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  Sixteen-year-old Rae Stroder lives in a hollow asteroid, a defunct refuelling station, with a brain-damaged adult, Gris, to keep her company. Low on supplies, they’ve been eking out an existence for years. Everything changes when Alwin Anton, ultra-clean, smart and handsome AllEarth Corp company auditor, arrives to find disarray. Full of suspicion, he interrogates Rae, threatening her with prosecution for theft. He uncovers the fact that she is not Rae Stroder at all, when space pirates attack.


  During the attack, Rae is taken prisoner and Alwin Anton escapes in his space ship. The pirate women prepare Rae for sale on the infamous Centauri slave markets. It’s all going badly, when she is purchased by a mysterious Ridallian. Meanwhile, the space pirates are out to kill Alwin Anton because he holds the secret to Rae’s true identity. It’s a race against time to unravel the intrigue of Rae’s past to secure her future.
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  Chapter One


  Outpost 311


  My throat itched as I connected the power relay above my head. The torch clipped to my belt jerked light beams from floor to ceiling doing little to help me see clearly. I groaned and when I lowered my arms, knives of pain dug into my shoulders. As I wiped sweat from my forehead and eyes, I wished I was watching a vid instead of doing this. With a snort of disgust, I left the cords dangling while I took a sniff of oxygen. Then I turned the respirator off with a snap.


  I breathed in the thick, gluggy gas that passed for air in this corridor and felt an ache arrive just behind my left eyebrow. That’s what you got when you lived in a forgotten, hollowed-out asteroid.


  I looked up at the dangling cords and thought of Gris topside trying to align the solar sail and sighed. No choice but to get the darn thing fixed before the plants died in the hydroponics bay. Besides providing a small of amount of food, the plants converted carbon dioxide to oxygen, something the air filters couldn’t do. Even I knew that.


  I stretched upwards to place the cables back in the conduit and groaned when I heard my ragged body-stocking tear again.


  ‘Rats,’ I said, as I eased the piece of metal plating I used for a shirt. What I wouldn’t give for a nice, new, sleek ship suit. Then, I inhaled a mouthful of air so thick I could feel it clog my lungs and coughed. There was a crackle of static and I groped for the commlink hanging off my belt.


  ‘Rae?’


  ‘Gris?’ I said into my commlink, which was taped together and had its power cell exposed.


  Gris’ familiar slurred speech sounded in my ear. ‘Sail…is…up…Rae,’ he said, from the surface of the asteroid.


  Gris, a towering hulk of flesh, had been injured in a pirate attack a few years before. I had nursed him back to health with the aid of the dilapidated med unit but something wasn’t right in his head. He had never been the same man again.


  Often I dreamed that my life had all been a mistake and that I was actually living on a Class Five Space Station with floor-to-ceiling view ports, overlooking the rings of Saturn or the storms of Jupiter, enjoying all the modern conveniences of the 2050s. I fantasised that I had friends my own age and we hung out at the vidmovie arcade and talked about our favourite actors. I frowned as I went back to work.


  I checked the alignment. The sail was slightly off, although some power was being converted by the superconductor. I checked the solar radiation levels in the hydroponics bay. Better, but not perfect.


  I took another snort of air and said into the commlink, ‘Gris, can you shift the sail to the left another half a centimetre? Yep that’s it.’


  I checked the monitor. The power levels were up. ‘Okay, head back now. Meet you at the control centre. I think I can scrounge up some de-moulded hard tack and a tin of beans.’


  Gris’ guffaw reached me over the crackle of static. Our shared joke. The only food we had was hardtack and beans.


  After replacing the ceiling panel, I walked along the hexagon-shaped corridors. I passed the signs of our scrapping operation, the gaping rents in the wall where the metal planking curled away from the bulkhead, leaving the superstructure and conduits exposed. I headed back to the control centre, taking another snort of oxygen to keep me going.


  Around the corner at a junction, I paused. A curse burst out of me. I had to stop here and work out how to get back. We’d sold the signs for food. I looked for an identifier, shining the torch along the edge. The corridors linking the bay to the main service areas were out. We couldn’t afford the power or the oxygen to keep them useable all the time. Only one was safe to use. My torch revealed the squiggle dash I had etched into the rim. That was the way back to the control centre.


  My head was feeling a bit fuzzy from the lack of clean air by the time I made it to the main corridor. I shoved the door to slide it back, but it was stuck. I unhitched a power cell from my belt and attached the switch cable. The door slid open jerkily. Stepping through, it slid shut as I pulled my hand and the precious power cell through. The air was cleaner here closer to the centre, and I breathed it in deeply. The headache that had begun in the service corridor would fade eventually.


  Bending down, I retied my handmade boots and adjusted the shin plating over my leggings. Gris had made these clothes for me, using scrap and wiring to hold together the rotting remains of my body-stocking.


  When I entered the control centre, I caught a glimpse of myself in the stainless-steel plating. My pale skin was grimy, nothing like those made up-actors in the vidmovies. My brown hair was dirty and hung limply over my shoulders. Gris had hacked it a few months ago, even so it was still shoulder length. Bulging embarrassingly from underneath the plating were my breasts. I tried to ease them back. I wasn’t quite used to them yet. A great hole in my stocking over my midriff matched the one I’d just acquired on my right thigh. My elbows, too, poked through the sleeves of both arms, and I had various burn holes dotted down my forearms. Those were from dismantling sections of the outpost with a blowtorch. I wasn’t very good at it. Maybe next trade we could manage a real ship suit, fit for a 16 year old. For now, I had to live with what I had.


  Gris bounced in. He hadn’t been brought up on the asteroid like me so he still had trouble with the light gravity. His bare chest was laced with scars and his lopsided trousers were cut above the knees. He wore a metal apron secured with wire around his waist and buttocks. It saved a few embarrassing moments for both of us. Since his head injury, he tended to undress at odd times. The ties slowed down those impulses and gave me time to exit.


  Stretching carefully, I got up to open the beans and placed the hard tack on our plates.


  ‘Tea?’ I asked Gris.


  ‘Umm, yes please,’ he replied with a thick tongue.


  ‘You did well today, Gris. I think we’ll live a little bit longer. Though if you ask me,’ I said, plonking down in the command chair. My serving of beans swam in thin, tasteless sauce. I pushed them around the plate without much interest. ‘Not much point is there. I mean, we’re stuck here unless we want to join the pirates or illegal traders.’


  ‘Captain Stroder,’ said Gris, dropping beans from his mouth.


  ‘Yes, I know Dad said we had a duty to man the outpost, but he is gone now isn’t he? Let me see,’ I said, reaching down and drawing out my routine checklist from under my chair. ‘Keep the landing bays powered and functional; maintain client facilities; relay messages and astronomical data; maintain…’


  I threw the checklist down and it clattered to the floor. Running that checklist was the only thing I knew. That and vidmovies and dealing with the rogue traders and the occasional pirate. I don’t ever remember going to school but I must have once because I could read…a bit.


  Everything seemed so pointless. ‘What the hell.’ I ranted to the ceiling. ‘No one’s coming. Haven’t seen a supply ship since I was 14.’


  ‘Captain Stroder said…’ repeated Gris.


  I glanced over to him as I swivelled around in the chair. He looked unhappy, so I got up and patted him on the head. He was hunched down, eating his beans on the floor so I could reach him easily.


  ‘Don’t worry, Gris. We’ve got nothing better to do. I’ll think I’ll take a nap after I re-watch my favourite vidmovie. Do the rounds will you?’


  ‘Yep,’ replied Gris, snaffling the rest of my uneaten beans as he left.


  I pulled the seat cushion off the command chair and shoved it beneath the console. I crawled in after it and lay my head down. After I stretched out under the console and folded a few bits of circuitry out of the way, I angled down the viewer.


  I selected A Slave’s Lament, my favourite vidmovie, featuring Del Divlan in the lead as a slave girl, slotted it in and hunkered down to watch. The opening sequence flashed up. How I admired Del’s clothes and the way she spoke. Would I ever be that grown up? I wondered. I mouthed a few of her lines, practising her accent. Eventually my eyes closed and I drifted off to sleep to the sound of Del telling her master how much she loved him.


  Chapter Two


  The Lollydrop


  The crackling of the communication console woke me up. Still dazed from sleep, I didn’t quite recognise the sound. An indistinct voice sounded over the interference. I shook my head, dislodging my confusion and disbelief. I hadn’t heard external comms for quite a while. The voice grew louder and more distinct.


  ‘Outpost 311…in…read me. Outpost…’


  I scrambled up and threw the seat cushion back on the chair. While rubbing sleep from my eyes, I straightened my chest plating and eased the back of my metal skirt away from my chafe marks. I should’ve undone the ties before I slept, but I had been too lazy and too tired to even think about it.


  ‘Outpost 311…please respond…’


  I jumped. ‘Huh?’ Startled into action, I plopped into the command chair and spun around to activate the automated response and telemetry readouts.


  ‘This is outpost 311 receiving,’ I said in my best vidmovie tone. I’m sure Dad would’ve been proud of me.


  ‘Captain Stroder?’ came the surprised, posh-sounding voice.


  I had to think quickly. It wasn’t a good idea to give things away too easily (especially when you didn’t know who it was). ‘Um, I’m the only Stroder here. Who are you and what do you want?’


  I called up the telemetry and stared at it for a while. I traced the blip with my finger and tried to make sense of the readouts. From what I could tell the small cruise ship was still a way out but it was heading directly for the outpost. Turning the communication console off for a moment, I keyed the commlink.


  ‘Gris,’ I hissed urgently. ‘Gris.’ No answer. ‘Wake up, Gris. This is an emergency. We have a ship coming in. Wait.’ My eyes danced over the readouts looking for the ship’s ID. ‘Here’s the signature. It’s from AllEarth Corp. Who in hell is that I wonder?’


  I reactivated the communications console. The impatient male voice was berating the outpost. ‘…are you reading me? This is Alwin Anton, representative of AllEarth Corp. Please activate landing beacon and ready the landing bay. I repeat…’


  ‘Shit, shit, shit,’ I began to fidget then pounced on the landing protocol checklist from where it hung on the wall. ‘Gris. What do I do? They’re looking for Dad. It’s official, not some scummy pirate. Gris?’


  A crackle of static and I could hear him. ‘Ummph,’ groaned Gris into his commlink. The sound of him waking up flooded through the centre. He must have bedded down in one of the service conduits, probably on the other side of the air filters where it was warm. ‘Gris here. What…is…it Rae?’


  ‘Gris, thank god,’ I said, grateful to hear his mumbling. I scanned the checklist. ‘Ah, power up landing bay Alpha, quickly. We have official visitors. Then get up here and help me find the protocol sheets for official visitors—or was it for emergencies?—that Dad stashed away’


  ‘Visitors?’ he said, slowly enunciating the word. I could picture him, standing slack faced, mouth agape as he said it.


  ‘Yes, god dammit. Real visitors. Maybe they’ll have real food.’ I snapped off the commlink. I hoped that Gris understood what I was saying and would go and ready the landing bay.


  I leant over the console and tried to get my bearings. Lights were flashing all over the place and displays were projecting three-dimensional images of the ship approaching in front of my face. I was shaking so hard I nearly tipped out of my chair. I had to get a grip. Clearing my throat, I opened a channel to the incoming ship.


  ‘Welcome to outpost 311, Mr, er, Anton. Landing bay Alpha is at your disposal. The Lollydrop will find all services available,’ I said in the same vidmovie accent I’d used before, though with a bit more polish. I flicked off the switch and mumbled to myself. ‘Except fuel, supplies, amenities and every other goddamn thing it’ll want.’


  Gris entered while I was rummaging through Dad’s records. He’d been an old-fashioned man, keeping paper books as well as storage wafers.


  ‘Pirate,’ Gris grunted. I knocked my head on the cupboard I was leaning into and groaned.


  ‘Ow,’ I said as I rubbed my wounded noggin. I pulled myself out and bounded to my feet. ‘Really, Gris, you think he’s a pirate? His ship signature is genuine, matches the auto update we had two years ago. Look,’ I added with a smile. ‘I’ve never heard of a pirate that would call himself ‘Alwin Anton’ have you?’


