re lifeless, inert. How can I measure my life by things that can’t feel or yearn…or love? What else is there in life, Moon, but the rich experiences we gather, the thoughts, dreams and intimacy we share with others? And yet, despite my late start, in a very short time, bearing a very short series of memories, I now consider myself to be the richest man in the galaxy.”
Tears rolled down her cheeks.
“I remember what you said to Kad while we were on board his ship. You told him that you weren’t going to let anyone use your research to harm people, whether rebels or Republic citizens. And I agree with that.
“Moon,” his voice quickened, “if I didn’t believe that, I wouldn’t have interfered with your calculations back on the Differential. I didn’t want you to create a weapon that could kill millions of people, and now I don’t want me to help give that same knowledge to someone else.”
“But you said, on the Tale, that you wanted to spend the rest of your life with me,” Moon choked. “You said you would do anything, sacrifice millions for a chance for us to be together.”
“I was scared,” Srin admitted. “But the closer we came to Excalibur, the more I thought about it.
“I know that Needann needs the both of us if she wants the solar missile to work. We would need to revisit your old work, check the direction you were taking with it, recalculate a whole ton of formulae. I know it would take months, but I also know that you’re brilliant enough to make it work, to give the universe something that could either light it up or destroy it.” He paused “But, my love, I’ve decided that I don’t want to be a part of that. In the end, completing your research would destroy you, and I don’t want you to have to sell both our souls for the sake of this one body.”
“So what are you saying?” Moon croaked, her throat tight with emotion. “You’d rather die than give Needann what she wants?”
Srin’s craggy features looked sad. He seemed to be pondering a difficult question, then he nodded. “Yes. I would like you to use your discussion with Needann to negotiate safe passage somewhere. I’d be happy to help out with any minor project they need doing. But I won’t be a party to genocide, even if it’s of Republic citizens.”
Moon closed her eyes so she didn’t have to see his beloved features. “I don’t think that offer will be enough to buy a cure for you,” she finally remarked.
“No,” Srin agreed evenly. “I don’t think so either.”
She opened her eyes. “So all this has been in vain?” she argued, her voice rising. “The running, the moving from planet to planet, criss-crossing the galaxy to avoid the Security Force, the Space Fleet, a ship full of vengeful Consuls? In the end, when we reach our destination, you’re just happy to give up your life?” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that?”
He rose from the bed and approached her. “How can you even say that?” he remonstrated gently.
With firm fingers, he loosened the tight grip she had on her body, smoothing her arms and pushing them to her sides. “We’ve been together all this time, side by side, for much longer than either of us had hoped.”
Using the backs of his hands, he brushed the tears from her eyes and enveloped her in a hug.
“Certainly for longer than I’d ever anticipated,” he admitted. “Look at me, months away from Hen and his hell’s mixture of drugs, and I can still hold you and kiss you and love you.”
Moon gripped his tunic with her fingers. “I don’t want to lose you,” she whispered.
“Get to safety,” he told her. “That’s all I care about now. Go somewhere where neither the rebels nor the Republic can ever find you. Settle there and be happy. That’s all I’m asking of you.” He held her away from him at arm’s length and looked into her tear-soaked eyes. “Do you understand?”
She pressed her lips together and nodded. “Yes.”
Then he was back, and she rested her head on his chest, breathing in Srin again and feeling the thud of his heart against her cheek. She didn’t want to think of a time when that strong rhythm stopped, when the warm arms around her turned stiff and cold. Now that she had found him, she didn’t want to think of a universe without Srin in it.
But she had to. She had no choice.

Kad came by their quarters a few minutes before Moon’s appointment with Needann.
The evening before had passed in false frivolity, with Srin doing his best to keep the mood upbeat. They turned down a casual invitation from Kad to join him for dinner, saying they had to catch up on some rest. Considering that they had already done that on the Unfinished Tale, Srin was half-expecting an objection, but Moon’s ex-research partner proved to be surprisingly chivalrous.
“See you in the morning, then,” he’d told them and clicked off.
They chose some vintage vids to run on their console and Srin pulled Moon close to him, savouring every separate sensation, from the weight of her torso against his chest to the warmth of her flesh on his fingers, the fragrance of her hair that tickled his nose and the soft sweetness of her lips as they occasionally kissed.
They ate sparingly and went to bed late but Moon was still restless. Several times, caught in insomnia’s web, Srin moved closer, hoping to calm her with his embrace. She’d settle against him with a sigh, still asleep, then – minutes later – she’d be fighting for space, pushing him away with one leg while making inarticulate sounds deep in her throat. In the end, he held her hand, a tenuous touch compared to what he really wanted, but it seemed to calm her down and he smiled when he heard her breathing settle into a deep, steady rhythm.
Still unable to sleep, Srin let his thoughts run free, giving attention to fears he had been afraid to examine too closely while Moon was awake. How would he die? Would Moon use that fragment of towel to wipe his memory before the deed was done? Or maybe Kad would do it? He could imagine Needann watching, as if observing a specimen under a microscope, while his life ebbed away. Maybe an overdose of tranquilisers during one of his drug crashes was the most humane way to go. As long as Moon was safe, though, as long as she could live the rest of her life as a vibrant and free woman, he didn’t care.
He still hadn’t slept a wink when the alarm chimed the following morning. They had set it to wake them up as late as possible, to avoid awkward conversations and tense silences. Quietly, and with care, Moon got ready for her meeting with the alien rebel leader and he watched, offering encouraging smiles whenever her gaze landed on his face. It fooled neither of them.
When the door buzzed, he went to unlock it and looked up into Kad Minslok’s face as the panel slid open. The man was an intriguing mix of courtesy and humour and, while he could understand why Moon had chosen him as her research partner, in all honesty, he couldn’t understand how nothing of a romantic nature had developed between them. Both people were attractive, they had at least one interest in common, and they appeared to have similar values, no matter that they were in diametric opposition to each other at the moment.
Instead, Moon had chosen him – a drug-riddled, aged savant by the name of Srin Flerovs. There must have been a little of his inner thoughts on his face because he thought Kad’s expression softened.
“While Moon is talking to Needann, I thought I’d show you around,” Kad offered. “There’s nothing worse than waiting and having nothing to do.”
Srin smiled and nodded. “I think I’d appreciate that,” he said, and meant it.
Kad looked beyond him. “Moon, are you ready to go?”
Srin refused to turn his head as he heard her reply.
“Sure. Let’s go.”
Her voice was unnaturally brisk. Srin knew her well enough to recognise, beneath the bravado, the bitter despair beneath. But if he turned around…if their gazes met…then both of them would be lost. And they knew it.
Srin deliberately walked ahead of the pair, looking around as if he was interested in the bland hewn walls and the closed doors that they passed. If he could, he would have tried to hijack a ship and speed him and Moon away from Excalibur, away from everyone. But then what would he do? Where would they go? He knew that the more help the rebels extended to her, the safer Moon would be, safety that was beyond his own meagre capabilities. That thought kept him walking, putting one foot in front of another, pretending all was well, pretending he didn’t have a care in the universe, until they reached Needann’s office.
He turned and looked at Moon then, schooling his features so he thought he looked both strong and dispassionate, but her glance brushed past his and she spun away, hitting the wall with an open palm of her hand.
“Let’s get this over with,” she growled.
Kad went through his ritual knock, the door opened and Moon disappeared.
“I have orders to take you to our medical bay,” Kad told him, “but that shouldn’t take too long. After that, I’d be happy to show you around.”
Knowing that his physical condition was going to be used as a bartering token, and would probably be beamed to Needann the minute he was finished, Srin was tempted to resist, but then he looked at Kad and noticed that he wasn’t the only one in torment.
“All right,” he said to the younger man. “Let’s get the physical over and done with.”
It only took twenty-five minutes for the medic to go through the battery of tests she had planned and she worked with courteous professionalism. Srin, attempting to relax, looked around, appreciating the range of equipment available. A lot of resources must have gone into setting up the clinic. And while it was obvious that the clinic wasn’t fully staffed, those that hovered by his side appeared competent and efficient. Could they be the ones who had the ability to cure him, he wondered, as they scanned and prodded him, asking him to hold his left arm steady or elevate his right leg as high as he could while supine. Could they cure him here, or would he need to be taken somewhere else?
After he got dressed, Kad took him for the promised tour of Excalibur.
“The place has been a hideout of ours for almost ten years. And Needann moved here almost from the moment it was operational.”
“She’s been your cell leader for that long?”
Kad nodded. “Yes.”
“She seems to be very single-minded,” Srin added cautiously, thinking of her refusal to evacuate.
“She’s done her time.” Kad’s voice was grim. “More than anyone could rightfully expect. In a way, it’s made her more…focused.”
“I wonder how she and Moon are getting along.”
Kad laughed and it eased the taut atmosphere between them. “It’s a little like the irresistible force meeting the immovable object, isn’t it?”
“You have no idea,” Srin replied in a rueful tone. “You should have seen Moon on Marentim. I’ll never let her get behind he controls of any heavy machinery ever again. She’s capable of destroying an entire planet once she puts her mind to it. Just ask Gauder, the next time you speak with him.”
Kad laughed again, the sound of it echoing down the empty corridor.
“You’re not quite what I was expecting,” he told Srin as they kept walking.
“Really?” Srin paused for a second to look at his companion. “What were you expecting?”
Kad shrugged. “It’s hard to put in words. We’d done the research on you, especially after I first caught sight of you at Wessness. You certainly presented an intriguing figure that night. We knew what you looked like and what you’re capable of, but it never tells the full story, does it? When I sat down and thought of someone with your abilities, especially with what the Republic put you through, I pictured a man who was more mechanical in his actions, less in touch with his emotions.”
Srin’s smile was wry. “Maybe I was. That’s the infuriating thing about it, I’ll never know how I appeared to all those scientists I helped. I remember my life…before, and I don’t think I was ever cool or aloof, but maybe that’s just my mind trying to make me feel better about myself.“
“No, I don’t think so. I don’t think anyone can change such an intrinsic part of himself. Let’s face it, Dr. Flerovs, you’re a nice guy, whether you’d like to think so or not.”
Srin stood stock still for a moment. “What did you call me?”
Kad eyed him quizzically. “‘Dr. Flerovs’? But that’s what you are, isn’t it? A qualified physicist with strong cross-disciplinary skills in mathematics?”
For a moment, the curve of the corridor with its ochre walls appeared to recede, as revelation hit Srin like a punch to the solar plexus. He had been exploited as a super-computational brain for so long that it must have soaked into his being. He had forgotten who he was, what he was. Doctor Srin Flerovs, dammit!
Kad stepped up to him and stretched out a reassuring hand. “Are you all right?”
Srin shook his head as if clearing his eyesight. “Better than that. Thanks to you, I just remembered who I really am. Not just a walking Quantaflex, but a…,” he petered out and frowned. “They took so much from me.”
His gaze met Kad’s and saw his pain mirrored in clear blue eyes. “They took away my pride and self-respect. They reduced me to the level of a simulation tank.”
“I….” Kad, too, seemed lost for words. “This wasn’t how it was supposed to play out,” he muttered.
“What did you say?” Srin asked, a frown wrinkling his brow.
He could see how uncomfortable the man looked. What did he mean by his statement? Did it have anything to do with Moon and her research? A plan of Needann’s perhaps?
Srin straightened. “What exactly was supposed to happen when Moon and I reached Excalibur?” he asked, his voice tight.
Kad looked away for a moment, his internal struggle obvious. He opened his mouth….
A whooping siren echoed through the complex, followed by an announcement Srin couldn’t decipher.
Kad didn’t wait. Grabbing Srin by the sleeve, he half-ran the both of them back to Excalibur’s accommodation section.
“What’s happening?” Srin demanded when they skidded to a halt in front of the guest quarters.
Kad didn’t answer. Slamming his palm on the access panel, he barrelled through the door first and grabbed Srin’s dun-coloured rucksack, rushing out again the moment his fingers closed on the rough canvas-like material.
“Let’s go,” he commanded tersely. “That’s the emergency evacuation alarm. We’ve got to get out of here.”
“But Moon—”
“Moon’s with Needann and Needann knows to follow protocol. She’ll take care of both of them. But for now, you’re my responsibility.”
Srin wasn’t happy with the sudden turn of events, but he didn’t appear to have a choice. Making a quick decision, he followed the taller man down a series of laddered tubes.
“We’ll take the Unfinished Tale,” Kad shouted, above the din of the ululating alarm. “It should still be docked here.”
They hurried down corridors that were eerily vacant and loud with the klaxon’s echoes. Exactly why were they leaving? Had the Space Fleet found them? And, hot on the heels of those questions, were others more urgent. Were they too late? Had the ship already left?
Then they rounded an extruding rock wall and saw the bright, open hatch of the Tale. Srin vaguely remembered the man at the entrance as being one of the Tale’s staff, but he still stopped short, at the sharp metal edge of the threshold.
“Are you sure Moon’s going to be okay?” he asked, searching Kad’s face intently as the other also stopped and whirled around.
“She’s going to be fine,” Kad told him urgently. “And we have to get out of here ourselves as soon as possible. The perimeter alarms are set to give us a three-minute warning, but not much more than that. Get in, Srin!”
With a grimace, and a backwards glance, Srin allowed himself to be herded onto the ship.
 


Chapter Twenty-One
Nothing much had changed since Moon’s last visit to Needann’s office. The alien woman was still standing by her clearboards, as if she was sentry to the information presented on them.
“You’re very prompt, Dr. Thadin,” she said, as Moon entered. “I like that.”
Moon acknowledged the compliment and looked around. She had been too tense the day before to notice much about the room but, as she re-scanned her surroundings, she noticed that there weren’t any chairs. Or, at least, not any of the configurations she was used to. Instead, one area was dominated by tall, backless stools. Their small seats were inclined and looked plush but Moon couldn’t imagine spending a lot of time perched on one and they were yet another indication of the general strangeness of her host.
Needann stopped working on whatever it was that consumed her attention and looked at Moon through a transparent panel in much the same way as Moon used to peer at anyone who distracted her in her lab.
“We must have a talk,” the alien woman said, stepping down and moving to the stools. She delicately lowered herself on one, keeping both feet on the floor, and gestured to Moon to do the same. After a slight hesitation, Moon walked to the opposite position. Unlike Needann, the seat was too high to enable her to keep both feet on the ground, so Moon settled for one foot on the floor and the other leg bent up with her heel resting on a low support bar. It was comfortable for the time being, but Moon knew she couldn’t stay in that position for very long.
“I was surprised when Minslok told me you had left the Republic,” Needann said, not bothering with social niceties. “For years, I had suggested he approach you with an invitation to join us, but he always told me you were not ready. In the end, I stopped asking, convinced that you would live, and die, as a loyal citizen of the Republic. Now, you are here. And I am sceptical.”
That wasn’t what Moon expected to hear. She blinked. “Sceptical?”
“Minslok is convinced that you are genuine. I am not.”
Did Needann think she was some kind of Republic…spy? The thought was so ludicrous, Moon had to stifle a smile of amusement. Unfortunately, Needann didn’t look like the sort who’d join in the joke.
“Your path to Excalibur has been easy—” the alien said.
Easy?
“—arranged for you, with little initiative required—”
What was she saying? Little initiative?
“—beyond the basic logistics of getting from origin to destination.”
Moon, expecting more, was silent when Needann stopped speaking. She waited, but the alien remained mute, staring at her with her iridescent gaze.
Moon took a deep breath. Upon reflection, she could see Needann’s point. The zigzag route from Slater’s End to Excalibur had been mostly pre-arranged, thanks to Kad, but Needann hadn’t experienced the difficulties around caring for Srin – his convulsions, physical frailties and the consequences of his devastating but necessary drug crashes. With two able-bodied people, the journey would have been dangerous. With Srin, it had been harrowing.
“I risked my life so Srin Flerovs and I could get away from the Republic and their exploitation,” she finally said. “If you’ve read your own intelligence reports, you’ll know what kind of conditions he was kept under. You might consider our escape to be easy – and maybe it was, thanks to Kad – but it was no less genuine.”
“What are two humans such as Thadin and Flerovs worth?”
Moon frowned. “I don’t understand.”
“I am weighing relative values, Thadin. Two humans such as yourselves on one scale. Excalibur, Minslok, my entire network, on another.”
Was she also thinking of Dokan, and her loyalty to a family member?
“If you’re talking about the Republic finding your network, it doesn’t look like you needed my help with that one,” Moon countered, bite in her tone. It was time to turn up the heat on Kad’s rebel leader. “Didn’t I hear something about someone called Dokan?”
Moon expected an acknowledgement of the jibe but Needann didn’t rise to the bait. “There are many risks to an operation like this. Dokan being one doesn’t negate the potential chaos that you bring.”
“Then why allow us to come to Excalibur at all?” she asked in exasperation.
Needann looked at her. “I am fond of Minslok.”
It was the way she said it that made Moon feel as if she was about to step on a landmine. Needann? And Kad? And her, stumbling into the middle of a personal drama that may also include…Dokan? Carefully, Moon attempted a retreat.
“You can check our belongings, our clothes,” she offered. “I’ll even undergo a physical scan, if that’s what it takes. We carry no tracking devices, no hidden pieces of technology, to help the Republic find this place.”
“We’ve already checked your possessions,” Needann told her calmly. “And you underwent high-level scans when you boarded the Unfinished Tale. But there is no technology that can scan intent.”
Moon lifted an eyebrow. “Then you’ll just have to trust us.”
Needann inclined her head, conceding the point. “For the time being.”
Something close discreetly buzzed and Needann looked down at what Moon had assumed to be personal ornamentation of some kind – a thick bangle around the woman’s left wrist – but which now revealed itself to be some kind of data device. Needann appeared to scan part of the bracelet for half a minute, while Moon silently waited.
“There are difficulties with your mate, Flerovs.”
Mate. It had never been put so baldly before but, as she heard the word, Moon realised that it was exactly right. Srin was her mate, the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with. The man who had forbidden her to save his life if it meant others might lose theirs. Sitting in a rock-hewn room, listening to the flat tones of an alien, Moon believed she fell a little more in love with Srin at that moment. She knew what he’d told her, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t try her best to negotiate some kind of acceptable compromise.
“His physical system has been compromised by decades of abuse by the Republic,” Needann continued.
“That’s why we came to you,” Moon answered. “The Republic would never voluntarily release someone they had shackled so tightly.”
“It is only a preliminary report, much more work needs to be done, but the damage has reached far. To the genetic level.”
That was always her fear, something that Moon had tried to push off to the side. She had been hoping that Srin’s problems could be fixed by something expedient. A complex cure, certainly, to counter the pernicious effects of what he’d undergone for twenty years, but a cure that could be assembled methodically. Given enough time. But if the damage had reached Srin’s genes….
“Do you have gene specialists in your network?” Moon asked.
“Yes.”
“Because we’re talking about gene therapy here, aren’t we?”
“Do you understand what it is you ask for, Thadin? More tests, establishment of a complex, individualised profile, customised treatment. Gene therapy is ineffective unless repeated. Damaged genes can easily revert to pre-therapy configurations.”
Moon closed her eyes and ran both hands through her hair, dropping them back to her lap with a sigh. “Yes yes, I know all that. But can you do it?”
Needann paused. “Yes, we can.”
Pause. This was the moment, and the question of questions. Moon took a breath. “And what do you want for it?”
The alien didn’t even hesitate. “We want your research. The solar missile. We want SolMil.”
Finally, it was out in the open. Needann had said it. The technology that Moon had originally designed to bring dead stars to life was now in hot demand because it could also reduce live stars, and all of its systems’ inhabitants, to ash.
“Why do you want SolMil?” she asked.
“To use as a negotiating tool against the Republic.”
“They would never believe you,” Moon scoffed. “Tell them you have a weapon that can destroy solar systems, and they’ll ignore you and continue hunting you down.”
“That is why we’ve already picked a target for our first demonstration. The Tor Beta system.”
Moon went cold and she felt goose-pimples erupt on her skin. She knew, without asking, why Needann would choose the Tor Beta system. As part of the core Tor group of stars from which the far-flung Republic was administered, the Beta system was where most of the military hierarchy was concentrated. A blow against Tor Beta was a blow against the Space Fleet and half of the Security Force. If successful, an offensive like that could cripple the Republic in one move.
“You grasp the strategy,” Needann said, watching her closely. “I can read the expressions on your face.”
“There’s more to Tor Beta than just the Space Fleet,” Moon countered. “Billions of people live there, working for support industries. There are mining and manufacturing operations throughout the system. Families. Civilians.”
“I have been searching for leverage against the Republic for many years, Thadin. Past actions have been successful, but the cruel giant has shrugged them off and continued on its vicious path. Something is needed, something less subtle.”
Moon laughed, a little wildly. “Well, exciting Beta’s sun to nova certainly isn’t subtle.”
“I want your research.”
“I destroyed it all,” Moon said, raising her voice. “Don’t you read your own reports?”
“Re-create it.”
Moon curled her lip. “In what time-frame?”
“I give you one Earth year.”
The stark words sobered Moon immediately. “What do you mean?”
“Yes, I have read the reports you mentioned. Seen our analysis of your work. Listened to Minslok. I know you are arrogant but also brilliant. Together with the savant, Flerovs, I have concluded that you can revive what you thought you killed.”
“So you know we work together as a team?”
“Yes.”
“That, without both of us, there’s no way of resurrecting SolMil?”
“That is my understanding.”
This was the moment when Moon was supposed to tell Needann to go to hell, that neither she nor Srin were going to be party to her ‘demonstration’.
She couldn’t.
She opened her mouth, but no words emerged. She cleared her throat. Tried those words again. Failed again.
“So Srin undergoes treatment while I work?” she finally said.
“We would keep you in separate locations but with full communication facilities.”
“I can’t work like that!”
“Upon successful completion of your research,” Needann went on, unperturbed, “you will be reunited and transported to a location where you can live out the rest of your lives, undisturbed. I will not bother you again.”
“If killing billions of people is part of your long-term planning, you won’t have time to bother me again,” Moon retorted.
“I’m sure you overestimate the Republic’s response to an attack such as this.”
“And what about the people in Tor Beta?” Moon persisted. “The families? The civilians I mentioned?”
“By allying themselves with Republic-backed industries and institutions, they declare themselves as Republic sympathisers.”
“No.” Moon shook her head. “You can’t say that. For a lot of these people, they have nowhere to go, no other work they can do. Just because they happened to be born or transferred to Tor Beta doesn’t mean they’re staunch supporters of the government.”
“There are always options available.”
Moon frowned at the other woman, wondering what words to use that would convince her that her entire way of thinking was wrong.
“What happens after you detonate the missile?” she heard herself asking. “Assuming that it works, what happens then?”
“A negotiated settlement. Full rights for non-human citizens. Autonomy for systems that don’t wish to remain in the Republic.”
“That’s not a negotiated settlement, that’s the gutting of an entire system of government. They’ll never agree to it.”
“Then they’ll die. And keep dying until they do.”
“Kad told me you’re a determined woman. And also a highly intelligent one. I can’t believe—”
An alarm’s klaxon interrupted their conversation. Alarmed, Moon looked to the ceiling, towards the source of the wailing. “What’s that?”
But Needann was already moving. In an act oddly reminiscent of Kad at the Phyllis Science Centre so many years ago, the alien hurried to her clearboards and reached for something dark and cube-shaped on the floor. Moon had assumed it was a data unit but, as Needann picked it up and slung it over one thin shoulder, she realised it must have been a getaway kit.
“Come,” Needann commanded, approaching her. “We must get to safety.”
“Is that an alarm?” Moon asked.
“Yes. Proximity sensors. We must leave.”
Like a stone skipping across water, thoughts impinged on Moon’s consciousness.
Where’s Kad? – Where’s Srin? – We’ve got to get away! – Our satchels!
“No.” She wrenched her arm from Needann’s fingers. “I’ve got to find Srin.”
But the alien’s grasp was back, and this time Moon was being forcibly dragged away from the door. “We must go now. Minslok will look after the savant.”
“Our luggage! Srin’s medicine!”
“I shall get someone to retrieve your luggage for you.”
The only crumb of comfort Moon could find was that she had given Srin all his medication. If Kad was repeating with him what Needann was doing with her, then Srin would be in full possession of all the drugs he needed to keep himself alive. But for how long?
Needann paused at a tall inclined desk resting against the wall only long enough to bark some commands into an unobtrusive comms unit perched on top of it. She passed her free hand over part of the desk and a section of rock noiselessly shifted back and to the side. Moon, hauled in the alien’s wake, unable to break Needann’s vice-like grip, was engulfed in darkness.
 


Chapter Twenty-Two
Moon was disoriented by the dark and the twisty passage they were traversing. The only thing that stopped her from stumbling and falling face-first to the floor was Needann’s steely grip on her arm, guiding her as if through a maze. A long fifteen seconds later, they emerged in a cramped, but at least illuminated, den. In front of them was the tail end of a small ship, not much larger than the shuttle Moon and Srin had thought of jacking back on Marentim.
She caught a quick glance of the back of her satchel being carried through the hatch before Needann turned to her.
“You must get in. We must leave.”
“What about Srin?” Moon demanded again, reluctant to step any nearer to the vehicle. Once she did that, she was committed to an action she knew was irrevocable.
“Minslok will look after him. Everybody on Excalibur knows the proper protocol.”
Moon didn’t move. She faced the other woman stubbornly and thought she saw a flash of admiration cross Needann’s face.
“When we hear the alarm, we head for the nearest ship,” Moon was told. “Minslok will be heading for the vessel you know as the Unfinished Tale. He has your partner under his care. He will not betray that trust.”
That was true. If there was one thing Moon knew about Kad, it was that he was built around an immovable core of ethics.
Which made his alliance with a zealot like Needann all the more disturbing.
Through with explanations, Needann grabbed her by the arm again and, this time, Moon allowed herself to be hustled into the small ship.
“Can we contact the Unfinished Tale?” she asked as she entered. “Check that Srin and Kad are on board?”
With a small movement, Needann directed a crewmember to do the checking, then she pressed the panel and the curved hatch slid shut with a hiss. Without saying another word, she headed for the front of the ship. Moon followed.
The cockpit was small, barely enough to comfortably fit two people, its walls crammed with screens. Some views showed the cave behind them, while others were black. With Needann’s tall figure also occupying the space, the door didn’t have enough clearance to close behind the pair of pilots. Adding to the crowd, Moon leant against the other side of the doorway, intently watching the action in front of her.
“Start extraction,” Needann said calmly.
With a nod, one of the pilots readied the ship’s thrusters. Moon felt the engine’s vibrations rumble beneath her feet, a slow thrumming before the full ignition phase kicked in.
Needann looked down at her bangle. “We are secure. You may proceed.”
The other pilot blasted a hole in the black wall in front of them. Moon saw debris spinning away against the background of a starfield, exposing the hidden pod that held Needann’s ship, now open to hard vacuum. The thrumming surged to a teeth-chattering roar and they shot into space as if catapulted by a giant machine.
“Minslok and Flerovs made it to the Unfinished Tale,” Needann told her, as their small vessel arced away to the right, “but there will be no more communication between us until we have rendezvoused at the fallback position.”
“And how long will that be?” Moon asked.
“Approximately two standard weeks.”
“Two weeks!”
Needann looked over at her calmly. “We need to be safe.”
“But two weeks,” Moon said again, more softly this time.
“You have led a sheltered life, Thadin.” Needann turned back to the two pilots. “Continue to the rendezvous point.”
With their backs to her, the two nodded their heads.
Disappointed, Moon spun away from the doorway and the cockpit. Not only was she away from Srin for longer than she had ever been away from him before, but she was stuck in a small ship with Needann…for two weeks! To her consternation, Needann also turned and walked with her.
“Dokan has caused much trouble,” she said.
Moon didn’t want to answer. She felt at an impasse, no clear way either forwards or backwards. What was she going to do now? But innate politeness kicked in and she found herself asking, “Did his betrayal do much damage to your network?”
Needann stared at her for a long moment. “Yes. Even by doing nothing he has forced us to do something. Rebuild. It costs time and resources but we have no choice.”
Will you forgive him again, Moon wanted to ask. Will you show to a relative what you seem incapable of extending to a suffering human? She wanted to ask those questions, but she couldn’t. There was no emotion in Needann’s voice but, from the dullness in those uniquely-patterned green eyes, Moon got the impression that Dokan’s betrayal had hurt the alien.
They reached the stern of the shuttle. Before them was a locked door leading to the, probably also very cramped, Engineering section. There was a small circular transport pad to their left.
“Come,” Needann told her, gesturing her to the pad.
Because of the pad’s dimensions, Moon was forced to stand very close to the other woman. She felt uncomfortable but there was nothing she could do about it. She was also struck by Needann’s height. At a distance, the alien didn’t appear to be too tall but, being pressed together, close enough to embrace, Moon realised that the top of her head barely came to the height of the rebel’s chest. Again, the thought occurred to her that there was something not right about Needann’s physiology, something missing.
The pad rose to the shuttle’s upper level and Needann stepped off.
“These are where the sleeping pods are situated,” she told Moon. “Because of the alarm, Grey Vapour has taken on more than its usual complement. I have told the captain that you and I will be sharing quarters.”
She strode ahead before Moon had time to react to the statement. Trailing Needann, she watched as the alien opened the door of a cabin almost at the front of the Grey Vapour and entered. Moon followed.
It wasn’t that bad. The cabin was compact but well-designed. A small sofa had been turned into a makeshift bed by flattening out the armrests. It was still shorter in length than the bed that lined the opposite wall, so Moon figured that would be where she’d be sleeping. Under one of the adjusted armrests, she saw the edge of her satchel and mentally breathed a sigh of relief. There was no other door leading out of the room, so she assumed that the bathroom arrangement was a communal one. Oh well, she had got used to that at the Republic detention facility and, for two weeks, she could get used to it again.
“What do you do for recreation?” Needann asked.
Moon turned to stare at her.
“This is a two-week trip,” Needann explained. “Time will go slowly without any diversions.”
“What diversions are there on this ship?”
“The library is very good and non-intensive net trawls will keep us up-to-date on the latest news. In terms of games, I have grown very fond of one that, Minslok tells me, is a variation of the Earth game of ‘go’. Do you play it?”
Moon shrugged. “Occasionally, but not for more than a year now.”
“Then I shall be happy to defeat you.”
Needann’s expression hadn’t changed, but Moon got the distinct impression that the woman was laughing at her.

Moon didn’t realise how tired she was until she fell into bed that night, ship-time. She had thought she’d be fretting over Srin but was comforted by the fact that he had Kad around. If the man could evade a full lock-down at a government-owned science institute, he could help steer the Unfinished Tale – and Srin – to the still unspecified rendezvous point.
That night, with her body demanding rest after the stress and excitement of the previous twenty-four hours, Moon slept the sleep of the dead. She woke the next morning feeling refreshed and a little more resigned to the entire situation. Needann must have been a quiet and light sleeper because Moon didn’t know when the woman had entered the cabin to sleep, and she was already gone by the time Moon opened her eyes. As she levered herself up in bed, Moon thought that a quick clean would do wonders for her morale. With a yawn, she dragged her satchel out from under the sofa/bed, frowning slightly at the unaccustomed weight. A tendril of alarm curled in her belly as she hefted the rucksack onto the bed.
There was something subtly different about it. Moon stared at the shapeless mass for a moment then, with trembling fingers, she undid the clasps and flung back the flap. Her eyes widened at the same time as her knees turned to jelly and she collapsed on the floor.
This wasn’t her baggage. It was Srin’s!