  Gris scratched his groin and thought for a moment. ‘Ah, no,’ he said slowly.


  ‘It’s not Rusty Claw or Cleaver the Curry Eater this time. This AllEarth Corp guy talks like his ship suit shrank a while back.’


  Gris held up a hand and frowned. ‘Captain say you nice little girl. Speak nice.’


  ‘Sure. I can speak nice, when you’re my main company and the only other freaks that come here are criminals with weird names. If it wasn’t for you, Gris, I’m sure they would have sold me on the Centauri slave market ages ago.’


  I reached up, standing on tippy-toes, and scratched behind his ear. His sagging face split with a grin. I really did love him and it brought tears to my eyes just to think of how much. ‘Now, enough of that. Do you remember where Dad put those notes? The emergency ones?’


  Gris’ face went blank, his grey eyes glazed. ‘Notes?’ he replied.


  I pouted and stared into space. The sounds of the monitors tracking the Lollydrop’s berthing were like little daggers digging into my flesh. I thought I was going to stress out completely until I suddenly remembered my little-girl stash.


  Edging under the main console, I pulled aside the cabinet door. This was where I used to keep my mementos, broken doll bits, a piece of my mother’s uniform and a pile of papers. I drew out the papers and shook dust off them. A vidmovie disc dropped down. I bent down to pick it up and gave the title a quick glance. I scrunched my face up. It read Second Class Humans-Clone Revolt. ‘What’s this some kind of documentary? I turfed it back into the cabinet and rifled through the rest of the stuff. A couple of papers were infantile drawings that I flicked in the direction of the cabinet. Then on the next page were Dad’s hand-written words, ‘Rae, in case of emergency, follow these steps.’


  ‘Here it is. Gris, you’d better head down to the landing bay and switch on the lights and air. Make sure all of the side passages are sealed so that he can only come here. I’ll join you shortly.’


  Gris nodded and headed out the door. I climbed up to the main console and checked the displays. The Lollydrop looked cute and sleek, unlike a hobbled-together pirate ship. It would be another 15 minutes before our visitor docked, enough time to get a few things done. I quickly read through my father’s instructions. I read them again just to make sure, then stuffed them under the seat cushion and sat on them. All the while, I was trying to understand how I was supposed to follow them.


  The tracking beep of the ship’s approach made my heart twitch. I stopped staring into space and turned to watch the display of the ship. The Lollydrop had started docking manoeuvres by matching its speed to the asteroid’s spin. Then as the tongue of the landing bay crossed the horizon it would line up and descend down to attach itself to the outpost. Just then, I had a horrible thought.


  ‘Oh no,’ I said and bolted for the door.


  Chapter Three


  Alwin Anton


  ‘Lord, what a stink,’ I yelled into my commlink. ‘Gris, we have a problem. The primary reclamation unit. We forgot to fix it and it’s overflowed into the main corridor.’


  I pulled my hair in frustration when he didn’t reply. ‘Gris? Gris. I don’t know what to do. Dad’s notes didn’t cover situations like this.’


  Waves of slushy sewerage were oozing over the deck planking. I’d smelt bad things in my time but this definitively topped the list. Hands on hips, I stared at the muck while waiting for Gris to answer.


  ‘Re…re…route,’ came Gris’ voice through the commlink.


  ‘Sure, no problem.’ I thought fast as I tried to calm down. I felt the fabric of my body-stocking give, as I darted backwards and forwards, trying to decide which way to go. We only had five minutes. I would have to stall the visitor at the airlock.


  I loped down the main corridor, hoping my clothing would stay on my back. I pulled up at the atmospheric control unit.


  ‘Gris. I’m cycling the air through corridors AB3 to AB5. That should take him around it. But I’m going to have to drain the atmosphere from the main corridors near the docking bay. It’s still going to stink. I don’t think the filters can do much about it.


  ‘Darn.’ I said as I punched the panel. The remotes weren’t working I’d have to go down myself. I ran, holding on to my metal chest plate and skirt because they had the annoying habit of thwacking against me and leaving me bruised.


  Then when I made the hatch, I unsealed it and put on my respirator mask. After stepping through, I rerouted the air and sealed off the passages. As the corridor filled up with better air, I slipped off my mask and screwed up my face. ‘Phew. That still smells strong.’ I sniffed and looked down. The smeared remains of an aging turd were hanging off my boot.


  ‘Crap. What next?’ I angled my foot and scraped what I could off onto the verge grating. Time was running out. So I gave up trying to clean my boot and headed for the airlock to meet Alwin Anton, representative of AllEarth Corp, before he stumbled into something he shouldn’t, all the while repeating my father’s first rule, ‘Act Stupid’. I was doing a good job so far and I wasn’t even trying.


  The hatch began to open and then halted with a grating crunch. Surprised, I looked up. The darn thing was frozen. With Mr Anton trapped on the other side, I rummaged through a service bin looking for the WD2040. After tossing bits of equipment casually over my shoulder, I put my hand on the aerosol can. I aimed and squeezed it into the frozen seal. I was greeted by the shush of air when the two atmospheres interacted. My ears felt heavy for a moment while they adjusted to the change in pressure.


  I looked up from examining my boot, nose still hitched in a sniff when Mr Anton hove into view. He was a head taller than me, with lightly-tanned skin. Athletic looking, his dark eyes glittered as they looked me up and down. With his short black hair, straight nose and white teeth, he’d pass for a movie star. If the expression on his face was anything to go by, he was surprised. He stared for a moment and then his face creased and he staggered backwards. ‘Good god. What is that stink?’ he blurted out in what the vids would call a private-school accent.


  ‘Sorry, slight malfunction,’ I replied with a nervous shrug. ‘We’re having it fixed right away. Now if you’ll follow me I’ll take you round to the control room.’


  ‘Who are you?’ He crossed the threshold.


  I swung round and felt my face heat and my underarms itch with sweat. I didn’t have to act stupid in the way my Dad instructed, since it obviously came naturally. ‘Oh? Yes, sorry. I’m Rae Stroder. Captain Stroder’s daughter.’


  ‘And where is your…Captain?’ His dark eyes were narrowed under trim dark eyebrows. He seemed to be looking everywhere at once. ‘Avoiding me I suppose. They always do.’


  ‘If you’ll follow me, we can discuss your business. And mine.’ His eyes settled on me, the dark irises bored into my surprised eyes. I had to look away. I couldn’t stand the way he looked at me. Then it got worse. He stepped around me and looked me up and down in my shabby clothes. If there had been a garbage chute nearby, I would have flushed myself. But Daddy’s checklist had to be followed so I swallowed what was left of my pride and slunk back down the corridor with Mr Anton grinding his teeth as he passed through the deserted corridors.


  Arriving at the control centre, I stepped over the remains of five nights’ worth of dirty dinner plates and dusted off the command chair and righted the cushion.


  ‘Here have a seat,’ I said as calmly as I could.


  Mr Anton’s eyes seemed to bug out as he surveyed the chair and the control room and then rested his almost black eyes on me again. He stared at me, letting his eyes drop to my clothes.


  Everything was silent. The visitor, Mr Anton, seemed lost for words until Gris elbowed his way into the room, grunting and smelling like a pig fresh from his wallow. Mr Anton’s jaw dropped so I thought an introduction was in order.


  ‘Oh, um, Gris. Meet Mr Anton. He’s here to—why are you here?’


  Those dark eyes narrowed. Mr Anton smiled, a fake smile, and didn’t bother to shake Gris’ extended hand. It did look very suspicious. I wouldn’t have shaken it either.


  ‘Gris.’ Mr Anton spoke again with that polished voice. Perhaps he was an actor. My mind began to drift in that direction. ‘I don’t know the name,’ he said as he continued rubbing his clean-shaved chin and examining Gris in the same way he had examined me. ‘That name is not on the crew list.’ His gaze darted chillingly back to mine.


  ‘Crew list?’ I blurted. I had never seen one.


  ‘Yes, the crew list. Who are you people?’


  I blinked with the force of his words. He seemed to hurl them like accusations. I drew myself up to my full 150cm and faced him squarely with my shoulders set. ‘We are crew,’ I said indignantly. ‘What else would we be, holiday makers?’


  Gris gawped at me dumbly. I noticed that his breathing was rapid. Having visitors didn’t seem to suit him. I frowned at him and willed him to behave.


  ‘There is no need to be impertinent, Ms Stroder. Where is Captain Stroder? There is no point in him hiding from me. I may look young, fresh out of university, but I assure you and him that I am very experienced. ’


  ‘No one is hiding from you,’ I replied, puzzled. What kind of person was he that people hid when he came a calling?


  A sneer appeared on his face. ‘I am here on official business. I have a right to ask these questions.’


  ‘Really? What is your official business? You didn’t bring supplies by any chance?’ I assessed him with my eyes as he had me. He was immaculately clean. His ship suit was bright blue and tapered to his lithe body. He could pass for an actor, but I wasn’t sure who. Perhaps Nel Wingham, who often appeared with Del. But when his mouth shrunk to a pout, I thought not.


  ‘Supplies? No, not much. I was expecting to restock and refuel here. This is a refuelling post.’


  ‘Yes, it is.’ I mentally ran down the emergency checklist Dad had left me. Second point was ‘deny everything’. Great.


  ‘I’ll need an office or quarters. But,’ he gestured to the control room, ‘if this is the state of the executive area, I will lodge on my ship. But first I want you to give me access to the data core’.


  ‘What?’ I yelped. I didn’t even know we had one. I didn’t think admitting that would impress Mr Anton so I hid my ignorance.


  ‘You heard me.’


  ‘Yes, I heard you but you haven’t given me a reason to give you that access. Even if I…never mind. You didn’t say what your official business was.’


  ‘Ah yes, I should have stated that earlier.’ He produced, from inside the lapel of his super-clean ship suit, an official storage wafer with a flashy AllEarth Corp logo. He handed it to me with the words. ‘You are being audited.’


  I suppressed the urge to scream. I had no idea what an audit was, and I didn’t know that the outpost had anything to do with this AllEarth Corp. I turned the wafer over. It was self-powered so I didn’t need to plug it in to read it. When I pressed the execute button the message scrolled down. Lots of paragraphs about the outpost’s specifications, when it was built and inaugurated and the details of AllEarth Corp’s ownership. Then right at the end came the bit about Mr Alwin Anton, official of said company, who had been designated to carry out a full inspection and audit. All access was to be given freely and all questions answered. It ended with a cute bit that said thank you for your cooperation. I was a bit numbed after reading it, well most of it, some words I didn’t understand at all. They had never appeared on any checklist I had ever read.


  Gris looked on from where he hovered by the door but I didn’t bother giving the wafer to him. He could only read corridor signs since the injury. I stared at the message as it began to re-scroll, stalling for time. But Mr Anton’s smooth manicured fingers reached out and grasped it, tugging it from my grip. When I glared at him rudely, he said, ‘I will be examining all of the facilities and transaction records. Though, I must say my first impressions are not good.’


  He headed to the door, gingerly edging around Gris to avoid touching him.


  ‘By the way, it would behove you to dress more appropriately. Your clothing is very distracting.’


  I glanced down. I didn’t notice anything different about what I was wearing so I shrugged. He was shaking his head.


  Drooling over his sleek and clean ship suit, I said, ‘If you have a spare one of those I’ll wear it.’


  His face skin turned pink and he coughed. ‘I, er…you are most impertinent.’


  ‘I am?’


  ‘You should just requisition one, though I have the suspicion that you are not entitled to one. You are definitely not crew.’


  Now that made me angry. ‘Not crew? My father left me in charge here. That makes me crew. I work hard to keep this place running.’


  ‘Hah,’ he said and squeezed out the partly opened door. He kicked it before he headed back to his ship.


  Gris let out a wet-sounding sigh and asked, ‘What is audit?’


  ‘Trouble, I think.’ I leaned down to retrieve the emergency checklist. So far I had acted stupid and denied everything. My eyes read the next point.


  ‘Heavens. Dad had to be drunk when he wrote this.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Gris as he scrapped dirt and muck off his skin with a sharp piece of plating, the outpost’s most efficient means of washing.


  ‘He says “lie through your teeth”,’ I quoted. ‘That’s all well and good. But what do I lie about?’


  Chapter Four


  Space Audit


  ‘Come in, Ms Stroder…Ms Stroder?’ Mr Anton’s voice grew louder. I wiped sleep from my eyes and flexed my stiff leg, tingling with pins and needles. I’d slept with the metal plate on again and this time it had cut off the circulation. I could hardly breathe as I rubbed some feeling back into my calf muscles.


  ‘Ms Stroder. I assume you are at your post. It is oh-nine-hundred.’


  ‘Oh asteroid dust,’ I cursed as I hopped up from underneath the console and hit the acknowledge button. ‘Rae here, Mr Anton. What can I do for you?’ I said a tad breathlessly. I was suppressing a moan after all.


  ‘Plenty. I’m sending you a copy of the letter of authority for AllEarth Corp for your records. You can read, can’t you?’


  I sniffed. Hadn’t he seen me read? ‘Yes, I can, though I don’t have much need for it on the outpost. We don’t have a library.’


  ‘If you are attempting humour, then you are wasting your time on me. I don’t have a sense of humour. It’s not in my job description.’


  ‘Sorry, my mistake,’ I replied, through a yawn. I dragged my fingers through my clumped, dirty hair and, as I did, I thought of how clean the auditor’s was. How did he manage it?


  ‘I want you to rendezvous with me on level 3. I will undertake a random inspection.’


  ‘Level 3?’ I had to think fast. ‘Um, that’s not a good idea.’ I angled my head, trying to see if Gris was around. He wasn’t. Bother. I had to think of something else. ‘We had to close that down three days ago. There was a radiation leak.’


  ‘Really? A radiation leak? What kind of radiation, Ms Stroder?’


  ‘Can’t recall. Gris was looking after it. Please call me Rae. I don’t think I’ve ever been called Ms Stroder before and it makes my skin crawl.’


  ‘I see. Then I will check the Beta landing bay. I assume that’s functioning.’


  ‘Yes, it is, but Gris is working on it right now. When your ship docked, it caused a power flux, or surge or something.’ I prayed Gris stayed out of sight.


  ‘Are there any areas of the outpost that are fit to be seen, Ms Stroder?’


  ‘Rae,’ I prompted.


  ‘Excuse me, Rae.’


  ‘Yes, of course. I’ll take you on a tour of the hydroponics bay.’


  ‘Hydroponics? Ms Stroder, I mean, Rae, there is no hydroponics bay listed in the outpost’s schematics.’


  ‘Well, I don’t know about the schem…the schematics but there’s been a hydroponics bay ever since I can remember.’


  There was a pause. The line was still open. I could hear it. ‘This is most unusual, Ms Stroder.’


  ‘Yes, we’ve never had an audit before.’


  ‘That is not what I meant,’ he replied with a sigh.


  ‘Oh, but I meant what I said,’ I added and smiled.


  ‘Meet me at my ship. Right away,’ he barked into the comms. My smile faded and I felt quite faint suddenly. I said the first thing that came into my mind.


  ‘Yea, okay. Be there in a jiff.’ I punched the commlink. ‘Shit, shit, shit.’


  ‘Don’t talk bad. Gris don’t like,’ said Gris from the doorway.


  I turned on him, fists clenched. ‘Gris. Where were you? He’s tying me up in knots. What am I to do? Dad’s list is a joke and I don’t like that guy. He’s so, so…stiff. He doesn’t cuss—he’s clean and he’s doing honest work.’


  ‘Gris fixing things.’ He fumbled with his lap plate.


  My eyes followed his hands. I gulped. It was time to leave. ‘Gris, now is not the time to start fixing that thing, okay. Tie yourself up and fix something that’s broken or I’m not sure what will happen. Gotta go and meet Mr Anton Audit.’


  I ran from the command centre before Gris’ urges got the better of him. It was probably Mr Anton’s visit that had set him off. Usually only the pirates stressed him out that much.


  Confused, I took a wrong turn and had to double back. Some corridors were still closed due to the broken reclamation unit. I was huffing by the time I made it to Lollydrop’s hatch. I hailed Mr Anton and the hatch slid open.


  The ship was really clean and new looking. I ran my hand along the walls and when I noticed how dirty my fingernails were, I pulled them back. My scruffy handmade boots clanked on the metal floor as I headed towards what I thought was the bridge. Highlighted arrows flickered and lit the way so I followed them.


  He was standing with his back to me, scrolling through data on a screen. In front of the bridge console stood three chairs in a line. I waited for him to notice me. He must have heard my footsteps. Even I could hear them echoing around me still.


  He swung round. ‘Thank you, Ms Stroder. Take a seat.’ He swivelled a chair around for me to sit in.


  I looked at it warily and then eased myself down. It was comfortable and didn’t appear ready to fall apart.


  ‘So, Ms Stroder. I would like an accounting of where your father is?’ Mr Anton spoke as he paced around my chair, stopping occasionally to hold his chin in his hand. My eyes flicked around the bridge, noting its cleanliness and its functionality. The air filters even looked clean and I could smell Mr Anton from where I sat. And he smelt clean too.


  I sniffed myself and wrinkled my nose. I smelt bad in these spotless surroundings and I no longer blended in.


  ‘Ms Stroder, please pay attention. Your father is where?’ His hand now rested on his hip and he softly tapped his shoe on the floor.


  ‘Dad was taken by pirates a few years ago.’ I watched his face. It seemed to freeze.


  ‘What did you say?’ he said and began to pace five steps to the right and five back again and again. I watched, fascinated by his precise moves.


  ‘I said he was taken by pirates. A few years back pirates began to attack the outpost. That’s when the crew began disappearing or were found dead after the raids.’


  He slowed his pacing. One eyebrow tilted ready to slide off his smooth-skinned forehead. ‘They were taken,’ he repeated. ‘When was that?’


  ‘I don’t know. I was younger. Dad went…about three years ago, I think.’


  ‘How is that possible?’


  I blinked. ‘What do you mean how is it possible? We are very isolated. Our comms are weak. The distress beacon was blasted out of space. We’ve had no ships stop for refuelling for years, even before the attacks. Dad said it was the new space station around Saturn that took away our business.’


  I shut my eyes, trying to block out the memory of that attack and the loss of my father. I heard a noise and my eyes flew open. Mr Anton had plonked himself into his seat and was running his hands through his short, dark hair.


  ‘Let me get this straight, Ms Stroder. You and Gris are the only ones here.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And the outpost is barely functional?’


  Avoiding his eye, I shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t say that exactly It’s…it’s almost functional,’ I said.


  ‘You have no supplies or fuel to offer ships accessing this station?’


  ‘Ah, not much of that, no.’


  He launched out of his seat. ‘You are lying to me,’ he yelled.


  I flinched and covered my ears. ‘Not lying. I’ll show you.’


  ‘Oh, there is no need for that. I scouted around last night and did a sensor sweep. You are in serious trouble, Ms Stroder.’


  ‘I am? Why? What have I done?’ I hated the way my face heated.


  He drew closer, almost nose to nose. ‘Embezzled funds, stolen supplies, destroyed AllEarth Corp property. Need I continue?’ He retreated backwards, nodding his head knowingly.


  I stared open mouthed for a bit. ‘What does embezzled mean?’


  ‘Theft, Ms Stroder.’


  ‘We haven’t stolen anything. We’ve had no supplies for years I tell you. I don’t even have clothes.’ I plucked at my body stocking. Unfortunately, a piece tore off in my hand. ‘See,’ I said waving it at him. He peered at it, revulsion etched on his face.


  My outburst stalled him. Then after a few moments, his brow furrowed and he added, ‘Embezzled means you took money, the Corp’s money, and took it for yourself.’


  My eyebrows shot up. ‘You’re kidding me. Aren’t you?’


  ‘No. Here, look at these transactions.’ He turned a storage wafer in his hand and passed it to me. I stared at it uncomprehendingly at first and then I saw it. Money transfers to Captain Stroder, salary, supply purchases, crew bonuses and more. Then there was even a list of supply deliveries. I scrolled through the list, shaking my head. There were hundreds of them over the years.


  A tear of fear escaped. ‘None of these supplies ever came here, Mr Anton.’ I handed the list back and gulped. ‘But I’m worried about what happens now.’


  ‘You will be taken back to Earth for trial.’


  ‘But I haven’t done anything. I don’t know about these supplies. Surely your link to the datacore told you that? Haven’t you scanned the supply holds…what’s left of them?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And were there signs? Even a drop of grain or a smattering of fuel or a crumb of bread?’ My hands had near ripped the padding off the seat. I don’t think I’d ever been so scared before. I had thought Mr Anton would make a handsome vidmovie actor. At that moment, I decided that I didn’t like him at all. He wasn’t nearly good looking enough for the job.


  Chapter Five


  Identity Crisis


  Mr Anton looked down at his wafer, appearing to scroll through it and then he looked me in the eye. ‘No. There were no signs. But perhaps you sold them on to these pirates. I mean your story doesn’t ring true, Ms Stroder. If that is who you really are.’ His voice became a knife, making me flinch.


  Right, I was sick of his accusations and his tone.


  ‘Who else would I be?’ I was interested to hear, as being Rae Stroder hadn’t been too much fun so far. I had no memory of my mother or my life before I came to the outpost.


  ‘Captain Stroder was never married and had no children according to our records.’


  I blinked. ‘Really? So what if they never married. A lot of people don’t bother.’ He was glaring at me, so I drew my eyebrows down into a frown. But I couldn’t keep it up and I began to twist my grimy hands.


  ‘Yes. You are a liar and a thief. The condition of this station is a disgrace to AllEarth Corp. Thank god I implemented this series of random audits or the company would… Never mind, I can see you are not interested.’


  I was shaking my head. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a light flashing on the command console. At first, I ignored it, as I was lost in my own misery. This wasn’t how I dreamed of leaving this place. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.


  Remorse got the better of me. ‘Yes,’ I admitted, hanging my head in shame. ‘The outpost is a disgrace. Dad would be very angry if he saw it.’ I looked at Mr Anton then, into his dark fathomless eyes. ‘But what choice did we have? We had to trade scrap for a bit of food now and then. There is nothing of value here so the pirates leave us alone mostly. Like I said there have been no supplies, for years.’


  ‘But the records show these transactions. More transactions than are reasonable. Why do you think I’m here? I had to investigate. A lot of money has passed through your father’s account.’


  ‘But I tell you he’s dead, taken by the pirates, really mean pirates. Someone else must be behind these.’


  ‘Ms… Rae. Do you consent to a gen scan?’ Already he was readying his equipment.


  ‘What’s a gen scan? Does it hurt?’ I began to scratch. I’d probably developed a nervous rash.


  ‘It won’t hurt, though it will identify you, if your parents are in the database, that is.’


  ‘Sure, but I already know who my father is and my mother died when I was little.’


  Mr Anton fired up the scan and he held the scan gun over my hair, hands and eyes. It didn’t hurt but I felt weird. This situation wasn’t on my checklist and his ship’s on-board gravity was making me feel ill. It wasn’t what I was used to as it was lighter than the outpost.


  He had his back to me as he read the results. ‘There, I knew it.’


  ‘What?’ I edged out of my seat.


  ‘You are not Stroder’s daughter.’


  I fell back into the chair as my heart did a flip-flop. ‘I’m not? Are you saying my mother was unfaithful?’ My heart sank. My life was just like a vidmovie.


  ‘No. Your parents are both alive and living on Earth. Wait a minute, I will correlate the results with the news codex.’ The light still flashed on the console almost in time with my heartbeat.


  ‘Interesting. Now this does put a different slant on things.’ He looked up, his black eyes comparing my face to his readout. I felt uneasy as he studied me quite closely.