“I can’t see the issue.”
For what appeared to be the twelfth time, Moon ran a shaky hand through her hair. She and Needann were in a small pod of the Grey Vapour that served as meeting room, canteen and, noting with a distracted glance a collapsible set of panels built into a wall, emergency infirmary. Her yell of anguish at discovering the rucksack switch had brought a crewmember running, followed quickly by Needann, who had summarily directed that a limp and legless Moon be helped to the pod. After a few moments, a glass of cold water had been thrust into her hands and Moon drank the liquid desperately, as if dying of thirst.
“We’ve got to go back,” she rasped.
“Go back? Where?” Needann watched her with an air of calm that Moon found infuriating.
“To Excalibur. No no, to the Unfinished Tale. We must find the Unfinished Tale.”
“There is nothing left for us at Excalibur, except for discovery and imprisonment. And I don’t know where the Unfinished Tale is.”
Moon jumped to her feet and began pacing the cramped space. “You must know. We must get in touch with them.”
“I can’t see the issue,” Needann said.
“It’s the rucksack! The luggage that was brought on board.”
“Your luggage.”
“Yes-no, it’s not mine. You brought Srin’s luggage on the ship.”
Needann remained silent, watching Moon’s frantic steps with an unfathomable gaze.
Moon took a few deep breaths. She wouldn’t achieve anything if she became hysterical and she needed Needann to understand the situation as clearly, and as quickly, as possible.
“You told me that my partner – as you call Srin – is not well,” she began, as calmly as she could.
“I did.”
“That’s true. He has several types of medication to keep him alive. They help control his very high fever and stop the convulsions that are a side-effect of the drugs he was on for twenty years.”
“Yes.”
Moon shook her head. “Well, I have those drugs. Somehow, in the confusion over the alarm, I got Srin’s bag…and he must have got mine.”
“Does your bag contain any of his medication?”
“No.” Moon collapsed onto the chair. “Back on Marentim, we thought it best if Srin held on to everything. You see, we were ordered into separate vehicles by a trader we were travelling with. We didn’t know what was going to happen, whether we would get separated or not. So I gave Srin all the drugs in case Gauder came up with some twisted plan and the both of them hared off to a casino together for a week.”
Moon closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead with tense fingers. “Look, I know I’m not making much sense but, for whatever reason, all the medication that Srin needs is now in the satchel I have. And Srin obviously has my bag.”
“And your bag doesn’t have any medication?”
“Maybe it has one or two days’ supply that I may have overlooked when transferring it across to his bag, but certainly not two weeks’!”
Moon came to a lightning-fast conclusion. She lifted her head and met Needann’s gaze unwaveringly.
“You’ve got to help me find Srin,” she pleaded, her voice raw. “He is the only person capable of helping me reconstruct SolMil. If he dies, all my research dies with him.”
 


Chapter Twenty-three
“It’s Moon’s bag.”
Srin stared at Kad across the low table. Between them, a rucksack sat, emptied of all its contents.
“And all your medication was in your bag?” Kad asked.
Srin nodded, causing the other man to sigh deeply and look away for a moment.
“What made you do that?” he finally demanded. “Didn’t either of you think of contingency planning? Didn’t Moon think of redundancy?” Kad shook his head. “I swear, when I see that woman next—”
“That had been our plan,” Srin interrupted. “Till we met Gauder. And he found out how fast my brain works.”
Kad frowned. “Moon didn’t mention any of this. And all I got from Gauder was a set of cryptic sentences that made me wonder if he’d gone temporarily insane.”
“I think she thought he was a colleague of yours, so she didn’t want to say anything controversial. Besides, we managed to get to 3 Enkil IV, so….” Srin shrugged.
“What did Gauder do?” Kad bit out, his eyes blazing.
Briefly, Srin related his and Moon’s experiences on Marentim and their fear that Gauder might take Srin on an extended casino-hopping trip.
“Because we didn’t know how long a jaunt like that might last, Moon thought it feasible – for the time being – to let me hold all of the medicine. We never intended that to be a long-term solution, but things moved quickly after we found a way to get off Marentim.”
“Moon was strangely reticent about that as well,” Kad mused. He didn’t look happy.
Srin laughed. “She can hold secrets when she wants to. We…fell in with a small group of…,” Srin paused, not sure how to describe Quinten Tamlan and his crew.
“Pirates?” Kad supplied.
“No, not pirates. I would call them an independent band of freedom-fighters. For a while, we even toyed with the idea of staying with them.” Srin looked up and met Kad’s gaze. “But we had made arrangements to meet you, and I know Moon was wondering how you’d fared since your escape from her lab. Then, too, there was the question of my treatment. But I suppose the point’s moot now.”
“How much medication was in your rucksack?” Kad asked quietly.
“Maybe a month’s worth of fever medication, but only a week of anti-convulsive treatment. Moon puts together a mix of generic drugs whenever she can and it’s been helping a bit, but I can already feel my body habituating to it.”
“What happens if you don’t get that generic mix?”
“The convulsions can get bad,” Srin admitted, “and they continue even when I sleep. The first few nights, just after we were picked up by the Velvet Storm pirate cartel, I felt as if someone was using a sledgehammer on my body. I can’t tell you how relieved I was when Moon cobbled together her drug mix. I think that pharmacology lost a brilliant student when she decided to pursue a career in physics.”
“We can always stop somewhere,” Kad made a move as if matching action to words. “Get you the drugs you need.”
Srin put a hand forward on Kad’s wrist. “No.”
“What?”
“I don’t want you to,” Srin told him calmly. “For a start, you’ll be risking the safety of everyone aboard this vessel. And even if you did manage to get your hands on the drugs, all it means is that I’d be alive when we reached this rendezvous point of yours.”
“I thought,” Kad said heavily, “that was the whole idea.”
“Wrong again, Dr. Minslok.” Srin’s voice was steady. “If I turn up alive at your new base, then Needann has her bargaining chip back.”
“You don’t know—”
“Please. Don’t insult my intelligence.”
A wry smile curved Kad’s lips. “All right. Needann had a plan to keep both of you in separate facilities, but connected via a shielded ultra-fast link. Moon was supposed to work on reconstructing SolMil while you underwent gene therapy treatment. At the end of it, Needann gets a weapon, you get cured and you and Moon get a new life. Everyone lives happily ever after.”
“I don’t see how that would work,” Srin objected. “How could anyone live happily ever after with a weapon like that at their disposal?” He paused, searching Kad’s face. “She’ll use it, won’t she?”
Kad hesitated, then nodded. “That was part of the plan.”
“And if I’m at the rendezvous point,” Srin mused, “then I weaken Moon’s objections while strengthening Needann’s position.” Srin shook his head. “I can’t do that.”
“What’s the alternative?”
Srin swallowed but his voice remained steady. “Let me die.”
Kad’s eyes widened in surprise. “I don’t know that I can do that.”
“I thought the equation was quite simple,” Srin told him. “With me out of the picture, Needann doesn’t have a hold over Moon any more. And Moon will be free to live out the rest of her life without being bothered by anyone.”
“And you’re prepared to sacrifice your life for Moon’s wellbeing?” Kad enunciated each word clearly, as if Srin was contemplating doing something insane.
Srin cocked an eyebrow at him. “Would you rather sacrifice the lives of everyone within the system Needann is thinking of destroying?”
“Srin, I—”
“Once the convulsions start, I find it difficult to think of anything else. That’s why I’m telling you this now. Let me die.”

They spent the next two hours rehashing the same arguments, but both men were intransigent in their positions. Kad wanted to save Srin’s life, and Srin wanted to end it. Kad had never met anyone more stubborn in his life and, considering his life so far encompassed both Moon Thadin and Needann, he considered that a major understatement. He tried logic, he tried humour, he tried to tempt Srin with a hedonistic life with Moon on a planet he knew. But the one thing he could not force himself to do was promise that the price for such happiness didn’t include the construction of a star-bursting missile.
“By the time Needann uses the weapon, you’ll be on the other side of the galaxy,” Kad said, trying a different gambit.
“And you think we won’t know?” Srin retorted. “From the moment we restart Moon’s research, we’ll already know how it ends, a story with only tragedy as a conclusion.”
But Kad wasn’t going to give up that easily. “Needann may not use it. If we can convince the Republic that we have a working solar missile, negotiations may begin without a single life being lost.”
“If Needann has the weapon,” Srin replied, “she’ll use it. We both know that, we could see it in her eyes.”
And Kad remained silent, because he had no flippant counter to the truth of Srin’s statement.
Mid-morning, two days later, Srin’s body began to react to the lack of drugs. Kad noticed it as a series of tremors rocking Srin’s body as they sat over a board game. Neither man said anything, pretending that the sound of the furniture rattling was a natural progression of the smooth glide of the Unfinished Tale through hyperspace. As the day progressed, however, the trembling became worse. Finally, unable to ignore the signs in front of his eyes, Kad ordered Srin to the infirmary and went rampaging to the Tale’s cockpit.
“Is there anywhere we can stop?” Kad demanded of his ship’s navigator, not wasting breath on any preliminaries. “Any trader we can trust in the vicinity? We need access to wide-spectrum drugs to treat fever and muscular spasms.”
The navigator looked sympathetic, but shook her head. “We’re currently skirting the edge of the Fodox Stellar Barrens. There are no planets, no traders…there’s nothing out here.”
“And if we continue on our current route?”
She referred to their ship plan and moved her lips silently as she did some quick calculations in her head. “On our current heading, we’ll hit the next crease in three days. We won’t be anywhere where we can procure the drugs you need for another week.”
“A week?” Kad repeated. “Damn it, but he could be dead by then.”
His navigator looked at him helplessly and didn’t say a word.
Thinking furiously, Kad walked back slowly to the infirmary. Was there anything he was missing? Any way, short of magically conjuring Srin’s pack out of thin air, that he could save the man’s life? Maybe, he thought, his navigator was wrong. Maybe she had erred in her calculations. But he knew he was trying to grasp at the solar wind with such suppositions. His navigator, an experienced member of his crew, was smart and professional. If she told him they were one week away from a likely trading post, then that was a fact. And he knew the Fodox Stellar Barrens and their position relative to it. In short, they were traversing a galactic desert, devoid of stars, life and – therefore – trading opportunities.
“What do we have on hand?” he demanded of the medic the moment he entered the medical bay. “Anything that can treat Flerovs?”
“Some,” the man agreed, “but not all.”
“I thought we were talking about generics here,” Kad pointed out, his voice hard. “Don’t we have an entire supply of medication to handle emergencies?”
“Emergencies like explosive decompression, severed limbs, space freeze, yes,” the medic answered, “but not this. To be honest, I’m not sure if I can get the right mix together in the time we have left. From his own history, Dr. Flerovs has been reacting well to the combination Dr. Thadin was giving him, but what was in that combination? We don’t even have a sample to go by.
“I could guess but we may not have everything available and,” frustration flooded the man’s voice, “if I unknowingly omit one or two elements, who knows what might happen? I could even make things worse.”
Angry – at Srin, at Needann, at the entire situation – Kad strode past him and towards the last bunk in the bay. Srin was strapped down for his own safety, but his body still railed against the tremors that racked his body.
“Can’t we give him something?” Kad demanded, looking over his shoulder.
The medical officer shrugged. “Knowing the risks, do you really want me to?”
“Yes. No.” Anguished, Kad looked down at Srin. Grey eyes opened and pierced him to his soul. It was only a flash, an instant, but Kad knew what Srin was trying to say.
Let me die. You promised.

“I cannot.”
The words reverberated in Moon’s head like missile detonations.
She couldn’t eat or rest. She couldn’t sit quietly nor could she keep herself active. Everything she did, even down to the breaths she dragged into her lungs, appeared trivial – futile even – next to her frantic concern for Srin. Moon’s confrontation earlier in the day with Needann, the demand that the woman do something to help Srin, had failed and all that was left for her to do was to keep pushing until something broke. Whether that would be Needann, or her, wasn’t certain.
“I cannot,” Needann repeated flatly. “We only have the rendezvous point and a time window to reach it. How each ship gets to that point is up to the crew of that ship.”
“You can’t contact them at all?” Moon insisted, more than a little wildly.
Needann gazed at her steadily. “No. That is also part of the protocol.”
“But if Srin dies,” Moon persisted, “then your dream of destroying the Republic dies with it.”
“You speak a truth, Thadin, but protocols have a reason. Even if I knew their approximate position, were I to attempt contact, they would not answer. It would be a breach of security.”
“If they knew it was us, they’d reply. I’m sure of it.”
“I cannot.”
“So we’re just supposed to let him die?” The words caught in Moon’s throat.
“We are to follow protocol. When we reach the rendezvous point, we will find out what happened with Minslok and Flerovs.”
“It’ll be too late then,” Moon told her savagely. “You’ve got to find them now! Find the Unfinished Tale. Order Kad to rendezvous with this ship of yours.”
Needan shook her head slowly. “I cannot.”
I cannot.
At one time, back in her office, that was the exact opposite of what Needann had said. Then, she had told Moon of all she could do. Take a technology, don the cloak of a vengeful deity, and strike death into the heart of the Republic. Now, suddenly, she couldn’t even contact the next trusted person in her network. And, because of that, Srin would lose his life.
Moon pinned a stony expression on her face and got to her feet. Without a word, she turned her back on the rebel leader and stalked back to her cramped quarters. When she was sure that the door was securely closed, Moon fell to the edge of a seat, dropped her head in her hands and began sobbing.
“No,” she croaked. “After all we’ve gone through, it can’t come to this. Space Fleet, Security Force, drug crashes, Republic dragnets, only to be brought down by a damned swapped bag!”
Hot, fat tears ran down her arms and splattered on the tight-weave floor covering between her legs, making soft muted sounds upon impact.
A part of her knew that Srin would have preferred it like this – it was his way of being noble, of giving her a life while sacrificing his own – but she had always thought she was smart enough to find a way out of their dilemma. Wasn’t she Moon Thadin, groomed to be the youngest Professor Prime in Republic space? Wasn’t she the person who almost single-handedly created an entirely new subset of mathematics to do with the insertion and behaviour of cold plasma into volatile, high-gravity entities? But she couldn’t even save her own partner – the man who had taught her that she could be brilliant and feminine at the same time.
There was only one piece of good news in the entire morbid mess. Right now, there was no way Needann could force Moon to restart her research. Not if – Moon swallowed – Srin wasn’t around any more. But was that the price for keeping a system safe? That she should sacrifice the one man who showed his fidelity towards her time and time again, never wavering even for a second? Was a dubious peace to sustain a despotic regime really a better alternative than having just one person to call her own and to hope to grow old with?
“Oh Kad,” she whispered brokenly, “what are you doing right now? What will you do?”
Momentarily, she thought of trying to source a weapon – there had to be one somewhere – and forcing the pilots to turn around and…and…
Moon had thought space was small, that she and Srin would be easy to find. They had escaped from sector to sector with the breath of Republic forces hot on the back of their necks. Or so she thought. But now, as she sat and concocted a wild plan to find the Unfinished Tale, Moon realised exactly how big space really was. Light travelled almost three hundred thousand metres in one second. At half-light speed, that still came to one hundred and fifty thousand metres a second. And the Grey Vapour was already two days (2 x 24 hours x 60 minutes x 60 seconds x 150,000 metres) away from the Unfinished Tale, not taking into account the Tale’s own velocity and the exponential effect crease-hopping had on distance.
She started thinking of the expanding volume of space she would need to traverse, the kind of search algorithm to use, the likelihood of discovery. Fuel consumption, oxygen consumption, food and water. Spheres of the Tale’s potential position, expanding through space like bubbles, with her and the Grey Vapour trying blindly to limp after them.
“I can’t do it,” she finally admitted to herself. “I’m sorry Srin, but I don’t even know where to begin.”
When Needann walked into the cabin, hours later, Moon was still hunched over in abject misery. Moon lifted her gaze only by a few millimetres and watched Needann’s booted feet hesitate then move to her side of the cabin.
“You didn’t have your evening meal,” the alien said.
“I’m not hungry.” Moon’s voice was sullen, discouraging further comment. Unfortunately, she wasn’t speaking with a human, who might have taken the hint and left her in peace.
There was a soft whoosh as Needann sat on her bunk.
Silence.
“I came from the Analine sector,” Needann said. “It was very poor but crease-rich. Prosperity used to fall like flakes of platinum from all the ships passing through.”
Moon kept her head down. She didn’t want to listen – she wanted to wallow in her misery – but Needann’s voice was insistent.
“But the flakes could only be caught by those with the knowledge and resources. My family had neither. I knew, even as a youngling, that the only way to survive was to leave Analine and move closer to Tor. I was highly educated but, for a non-human, that counts for little in the Republic. I was reduced to menial work in the shipyards and processing plants. I was popular because I’m a very quick worker but, because of my species, I knew I would never be promoted.
“Then I read about a job. It was on the ice-planet of Kahlex. A human was building a continent-sized resort. They needed workers and staff very quickly. I applied for a position working with the holiday-makers.”
Moon couldn’t help herself. She looked up.
“I passed all the aptitude tests,” Needann continued, meeting her gaze, “but failed the final interview. I was ‘too alien-looking’, I was told. I found this hard to digest. The climate on Kahlex suited me as I come from a cool planet. For aliens, the conditions were good. I could even begin saving some money. I started to ask questions. What did this mean, ‘too alien-looking’, and I found the answer.
“It seems that humans like the exotic element, but not when it’s too exotic. It wasn’t my height or my facial characteristics. It was the fact that I had four arms.”
Moon frowned. “You….”
Of course. That’s why Needann looked out of proportion, as if someone had partially melted then stretched her like a thick tube of polymer. Then the import of her observation hit her.
“You didn’t?” Moon asked in horror.
Needann met Moon’s appalled gaze calmly.
“I could either get the job on Kahlex and have money to send to my family, or I could continue living on the edge of starvation like them. The surgery,” Needann continued, “was painful and expensive, but the doctor was skilled. I began working at Kahlex six months later.”
“Needann,” Moon commented, shaking her head, “I don’t know what to say.”
“Then say nothing. Just listen.
“Because of my act of self-mutilation, I was in a position that an alien such as myself rarely achieved. I was surrounded by humans. As an alien, I was invisible. I wove between them. I learnt ingel and watched the way you humans move and act. I knew that my existence meant nothing to you because I was little more than a decoration in the resort, a way of being exotic without challenging your preconceptions.
“We had some very rich people at Kahlex and, being an alien, they too regarded me as an imbecile. But whenever they gave advice to their friends, I was there. I listened. And acted. Within a decade, I had built up enough assets to be independent, but had no outlet for my spare time. I could liberate my family, but that was only one family in a galaxy of inequity.”
“And so you started a rebel network?”
“Yes. It gave me focus and motivation. It still does. But,” Needann stressed, holding her gaze, “none of this would have happened if I hadn’t made the decision to damage myself.”
“At least the decision was yours to make,” Moon countered bitterly but knew, deep inside, that her objection wasn’t a fair one. Srin had already come to the same conclusion, to sacrifice part of them – himself – in order to give her a life. But that didn’t mean she had to be happy about it.
“You are correct,” Needann said, and that made Moon feel even worse, but she suppressed her sympathy. “I made the decision of my own volition.”
“And,” Moon added, shaking her head, “I’m not going to start a damn rebel network. I’m not going to bring down the Republic. All I wanted was to find a place to live.”
“The galaxy doesn’t always give us what we want.”
“Don’t give me that lucky coin fortune!” Moon shot back. “Don’t you dare tell me that the bloody galaxy doesn’t give me what I want, it gives me what I need. That’s just feel-good bullshit.”
The last word came out on a sob and Moon clamped her mouth shut before she could betray more emotion.
Silence.
“Are you sure you don’t want any food?”
“I’m sure,” Moon answered, through gritted teeth.
“I need to check our route with the pilot. I will be back in one hour.”
Needann rose from the low bunk and walked out the door. Some part of Moon recognised this as an unusually charitable gesture on the alien’s part, giving her some privacy with her grief, but all Moon could think about was the timing. Why extend charity now when Needann wouldn’t even attempt to contact the Unfinished Tale?
And what was Kad doing, following his own circuitous path to the rebels’ new rendezvous point? Would their route take them close to a planet or a station with advanced medical facilities? And, if it did, would Srin accept the help offered?
That thought kept Moon restless for the next two weeks.
 