  ‘Why are you looking at me like that? It doesn’t say my parents are aliens or something does it?’ I didn’t know much, but being associated with aliens or being part alien was pretty bad. Or so the vidmovies said.


  ‘No. I don’t know how to break this to you. According to the newscast archives, you were kidnapped years ago on Earth. It doesn’t say much here but your parents must have been important or rich.’


  He stilled as he began to mull things over. I could tell because he was rubbing his chin again. He turned slightly and noticed the light flashing on the console. He went over to it. ‘That’s strange,’ he said as he fired up his scanners.


  ‘What?’ I asked, still stunned by what he had told me. I only remembered Captain Stroder. I only knew him. He was my only parent.


  ‘Another ship,’ he said but his tone was different, curious. Not the hard and concise auditor I’d come to know.


  He fired up the view screen and zoomed in. The ship looked very similar to his. He frowned, and I became nervous. Two ships in such a short space of time, that was more than a coincidence, it was downright suspicious. Mr Anton must have thought the same because he threw himself away from the command console while I stood mesmerised.


  ‘Move,’ the auditor shouted. He grabbed me by the elbow, dragged me down the corridor and shunted me out of the hatch.


  There was a flash of red and Lollydrop’s hatch snapped in place, severing me from the ship and Mr Anton, who knew so much and told so little.


  The planking under my feet shuddered. The outpost was under attack. I ran, dodging falling pieces of ceiling and severed cables. There was a hiss as Lollydrop’s manoeuvring thrusters fired and the tie lines disconnected. The ship lurched once then steadied.


  The ship was on emergency launch, and I had to find Gris.


  I ducked through to the main corridor and hit the internal comms. ‘Gris. Gris.’ Static bubbled out of the speakers. ‘Come in.’


  There was more crackling and Anton’s voice came over the comms. He was swearing like a pirate. ‘Rae take cover—I’ll try and lead them away. Rae?’ The comms died.


  I was left to guess where Gris was. I ducked into shadows and crept towards the control room, using my mask to help me breathe. The smell of ozone was strong and the air, not good at the best of times, was heavy with smoke. Three corridors short of my target I saw shadows and heard boots scraping on metal planking. My breath caught in my throat. Gris’ familiar face loomed out of the shadows.


  I ripped off my face mask. ‘Gris,’ I cried, launching myself at him to hug him close. His huge arms came around me and squeezed. ‘Oh Gris, I thought you were hurt.’


  The squeezing didn’t stop. ‘Gris,’ I said through clenched teeth. ‘You’re hurting me.’ I looked up and saw the blood leaking from his scalp. His face was blanker than usual and there was no sign of recognition. ‘No, Gris it’s me.’ His hold didn’t let up. Darkness grew on the edge of my vision and swallowed up my consciousness.


  Chapter Six


  Pirates’ Pleasure


  Cold, hard planking under my chin brought me to wakefulness. A headache thumped in my temples, the after effect of oxygen deprivation. My ribs didn’t feel too good either. I felt my head. It was whole and wasn’t leaking blood but that was the extent of my good fortune.


  As the haze cleared, I noticed there was someone sitting on a chair in front of me. Whoever they were, they were hard to distinguish from the grey fuzz I could see all around me. I tried to focus, but that just made my head spin.


  ‘Hello, Rae,’ said my father’s voice.


  I sat up, wincing. I had to hold my ribs with my arm to ease the pain. ‘Dad?’ I said, throatily. Fire and screaming had worn my voice thin.


  My vision cleared as I blinked rapidly. My Dad was tied up. He had a slight cut on his forehead and his hair was messy, although his uniform looked fresh and clean. He was almost like I remembered him. Although there was something in his eyes, a rheumy redness, that wasn’t there before and his hair was almost white.


  I crawled over to him, though I felt like retching. Using his lap to climb up, I nudged around looking for his bindings. ‘Let me free you. I thought…you were dead. I don’t understand.’ My eyes misted over and I sniffed. So much pleasure and pain mixed together on seeing him.


  ‘I thought I was dead, too, sweet. But they kept me alive. I was so worried about you,’ he said in that familiar voice. It was too much to take in. It was like talking to a ghost. I had a hard time believing that this was really happening.


  I undid the bindings, but he still sat there with me up close. His tired old eyes looked me over and he said, ‘Did the AllEarth Corp guy send any transmissions, Rae?’


  Puzzled, I eased myself up to stand and looked around. ‘Where is Mr Anton?’


  ‘Dead I think,’ said my father, though he didn’t sound confident.


  ‘Dead?’ I stared at him in disbelief and backed away. This had to be some kind of nightmare. ‘Oh, no this can’t be happening.’


  ‘I asked if he sent any transmissions.’ My father’s voice hardened, and he sprung out of the chair to tower over me.


  ‘How would I know?’ I gaped at him, looking at his familiar and much mourned face. I felt so guilty about the outpost but I was confused, too. If he wasn’t dead why hadn’t my Dad come for me? And what about what Alwin Anton had said. Was he lying? What was the truth?


  My father leaned in closer his words sharp and demanding. ‘Rae, it is standard procedure to monitor transmissions of docked ships.’


  I was riveted to the spot. ‘Really? But no ships ever docked while I’ve been in charge. It wasn’t on your emergency checklist.’ My fists curled up, tight with tension. Something wasn’t right. I found a focus for my anger. ‘That was a stupid list by the way. How come you never let me know you were alive? Gris said he saw your body. Where is Gris? He…’


  The door slid open and Captain Stroder turned round at a leisurely pace. Another man walked in, a pirate by the look of him, his dark greasy eyes looked me up and down. No one had ever looked at me that way before and I instinctively didn’t like it.


  ‘Well, Captain, what have you found out?’


  ‘Nothing of importance,’ said my father. ‘I told you she was useless and as thick as solid, titanium-plate shielding. What about the AllEarth Corp investigator?’


  He turned away from me and started to walk out with the pirate. They didn’t even spare me a glance. A knot of boiling anger rose, dampening my fear. The realisation that the auditor had been telling the truth hit me. Stroder wasn’t my father. My whole life was a lie.


  ‘We haven’t got him yet. Managed to slip behind the asteroid and blind our sensors,’ said the pirate half in and half out of the room.


  ‘We have to make sure he doesn’t get away.’


  ‘Excuse me,’ I said, my voice choked with emotion. My fake father swung around, his eyes, once kindly, were now hard.


  I squirmed as he looked me up and down, sneering at me like I was scum. If he had punched me in the gut, he couldn’t have hurt my feelings more.


  ‘Mmmm I guess we will have to do something with you. You’re old enough for the slave market. I can recoup my costs and get some compensation for the years of boredom of being with you.’


  ‘She’ll get a good price once we clean her up.’ The pirate leered at me. I cringed away. Captain Stroder’s eyes lingered on my breasts and my legs. The look on his face made me want to puke.


  ‘Mmm, yes never noticed the potential before.’


  I found a wall inside me that wouldn’t let me back away. I straightened up and ignored the way they ogled me. ‘Mr Anton said I was kidnapped. But you’re the only Dad I remember.’


  The slap on my cheek made my face burn. ‘Shut up.’ Stroder grabbed my arm and dragged me along. Still dazed I heard him say to the pirate, ‘Jackal, find the auditor and kill him and while you’re at it set up a rendezvous with the slavers. I’ll be wanting top price.’


  Chapter Seven


  Pirate Women


  I resisted the attempts to beautify me as long as I could. Mostly I did it on principle. I felt so bad, so depressed, that most of the time I didn’t care what happened. I was still dealing with the fact that my life was a lie. I wasn’t Rae Stroder. The man I had loved as a father was not dead, or my father, and was making very firm plans to sell me on an illegal slave market.


  At least a few of the female pirates gained bruises in their attempts to bathe me. Warty, a particularly nasty pirate woman, bound me to a hook on the wall and ripped my clothes off my back. She brought pliers to cut the metal reinforced ties that held the metal plating.


  ‘You’re disgusting,’ she said, as she let scraps of my body-stocking drop from her hand. She was shorter than me, much older and had three warts on her face. That didn’t really make her ugly, but I guess that’s where she got her name. Her ship suit was red and her breasts bulged out of the split at the front that went all the way down to her navel. She didn’t have much to hide, I thought, when I saw almost all of her white breasts float around, barely constrained by her suit. I could even see a small trace work of blue veins.


  I wouldn’t be caught dead exposing myself that way. Lush, a tall thin woman with a purple scar from the tip of her chin to the top of her collar bone came over to stare at me, strung up and naked. Her lips were large and glossed. I didn’t like the way she looked at me. ‘Better wash her real good. I’ll help you.’


  ‘Bugger off,’ I yelled. Both Warty and Lush thought that was hilarious, if their laughing and slapping of thighs was anything to go by. I hated being hung up, naked and dirty with them looking at me and making comments. More pirate women came in.


  ‘Hi, I’m Case,’ said a girl only a few years older than me. Her eyes were clear blue and hard and her lips were thin. Her head was shaved and she was flat-chested. But it was the way her face twitched that unnerved me.


  She was shoved aside by Venus, a huge dark-skinned woman, with hands bigger than Gris’. Next to her was a swarthy girl, pretty and slim. She didn’t smile, and the others called her Nipper.


  Warty walked up to me again. ‘I’m going to unhook you and then you bathe.’


  ‘No way,’ I shouted, cursing them, and brought my foot up to kick her in the gut. Venus grabbed me from behind and lifted me off the hook. They all grabbed bits of me and stretched me out so I couldn’t kick, scratch and bite. They managed to hold me in the san cubicle to wash me in real water for a whole 10 minutes. Afterwards, my voice was hoarse. I must have screamed the place down.


  I watched the water sink into the hole in the san unit. I’d never used so much water in my whole life and had never washed in it as far as I could remember. Even on Earth, it was a luxury only the rich could afford, or so I’d heard.


  I did feel better afterwards. I didn’t even cry when they trashed my clothes in the garbage chute. I had hated those for a long time, though I did balk at the ones they wanted me to wear. ‘I’m not wearing those,’ I said, shaking my head. I was huddled naked near the san unit. ‘Give me a ship suit and I’ll wear it, but not those.’


  All that time I had been craving a real ship suit, just like the ones in the vidmovies and what they gave me to wear was something else all together.


  Lush grabbed me by the hair and shook me. ‘Put them on sweet, or you’ll tempt me to beat the defiance out of you.’


  I turned, clutching my hair to ease the pull, and saw her lips close to my neck, tongue ready to lick my skin. Eww, I thought. That woman was disgusting. They all were.


  ‘Okay,’ I said, turning to the others. I didn’t like Lush at all or the way she looked at me. I seem to remember a character like her in one of the vids I had watched. The character did bad things and I expected Lush would too. ‘Give them to me.’


  Lush let me go, and I escaped into the hands of the others. They draped me in pieces of translucent cloth, a mixture soft blues, whites and mauves. The sheer fabric was tied together and hung in layers. It felt kind of strange, like I was still naked and yet not. When I took a step, the clothing floated and moved around me, caressing my skin.


  Then they sat me down and brushed my hair. While the last strokes drew down my back, I studied myself in the mirror. My hair shone like starlight. I never knew my straggly locks had auburn lights in them.


  ‘What about her face?’ asked Case. ‘She needs more.’


  Nipper spoke. ‘I’ll do it. The rest of you don’t know what you are doing.’ Nipper had been quiet, always Venus’ shadow. I was wary as she brought a small case and sat down next to me. ‘Lie back,’ she said.


  When I hesitated, Venus’ large hand urged me back onto the sofa. Nipper brought out a tool, like a pen. ‘This won’t hurt, much,’ she said and smiled.


  With a clip attached to my eyelids to hold them open, she tattooed the rim. Eyeliner she said. My tears welled in the corner of my eyes, but I didn’t cry. I wasn’t prepared to give them the satisfaction. The same instrument served to laser my eyebrows into a fine arch. That hurt like fire on my skin. Next, she tattooed colour into my lips. Her clip immobilised my mouth but didn’t deaden the pain. I moaned in my throat while tears leaked down my cheek to pool in my ears.


  My cheeks were blushed up. I wasn’t sure if it was permanent or not. To finish it all off, they pierced my ears with five jewels along each lobe. I stopped screaming by the time they finished the second lot. I felt sick to the stomach and hot and cold at the same time. By the time they let me up, my face was one throbbing ache. I couldn’t lie down because my ears hurt. I couldn’t lie on my face because all of it hurt. In the end I propped myself up in the corner with pillows and leaned my head back, breathing through the pain.


  Although being angry and physically hurt served to distract me from my real fear, I was left to wonder. What was going to happen to me? What was going on? Why were they dressing me like Del Divlan in a slave movie? What kind of slave market was my father…Stroder going to sell me at? I began to shake and shiver at the thought of being sold. Life wasn’t meant to get worse than it was. I always thought that the future would be rosy and wonderful to make up for the crap I had already endured. Right then Outpost 311 seemed like paradise. It was all that auditor’s fault. He came along and stirred up trouble.


  God, what had happened to Alwin Anton? Was he really dead?


  Chapter Eight


  Poor Little Slave Girl


  After few days, when the pain had lessened, I took a look at myself in the mirror when all the pirate women were out. I was amazed at my transformation. I looked like an actress, like Del Divlan. I was almost beautiful. I pivoted and watched my reflection as I felt the fabric swish around me. It felt divine. The door swooshed open. Too late the pirate women caught me at it and laughed and jeered so much that I withdrew to the corner and sulked.


  Luckily they grew tired of hassling me or had work to do. After they left I surged out of the corner to try the doors but they were locked. Case came in, face twitching. I backed up into my corner, keeping my eyes on her as I slid to the floor. She kept pace with me and lowered herself to a crouch next to me. Her face contorted momentarily, then she said, ‘Come with me. Someone wants to see you.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Never mind, just be quick. We have to get there and back before Warty returns.’ I scrambled up and followed her out. I wondered where she was taking me. I hadn’t seen my so-called father since he put me in these quarters to be readied for sale.


  We climbed down three levels and headed down a narrow corridor. A familiar shape was bent over a worktable pulling apart some circuitry.


  ‘Gris?’ With a quick glance at Case, I edged over to him. I think he heard me but he hunched himself up and turned away. I wanted to hug him. I missed him so much. ‘Gris? Please talk to me,’ I said softly. I touched his shoulder and he shied away. I heard him weep.


  ‘I thought you wanted to see me, Gris. I’m okay really.’


  His head popped up, and he sniffled and wiped his face with his sleeve. He was listening at least. ‘Love Gris?’ he said to the wall.


  ‘Yeah, sure I do.’ My heart was breaking. This wasn’t the Gris I knew. Something had snapped inside of him. He angled his head in my direction. I did my best to hide my surprise. Gris’ eyes stared in different directions and one side of his face sagged much more than the other one. They’d hurt him, hurt him bad.


  Gulping back the lump in my throat, I touched his face, ‘Glad to see you’re okay’. A tear slid down his cheek and he turned away again, repressing sobs. I glanced back at Case but she was looking at the ceiling. I didn’t know what to do.


  ‘Gris?’ I ventured.


  His shoulders tensed and I saw his hand clench the tool he was holding. I was stressing him more than he could bear. Suddenly he yelled at me, still facing away from me. ‘Go now.’


  I flinched at his words and drew my hand back, which had instinctively reached for him. He let out a breath. ‘Must work for Captain. You Captain’s Stroder’s not Gris’.’ He spun round, dribble dangling from his slack lips but his eyes flashed with anger. I jumped back and gazed at him warily. Part of my life was gone. Gris’ condition opened up a gaping hole inside of me.


  ‘Sure, I’ll go,’ I whispered and swallowed the sob that threatened to choke me. I pivoted on my heel and strode to the door, trying to keep my dignity and averting my face from Case.


  Gris rasped out as I stepped in the corridor, ‘Ssssorry,’ then cried to himself. The echoes of his sobs lessened the further we walked.


  I paused, ignoring Case’s neutral expression, and looked back at him. I didn’t know who I was more angry with, me or Stroder? Case grabbed my elbow and led me back to the women’s quarters. She said nothing while we walked. Her twitching got worse though. When we reached the quarters, she punched in the code and shoved me through the door and secured it.


  Left alone to ponder my predicament, I went and huddled in my corner. If the auditor was dead, there wasn’t much that could be done to get me out of this. Gris was Stroder’s man and not himself anyway. I felt betrayed by him and stupid because I had loved Gris more than I had loved anyone. How could I do that? Love someone who can’t control himself? Because he was all you had kid, I told myself and blinked back tears. I had never felt so desolate before. I didn’t want to be a slave. Even if the vid slave movies had happy endings, I wanted to be free. I didn’t want to be owned by someone and I didn’t want to be vulnerable.


  That night, I paced around the quarters, ignoring the women’s mess and the snores of the huge woman, Venus. I started thinking. I was alone. I had no one to help me. What choices were left? My mind raced with dead-end options. Stroder was right. I was useless. I couldn’t think of a way to get out of this.


  There was a sound at the door. I swung round as it opened. Reflexively I stepped back. It was Warty. I’d learnt that not only was she the meanest of the pirate women, she ruled them and no one crossed her. Apparently, she was the head pirate’s woman, and she flaunted it, just as she did her breasts. I gulped as she stepped into the quarters. She had a smile on her face.


  ‘It’s time,’ she said. ‘Time to meet your fate as a slave girl.’


  I tried to stall, by pretending I had to go to the san unit. She leant forward and nearly wrenched my arm out of its socket. I managed to pull my arm free and followed her out.


  ‘Have fun sweetie,’ called Lush. The door closing behind me cut off the sound of the women’s laughter.


  Warty sneered at me but continued to talk. ‘He’s chosen the Centauri market, you know. All kinds of weirdos there. You should last a few years before you’re used up and finally expire.’


  I didn’t have to think too hard about what she was talking about. She had to mean Stroder and the name of the market didn’t leave too much to the imagination. Vidmovies had been good for one thing, at least.


  We went to the next level. Here there was less traffic from pirates moving through the corridors. Her metal-heeled boots echoed in the passageway. They must have been magnetised to supplement the gravity.


  We turned a corner. It was deserted. Next thing I knew I was against the wall with Warty’s hands on my throat. She leaned in close and breathed into my face. ‘So you’re the little girl he kept in that outpost.’


  My eyes bulged. ‘Stroder?’


  She nodded and her lips drew back over her teeth. ‘Yes, Stroder. Stupid cow.’


  ‘I thought he was my father,’ I rasped. The pressure eased.


  ‘So you weren’t his lover?’ Warty seemed sceptical. She stepped back and eyed my slave-cloth draped body.


  My fear turned to revulsion. ‘What are you saying? That’s disgusting. He never laid a hand on me. He’s been gone for years.’


  Another slap sent me reeling and my cheek smarting. Warty then grabbed a fistful of my hair. ‘I saw the way he looked at you through the monitor. I won’t have him buying you himself or holding you back from market.’


  Just then a familiar shadow blocked out the light. Gris. He grabbed Warty with a meaty arm across the chest. The pirate woman writhed and spat curses.


  ‘Go free,’ said Gris.


  ‘Fool,’ yelled Warty. ‘What do you think I was doing you great clod.’


  ‘Don’t listen to Stroder’s woman. If you go in there without going into stasis they shoot you. Stasis, Rae. Go stasis.’


  I hesitated and looked left and right. Warty was making a terrible racket and Gris would have to clobber her to keep her quiet. His eyes looked everywhere but at me.


  ‘Come with me, Gris.’


  A great heave of his chest let me know he was fighting back tears. ‘No. Can’t. Must stay with Stroder.’ Warty got a hand free and thumped Gris in the head. ‘Quick, can’t hold long.’


  I nodded and turned to the hatch release. I broke the seal and it ripped open. Warty managed to kick me and I tumbled down in a heap of arms and cloth.


  Warty leaned in, clinging to the hatchway. ‘You won’t get far,’ screamed Warty after me. ‘But at least you’ll be out of my life.’


  There was a dull thud and I could see Warty’s boots on the floor. Gris leaned in, holding a bleeding ear. ‘Remember the stasis or they…blow you up.’


  The hatch closed and I was tossed against the bulkhead as the life buoy jettisoned. Dazed, I ran through my options. Stasis. Oh God. There were 10 nodes. I clawed my way into one and triggered it. Cold seeped into my limbs as the freezing agent speed through my veins. The ship stayed whole around me while my awareness faded.


  It had worked. I’d be safe in cold sleep. Now all I had to ponder was how I was supposed to be rescued. I did wonder, as my mind numbed, that a life buoy was very small in the cold blackness of space and that no one would be looking for me. But the thought that Gris had helped me made me smile.


  Chapter Nine


  Highest Bidder


  There was a strange scent. I sniffed, breathing it in, and wondered where I was. My sense of smell seemed heightened. I struggled to move my hands since every part of my body felt stiff. I tried to shake my head to dislodge cold sleep from my mind, but it wasn’t obeying my directions. I’d never been in stasis before, not that I could remember at least. In fact, I’d never even thought about what it was like.


  There were noises, which were distinct, yet at the same time jumbled together. A mumble of voices, sounds of oozing, of globules swelling up and plopping onto a hard surfaces, and of footsteps. The clatter of metal and the buzzing of power relays merged.


  My finger flexed next to my ear. I was no longer in cold sleep. A hard surface was under my bare feet. That meant I was standing. It seemed to be a funny position to wake up in.


  Hesitantly, I squinted out of my half-raised eyelid. I shut it quickly. Expectations of rescue had skewed slightly. I opened both my eyes and took in the surroundings. After a minute, I remembered to breathe. It was like a scene from the vidmovie, Slave Traders Meet the Turai to be precise, but it was so much more. Where the vidmovie had only humanoids as sellers and buyers, this place had aliens. Lots of aliens.


  My instinctive reaction was to bolt. The hum of the restraining field sizzled when I tried to move. I eased back, attempting to feel around the edges. Panic was a good option but I was too awestruck to let it take hold. I was at once horrified and fascinated by the slave market.


  The smells were the scents of unwashed aliens and humans, who mingled in rows between stands where beings like me stood suspended. Scales, goo, cold-looking flesh, arms, claws, nobs of gooey ooze, flexed and moved through the throng. My jaw flopped open. Strange noises gurgled in my throat.


  After I calmed down, I felt someone’s eyes on me. My gaze slid sideways. I could see there was a woman in the next stand. She looked humanoid but old and dried up. ‘What are you looking at?’ I asked, curious and annoyed. Her violet-coloured eyes were unnaturally bright and they unnerved me. I lowered my gaze, suddenly self-conscious.


  ‘You, of course,’ she said in a voice like scrunching paper. ‘You don’t know what you are about do you? First time?’


  I swallowed. It looked like I wasn’t even any good as a slave. ‘Uh yes. Is there any way out of this?’


  The woman smiled though her eyes were dark pools. Obviously, she had a way to alter her eye colour in line with her mood. Within the bounds of her restraining field, the woman managed to convey shock and horror using body language. ‘Out? Why would you want out? If you have a first-rate owner life can be good for a slave.’


  ‘Good?’


  ‘You have to be careful, though, to pick the right buyer.’


  I was more than stunned by her words. ‘Pick my buyer? But I’m standing here in full view being eyed off by…’


  The woman dripped excitement. ‘Exactly,’ she said as her eyes darted here and there, not randomly, but pointing out particular beings. ‘Like him,’ she whispered. ‘And her and it there.’


  ‘Really?’ I was awed by how she could work those eyes, be so precise and by how much she knew about these races and beings that I’d never heard of before.


  ‘But you need to choose and then you will them to buy you. Doing this helps.’ She chose that moment to stare at a tall humanoid, draped in a hooded, multicoloured robe with his face covered in a bronze mask. It could have been a breathing apparatus. With the stink I could smell, I could understand the need.


  Despite the restraining field, the woman managed to move her body, a dance of seduction that was surely more real than any actress’ attempt I had ever seen.