Chapter Twenty-four
Needann called their new destination Excalibur Beta and didn’t appear to see the irony in the name. It was already a bustling nexus of activity within the hollowed-out core of an asteroid by the time the Grey Vapour docked, and Moon was told that this was where the bulk of the original Excalibur personnel had been transferred when the news of traitor Dokan’s defection had first surfaced.
Moon was thankful for the additional space because she spent most of her waking time pacing the narrow twisty passages of E-Beta and asking if there was any word from the Unfinished Tale. She had been hoping that the Tale would arrive before Needann’s ship, but the Vapour was the first of the last wave of vessels to dock and all Moon could do was wait. And pace.
When Kad’s ship was eventually picked up by E-Beta’s sensors, almost four weeks had elapsed. Needann, although calm and aloof during the previous month, graciously informed Moon that she would be summoned to Needann’s office the moment the Unfinished Tale docked, although Moon suspected that Needann did that more to circumvent Moon driving the technical staff crazy than out of any sense of goodwill.
The call eventually came through in the afternoon, subterranean asteroid time, and Moon half-ran, careering off the rough walls and stumbling a few times on the uneven ground before she reached Needann’s office. She burst through the door without even pausing to press the buzzer and skidded to a halt, breathing heavily as she scanned the scene in front of her.
Needann was Needann, her tall mutilated figure standing, as usual, but this time in front of her bank of clearboards instead of behind them. Two metres away, Kad stood. He had turned at the sound of Moon’s entrance, his expression a mixture of stoicism, sadness and…surely not! Surely that wasn’t guilt on his face?
“Where’s Srin?” she demanded.
Kad opened his mouth. “Moon….”
“Did you take him to the medical bay? Did you, Kad? Is that where he is now? In the medical bay?”
Say yes, say yes, damn you!
“Moon….”
“Dammit, just answer me, Kad Minslok, or I’ll swear I’ll wring your neck like I promised to on Marentim.”
“Moon….”
“Flerovs is dead, Thadin,” Needann told her, without expression.
Moon took a jerky step forward. “No, that can’t be true.” Her voice rose as she stepped forward again. “It can’t be true because you wouldn’t have let him die, Kad. Not Srin. Not after knowing everything we’d been through.”
“Moon…,” he paused, and the sorrow in his face pulled his mouth down and dulled the blue of his eyes, “I’m sorry.”
Moon shook her head. “No.”
“We didn’t find out the situation – that we’d accidentally taken the wrong bag – until we were almost at the Barrens.”
“No.”
“There are no stations in that part of space, Moon, and we were too far away from the nearest crease.”
“You’re lying.”
“My medic tried everything he could, but he admitted that he was probably missing some of the medicine that you used.” Kad started shaking his head. “Srin wanted to die, but I wouldn’t let him, Moon. My medic and I worked night and day. What we managed to put together helped for a little while, but….”
“What took you so long to arrive, Minslok?” Needann asked.
Kad glanced at her quickly. “We hit two Republic sweep patrols on the way. It was sheer bad luck that the Space Fleet were holding exercises near a crease we had planned to use. Our detour put us weeks behind schedule.”
“Where’s Srin now?” Moon’s voice wavered with choked emotion.
“He…his last wish was to be shot into the nearest sun. That’s what we did.”
Moon strode up to her old research partner. Swinging her arm, she slapped him sharply across the face. The report of her strike echoed around the room but nobody moved. Her eyes filling with tears, Moon stared Kad in the face, ignoring the traces of red that were the imprints of her fingers on his cheek. “You had no right.”
“Moon, it was what he wanted.”
“You had no right to deny me my last moments with him.”
“Moon, he was dead!”
“Dammit, Kad, I loved him!”
She stumbled forward and felt herself being gently engulfed within a pair of masculine arms. Grabbing the front of his shirt, she cried into Kad’s chest, both their bodies jerking with the strength of the sobs that overwhelmed her.
“Moon,” he whispered into her hair, “I’m sorry. If there had been another way, you know I would have taken it.”
He raised his voice. “Needann, I think I should see Moon to her quarters.”
“Yes. We will talk later.”
Tenderly, as if guiding a child, Kad took one of Moon’s hands in his and led her out of the office.
“He can’t be dead,” she repeated brokenly.
“He wanted it that way,” Kad said. “He told me.”
It was true, then. There were only two people who had known those wishes – her…and Srin himself. And Kad would only have known of them if Srin had shared them with him. Moon felt another wave of grief rising up from her chest, squeezing it tight with sorrow, and she swallowed convulsively in an effort to control it.
“Did…did he say anything?”
“What do you expect me to tell you, Moon? That he loved you beyond life? You knew that. That he was grateful for the slice of time you had together, time that he could finally remember?”
They reached her temporary quarters and Kad turned her around to face him, his intense blue gaze boring into her. “He was an exceptional man, Moon. I can see why you fell in love with him. I’m only sorry I didn’t get the chance to be as good a friend to him as well. But what he did, he did – not only for you – but for the entire galaxy. That’s something about him I’ll never forget.”
Moon waited until the door of her quarters was securely shut behind her before she gave in to her heart-rending grief. She stayed, locked in her room, for two days and didn’t eat a thing.

Kad watched Moon as she looked out of the tall paned-glass windows. He saw her concentrate on the large leaves of amber, orange and red that an errant wind picked up and hurled at figures hurrying across the quadrangle. Refocusing his view slightly, he looked beyond the shedding trees, to an uneven skyline of low buildings marked out along the horizon, their edges bleeding into a pale sky bright with sunlight. It was a pleasant place to be. He hoped she liked it.
She shifted in her chair as the institute’s head approached them, his smile welcoming.
“I’m sure you’ll be very happy here, Dr. Skylark. While not a Republic facility, we are still proud of everything we’ve managed to achieve, and our students are both bright and highly motivated.”
Moon glanced over at Kad, who sat next to her, and he lifted an eyebrow in what he hoped was an encouraging gesture.
“Thank you, Dr. Lazt,” she replied. “I’m pleased to see so many…species of students here.”
Lazt puffed out his chest. “We have pride in how far our planet has progressed. Rest assured that anyone who flees the Republic will be welcome here, regardless of their species. That’s the bedrock philosophy of our world. Strength in diversity.”
“And you won’t encounter any problems adding me to your staff?”
“Problems?” Lazt laughed. “Dr. Skylark, once the other institutes find out I have a highly-trained physicist teaching at my campus, you’ll be beating off their offers with a laser-whip.”
Moon smiled but Kad, who knew her well, saw that it didn’t reach her eyes. She had lost weight in the two months since he’d brought the terrible news to E-Beta. He tried telling her that she looked more matriarchal now, a beautiful and haughty ebony sculpture with exquisitely high cheek-bones come to life, but she remained unmoved by his compliments.
“We may not be part of the Republic,” Lazt continued, “but we’re not uncivilised. In fact, if you agree to teach for us, you’ll find we offer a number of additional benefits. For example, we already have some accommodation prepared for you. Would you like to see it?”
Lazt was like an excited child, and Kad suppressed a smile. When he’d been thinking of a sanctuary for Moon, the planet of Credis hadn’t been high on his list. But, the more he analysed it, the more it suited a brilliant, broken woman who desperately needed purpose in life, even if she didn’t realise it herself.
One month’s journey from the nearest crease, and too close to the lawless Stellar Barrens for the Republic’s comfort, Credis was a progressive oasis with a high level of technology. And, as an added bonus, it was far enough away from Needann to ensure that Moon could live the rest of her life undisturbed by Republic politics.
Moon nodded assent to the accommodation offer and, with barely concealed enthusiasm, Lazt chivvied them out of his office. They tripped down two sets of wide stairs down to the foyer and then out of the building, into the brisk wind that played with falling autumn leaves.
“It gets a little cold in winter,” Lazt explained, shoving his hands into the pockets of his jacket, but he still wore a grin of pride. “The staff have a skiing club if you’re interested in that kind of thing, Dr. Skylark. Old technology, for sure, but extremely enjoyable.”
He skirted one edge of the quadrangle and backtracked towards a compound of vehicles, all of them neatly parked. Striding past one row, his step quickening, he paced along another string of transports until he stopped beside a speeder that was of a decidedly old vintage but obviously lovingly maintained.
“It’s my pride and joy,” Lazt said, patting a front panel affectionately. “We’ll put you on the list to get one.” He laughed shortly. “Not this one, of course, but a newer model. I’ll forward a request form within the next few days. Waiting time is a handful of months, but it’s worth it. Come on, get in.”
Kad gave Moon a quick grin (she didn’t respond) and gestured her to precede him into the speeder. After making sure they were comfortable and safely buckled in, Lazt lifted off, heading away from the campus and the beckoning urban skyline. Small blocks of development became sparser as the autumn colours of Credis’s natural landscape began to dominate. The environment and the effect of smooth flight above the treetops relaxed Kad. Maybe he’d been in space for too long. If things worked out with Moon and Credis, he thought he might even consider retiring here.
A thread of silver flashed below and, with a flourish, Lazt arced around the widening stream and onwards over a calm lake. It was obvious from his flying that the scenic route they were taking was yet another enticement and the beauty of it was, he didn’t need to say a word. The gorgeous landscape was doing all the selling for him. Finally, after fifteen minutes aloft, Lazt headed for a range of low mountains, finally settling on a plateau halfway up the slope of one of the peaks.
“It’ll be a bit brisk out,” Lazt warned as he lifted the speeder’s canopy, “but the view more than makes up for it, in my opinion.”
That was an understatement. As they stepped out onto the escarpment, they saw a glistening lake below them, its feeder stream snaking lazily in and out of view through surrounding forest. Beside them and the parked speeder, perched against a sloping rocky face, was a small house, its angular surfaces reflecting the sun.
Kad breathed in deeply, appreciating the aroma of unfiltered nature.
“One of our other professors used to live here,” Lazt explained, “until she fell pregnant. She wanted to be close to work and her family, so we found her larger accommodation nearer to the campus. This place has been vacant for more than a year now, which is a shame. I’ve always thought it would make the perfect home for the right person, and something about you strikes me as being the right person, Dr. Skylark.”
He put the right amount of inquiry into his last statement, but Moon ignored it. With deliberation, she turned her back on the both of them and walked towards the house.
“You’ll have to forgive her,” Kad said in the silence that followed, “her journey here has not been without pain.”
Lazt watched Moon’s receding figure circle the small front garden. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before,” he assured Kad, his expression sober. “All of us newcomers have had to leave something precious behind. The beauty of Credis is that we’ve learnt not to ask uncomfortable questions of the recent arrivals. We’re well aware that people heal in their own time.”
“Do you get many Republic refugees coming here?”
Lazt smiled reassuringly. “Not as much as some systems we’re in contact with, but we get a steady number each year. It’s my personal opinion that the people who come to this planet are the most damaged, which is why they choose the farthest outpost from the life they knew. But they are also the most valuable, for who else would the Republic seek to destroy but those with the greatest potential? And they do realise that potential here, Dr. Minslok. Your friend will be safe in our hands.”
The two men watched as Moon disappeared into the house.
“I hope Doctor…Skylark decides to stay,” Lazt mused. “Our institute could certainly use the kind of expertise she has.”
“She hasn’t taught a classroom of students in years,” Kad warned.
Lazt waved away the objection. “That’s what they all say. It’s like falling off a science bench. Do it once and you never forget.”
They stood in companionable silence until Moon reappeared.
“What do you think?” Lazt asked, slipping easily back into the role of an enthusiastic persuader.
“It’s a lovely house,” Moon said faintly. She looked around. “A lovely position.”
She’s hooked despite herself, Kad thought with satisfaction. That was the first hurdle out of the way.
“Maybe we can head back and get the paperwork in order?” Lazt suggested. “Sign you up and start the process rolling?”
For a moment, Kad thought the administrator had moved too fast but, after a slight hesitation, Moon nodded and he silently breathed a sigh of relief.
Obligingly, Lazt kept up the friendly patter on their return trip. “As you can see, it’s not far from work. There used to be a garden up there behind the house as well – I don’t know if you noticed. It would look lovely if someone decided to rehabilitate it. There’s also a lake association if you’re thinking of indulging in any recreational activities. They have a wide range of craft and equipment available, as well as an excellent group of instructors if you’d like to take up a new sport. And, of course, I already mentioned the staff’s winter sports club. You can get involved as much, or as little, as you like, Dr. Skylark, although I’m sure that classes will keep you fully occupied for the first few months.”
The paperwork took almost three hours to get through and, by the time they left, Lazt had also burdened them with an orientation pack and a temporary speeder for Moon’s casual use.
“I…hadn’t expected any of this,” Moon finally admitted as she piloted the craft to her new home. She looked dazed and a little bewildered, but Kad was happy to finally see a different expression displace the usual sadness.
Seated next to her, he stretched out his legs and smiled. “I don’t see why not. It’s not many top-flight physicists who decide to defect from the largest government in the galaxy.”
Moon glanced at him in horror. “Do you think he knows who I am?”
He shrugged. “I don’t think it would take much to figure it out. For all its isolation, Credis likes to keep up-to-date on Republic news. But they also respect people’s privacy.”
“I won’t get involved in weapons research, Kad.” Her voice was firm. “Not again.”
“They won’t expect you to. They have other priorities besides developing weapons, and applied physics is a hot field.
“They’re always on the lookout for physics professors,” he added carefully, watching her with a sideways look.
She sighed, keeping her gaze on the terrain speeding past below them. “Srin would have liked that. To be appreciated for his knowledge. To have his abilities used to benefit all people, not just a few.”
Her voice didn’t break. She’s finally come to terms with Srin’s fate, Kad thought.
He was impressed with the skill with which she settled the speeder down, next to her new home.
“Do you have to get back to the Tale straight away?” she asked, turning in her seat.
“Not yet,” he replied slowly. “In fact, I was hoping you’d invite me in and ask me to celebrate a private house-warming with you.”
Moon laughed but again, Kad noticed, it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Of course. But, if the place was vacant for a year—”
“Before we left,” Kad interrupted, “Lazt whispered that he’d had some necessities packed into the storage compartment while you were busy filling out forms.” He jerked a thumb at the front of the speeder. “Want to take a look?”