  The humanoid stared at the woman, and she repeated her move. ‘Now you do it,’ she said to me once she had her buyer mesmerised by her bodily contortions. I glanced at her sideways and wondered if either of us was sane.


  ‘Me?’ I said, suddenly realising what a pity it was I’d ever been born.


  ‘Yes. He’s a Ridallian by the looks of him. They have a good reputation. But if you don’t mind the smell, green ooze and scales, that Nuvral standing near him wouldn’t be a bad owner. My last owner was Nuvral and it was an interesting placement. It was amazing what he could do with his tentacles.’


  ‘But you’re here. Can’t have been that good.’ I managed to smirk. I needed to prove the woman wrong. Her eyebrow came down. Clearly, it was a gesture of disdain. But I was sure my comment had hit home.


  ‘It was good,’ she said, and her eyes seemed to cloud with memories. ‘But there was a military coup and he was killed. None of the opposition wanted me permanently, even though they found me interesting. I was sold to buy arms, when they had satisfied their curiosity.’ She sighed and a faint smile crept onto her face. Her eyes darted among the crowd of buyers again.


  ‘Their culture was so unstable,’ she added forlornly. ‘Now I have to break in a new owner all over again.’


  ‘I’m sorry then.’ Either my situation was depressing me or that sick feeling in my gut was the after-effects of being in stasis. ‘I can’t do what you just did.’


  ‘Shut up and listen. See he’s passing by again. Throw out your chest, breathe deeply and imagine your lover’s hands caressing you.’


  ‘What? I don’t have a lover. I’m just a…’ What was I? I was 16 and that meant I was no longer a kid. I shrugged. The other aliens didn’t look appealing. If I was going to end up as a slave, I guessed I’d have to take the advice. Better to choose than be chosen.


  Still, I doubted whether the slave woman’s tactics would actually work. Mysterious, alien eyes behind the mask slid down my body, and I had to meet them. I thought of Del Divlan and replayed her slave girl seduction scene. Doing an approximation of it, I self-consciously jutted out my breasts, draped in pale blue, mauve and white translucent material. So much for hiding them behind metal plating, I thought. Simultaneously, I arched my back, causing the drapery to flutter ever so slightly along the back of my legs. I knew I was playing with fire and began to worry about what would happen if the Ridallian did buy me. Did slaves have a checklist to work off?


  The Ridallian’s robe fluttered. Did that mean it worked? I looked at him and smiled. He lifted a dark, gloved hand and signalled. My smile turned to puzzlement as he turned his back on me and walked away. Two hairy bovine types took his place. I glared at them belligerently.


  ‘What happened?’ I whispered to my slave woman companion. There was no response. I shifted my head so I could slide my gaze in her direction. The stand was empty. Obviously, she’d been purchased already. I felt alone. The sinking feeling nearly toppled me. If it wasn’t for the restraining field I would have collapsed. That woman had kept my mind off things, a bit. A tear slid down my cheek. It tickled but I couldn’t wipe it way.


  The crowd of aliens and humans swirled around me. More eager faces stared at me from different angles. I could hear them discussing me. A human came up and started a sales pitch. Apparently I had all my faculties. I could be trained to do menial tasks. I could sit on an Ovariates’ nest and care for the young while the wife worked. I could learn to cook and clean in any ship’s galley. Some of my potential buyers asked questions about the legalities of owning me. There seemed to be some concern about my age and status in relation to some unsavoury duties. When I heard what they were, I felt my face heat.


  The guide led the crowd of buyers off to another stand. In the distance, I could hear him begin again. The other slave had nearly the same abilities that I had. The smells, the ooze, the colours bubbling like a cauldron of soup surrounded me. A tentacle wrapped around my ankle, having edged in under the restraining field. I think I screamed.


  ‘Get off me,’ I said through clenched teeth. I’m not sure what the alien was called. It was squat, looked like a plant and had 12 tentacles sticking out of its head, flopping around to look for things to touch. It was dark purple at the base and sickly yellow at the top.


  I twisted my foot and tried to flick off its appendage. It groped my ankle some more. A bit of the yellow tentacle slid under the sole of my foot. I put pressure on, placing my weight on it. The string of yellow flesh quivered once and then slid away at lightning speed. When I looked up the little plant thingy was gone.


  There weren’t any more reasonable-looking buyers in my aisle. More and more of the stands became empty. I felt vulnerable, standing there by myself. I thought I looked okay but evidently, I wasn’t very interesting to buyers of slaves.


  I lowered my eyes, not wanting to see more and more of the others being led away. I wondered what would happen to me if I wasn’t purchased. What did they do with unwanted slaves? I had visions of myself floating in space, bloated, exploded, rotating in a slow circle as I drifted with the other space garbage. Didn’t that happen to Nel Wingham in the vidmovie, In Space There Is No Refuse?


  My restraining field snapped off with a ping. Doing my best not to fall on my face, I looked around. I was about to flex my arms when armlets clicked into place and a tar-skinned humanoid dragged me off the stand. He tugged me along. My numb feet thumped the floor as he angled me through the crowd.


  My repeated questions gained no answer. He was almost naked. I wondered whether he worked there or was a buyer? The shifting light played on his skin, showing a tracework of scars on his black, shiny skin all the way up to the top of his shaved head. He wore a short metal skirt and matching armlets high up on his biceps and that was it. His muscles wobbled and bulged as he walked. He spun round abruptly and I caught sight of his eyes. These were inorganic and glowed a sickly green. I couldn’t repress my start of surprise. He grabbed me by the armlets, spun me and pushed me roughly through a hatchway. I tumbled and fell backwards, cracking my head on the bulkhead. It didn’t knock me out, but it left me feeling very woozy.


  Chapter Ten


  Dark Destiny


  Four grey metal walls surrounded me, interrupted with an ugly hatchway. I had no idea what was going on. It looked like I was in a storeroom. Somehow, I was expecting something grander than this. Del had a much better welcome into slavery in the vidmovie.


  The thrum underneath my bare feet made me believe I was on a ship. That thought was confirmed when the gravity hiccupped as the ship fell away from its moorings. I tensed as I felt the ship fire its thrusters. After about five minutes, the drives engaged. I clung to the floor planking with my toes and clutched the bulkhead with my hands and nails. The dizzy feeling in my stomach took most of my energy to control. A slave covered in puke would not please my new master, whatever or whoever he or she was. I pictured the tentacled plant creature and felt queasy again. Please not that, I prayed to myself.


  I struggled to my feet only to slide sideways and land on the floor in a heap. The gravity was not what I was used to. Perhaps the owner or the Captain didn’t stabilise the gravity until it cleared the surrounds of the docking bay. Gradually, I felt the spin engage, supplemented by an attraction field. My stomach adjusted.


  I sat up but didn’t bother trying to stand. My head was spinning. Last time I’d been on a ship, I’d missed this part as I’d been out cold. Now, though, I got to experience the wonders of space travel. I slouched against the bulkhead, studying the ceiling tiles. There weren’t too many air filters in the storeroom but I was used to bad air.


  I had almost grown used to the feel of the ship and the comfy storeroom, when the door slid open. My eyes snapped to attention and met the masked face of the Ridallian, who stood very tall, cloaked in his multicoloured robes.


  ‘Come,’ he said with a grating voice, turning his back to me.


  My mouth hung open as a few astounding things crossed my mind. The slave woman’s trick had worked and oh god did that mean he expected me to know how to be a good slave? I had a great desire to fall to pieces, but I had to think of something else. How would Del cope with this situation? She always seemed to know what she was doing. I remember a few choice scenes that had always fascinated me. I shuddered. I couldn’t do that, could I?


  Another thought crossed my mind, Dad’s, I mean, Captain Stroder’s checklist. It was an emergency checklist after all and should be applicable in this situation. I thought hard, trying to remember what it said. I started to get to my feet and lurched to the door as I ran through the list. Mmm act stupid, it had said, then deny everything, and what was the last one? Yeah, lie through your teeth.


  The Ridallian turned back in a swirl of robes. I shook myself and followed him as fast as I could with bare feet in that gravity. He kept walking, his robes spread out like wings with each step. I’d never been this close to an alien before, except for the yellow tentacle incident.


  My feet were sweaty and my grip slipped on the planking, making me look like a monkey. I noticed something, the ship was new, smelled clean.


  The Ridallian entered a cabin, sleeping quarters by the looks of it. I glanced around trying to ignore the quaking in my stomach. It must be the gravity, I thought to myself. He pointed to the bed. I looked at where he was pointing and started to shake. Oh lord. This is worse than Gris, worse than the way Captain Stroder looked at me. This was real.


  I began to sweat all over and tugged on my hair, twisting it into tight twirls. All of a sudden I couldn’t stand still and I started to squirm, foot over foot. I felt his eyes looking at me, dressed in my flimsy cloths tied together, and I stilled.


  Thoughts of punching him in the head and making a run for it came to mind. Unfortunately, I recalled that the ship was already moving, and I couldn’t pilot it. I could possibly crash it into something but I’d probably stuff that up too. Right then I wished I had learnt more than reading checklists and watching vidmovies. But I knew enough that he would take exception to me stuffing around with his head and not giving him ownership rights. He did pay good credit for me after all.


  ‘Well,’ he said, his voice thick as it emitted from the mouthpiece of his mask. I edged over to the low bed, crawled over the top of it and lay back like a stiff rod amongst the pale coloured cushions piled up against the wall.


  It felt kind of strange, the way his eyes seemed to burn into mine. I hoped I looked confident because I didn’t feel it. Goosebumps came out everywhere, I had to stop myself from trembling so much, and my breathing was all wrong. I think I was hyperventilating. Spots began to dance in front of my eyes so I closed them. What would he say if he knew I didn’t know how to cook or clean?


  ‘You do look very appealing, Rae,’ he said.


  My eyes flew open. My tension released as I heaved out a whoosh of surprise.


  ‘You,’ I growled. ‘How did you get here?’


  The robes slid off his shoulders and landed in a heap on the edge of the bed. The facemask dropped next to it with a clunk. ‘It wasn’t easy, I assure you,’ replied Alwin Anton.


  ‘But, you, he…’ He sat on the bed next to me and edged closer. I was so dammed mad I slapped his face and got ready to launch myself at him. ‘Of all the low down tricks.’ I struggled with him as he held my clawed fingers away from his face. I would’ve kicked him too, but my clothes felt like they would fall off.


  ‘Hey, hey, take it easy, Rae.’ He was panting himself in his effort to keep me at bay and nurse his stinging cheek. ‘It was no trick. I had to improvise and get you out of the market before Stroder caught up with me.’


  ‘But, you…I thought you were dead.’ I lowered my hands, but I was still itching to slap him again. I think attacking him helped me stop wanting to cry.


  ‘Yes, so did I. Sorry, I left you behind. But I had to act quickly. The least I could do was rescue you, after the way I treated you.’


  ‘You bought me at an illegal slave market,’ I pointed out indignantly.


  He blushed and ran his hand through his short-cropped dark hair. ‘Yes, I did.’


  ‘That doesn’t sound very correct,’ I added, sensing a crack in his wall of bureaucratic procedure.


  His blush deepened and spread down his neck. I enjoyed seeing him uncomfortable. I’d felt nothing but embarrassed and stupid since I had met him.


  ‘You’re right. I’m afraid the rules were hard to apply in this situation. You cost a lot believe me, and if your parents don’t foot the bill, I may be up for embezzlement myself. I used company money to secure your purchase.’


  I stared at him open-mouthed, not quite getting it all. ‘You broke the company’s rules? For me?’


  ‘Well yes. And more than that. Trafficking in slaves is illegal. Possession of one is not, technically.’ He seemed to be looking at me strangely. ‘Right now you’re my property.’


  ‘I sort of know that part, Alwin.’ My eyes rolled up.


  ‘You chose me didn’t you?’ He seemed to be closer. I could hear his breathing, smell his soft-minted breath.


  Now it was my turn to blush. I was distracted by my toes winking pinkly at me. How could I tell him what had happened? ‘Ah, yes.’ I had to explain quickly. ‘Um, the woman next to me recommended you as a possible purchaser of my services.’