Moon was so close to collapsing into a blubbering idiot that she wondered how she managed to organise her small cache of supplies in the kitchen. When Kad opened the speeder’s storage compartment, and Moon saw the neat packages of food and drink, she was so overcome with emotion that she could only stand there and stare for long seconds.
Maybe Kad had picked up on her paralysis because he acted as if nothing was wrong, calmly ferrying the goods from the vehicle into the house. When he came back to fetch a second handful, she felt she was finally composed enough to help him out.
Everything had moved so quickly, like the speed of light, from preliminary discussions with Administrator Lazt while they were still a week away from Credis, to the whirlwind meeting and Moon’s hesitant new signature on the university’s forms. If this had been a strategy on Kad’s part to distract her from her ever-present grief, he had done a good job. In fact, looking out of the elevated kitchen window to the nodding flower stems in the overgrown side garden, Moon wasn’t sure she would have had the strength to complete both the niceties and formalities on Credis without her old partner around. Whether he knew it or not, Moon was comforted by his presence and she knew she would feel anxious when it came time for him to leave.
The living room of the house was well situated, overlooking the placid lake and surrounding forest below, and Kad was standing by a large window, admiring the view, when she entered.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it,” she commented, putting the tray down. She poured out two glasses of local wine and brought one to him. “Srin would have loved it here.” She looked around. “He would’ve loved the house too. It’s a little too big for one, but I think it would have suited two people very nicely.” She swallowed a lump in her throat then gulped at the wine. Imbibed in haste, the alcohol etched a trail of irritation down through her chest.
“Moon…,” Kad hesitated. “Why don’t we sit down? We really haven’t had a chance to talk since, E-Beta, have we?”
“No, we haven’t,” she agreed. There wasn’t any furniture in the living room, so they moved to the adjoining dining area. Moon knew what Kad was going to say, but she wasn’t going to let him shoulder the blame for what happened.
“Kad,” she began, speaking first before he had a chance to do much beyond opening his mouth, “I wanted to tell you how much I appreciated you being there after…after Srin’s death. You spoke to Needann on my behalf and yet, during the month and a half it took to get here, I know I treated you – and everyone aboard the Unfinished Tale – as if you didn’t exist. I was so wrapped up in my grief, I didn’t appreciate what you and the crew were doing for me, and I, I want to apologise for that.”
“Moon—”
She held up a hand, silencing him. “If Srin had to die anywhere, and I couldn’t be there with him,” bright tears filled her eyes as her voice broke, “I’m glad that, at least, he had you.”
Kad exhaled heavily. “I wouldn’t be so quick to thank me for that, if I were you,” he said, twirling the stem of his glass. The brusqueness in his tone brought her head up.
She frowned at him. “What do you mean?”
Kad took a deep mouthful of wine then set the glass down again. “When Srin found out that your bags had been accidentally swapped, he was devastated. Then, the more he thought about it, the more he began considering it an act of fate. Without him around, he figured, Needann couldn’t blackmail you. You’d be free to live out the rest of your life without interference. That was one of the promises he extracted from me, to find you a place to call home. The other,” Kad paused, “was to let him die.”
He shook his head. “Moon, it’s one thing to shoot someone in self-defence, or to know that they were killed in an event you couldn’t stop, but to watch a sentient being disintegrate in front of your eyes….”
He gulped at his wine again. “I couldn’t do it.”
Moon’s frown deepened. “You…what?”
“Even though it was what he wanted, even though I had promised him that I would, I couldn’t follow through, Moon.”
Dammed hope flared in Moon’s chest. Her nose tingled and a new round of tears began running down her face. “What do you mean, Kad?” She knocked her wine over as she lunged at him, grabbing and shaking him with trembling fists. “Tell me! What the hell happened to Srin?”
“You told me about your escape from Slater’s End, do you remember?” Kad’s voice was deadpan. “We were aboard the Tale after I picked you up from 3 Enkil IV. And you spoke about that xeno-biologist, Hen Savic, and the drug regime he’d concocted. Later, after we evacuated Excalibur, when I was going through your rucksack with Srin, I noticed the sage green towel you had carefully secured in a stat-pak.”
“His original medication,” Moon murmured. Her hands dropped away. “The drug responsible for keeping him alive and wiping his memory.”
“That’s right. And I remembered that stat-pak when I was in the medical bay, watching Srin die. And I thought, what if?”
“You used it on him.” Moon’s voice was barely above a whisper but, in the complete quiet of the empty house, it sounded as loud as thunder.
“We weren’t delayed getting to E-Beta because of a Republic exercise,” Kad continued, watching her carefully. “We were delayed because I took Srin to a medical specialist I trusted.”
“Kad—”
“She confirmed that the only way Srin was going to get better was by undergoing extended gene therapy treatment. There would be ups and downs, she told me, progress then some regressions, but she rated the chance of success at better than fifty per cent. I thought of you and whether you’d accept those odds.”
“In a heartbeat,” Moon said.
Kad nodded. “That’s what I thought, so I told her to go through with it.”
“So you’re saying,” Moon’s eyes blazed, “Srin’s alive?”
This time it was Kad who held up his hands. “Hold on, Moon. Before—”
Moon shifted in her seat as if it had been set on fire. “I’ve got to see him! Where is he? Dammit Kad, how could you bring me all the way to this damned planet and then tell me this!”
“Right now,” Kad told her, raising his voice above her objections, “this separation is the best thing for him.”
He waited until Moon subsided before continuing.
“Both he and the medical staff can concentrate on getting him better, not fending off the impatient questions of an arrogant, imperious woman interrupting their schedule every fifteen minutes.”
A twitch of Kad’s lips lightened the statement and, after staring at him for a long moment, Moon eventually chuckled and sat back in her chair.
“By rights, I should wring your neck,” she told him, looking at him then flicking her gaze away, unwilling to believe.
“I’m sure that’s only a little part of what Needann would do, if she ever found out,” Kad added wryly.
“But she could find out!” Moon’s eyes widened with concern. “If she questions the crew aboard your ship, surely someone will let your secret slip out.”
“And why would she question anyone aboard my ship?”
“Well, because….” Moon looked confused. “Aren’t they all part of the same rebel network?”
Kad tilted his head to the side. “It’s not organised in quite the way you imagine. The Unfinished Tale is actually my ship, Moon. It doesn’t belong to Needann, just as E-Beta is her child and doesn’t belong to me. This layer of independence in our dealings makes it that much harder for the Republic to trace ownership of assets and tie us all together in one conspiracy. The other advantage to such an arrangement is that I pay my crew, Needann doesn’t. And, it follows from order to entropy, if she doesn’t pay them, she can’t claim their loyalty.”
Moon wanted to make sure she had heard Kad correctly “So nobody really knows about what you did?”
Kad shrugged. “That’s not strictly true. A couple of dozen people know but, considering how big the galaxy is, I’d say that’s an acceptable disclosure rate.”
“When do I get to see him?” Moon asked sharply, getting back to the most important question on her mind.
“I knew you’d be unstoppable once you got an idea in that head of yours. You’ve always been like that.” He smiled gently. “A communication arrived from my doctor today. Srin is making very good progress. He’s in rehabilitation at the moment. From what I gather, he went through the genetic equivalent of having a thruster outlet pipe shoved down his throat before the engine got turned on. It blasted out all the bad bits but, unfortunately, a few good things went with them.”
Moon held her breath. “Such as?”
“He’s still slated for a full liver transplant. Thankfully, the organ was grown from his own cells, so that should lead to minimal complications. There’s also indication of some neural difficulties but only time will tell if they’re permanent.”
Oh no, Moon wasn’t letting him off the hook that easily, especially not after what she’d been through over the past few months. “What kind of ‘neural difficulties’?” she asked in a steely tone.
Kad looked discomfited. “His, ah, computational abilities still appear to be intact but his coordination is severely hampered. At the moment, he’s described as being the equivalent of a stroke victim. As for his memory…I really don’t know, Moon. His childhood and early adult memories appear to be fine, but anything more recent is hazy. He gets agitated when questioned about events, so the staff have been holding off asking anything difficult.” His gaze begged for her understanding. “It could all be gone. All memories of you and what you went through together.”
“That doesn’t matter,” Moon said, feeling strong for the first time in weeks. “We went through something similar many times before. We can do it again.”
“Just…don’t be surprised if he’s not the way you remembered him.”
“When do I get to see him?” Moon repeated.
“I was told, four months.”
“Four months? From now? That’s insane.”
Kad laughed. “Moon, only five minutes ago, you thought the man was dead. Now you’re quibbling over four months?”
Moon had the good grace to look abashed as her cheeks flamed. “All right,” she conceded. “Four months. Then what happens? Do we go and pick him up?”
“I’ll bring him here. The less you’re seen in Republic space, the better. I don’t even want my doctor putting two and two together.”
“Kad,” she stopped, her voice choked with emotion. “I don’t know how to thank you for this.”
“Just keep your damned mouth shut, Moon,” he laughed, and rose to get another glass so they could do a proper toast.
 


Prologue
Moon didn’t know why she was taking so much care with her clothing. She eyed herself in the mirror as her trembling fingers adjusted the collar on her blouse. Professor Lazt had called a spontaneous department meeting…to introduce a new member of staff, he said. And something told her that it had to do with Srin.
The timing was right. It was almost four and a half months since Kad had left Credis after delivering his world-shattering news. In the interim time, Moon had been unbelievably good. She hadn’t sent comm calls winging across the stellar vacuum every day, asking for – demanding – updates on Srin’s condition. She hadn’t pestered Kad for his daily schedule for the next six months. Instead, she had concentrated on her students, finding her work strangely satisfying. What she was teaching wasn’t as sophisticated as her previous research, but the combined interest and dedication of her students was almost as rewarding.
She took a quick look around her house. It had taken a few months to find the pieces of furniture she wanted, but she wasn’t in a hurry. For the first time in years, she felt as if she could breathe freely. It was a heady sensation.
By the time she arrived at the campus, half of the department’s staff had already assembled in the staff room. She smiled and murmured greetings to those present and perched in an unobtrusive corner of the room, on top of a conveniently located data unit.
When Lazt entered the room ten minutes later, his guest in tow, Moon held her breath.
It was him. Srin.
Lazt stood at the front, gesturing Srin to stand beside him. With narrowed eyes, Moon took in every centimetre of her ex-lover’s appearance.
He was thinner than when she last saw him, but his face still bore that usual, serene expression. She had noticed him limp as he followed Lazt into the room and there was a slim walking-stick in his right hand. But, other than that, he still appeared to be her Srin, with his craggy features, broad shoulders and warm grey eyes.
Satisfied, she relaxed and tuned in to what Lazt was saying.
“...initial duties will be with the first-year students, revising what they’ve been taught and bringing them up to speed with expectations at this institute. Considering that we are now accepting students from other systems, I’m sure you all understand how important this task is.
“Because we’re almost at the end of the semester, I’ve told Dr. Lanix that he can shadow several of you on your remaining classes, with a view to beginning his own course in two months’ time. I hope you will all welcome him to the department.”
There was a smattering of applause and a few of Moon’s colleagues moved forward to greet Srin personally. Maybe she should have appeared more excited, but Moon was content to remain seated at the back of the room, a small smile playing about her lips. Every now and then, through the gap of people, Srin would look at her and their gazes would lock, until his attention was pulled away by another welcoming staff member.
It took almost twenty minutes, after some half-steps in her direction and a few strategic half-turns, before he finally made his way to where she sat.
“Hello,” he greeted, holding out his hand. “My name is Seedin Lanix. “
She smiled and stretched out her own hand. “Moahn Skylark.”
He tilted his head and smiled at her, a quizzical expression on his face. “I know this sounds strange, Dr. Skylark but, somehow, I get the feeling I should know you.”
“That is strange,” she replied, “but I feel the same way.”
He looked abashed and waved her words away. “Well, I hope you didn’t go through what I recently went through.”
The meeting looked like it had broken up, straggling staff members giving farewell waves before sauntering out the door. Moon waited for a few minutes then gestured for Srin to follow her into the now-empty corridor and down the steps.
“And what did you go through?” she asked, as they headed outside.
“I was told I was in a fusion accident while on my way to Credis.”
They stepped out into the gardens at the front of the institute and Moon breathed in the crisp winter air. Soon it would be spring, a season of new beginnings. Had the timing of Srin’s arrival been part of Kad’s plans as well?
“I almost died and had to undergo emergency gene therapy.”
He looked around at the trees and sky as if he had never seen anything like them before.
“Unfortunately, that resulted in some side-effects.” He indicated his walking stick with a wry smile. “Like this. It seemed the least obtrusive way to keep me upright.”
With his free hand, he tapped his temple. “And a few pathways here have burnt out.”
She smiled broadly at him. “Well you look just fine to me, Dr. Lanix.”
“I wanted to give you all the bad news up front,” he said.
Her gaze flickered. “All the bad news?”
“I believe in full disclosure…just before I ask a beautiful woman out for dinner.” He smiled and it transformed his face, lighting his eyes with boyish enthusiasm.
How could she resist it when she’d never resisted it before?
“You might say I’m pushing things too far, too fast, Dr. Skylark, but – having gone through a near-death experience that came this close,” he held thumb and finger barely apart, “to being terminal – I’ve come to the conclusion that life should be lived to the fullest.” He paused. “I hope that I haven’t offended you.”
“Not at all,” she assured him. “I, too, believe that one should grasp the opportunities one is presented with.”
“Exactly.” He looked pleased with himself. “So, and, as I said, I know this is very forward of me, but would you do me the honour of having dinner with me sometime, Dr. Skylark?”
Moon smiled and took his hand. “I would be delighted, Dr. Lanix.”
The trees were bare in the dry winter air, their naked branches reaching for the sky, but the couple were oblivious to the scenery and to the wind that tugged at their clothes like an errant child. Lost in each other’s gazes, they drew closer. Their lips met….
 


Letter from the author
One of my editors said that readers would be very upset to find a prologue at the end of the book. “They might misunderstand,” he said, “and think there’s another part to the story yet to come.” Hmmm. I hadn’t thought of it like that. While the last chapter concludes Moon’s and Srin’s story for now, I personally thought it would be a nice touch to label it as a “prologue” (rather than epilogue) because, while it’s an ending for you, it is yet another beginning for them. However, knowing what they’ve already been through, I hope there is as little doubt in your mind as there is in mine that both of them will – once again – find true love together.
Or, to put it more simply, that’s all Kaz wrote in the Moon and Srin story. Having said that, you never know how things can go in the Republic. There may be an advance scouting mission, attempting to use Credis as a distraction from more domestic problems. Another conglomeration might be wanting to take over and somehow sees Credis as a strategic planet in their planning. If any of that happens, I’ll be sure to update you on our favourite physicists.
If you haven’t read any of my previous books, and you liked the character of Quinten Tamlan, please feel free to try QUINTEN’S STORY. I’ll put the first chapter after this letter so you can get a feel for that tale. I’ve already been asked for a sequel to QUINTEN’S STORY, and that’s slated for 2013 sometime. Fingers crossed.
I’ve discovered that I like writing letters and, left to my own devices, I could prattle on quite happily for several more pages. However, I still have the last three books of the CHECK YOUR LUCK series to finish, and a cyberpunk novella to edit so, with reluctance, I’ll leave you here and wish you all the best in your future reading.
With regards and appreciation,
Kaz Augustin
 Johor, Malaysia
 





QUINTEN’S STORY
Chapter One
The call was waiting for Quinten in the morning, bounced off his carefully constructed piggyback network of commercial feed points, scientific arrays and even – like a tongue childishly stuck out at the Republic – some military outposts. He might be described by most people as grim but, underneath the scar tissue, Quinten had a sense of humour. And it made him twist his lips in cynical amusement when he read the entire message, pieced together by the bitcrypt spiders while he slept.
“So the pirate kids want to meet.”
He wondered what they wanted. His last trade with the Neon Red cartel had been more than a year ago. He found them a skittish lot in general, too nervous to deal with goods of any real value, and ill-suited to the lifestyle of freewheeling racketeers. At times, he felt that the purchases he made from them amounted to little more than charity, a way of hurling some tiny needles to occasionally prick the Republic’s tough hide.
“And maybe that’s enough,” he muttered, knowing that – at one time – it hadn’t been. Knowing that, when he was young and idealistic, the only goal he had in mind was the complete subjugation of the Republic. But that had been years ago, and that idealist was now gone, leaving behind the shell of a man who had long ago outlived his usefulness and was now reduced to consorting with pirates.
He commanded the ship to prepare the return message, indicating a rendezvous near Port Tertiary in six hours’ time. That would barely give the Perdition time to get there but, if it was going to be a rush for him, then hopefully it lessened the chances of the Republic staging an ambush. And if the cartel couldn’t make it in time…well, he wasn’t in this for the popularity. Quite the opposite.
With the order received and in processing, there was nothing left to do until the ship entered normal space near the rendezvous point. Quinten looked around the cockpit of his pride and joy. The command centre had been originally created with many more staff in mind – eight, to be exact. In the five years since he’d acquired the Perdition, he’d made extensive modifications to the original battle-scout design. He installed expensive, black-market AIs, paid handsomely for a string of labour-saving modifications, and incorporated the latest in shielding and sensor technologies. It might still resemble a Republic ship from the outside, but the Perdition’s innards were pure Quinten Tamlan.
Although officially classed as a “light combat scout”, the ship was almost one hundred metres long, a knobbly, clumsy-looking vessel that effortlessly cleaved through the vacuum of deep space and dished out death with ease. Its primary cockpit was just forward of centre, up near the skin, beneath a bump that housed three transparent panels but was normally obscured with metal shielding. A secondary cockpit was situated in the rear, buried deep to minimise the chance of sensor feeds getting cut during an attack.
Other, more bulbous protuberances marred the ship’s surface. They previously contained the accommodation quarters, ship’s canteen, and two cargo bays. Quinten converted those areas to hydroponics, general storage and used one cargo bay to receive the rare, and only ever invited, guest.
As part of his renovations, he had cut through bulkheads, forming two long thoroughfares from the tip of the scout to its stern. The resultant arrow-straight corridor was easier for his crippled body to navigate. He knew it would also enable enemies to quickly barrel through the ship, but if that ever happened, he was in no physical shape to give them much competition. If the Space Fleet, or an ambitious cartel with delusions of grandeur, was ever in a position to set an armoured foot on the Perdition, then the game was over, and he was probably already dead.
Restless, knowing the time had come for him to exercise, Quinten muttered a quick curse and rose slowly to his feet. Some days were better than others, but this wasn’t one of them. He thought he heard his body creak as, aching and already weary, he willed it to move to the back of the cockpit and descend heavily to theship’s main corridor. There was experimental surgery available that – for an astronomical sum – could give him a cyborg body, but the procedure was risky. From time to time, Quinten would re-examine the option, stare at the analysis that concluded an eighty per cent fatality rate, then flick the screen off. He wondered why he still cared about staying alive, but couldn’t come up with a reason that made sense.
The rumble beneath his feet changed tempo as the ship executed his commands, heading for a hyperspace crease he knew was only a light-second away. The tenor of the vibrations told him that they were accelerating, the shudders became a jolt, then the jolt disappeared and an unnatural smoothness took its place. The Perdition was now in hyperspace. It would take more than five hours, and four jumps, to make it to Port Tertiary. The journey would entail a litany of trembles, judders and the absence of movement completely, leaving him with little to do except trust the navigator to do its job while he worked his body into some semblance of suppleness.
His limbs were stiff, as they were most mornings, and he limped badly. Part of one cargo bay had been turned into an exercise area, and he had deliberately chosen the one closest to the stern so he would need to walk some distance to get there.
It took him almost five minutes to walk the forty-metre distance and enter the gym, but he tried to keep the bitterness out of his thoughts. It could be worse. He could be floating in a bowl somewhere, condemned to a half-life peering at the universe through a mist of pastel rejuv-gel. He could be on Bliss, the Republic’s hell-hole prison planet, knowing he would never be allowed to leave. Or he could be dead. All those options made the agony of fifty sit-ups insignificant. With gritted teeth, Quinten disrobed, sliding his gaze past the one mirror in the room, and began his regime.
He worked out for an hour, and was shaking and sweating profusely by the end of it. It took effort to lift his body from the exercise chair, and the steps to his quarters were truncated and staggering. He knew he could fall – had had done so several times in the past – but he refused to give in to his body’s frailties. Not yet. If he couldn’t exercise a small degree of self-discipline on his own body, then it was no use being alive.
He turned the shower on as hot as he could stand it, letting the steamy heat massage his aching muscles and wash away the stink of his sweat while he supported himself against the slick wall. The water streamed over a bare chest, criss-crossed with surgery scars, a pale shadow of the muscled bulk he used to carry with pride. His arms, once bulging, were withered remnants, his legs – well, to call them maimed would have been a compliment. The only things that remained in perfect working order were his mind and his damned libido.
His mind, to force his body to do his bidding, and his libido, to remind him of all he had lost.
He remembered an ancient joke. If you lie on your hand for a while, it’ll get numb and feel like somebody else’s. Even without that temporary anaesthesia, the fingers that touched his scarred body – on the rare occasions when he gave in to the itch – didn’t feel like his. Nerves at his extremities had been destroyed in the explosion that had almost killed him, and it was more a robot limb that enfolded him and brought him to unsatisfying relief. But who else would have him? An attractive woman, of her own volition? He grinned savagely as he laboriously dried himself. They would run parsecs in the opposite direction the moment they saw his unadorned form. He could pay for sex – he appreciated the no-strings aspect of a commercial transaction – but could never be sure that while the women sold one part of their anatomy to him, they weren’t using another part to betray him to the Republic. That only left his hand, thin yet loyal.
Moving to his wardrobe, he asked the ship for a progress report. Still three hours to go. He used the time to make sure that the Perdition was in full fighting trim. He primed the sensors to operate to their maximum limit, much further out than that of normal commercial craft, and even a bit farther than most run-of-the mill Republic battle craft. Or, rather, he tried to prime the sensors, and met with only sparse screens, bereft of their usual crowded detail. That indicated another problem, too worryingly close to the last. The solution would be something easy, he had captained the ship for long enough to get an intuition for that kind of thing, but such a lapse could easily spell danger.
The blare of an intercepted transmission cut through the silence.
“—sweep along the sector. Reports are negative.”
Quinten swore and switched to his secondary sensors. They were good but not as sensitive as his primary array. He hoped that would be enough.
“Affirmative, Steel Dot Two.” There was an echo shadowing the words, indicating that the answering ship was farther away. “Continue sweep in this direction and rendezvous back at Steel Major in thirty-two hours. Steel Major out.”
The secondary array showed no signs of a nearby vessel. Was Steel Dot Two ahead, or behind, him? He wished he knew. Knowing he was taking a risk, Quinten shaped all sensors into a narrow conic and aimed it straight ahead, directing the Perdition to plot an even greater parabolic path around the sector and increase speed. That, at least, the ship could do.
He settled back in his chair and frowned, waiting until the next crease was within range and the ship could complete its jump to hyperspace.
The sensors weren’t the only problem he had. Only two weeks ago, the missile bay doors had jammed shut. Thankfully, the failure hadn’t happened during an actual emergency, only in one of the monthly simulations, but it had still taken him more than a week to laboriously hunt down the problem – an overloaded secondary relay – and only thirty minutes to correct it. Now this. His body wouldn’t thank him for putting it through its paces again, so soon after the last bout of bending and crawling, but there was no alternative.
The problem was that the Perdition was too big for one person to maintain for any length of time. He had known that when the opportunity arose to capture a battle scout almost whole, more than four and a half years ago, and had still talked himself into claiming it as his own. He had worked hard to get it spaceworthy and modified to his exacting requirements, but the time for continued delusion was gone. If he wanted to continue travelling the galaxy, while staying out of the Republic’s ever-alert gaze, he was going to have to either take on crew or...get rid of the ship.
Neither option was attractive. New crewmembers could betray him as easily as making a stealth comm call. And, after getting the Perdition in exactly the kind of shape he wanted, he was loathe to part with it. It would take almost as much time removing all traces of his modifications as it did installing them. And the thought of trashing such expensive, hard-won equipment was one he couldn’t even begin to contemplate.
He ran another diagnostic on the primary sensors and stared at the uninformative screen and large number of warnings it displayed, blinking at him in silent accusation. The front and rear sensors seemed to be operational, with standby power below their maximum, but the side, top and bottom arrays appeared totally out of commission. He was hoping that the readings were false. Maybe everything would snap back into peak efficiency once he jumped in and out of hyperspace and had time to properly calibrate them.
Yeah, and the Neon Red cartel might actually have something worth selling for a change.
One hour out from Port Tertiary, the Steel Dot sweep team sectors behind him, Quinten started getting ready. He walked the corridors of the Perdition unencumbered when he was by himself but, for guests, he made sure he looked as formidable as possible. And that meant getting into an exoskeleton suit that, five years ago, had cost him the exorbitant figure of two and a half kilo-credits.
Once in his quarters, Quinten took the suit off its custom-made frame and stepped into it, pushing his arms through the loose sleeves and fastening the front at three points.
The exoskeleton, graphite grey and gleaming, may have struck a note of ostentation, but only Quinten knew how necessary it was to his wellbeing. Out of the soft armoured suit, he was a limping and crippled man but, once inside, the finely tuned groups of micro-servos ensured that he could lift incredible weights, crush steel in his fist and run faster than a human. It was almost like being a cyborg, without the attendant risks.
Reaching down, he touched a small indented point on his right thigh, and the suit’s memory got to work, tightening against his skin and forming a profile of the man he used to be…before the disaster at Gilgan. The suit recreated the bulges of a chest that his body no longer remembered, the ripples of a taut torso, and the strong muscles of proud arms and two evenly-matched legs. He hadn’t chosen the full body cover, so the armour reached only up to the top of his neck, fully encasing him in a suit of darkness and forcing his head erect. It looked constricting and uncomfortable. It wasn’t.
Fortified, he walked to the cargo bay, unable to stop his mind from contrasting the hobble from the exercise room to his current distance-eating stride.
Why am I doing this? Why not just give in and get a cyborg body, 80% failure rate be damned? Kiel wouldn’t care. Kiel’s past caring.
But he knew he couldn’t, coward that he was.
He reached the bay just in time. With a practiced flick, he activated the filtering sensors and lumbered up a concealed ladder to the modified gantry situated near the ceiling. The catwalk’s reinforced railing glinted, its edge bristling with rows of lethal firepower. The weaponry would mask a clear view of him, accentuated by a distinct lack of lighting near his position. His suit was programmed to capture his voice and amplify it through different points of the bay, also confusing his exact location. Of course, he could have transacted the entire visit remotely, from the comfort of his own cabin, but Quinten liked the personal touch. He felt it added a note of courtesy, even when dealing with pirates.
“Coming out of hyperspace in ten minutes,” his ship told him in masculine tones. He’d had the original, more soothing female voice replaced, almost the minute after he’d gain possession.
“Destination confirmed?” There had been unsettling rumours recently, of ships ending up at different places to their originally logged destinations. Whether commercial, private, or Republic craft seemed to make no difference. There had even been cases – ones he’d been able to confirm – of ships disappearing completely, lost in that chaotic trans-universal plane commonly known as hyperspace. Although he wasn’t sure there was anything he could do about it, it still paid to stay alert.
“Port Tertiary trajectory confirmed. Crease operating normally.”
With half his primary sensors out of action, Quinten knew he needed a way to ensure that the Neon Reds hadn’t brought along any unwelcome companions to the rendezvous point. He rubbed his check, careful to do it softly so he didn’t accidentally break his cheekbone.
“Initiate scanning upon insertion,” he finally told the ship. “Set up a tumble algorithm, using front and back primary sensors, full coverage attainment, artificial gravity axes calibrated to this position.”
“Gravitational continuity cannot be guaranteed. Periodic disorientation probable.”
“Acceptable. Scan for all ship signatures while approaching the rendezvous point. Plot and execute an escape route in case of confirmed Republic signatures.”
“Destination?”
It didn’t bother Quinten to have the ship execute a plan autonomously. His reflexes couldn’t match the Perdition’s, and he knew it.
“Make it Tor Prime.”
That was the very heart of the Republic. With any luck, any ambushers lying in wait would be expecting him to jump away from the heart of evil rather than towards it.
“Orders confirmed.”
He eased himself into the chair at the far end of the gantry. It ran on a rail so he could choose where, along the length of the metal platform, he wished to greet his guests. This time, he decided to stay in the corner. He strapped himself into the harness and tried to relax, while waiting for the insertion and tumble to begin.
No matter how much stability the Perdition attempted to maintain, Quinten knew the short jaunt to the rendezvous point would be uncomfortable and disorienting. But it was either that or be shot into scrap through his carelessness.
The ship jolted, then the spinning began, and Quinten felt bile rise in his throat. Grimly, he kept his mouth shut and swallowed hard. Eyes opened or closed, it didn’t matter. The cargo bay would settle into familiar lines for a second, then blur into nonsensical diagonals, and the vertigo played havoc with his sense of balance. It seemed to continue for an eternity, a brief reprieve followed by a dance of lines. If there was good news in the vertigo, it was that no ambushers appeared to be close to his position.
“One ship within scanning range.” The Perdition’s voice was smooth and unconcerned, while Quinten’s own fingers clenched the alloyed armrests of his chair, the suit’s strength almost forming furrows beneath his hand. “Vessel identified as God’s Harness, belonging to the Neon Red cartel.”
So they still had that hulk, he thought, while the world spun around him.
It’s probably in better shape than mine.
Then the physical spinning ceased, although the after-effects went on for far too long. Quinten knew he either had to fix the sensor problem soon or resign himself to a constant state of budding nausea.
While he willed his stomach to some semblance of normalcy, the Perdition detected and reported on a small pod that had detached itself from the God’s Harness, traversing the distance between them carefully. This was the human equivalent of a six-person shuttle simulating a slow walk with bare hands reaching into the air, and Quinten grunted with satisfaction. The craft was obviously piloted by someone who knew the routine. Good. He hated breaking in new guests.
As the pod docked at the assigned cargo pane, the clang of the connection echoed through the bay. After another half a minute, the unlocked hatch turned and gingerly opened inwards.
Quinten’s finger was on a hair-trigger, waiting to blast into their component atoms whatever stranger appeared. His touch relaxed fractionally when he recognised the commander of the Harness, Setino Shaw. The man looked as he always did, as if he’d woken up to find himself robbed and dumped naked in some spacer alley. The sour look on his face didn’t change as his pale gaze scanned the bare bones of the cargo bay.
There was a flash of white – Quinten’s finger spasmed – that resolved itself into a woman, stumbling then catching herself as her bare feet touched the cold floor. She was tall, with short white hair and pale skin that looked like it had never been exposed to a planetside sun. Despite her humanoid appearance, however, there was something strange about her, something out of place. Quinten kept quiet and observed her for a moment longer, taking in the jerky hesitation of her movements. Humanoid but not human. Her dark, fathomless eyes looked around, much as Shaw had done, then her gaze narrowed in on Quinten’s figure, unerringly finding him amid the high tangle of metal and weaponry.
Only one other person emerged through the hatch after the albino – the cartel’s dealmaster, Ifola Breit. He must have pushed the woman through, causing her to trip. A real charmer. But what was Breit doing on the God’s Harness? It wasn’t like him to slum it with Shaw’s crew. Somehow, life had just got more interesting.
“Tamlan, you here?” Shaw asked belligerently, but Quinten detected the note of anxiety beneath the bluff.
“I’m here,” he answered quietly, and had the satisfaction of seeing both men spin around crazily. He thought they would be used to his amplification system by now. Something else must be making them jittery. “How can I help you gentlemen?”
“We’re here to sell something.”
Breit jangled a nerve-chain, a combination restraint and control method for delivering excruciating pain to a captive’s skin through their nerve-endings. Quinten’s eyes followed it, from the small control pad in Breit’s florid hand, down to where the chain’s slack curved gracefully, and up to the wide collar that fitted snugly around the woman’s neck, a grotesque form of jewellery.
“What is it?” Quinten asked, although he was reasonably sure of the answer.
“Not sure. Type B humanoid, we think.”
Yes, that would explain the subtle differences in how she moved. Not fully human, not fully alien, but a hybrid. A Sub-Human.
“So?” he drawled. “Why sell one to me?”
“You’re probably the only person we know who can control it.” Shaw snickered. “It tried to commandeer the Redoubt when we first found it, then did the same again when we transferred it to the Harness. Took four of us to restrain it until Ifola grabbed the nerve-chain and latched it round its neck. It hasn’t been out of the collar since, and that was a week ago.”
“Language?”
The pirate spokesman shrugged. “Don’t know. She may be deaf. Stupid. Playing stupid. She’s cunning though, like a Republic strike fighter. You know what these Subs are like.”
Quinten started assembling the little facts together in his mind.
Perceptive. Female. Strong. Hated.
“Where did you catch her?” He wasn’t going to play along with Shaw’s petty xenophobic digs.
Shaw shifted his feet, his posture relaxing with each sentence he spoke. He even lifted his hands onto his hips and slouched a bit. It was obvious he thought he had this deal sewn up. In the darkness, Quinten’s eyes gleamed.
“She was in a small passenger craft near the inner edge of the Chimpect sector. Must’ve killed the crew – some gentry family joy-riding around the galaxy – before taking control. We didn’t find any bodies, but there was enough blood still around to supply a hospital.”
Breit chuckled and jiggled the chain again, as if proud of some favoured pet’s antics.
Ruthless. Determined.
The Chimpect sector was solidly in Neon Red territory. No surprise that they had caught her. No surprise, too, that they couldn’t keep something like her. And something else Shaw said was also true. Quinten was probably the only one, even among the cartel’s semi-regular customers, who wouldn’t turf them out on their ear the moment they caught sight of the cargo.
“Why would I want a Sub?” Quinten asked, idly. “Don’t you think I have enough to worry about without adding one of them to my problems?”
In the back of his mind, however, there was something strangely compelling about the deal he was being offered. If there was any person, or group, more reviled than him in Republic space, with the exception of shapeshifters, it was the damned and unlikely offspring of human and alien.
Shaw put a wheedling tone in his voice. The discussion obviously wasn’t going the way he’d imagined.
“Yeah sure, she’s a Sub but, after we captured her, me and Breit got together. We thought of you and how useful she could be to you.”
“Useful?” Quinten queried. “How?”
Type B humanoids. They had all the features of humans but were not bound by human culture. Their diverse physiologies meant that some of them were better than humans, stronger, faster. The Republic didn’t recognise them as citizens and most full-blooded aliens mistrusted them. They were, in a word, trouble. Whenever a Sub community or even a lone individual was found, the Republic saved itself some angst and either killed them or shipped them to Bliss. There was no love lost between any of the three groups – humans, aliens and Subs. Only shapeshifters were treated with equal ruthlessness.
“Oh you know,” Shaw replied, “you could set her to do some work.”
It occurred to Quinten that the solution to his nagging problems was staring him straight in the face. Literally. The female hadn’t shifted her gaze from the moment she pinpointed him high up in one corner of the bay.
How does she know where I am?
“After all, Tamlan,” Breit added, “this ship is pretty big for just one person to handle.”
So, it was obvious to them as well. That wasn’t welcome news.
“As long as you keep her on the nerve-chain,” Shaw said, “she’ll be as passive as a lump of putty, and not likely to betray you. And if you get lonely,” he shrugged, “well, with that chain around her neck, she’s not going to be too—”
Quinten unlocked his harness in one movement, and vaulted over the gantry’s railing, landing hard on the floor. The thick metal vibrated as his boots hit the deck. He had towered over Shaw by a head when he was whole, and he looked down on the pirate now from that height.
“Too what, Shaw?” he growled.
Shaw’s eyes tightened and he looked away, but whether it was from the expression in Quinten’s eyes, or the remnants of jagged scars that radiated from his right cheek across his entire face, didn’t matter. Breit remained as still as a rodent, not drawing attention to himself. Only the Sub dared look him in the face and he was surprised to see that she was taller than he thought, the tip of her head just brushing his bottom lip. Her expression was impassive, detached, as if the men were discussing something other than her life.
“Noisy. I was going to say, she’s not going to be too noisy,” Shaw muttered.
It was a lie and they both knew it.
Quinten made a show of walking around her. Probably to safeguard their own security, they had dressed her in little more than what was strictly necessary. The tight, short-sleeved suit hugged slight curves, the leggings ending just below her knees. Her toes, like her fingers, were long and lean, tipped with short, colourless cuticles. Everything about her was bland and pale, except for those huge angled, dark eyes that regarded him as if he were nothing more than an interesting biological specimen.
“We’ll throw the nerve-chain in,” Shaw added. “No charge. We reckon you’ll need it.”
“And what are you asking for in return?” Quinten took a step back and cocked his head, watching her intently.
“Captain Mestoo wants some shield technology,” Breit said, easily stepping into his role as the cartel’s head negotiator.
“You can buy your own shield technology,” Quinten countered easily.
“Not like what you got.”
“Try one of the Drifts.”
“They only have commercial-grade gear.”
“You have to pay more for the black-ray stuff, Breit,” Quinten told him dryly. “Even you know that. Tell Mestoo to pry open those purse-strings.”
“You custom-built your screens.”
“No I didn’t. I bought commercial screens and fine-tuned them.”
Sweat began beading on Breit’s upper lip. Shaw, silent and watching both of them avidly, shifted from foot to foot. The Sub remained as if frozen.
“Finetuned, customised,” Breit flicked a wrist, “they still outperform the stuff we can get our hands on. We don’t have anything that can evade the military’s sensors.”
“I can’t evade all their sensors.”
“But you can evade more than most,” Breit insisted, his voice rising.
Quinten considered the deal. Even if he traded an older version of his hand-crafted technology for the Sub, there was a slight chance that somebody could reverse-engineer what he’d done and find a vulnerability they could use against him. It wasn’t worth the risk.
He shook his head. “Forget it.” And turned to walk away.
“Wait!”
Shaw’s frantic voice stopped him in his tracks. He slowly spun around and lifted a dark eyebrow.
“We don’t know what to do with her,” Shaw admitted with a hunched shrug. “We don’t want the entire fucking government after us just because we have her with us. It’s dangerous enough as it is for the cartel. Once word gets out that we have a Sub, one that murdered some fucking gentry family with more money than sense, everybody’ll be wanting a piece of us.”
“But you obviously don’t mind if they have a piece of me?”
“Anyone with intelligence already knows to stay away from you.”
Quinten saw the signs of strain on both pirates’ faces. If he’d been them, he would have shoved the Sub back into the passenger craft the moment he’d discovered her, and given her three minutes to either take off or be blown into oblivion. Human-alien hybrids were more trouble than they were worth.
“And it’s much harder to just go after the Perdition than the five ships that make up the Neon Reds. None of our ships are as fast as yours.” Shaw was almost begging by now. “Give us something, Tamlan, and we’ll be happy with that.”
“You shouldn’t have caught her.”
“We didn’t know there was a fucking Sub in that ship! We thought it was easy pickings. Looting, ransom, then a quick escape.”
Silence filled the chill of the cargo bay.
“I have two military-grade shield units in storage,” Quentin finally told them. “Republic-sourced, version five kernels. They’re still working, but I upgraded my systems three years ago, and they’re now obsolete.
“If you’re prepared to pay for some additional custom work on top of that,” he added, holding up a hand to forestall their objections, “you’ll get something that’ll give you a good chance of escaping a Space Fleet sweep. That’s my offer. The two units for the Sub.”
Shaw and Breit looked at each other.
“The Harness is one of the fastest ships your cartel has,” Quinten pointed out, “and it can’t outrun a Republic striker. Help yourselves. Take the screens. Increase your chances of survival.”
“There are five ships in the Neon Reds,” Breit said.
“I only have two shield units.” He waited for three heartbeats. “If that isn’t enough for you, then take the Sub back to your ship.” The alien shifted at the words, and Quinten wondered how much of the conversation she understood. “Try selling her to someone else.”
“We did,” Shaw remarked, before Breit could stop him. “Nobody wanted her.”
A cruel smile lifted the edges of Quinten’s mouth, made even crueller by the pull of scar tissue on the right side of his face.
“Two shield units, Breit,” he repeated. “That’s my offer. Take it or leave it.”
“Damn you, Tamlan.”
And that’s how Quinten knew the deal was done.
 