  His face was so serious, as I spoke. I could feel the heat radiating from mine. Silence ticked on. Without warning, he barked out a laugh that nearly made me leap to my feet. He kept on laughing, and his eyes brightened, showing reflected light. I gaped at him, couldn’t help it really. When he settled down, his face relaxed.


  ‘I’m glad you thought I was suitable slave master material,’ he said when he was able to talk again. His eyes grew serious and slid down my body, glittering with speculation. ‘I thought you were distracting in your ripped up body-stocking and salvage, but now…’


  I felt my face heat up all over again. I put my hands up to cover my cheeks. His words made me ache in places that hadn’t before and I didn’t like that feeling. The clothing was very unsuitable. It made me look older and the way the pirate woman had enhanced my face with permanent make up didn’t help matters either. I wasn’t comfortable with how I looked at the best of times. At least when I was dirty and covered in rags, the auditor didn’t look at me in quite the same way. In my dreams, I might have wanted a handsome actor to look at me like that but in reality it scared me.


  ‘What about my…Captain Stroder? He’s in with the pirates.’ I decided to change the subject, so my breathing would ease.


  ‘I haven’t forgotten about him, and I had already put two and two together about the pirate connection. Now that I have you safe, AllEarth Corp enforcers would have moved in on him already. He stuck around to supervise your sale and to be sure he received top price. Luckily, my bid was well over his ridiculous reserve. He had the nerve to haggle even then. Well he’ll get his due now.’


  ‘Are you sure? He wanted to kill you. I heard him give the order.’


  Mr Anton shrugged. ‘Yeah, well, it goes with the job, sort of an occupational hazard.’


  ‘I can see why,’ I said, smiling when his eyes grew round with shock. ‘Well you aren’t very pleasant.’


  His left eyebrow rose. ‘It’s my job to be thorough, sceptical and objective. Being nice isn’t part of the job description.’


  ‘But you scared me half to death.’


  ‘Sorry,’ he said, brows drawn together. ‘I guess I bit off more than I could chew. I suspected that something was going on. Not the extent of it. And you were in charge of the station and you’re not exactly a typical AllEarth Corp employee are you?’


  I shrugged. His explanation was getting way too complicated for me. ‘Okay, I guess not,’ I said.


  ‘Okay?’ He blinked rapidly. ‘Those payments and shipments did happen. But there has to be someone in the company that’s corrupt, some sort of collusion. Those pirates didn’t attack by accident.’


  I drew back slightly at the tone of his voice. ‘I thought it was unusual at the time. Two ships so close together.’


  ‘I’m glad you’re safe,’ he said, and it felt like the truth.


  ‘Me, too. I mean, glad you’re safe. I’m happy to see you, too.’


  He smiled, a genuine smile, and I laughed softly.


  ‘Believe me,’ he began, looking into my eyes, ‘no one is ever pleased to see an auditor.’


  I moved closer, all of a sudden bold. Without fear, I lightly touched his hair and smooth-skinned face. Brushing my lips to his cheek, I said, in true vidmovie style, ‘I’m pleased to see this auditor.’


  He backed away, his face heating up all over again. ‘Ah, well, I’m not sure there is a protocol to cover this situation.’ He stood up and ran his hands through his hair. He even leaned away from me as if I was contagious.


  Obviously, I hadn’t got that down right. My first kiss and the boy practically runs away screaming. Life isn’t like the vidmovies after all. I had been watching them for so long I thought that they represented life elsewhere. Living on that outpost meant I never considered how normal people lived, really lived. Too busy trying to survive, I think. With all that I’d been through since being dragged off the asteroid, I couldn’t say this was my first lesson about real life. But it hurt like hell to be rejected, especially after what my supposed father had just done to me. I really didn’t understand my own feelings.


  ‘Never mind,’ I said breathily, blinking my eyelashes to hide my tears. I needed something familiar, an old friend. ‘Do you have any vidmovies on your ship?’


  Alwin’s eyes narrowed. He seemed wary all of a sudden. ‘Ah no, some documentaries and sports.’


  I pouted. I was feeling very out of sorts. ‘This will be boring.’


  ‘No, not at all. I have some news for you that should cheer you up.’


  ‘Really? Like what?’


  ‘Your name is Rayessa, not Rae and your parents are—’


  Chapter Eleven


  Friend or Foe?


  Kaboom. The ship shuddered around us. I was thrown into Alwin’s lap and he toppled backwards off the bed.


  ‘We’re under attack,’ he hollered, as he dragged his feet under him to race out the door.


  ‘What?’ I choked out as I scrambled off the bed after him. The thwack, thwack, thwack of laser bolts resounded on the hull.


  ‘Hurry.’ He grabbed my hand and urged me out the door. ‘I’ve left the ship on autopilot. It has an evasive routine but not a very effective one.’


  We tossed and bumped down the corridor to the bridge. The door opened as we approached. I was a bit winded. Being in a space ship that’s under attack will do that to you.


  Now this part of the ship seemed familiar to me. This was where Alwin had questioned me. I glanced at him. His face was pinched with worry. I didn’t know what to expect next. We ducked through the door quickly. An alarm blared. Alwin hit a switch to silence it. I stood there dumbly. The command console was an array of blinking lights. Three empty chairs lined up in front of the shuttered view screen.


  Alwin threw himself in a chair and started flicking switches and buttons. A three dimensional tactical display sprung up and he studied it.


  A larger ship and two others loomed closer. I stared at Alwin’s face. He looked surprised and then his eyes met mine through the display.


  ‘Who is it?’ I asked, although I could guess.


  ‘The two enforcers who were meant to come to our aid and your pirate friends.’


  ‘But…’ My eyebrow lowered in puzzlement.


  Alwin frowned. ‘I know.’


  He began steering his ship as if I wasn’t there, sending it careening this way and that with his evasive manoeuvres.


  Another volley of fire hit the ship. Alwin accelerated. I was amazed at how his fingers danced over the command controls. It was like a ballet. ‘How do you do that without a checklist?’


  He spared me a quick look, half puzzlement and half amusement. ‘I learnt it Rayessa.’


  ‘Oh,’ I said and sat myself down. ‘How silly of me not to know.’ The lights winking mauve, green, red and blue were quite fascinating.


  ‘Rayessa?’


  ‘Huh?’ I dragged my eyes away from the blinking lights and met his.


  ‘We need to eject the aft fuel pods. Get ready on my mark.’


  I sat up and frowned at the controls. It was a maze of light and labels.


  ‘Now,’ he said.


  My hand hesitated. Without a checklist, I couldn’t do it.


  ‘Rayessa, what are you doing? I said now.’


  I looked over my shoulder nervously. ‘I don’t know which button to press,’ I said. His dark eyes glowed and he frowned at me.


  ‘Sorry.’ I shrugged.


  He hit a switch and veered starboard. ‘I’ll come round again. It’s the switch marked “Eject Aft Fuel Cells”.’


  ‘Oh.’ My hand hovered on the console. With all the lights and switches, I just couldn’t see it.


  ‘Rayessa, there. Just above your right hand. No, back a bit and to the left.’


  Just then I saw it. My hand hovered above it waiting for his command.


  ‘Now,’ he yelled. The switched depressed with a clunk. We did an inverted spin and he fired at the fuel cell. We were past it and away when it detonated. Not only did he take out the two enforcers but he blinded the pirates as well.


  Unfortunately, their ship was well matched to his in speed. ‘They’re hot on our tails,’ Alwin said as the tactical display cleared. ‘I’ll have to try something else. Oh, wait, they’re transmitting.’


  He leaned over and flicked the switch on his left. Stroder’s voice filled the cockpit. ‘Hand her over, Anton, and I’ll go easy on you.’


  Alwin spoke. ‘I paid good credit for her, Stroder. She’s mine and you know it. We both know you won’t let either of us live.’


  The voice crackled through the speaker. ‘Oh, she’ll live. But you won’t.’


  Stroder’s assurances were not comforting and the look Alwin’s face gave me made my stomach turn all icy. ‘Hold on,’ Alwin said to me. ‘I think he’s going to… Yes, he did.’


  I was half out of the chair. ‘What?’


  ‘A displacement missile. If it explodes near us it will shake us pretty badly.’ Alwin spoke calmly.


  I felt myself relax a little. ‘And if it hits us?’


  ‘You don’t want to know. Hang on, I’m going to try a spurt.’


  ‘A what?’ I had a feeling that I needed to hold on. The edge of my seat was as good a place as any. My fingers turned white, I gripped the chair so hard.


  ‘A spurt. I’ve been building power slowly. I’m almost ready. I can shoot ahead on thrusters and get out of range and hide for a bit.’


  ‘I see. And that will do what? Delay the end?’ My jaw ached from clenching my teeth. I was amazed that he understood what I was saying.


  Alwin cast one quick look at me and smiled lightly, confidently. ‘I hope so.’


  There was a roar of power as the ship shimmied then bucked. I felt a slur of reality and then stillness. ‘Are we there yet?’


  Alwin spun towards me, the excitement of his success making his eyes gleam.


  ‘Yes, now we wait.’ The view screen unshuttered when Alwin hit the release. A space mist, small particles of dust suspended in gas, surrounded us. I saw little lasers firing into the mist guided by Alwin’s manipulation of the controls.


  With no idea what he was doing, I stared at him, not able to hide my puzzlement. He smiled at my look. ‘I’m charging the mist. There are a lot of iron particles here. The charge I’m sending should blind the pirate.’


  ‘But it will blind us too won’t it?’ Here I was showing that I understood, even though the way Alwin’s mind worked daunted me. I wasn’t used to feeling so stupid all the time, only some of the time. Now I wish I had done more than read checklists.


  ‘Normally, yes.’


  His smarts were really frustrating. I looked at the particles outside the ship and back at him. ‘We’re not normal now?’


  He shook his head. ‘Just wait and see. You’ll like it. I have to fire some more shots so all of the mist will charge.’


  As things were quiet, I thought it was a good time to ask. ‘Do you have a spare ship suit?’ I fingered my slave clothes, looking down in despair.


  ‘Hmmm,’ he said without looking up. ‘Ship suit?’


  I ran my gaze along his one. ‘Yes, like yours. Do you have a spare?’


  ‘Not one that will fit you. Don’t worry. You’ll have all the clothes you want soon.’


  I was beginning to give up hope of ever getting one of those nifty suits. The top-of-the-line ones were self-cleaning and never creased. I shrugged and huffed out a puff of air.


  ‘You’re tired. Why don’t you bunk down for a bit while I finish this? I’ll wake you if anything happens.’


  I yawned at the mention of sleep. My hand barely covered my mouth. ‘Okay,’ I mumbled around another yawn. Who would have thought with all the excitement that I would feel tired. Nothing was happening at that moment. Even a short nap could work wonders.


  ‘Do you remember how to get back to my quarters?’


  Nodding, I said around another yawn. ‘I think so.’


  I headed for the doorway and, when it opened, stepped into the corridor. I passed by the clean white walls, and trod over the grey floor panels. I was becoming accustomed to the gravity so my path back to Alwin’s sleeping quarters was easier this time.


  Alwin’s sleeping quarters, when I took a better look, were neat and comfortable, nothing much to see though. I took a pee in the san unit and flopped down on the bed. Even though it was clean there was a slight scent of him on the bed. It was pleasant. Suddenly, warm air flowed over me, which gave me a bit of a fright.


  When I sat up, it stopped. I inched back towards the bed and when I was fully flat, the warm air flowed again. I played with it for a while bobbing up and down until I felt less fearful and could sleep. I wondered how Alwin could stand to sleep in a bed that was active all the time. Very soon though the tiredness got the better of me, my eyelids floated down and I was submerged in sleep.


  Immersed in pleasant dreams and caressed by the warm air blanket, I wasn’t too happy to hear Alwin’s voice over the comms.


  ‘Rayessa. Wake up. They’re here.’