WAR GAMES
Chapter One
Day 1,500 of the War:
Cheloi stuck a finger between her neck and the high collar of her tunic, pulling at the material. She had the utmost respect for the camp’s laundry section but wished they didn’t keep using so much stiffener in the uniform.
She gave her reflection in the mirror a critical eye, following the crisp pleats in her trousers, confirming that the thin black stripes running down the outside of the legs were parallel, and that everything metallic on the uniform gleamed. Not a bad job overall, considering she lost her aide almost two months ago. Since that time, the state of her uniform was dependent on whichever hapless enlisted soldier the sergeant frog-marched into her office at the beginning of each day. The results were…inconsistent. This morning, her uniform looked good. Tomorrow, it might not. The unfortunate thing was that she was starting to get used to it.
She walked to her desk to pick up the overnight reports, trying to hide her limp, but was unsuccessful. One foot clumped on the floor with a heaviness she detested. The camp surgeon told her that the lingering unsteadiness was her own fault for refusing to be evacuated to a more modern facility, but Cheloi knew that any vacuum in the territory’s command would be filled in an instant, and by whom. She couldn’t risk it. So, instead, she gritted her teeth and paraded her disability in front of the General Staff every day, forcing herself to put weight on that leg and will precious strength back into the limb.
The weekly command briefing would be starting soon. Cheloi took a deep breath and exited her quarters.
She wasn’t sure how she felt about the loss of an aide. In a way, his absence was a relief because it gave her more privacy but, since taking command of the territory, she had become used to someone picking up after her. She missed that often unseen hand that anticipated her wishes, sourced favourite titbits for the dinner table and delivered crisp clean uniforms and gleaming shoes to her bedside at dawn. Sometime soon, she knew she would have to see about acquiring a new assistant/driver. Not today.
The rough, sandy floor of the underground complex muffled the sound of her shoes as she strode unevenly along the main tunnel. The soldiers liked to slide along the fine grains when they thought nobody was looking, scuffing their footwear terribly in the process. Even the junior officers did it. In truth she couldn’t find it within herself to begrudge them their little moments of fun. All of them were parsecs away from home and not anticipating a victory anytime soon.
Koul told her she was too lax allowing such liberties, that firm discipline in battle began with firm discipline in camp. She countered by replying that she considered it an innocent outlet for pent-up energy. As long as nobody was stupid enough to attempt a sand-slide in front of her eyes, she was content to pretend the practice didn’t exist.
The door to the main briefing room loomed and slid open at her approach. Of course Koul was already there. Koul was always there. It was as if he had a time machine, able to peer one hour into the future, to ensure he would be everywhere ahead of her.
Her lately deceased aide once told her that the soldiers called Koul “Ghost” behind his back, because of his unusual colouring. With his pale skin, burnished silver hair and light grey eyes, one could easily imagine him as an apparition, a manifestation from Perlim fable. The flaxen-coloured uniform of the Perlim Ground Forces, with its high-necked tunic and matching trousers outlined in black and gold, glowed against Cheloi’s darker skin. But on Koul it looked like a cage, imprisoning his ethereal-looking body on the material plane.
Cheloi nodded a greeting to him and he answered. Koul was nothing if not scrupulously polite amidst company. Turning attention from him, she scanned the rest of the table. Most of the sector commanders were already seated, their conversation lowering to a murmur at her entrance. The door behind her slid open again and she knew by the rhythm of the footsteps that her adjutant, Major Rumis Swonnessy, had just entered.
People did themselves a disservice by underestimating Rumis. He was tall, tanned and absolutely gorgeous. Others might think that Cheloi kept him around purely because he was so decorative. They might even have imagined a secret affair between them. With his dark, mysterious eyes, glossy black hair and dimples, it was an obvious but mistaken assumption. Cheloi liked and trusted Rumis, not because of his looks, but because of his abilities. His usually open expression hid a sharp and quick intelligence, and he had proven his loyalty to her in the past, two traits that were hard to find in the present environment. In the tank of sharks currently contained within the meeting room, at least Rumis was one shark on her side.
She walked to her customary seat, again trying to shield her limp as much as possible, and sat down. All eyes turned to her.
“I’ve been through the reports,” she began, putting the documents on the table in front of her.
Cheloi had been holding these meetings every week for more than a year. The format was unchanged. She would begin with a summary of the current conflict, adding directives and requests from Central Control. She would then turn the discussion over to her senior officers for a sector-by-sector outline. Their voices droned in the stuffy air of the closed room but she forced herself to pay attention. There was equally important information in what the commanders didn’t tell her as what they did. She cast a glance around the table, searching each earnest face for subtle non-verbal ues, hints that things may not be going as well as their words indicated.
Sub-Colonel Vanqill, for example, was a young and ambitious officer but lacking the finer appreciation of logistics and human resource management. He was boasting of impressive advances in Green sector but she could tell from the tightness around his mid-brown eyes that he wasn’t telling the full story. Further probing brought out the truth that, once again, his soldiers were outrunning the supply lines, daring the Menon fighters to cut them off. Not for the first time, she was forced to divert troops from the adjacent, relatively stable Black sector to intervene and help hold a route back to the straggling supply transports.
She knew what Koul would have done in a similar position. He would have tolerated one, maybe two, mistakes. But by the third time, Koul would have withheld reinforcements and let Vanqill and his battalions perish. Her second-in-command read her reluctance to let Vanqill charge into death as a sign of weakness but, after the Sab-Iqur affair, he knew better than to harangue her about it.
Diverting a company from the neighbouring Black sector to hold the Green line, however, meant mollifying Black sector commander, Colonel Senel Wakor. Cheloi still hadn’t succeeded in that task when the meeting came to an end.
With cool gleaming eyes, Koul watched his peers leave the briefing room then turned his gaze to his superior. There were now only three left at the table: him, the Colonel, and the Colonel’s adjutant, Major Rumis Swonnessy.
Like a signal, Cheloi heard Rumis’ soft sigh beside her. While she had been focusing on each of the commanders as they spoke, he had been watching the dynamics between the rest of them. His small exhalation told her that an argument was about to begin.
“With all due respect, Senior Colonel,” Koul began, when the door was safely shut, “I keep reminding you that you either need to pull Vanqill into line, or allow the Menons to do it for you.”
“It’s unlike you to mince words, Colonel,” Cheloi rebuked in a calm voice and tried not to notice the slight smile breaking on Rumis’ face. It was childish but Koul always seemed to bring out the worst in her. “What you mean to say is that we should let Vanqill and his soldiers perish.”
“This is not the fourth, nor even the sixth, time he has outrun his orders and his supplies.”
“He is unsettling the enemy by taking the fight to them for a change,” she countered. “While the rest of the commanders tend to a caution that borders on lethargy, at least Vanqill tries to be proactive. He may not always succeed, but at least he’s making the effort.”
“His efforts are turning him into a danger to himself as well as the entire Ground Forces deployment in this territory.” Koul was beginning to lose his temper, his voice rising and his jaw working even when he wasn’t saying anything. “If you don’t do anything about it….”
She raised an eyebrow. “Yes, Koul?”
There was a moment of charged silence, before he pulled himself together with obvious effort. “He is a threat to the war effort,” he concluded in a sullen voice. “If everybody else starts thinking like him, the entire territory will fall apart.”
Koul’s way of looking at a situation was simple. If there was a risk to the campaign, the best way forward was to eliminate that risk and, as he saw it, Vanqill and his foolhardy tactics were the biggest risk to the Nineteen. Unfortunately, Cheloi was privy to certain information regarding the state of Perlim military resources, and the message from Central Control was clear. We are running out of bodies. Preserve the soldiers.
“We are an all-volunteer army,” she cut in, her expression kind, mostly because she knew it annoyed the hell out of him. “That means we conserve forces as much as possible. I agree that Sub-Colonel Vanqill is inexperienced, but he is also energetic. Furthermore, I will not allow an entire sector to be massacred just because you itch to teach a puppy some lessons.” She paused. “Of course, if you disagree with my assessment of the situation….”
This was not the first time Koul had challenged her and she knew it wouldn’t be the last. Every time he did it, it was up to her to slap him down. If he was a pet relehn dog, she would have had him shot by now for his pig-headedness.
Koul grimaced and looked away. “Yes, yes, I understand.” His hands, splayed on the table’s matte surface, pressed down so heavily Cheloi thought they would leave impressions on the metal. “You are in charge of this territory and I bow to the wisdom of Central Control.”
“Very good.” She nodded and allowed herself to relax, leaning back in her chair. “Now, do you have any ideas on how to handle Wakor?”
A veteran and the commander of Black sector, Senel Wakor also disliked the impetuous Vanqill for a number of reasons, including the fact that Vanqill was little more than half Wakor’s years and already a Sub-Colonel. The young commander also had a string of successes under his belt that seemed to defy the accepted and venerated tactics that Wakor had learnt at officer school and an arrogant energy that rubbed most of the senior officers the wrong way. Wakor’s dislike, more than apparent at the briefing table, was compounded by the constant redeployment of his own sector troops to help the younger man.
“Stop Senel from slitting Vanqill’s throat, you mean?”
All three officers grinned in a rare moment of camaraderie and Cheloi felt the last of the tension bleed from the room.
Koul’s voice softened. “Let me think of something. There’s a reported rebel ammunition dump just beyond Black sector’s current sphere of operations. I think I can arrange a distraction for him.”
“Thank you, Koul.”
She made to stand up, thinking to pay a visit to the Tactical Room next, when Koul said something else.
“I have a surprise for you.”
Cheloi stilled before straightening. “Oh?”
“You lost your aide more than a month ago. Well, I have his replacement. Come, I’ll introduce you.”
Rumis shrugged behind Koul’s back, indicating he had no idea of what was coming. Whatever it was, Koul had kept things very quiet. Cheloi trained her face to impassivity.
“That’s very, considerate of you. Lead on.”
They left the briefing room in silence.

Cheloi heard sounds of industry from the kitchens as they entered the subterranean canteen. It was past mid-morning and preparations were already under way for lunch. For now, all the tables were unattended, the chairs unfilled, except for one.
A frown started gathering on Cheloi’s brow as the three of them approached the canteen’s lone customer, zigzagging through the rows of tables and hastily pushed back chairs. She felt a wave of impending doom lapping at her feet, surging higher the closer they got to the lone, occupied chair.
Had Koul somehow guessed…?
But how would he know? She kept that part of herself bottled up tight, vacuum-sealed against the world.
When they reached the inhabitant, in a rare moment of courtesy, Koul smiled and gestured with his hand. The stranger stood up. Correction, the woman stood up and turned around.
She was as tall as Cheloi with dark blonde hair, olive skin and hazel eyes. Unlike the Colonel, who sported a shorter more military cut, her longer hair was pulled back and pinned in a sleek bun, exposing streaks of pale gold. Cheloi imagined those golden streaks gleaming in the sunlight, as warm as the colour in her eyes, then quickly quelled the thought. What the hell was she thinking? Golden streaks? Warmth? What was wrong with her?
It was only the expression in those eyes that settled her again. She saw wariness, mixed with a degree of apprehension. That calmed her. Dislike, cynicism, anxiety, all these she could deal with, was comfortable with, although it made her wonder exactly what Koul had told her.
She knew what Koul thought of her in his private moments, because there were no truly private moments in the military, only relative ones. If Koul thought he was getting intelligence on Cheloi from intermediaries who were willing to talk, then it would be best for him to remember that it cut both ways.
Spraen. Cheloi’s lips twitched momentarily. Koul might think it an insult, but she enjoyed the comparison to one of the ravening scavengers of Perlim myth.
Coming to pick at your bones, eh Koul?
“Senior Colonel, may I present Senior Lieutenant Lith Yinalña.”
Cheloi clicked back to the present.
“Yinalña.” She rolled the name over her tongue, stressing the second syllable. It didn’t sound very Perlim-like.
The lieutenant, her soft military cap clutched in one hand, saluted smartly. Cheloi returned the salute and offered a handshake which, after a moment’s hesitation, was taken. Yinalña’s hands were warm but rough, indicating that the junior officer often dabbled in manual tasks. There was a sense of strength and capability in the short greeting, two traits that Cheloi usually admired.
Usually. She wasn’t liking any of this. She darted a quick glance at Koul but his expression was open and innocent. Or at least as innocent as an expression got on that particular face. She introduced Rumis, and they began a desultory conversation, but her eyes were still on Lith Yinalña, moving up and down her body in quick strokes, taking in the curves of her breasts and the swell of hips that the jacket couldn’t hide. The lieutenant’s pulled-back hair emphasised her high cheekbones and full lips. They may have been of the same height, but Yinalña was younger and less androgynous than Cheloi. The Colonel felt something flutter again, deep in her stomach. Her hand was still warm from the brief handshake, but the rest of her felt frozen and icy with premonition.
She was going to be trouble. Cheloi could feel it in her bones, a feeling compounded by the fact that it was Koul who brought her here. That figure, that hair, those lively welcoming eyes. Cheloi felt like she was standing on the edge of a dark precipice on a summer’s day, a glowing sun eclipsing disaster.
“Where did you find Lieutenant Yinalña?” Cheloi asked her second-in-command, making her voice casual.
“Quite by accident, while on a tour of Blue sector.”
So, last week. If I can believe him.
“If you recall, you sent me there to carry out an evaluation of the situation.”
Yes. It was not a happy time for the Empire. An entire company had been lured into a rebel ambush and killed almost to the last soldier. Koul had recommended withdrawing the company’s remnant to facilitate a regroup and injection of fresh soldiers. Cheloi agreed.
“Yinalña’s commander died during the retreat.”
“I see.”
“But the company’s Sergeant Major commended her diligence and engineering dexterity to me and I thought you would find that useful.”
It was only a slim straw but Cheloi grabbed it. It was nothing she wanted to articulate, but she had to get rid of her new staff officer as quickly as possible. “Won’t she be missed? After all, it’s the engineers that keep the wheels of the Empire turning.”
“She’s only had informal training.”
“So she’s not a formal member of the Engineers then?”
“No.”
Cheloi tried not to let the disappointment show. “No safer posts available?”
No, that question came out too quickly. She knew she shouldn’t be pushing matters so hard and so soon. Even now, she saw a trace of speculation in Koul’s pale eyes and cursed herself for handling the conversation so ineptly. If she’d been thinking, she would have accepted the driver with an offhand negligence then quietly ordered Rumis to find some way of getting rid of her. But something about Lith Yinalña unbalanced her in a way that more than three years of combat in a war zone hadn’t.
Koul’s words were slow and deliberate, clear signs that there was much more going on in his head than he was willing to admit.
“She volunteered for a posting at the front. I thought it a natural solution to the problem. Was I incorrect in my assumption?”
Koul tried to look puzzled but Cheloi saw behind his gaze to the underlying cold calculation. She knew she was going to have to concede the point.
“As always, Koul, you anticipate my wishes,” Cheloi smiled tightly and raised her voice to encompass the other two. “Perhaps Major Swonnessy can show the Senior Lieutenant to her quarters. We can set up a quick briefing for later this afternoon. Rumis, see to it.”
“Immediately, Colonel.”
Rumis Swonnessy smiled broadly at the lieutenant as he reached for her soft-pack, shrugging the bag’s thick strap lightly onto his shoulder. “Follow me.”
The speculative gazes from two pairs of eyes followed the figures as they wound their way out of the canteen.

Lith looked around her with unabashed curiosity. All the military facilities she’d been assigned to had so far been on the planet’s surface. This was the first time she’d been given an underground post.
“A bit different, isn’t it?”
She looked over at the man who accompanied her and nodded agreement. He was Major Rumis Swonnessy, Senior Colonel Sie’s adjutant. She hadn’t expected such a handsome face to match the reputation he had already built up. And she hadn’t expected such a pleasant personality either.
“The Nineteen, as you already know, is a long and thin territory, and all the transport routes travel quite close to our encampments. Central Control thought that siting our headquarters aboveground would make it easier for rebels to target us, so we were ordered to construct it underground instead.”
“It’s, er, very impressive.”
Actually, the word Lith was thinking of was more along the lines of oppressive, but she couldn’t say that to someone who was showing her around with such obvious pride. The canteen they had just walked from was near an exit, but Swonnessy pointed out corridors that led to other exits aboveground. Lith feverishly memorised their positions, afraid of an imminent attack of claustrophobia.
They passed through the administrative block, where the Tactical and Information Rooms were located, and she was shown where the Communications Room was situated, near the end of a long tunnel. Above her head, square panels of light, evenly spaced, illuminated the regular scraping texture of the walls and the grainy texture of the floors. Small crunches indicated footsteps of soldiers as they passed the pair, intent on their own tasks. It was like being in the belly of some infernal beast or trapped in a military-run underworld. Lith shivered, her guilty conscience prodded by the fact that she was actually where she had originally planned to end up. Her feet slowed as she fought the instinct to grab the bag off Swonnessy’s shoulder and flee. She fought to take in a full lungful of air. Was there a problem with the ventilation systems or was it her own fear, constricting her lungs and making it difficult to breathe?
Oblivious, Swonnessy happily chatted on, pointing out other major points of interest. They passed to the accommodation block.
“This is the Colonel’s quarters,” he said, indicating an otherwise anonymous door. “Most of your time will probably be spent shuttling between here and your own quarters.”
Lith frowned at the seamless black panel. It was strange how it looked like every other door. As though a monster – the Butcher – didn’t weave her plans of death from behind its bland exterior. Just thinking about what went on behind that door, the orders that resulted in thousands of innocent casualties and deaths, was enough to get her blood boiling and give her a much-needed burst of courage.
She smiled into the Major’s dark eyes. “I’m sure I’ll be kept very busy,” she told him.
He laughed and led her further down the corridor. “If you’re working for the Colonel, you don’t have a choice.”
He stopped outside another door and palmed it open. “This is yours.”
Lith stepped into the room that was to be her new home. It was a compact space, with a small bathroom off to one side. The air inside was stuffy and smelt a little mouldy, something Swonnessy noticed as well, because he stepped sideways to the climate-control panel just near the door and activated the ventilation fans. After waiting to make sure the characteristic whirring began, he continued forward and put Lith’s soft-pack down on her bed.
“The Colonel is usually up quite early, but you’re not expected on duty until seven. It’ll be worth your while to get fresh uniforms to her the night before rather than try scrambling around in the morning.”
She nodded.
“I’ll leave you to get settled. Let’s meet for lunch in an hour and I’ll take you through the rest of your duties.”
“Thank you for your help, Major.”
He smiled. “Welcome to Nineteen’s HQ. I’ll see you back at the canteen.”
Lith watched him leave and swiftly locked the door behind him, letting out a long breath only when she was alone.
The day had started out with a flurry, with sub-Colonel Grakal-Ski arriving to pick her up from the shambles of Blue sector command precisely at six. Not that he drove the wheeler himself. It was obvious to Lith that Grakal-Ski thought himself above such petty activities and she tried to smile reassuringly at the nervous-looking ensign who had been ordered to act as the Colonel’s chauffeur.
The Colonel had tried to be courteous to her, but it was a futile effort. No matter how much a smile tried to curve his lips, or how outwardly solicitous his words might be – “Are you sure you have everything, Lieutenant?”; “No, there’s no need for you to drive. I’m sure Ensign Kavky will be more than happy to get us back to HQ”; “Should you have any questions about HQ protocol, please feel free to approach me” – they couldn’t hide the essential coldness, the distinct feeling of aloof calculation, behind his eyes.
Grakal-Ski might be polite to her now, but Lith was certain that could easily turn into a frigid rage should she ever displease him.
Major Rumis Swonnessy, on the other hand, seemed to be no more than he appeared to be. She was surprised by how friendly and courteous he was and by the clear respect he showed the Nineteen’s commander. Lith was sure he was also a big hit with the ladies. Those laughing eyes, dimples, and smooth voice could coax the most reluctant woman (or man, come to think of it) to bed.
Senior Colonel Cheloi Sie, however, wasn’t what Lith was expecting at all. She had been anticipating the reserve, but not the courtesy. And she had certainly not expected to find her...attractive. The Colonel’s short practical haircut emphasised her bone structure, camouflaged by only a light padding of fat that made her seem more approachable and less like a flesh-filleting knife. Her skin was darker than Lith’s but lighter than the dark chocolate of her eyes. Her lips, dark and bluish in tinge, looked like they smiled often. And her voice was calm and melodious. If they had met in a bar somewhere, Lith might have even struck up a conversation with the attractive woman. And that thought scared her.
She grimaced as she flipped open the flap of her soft-pack. She thought she could still feel the impression of the Colonel’s hand against her own. The touch had been firm and decisive and Lith conceded that it was only a touch of immaturity that made her expect something chill, soft and clammy.
“Why couldn’t it have been soft and clammy?” she muttered. She paused in her unpacking, looking down at her upturned hand as if she could see the outline of Cheloi Sie’s fingers etched on her palm. With a rough movement, she rubbed it against the side of her trousers.
“A butcher,” she told herself in a stern voice. “Not attractive. Not interesting. Just a better-than-average mass murderer.”
And concentrated on getting ready for lunch with Major Swonnessy.
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