  Darn. I wished he’d stop calling me that. Then it hit me that Alwin knew more about my real parents than I did. It hadn’t sunk in yet, Stroder’s betrayal, and the fact that he wasn’t my Dad at all. From a stable, subsistence existence, I’d been swept up in a solar flare storm. I still hadn’t found my feet.


  I squeezed back into the san unit and eyed my puffy, painted face. One of my ear studs was red and I hoped it wasn’t infected. I washed and dried my face and fell sideways when the ship shuddered. Bolting out of the san unit like a piece of ejected effluent, I bounded, literally, to the door and out into the corridor. I hadn’t done this since I was 14 but felt like doing it now. I pushed off the floor and touched the ceiling with my fingertips and landed lightly six feet sway. I did it again and had to stop. The gravity was fluctuating.


  I spilled into the bridge. Alwin was busy reading displays and readouts. The console was alive with winking colour. The view screen was unshuttered. Nothing but mist showed, swirling extremely slowly.


  ‘What is it?’ I asked, sitting in the chair next to him.


  ‘They’re here, I told you, trying to scan the mist.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘I dropped a miniature Scantran. It’s so small they can’t see it but it can transmit to me on tight beam. I can see them but they can’t see me.’


  I was nodding my head but I couldn’t understand why that was so important.


  ‘So do we wait then?’


  ‘A bit, but not for long.’ He hunched over the controls.


  ‘Can you tell me about my parents now and what happened to me?’


  Alwin’s head shot up and he peered at me queerly. ‘Rayessa. We are just about to be attacked. We’ll discuss it later.’


  That got me riled. ‘Well stop calling me that. I’m Rae okay. Not bloody Rayessa. If you haven’t got the time to tell me what’s going on and who I really am then don’t call me strange names.’


  His expression looked pained. ‘Sure, Rae. Charge up the guns for me, second button, third row from the top, centre section.’


  My hands hovered over the controls. They were shaking. This really wasn’t my thing. He’d have to write me a list if he wanted my help. All the controls seemed the same to me. The harder I stared the more similar they seemed. I was about to say I couldn’t find it when I saw it. I pressed it and waited tensely.


  ‘Now,’ said Alwin, and I jumped. ‘This is what I want you to do.’ My eyes widened and I listened carefully. ‘Hold on,’ he said.


  We surged out of the mist, firing our guns on the pirate ship. As soon as they saw us, Stroder started yelling through comms. ‘Get you…tards...’


  He might have said more but the guns were carefully targeted. Alwin had been studying the ship through his little Scantran and worked out exactly where each strike would do the most damage.


  It was quite frightening really, his quiet precision. This auditing sounded like an interesting profession.


  Then I realised what such precision could do. ‘Gris. You mustn’t hurt Gris.’ I tried to push Alwin away from the controls. He held firm, poised to strike.


  ‘Gris isn’t on that ship, Rae,’ he said firmly. Still I struggled with him. ‘Stop. He was sold at the slave markets. Do you hear me? Sold.’


  My eyes met his and saw the truth in there. Gris had betrayed Stroder by helping me. Of course he was sold along with me. I nodded. Alwin sent his missiles away. I saw the explosions, saw the debris explode outwards.


  I sat there silently. ‘Promise me you will help me save him?’


  He held up a data stick. ‘I will. I have his real name, Jakob Bear. I guess that is why you called him Gris.’


  Chapter Twelve


  A Message Delivered


  We sat in silence as the debris continued to roll away. The pirate ship was dead in space.


  ‘What do you think?’ asked Alwin, after he swivelled his chair toward me.


  ‘About what?’ I was still a bit dumbfounded about the pirate ship, about almost losing Gris. I also felt a bit raw about Stroder. Alwin hadn’t blown them up completely, just disabled the ship and blown up the bridge where Stroder was likely to have been. I had to blink back my tears. Despite everything, I had loved Stroder. At least Gris wasn’t on that ship. I hoped that whoever had bought him would be good to him until I could find some way of buying him back or rescuing him.


  As we manoeuvred around the wreck, Alwin dropped a distress beacon so the survivors could be rescued quickly. That was humane I guess. Maybe Stroder had a chance. Then I thought about what had happened and how badly Stroder had behaved. Maybe Alwin had given him a better chance than he would have given us.


  ‘Rae, how do you think it went? Lucky escape for us,’ he said as he powered down his weapons and entered stuff into his logs.


  ‘It went fine. Your precision with destruction is quite frightening.’


  ‘Thank you.’ He stopped and smiled at me. The edge of my mouth lifted in response. He had saved me. I was grateful.


  ‘Now we have time, will you tell me what’s going on? Why was I with Stroder, who are my real parents and where the hell are we going?’


  Alwin sat back and put his hands behind his head. He stared at the ceiling for a few minutes while I swung my feet back and forward. ‘I don’t know why Stroder had you, Rae, but your real parents are Opeia and Carl Gayens. I’ve done a little research. Opeia has stacks of money and comes from a long line of corporate top heavies, and Carl Gayens was heavily into genetic research. I believe he ran Future Gen, a company that grew clones, until the riots closed them down.’


  ‘Riots? Clones?’


  ‘Oh you were probably a bit young at the time, but surely you studied it in school?’


  I frowned at him. ‘What school?’


  He looked away and then returned his gaze to the ceiling. ‘No school, huh? That explains a few things. Well clones were freely manufactured for a few years. Future Gen almost had a monopoly. They made top-of-the-line clones, special order ones, or de-identified ones for general labour. The human rights people were making big noises about the definition of a human being and about abuse of life. Of course, Future Gen put a lot of money into gagging them.’


  ‘So my family makes clones, copies of people, and sells them?’


  ‘No, only your father made clones, but he used Opeia’s money to do it. She put a stop to it in the end by withholding the funds. It might have been the riots or maybe something else.’


  ‘Who rioted? The human rights people?’


  ‘No, Future Gen’s clones did. It was hushed up but I found some early reports in the news codex’s archive. There was only one or two references before they gagged it.’


  ‘I don’t understand you. Gagged?’


  He looked at me sadly and sighed. ‘Rae, you’ve got a lot to learn about the world. People in power can do a lot of things and people with money can do more. And right now, or very soon, you’re going to be reunited with your money. I mean your family.’


  I gaped and then shut my mouth. ‘Truly? How? Where?’


  ‘I have to check my mailbox first but I think we are going to rendezvous with your family. I just hope they still check their email.’


  When I stared at him blankly, he smiled. ‘There was an address, private, discreet, but it said “any information on the whereabouts of Rayessa Gayens please email”. So I did.’


  It was suddenly cold, and I couldn’t stop shivering. Alwin got up and held out his hand. ‘Come on, let’s see if we can find you something warm to put on.’


  ‘Thanks.’ I got up and followed him out.


  ‘Pity though, you look nice in those clothes, very feminine.’


  The sound of my teeth chattering was the only answer to his comments. He went through his gear and held a ship suit up to me, a dull grey job, but it would have swum on me. Then he fished out a cloak, a smaller and more colourful version of his Ridallian disguise. I settled for the cloak. I could wear it over the slave robes. I think he enjoyed withholding a ship suit from me.


  Hunger pains soon became audible groans. His eyebrow shot up.


  ‘Food? I do apologise. You haven’t eaten. Come down to the mess. It’s only small but I’ve a reasonable selection.’


  I was out the door before he could finish his sentence, elbowing him neatly in the gut as I did so. I was absolutely starved.


  The mess was like a second heaven. There were roast dinners, and casseroles, vegetables and reconstituted fruit. And there was coffee. I picked up the container. I had only seen it in the vidmovies. Del always enjoyed a cup.


  ‘You want coffee? Are you sure?’ asked Alwin as he heated three types of meal for me. ‘It will keep you awake. This isn’t the synth kind, it’s real.’


  He popped the lid and a wonderful aroma full of promise filled the small mess. I inhaled deeply. I was going to drink coffee and it smelled wonderful. Now, I knew why Del had that look on her face, so content, so confident.


  ‘Yes, of course I want to try it. I’ve never tasted any kind of coffee, synth of otherwise. It smells divine.’


  He tossed mugs up into the air. They spun slowly and took a little while to fall back down. In the meantime, he’d pulled out milk and sugar. He caught the mugs, sized me up with one eye and placed three sugars into one of the mugs. After that, he poured hot brown coffee into the mug and stirred it.


  I couldn’t wait to try it. I sniffed the aroma and licked my lips. Then I took a gulp, swished it around my mouth experimentally and swallowed cautiously. I had a hard time reconciling the smell to the taste. One was rich and aromatic the other was bitter and thin. I was disappointed.


  Alwin was watching me. ‘More sugar?’ he suggested, holding up the spoon. I struggled with myself for half a second and held my mug out. We reached five sugars before I could drink my first mug of coffee.


  Those instant meals were the best food I had ever tasted. I ate too much. I wrapped the cloak around me, suddenly feeling cold and sleepy.


  Alwin took a look at me. He’d been keeping an eye on the monitors from a small screen in the mess. ‘I best show you how to use the san unit and then a nap I think. It may be a while before we hear anything.’


  ‘You mean you want me to bathe?’ I asked not used to being required to wash. I sniffed and I smelt good, in fact.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Again?’ I said, my voice rising. I’d been bathed by the pirate women. I wasn’t keen on that happening again.


  ‘Why are you so stressed? It’s easy.’ He showed me the little cubicle and explained how to use it.


  ‘Okay.’


  He eyed me. ‘You take your clothes off first. Put the dirty clothes there to clean and change into something else.’ He picked up the grey ship suit and shoved it into my hands. ‘This will do.’


  He left his quarters. I stared at the cubicle and shook my head. No way was I getting in there. I’d sleep on it and consider it later.


  Chapter Thirteen


  To Be and Not to Be


  I woke up from a long nap. I was in Alwin’s bed. I had no idea where he had bunked down. I decided to give the san unit a try. He always smelt so clean. It made me conscious of my own scent, which was stronger now. I guess I had no choice but to wash regularly myself.


  I slipped off my clothes and stood in the tiny rectangular contraption. I put my arms up in the air and stood with my legs apart and my eyes shut.


  ‘Engage,’ I said to the unit.


  Fine spray shot all over me, a hard mist that sluiced me down. Then some sort of light, flickered over me and then jets of hot air. I stepped out feeling and smelling clean. There wasn’t a drop of water anywhere to be seen. I wrapped the cloak around me, while deciding what to wear. It was a choice between the dirty slave clothes or the large, ugly ship suit that Alwin had offered me.


  I settled on the ship suit, rolling up the arms and legs and tying it around the waist with a belt. I put the slave clothes in the sanitiser as Alwin had instructed me and went to join him on the bridge. He should have had a response to his message by now. He had sent an email Opeia and Carl Gayens saying he had their daughter in his custody.


  When I got to the bridge I stopped short. Alwin had his head in his hands and was groaning. ‘What is it?’ I asked, coming up behind him.


  ‘Oh, there you are. Mmm, you look clean.’


  ‘Yes I’m clean, what’s the matter? You sounded upset. Is there something I should know? Have you heard? Are they coming?’


  ‘No, I haven’t heard. But I found something in the database.’


  ‘What? About me?’


  ‘Yes. It’s a story about your kidnap. It was linked to the clone riots. Two weeks after the riot it says you, Rayessa, were returned to your parents.’


  ‘But you said I am Rayessa.’


  ‘I know, the gen scan said you are. I’m sure you are. I just don’t know what this article means. It could be a scam. It could be a hoax to scare off a ransom, anything. It could mean that they won’t answer the email.’


  ‘Well, forget the email. Let’s go find them.’


  ‘Calm down, Rae. I’ll do some more research.’


  ‘Why? Can’t we just go to Earth?’


  ‘It’s not that simple. I’m following a few leads. It’s not easy to track company ownership. AllEarth Corp is owned by a series of holding companies and trusts. The Gayens’ money is all over the place and so are they. I can’t find where they live or where they are now or even where they will be. They like their privacy it seems.’


  ‘Umm, I have no idea what you just said. What does AllEarth Corp have to do with my parents?’


  He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, just a hunch. I can’t prove anything, but I have an inkling that the Gayens’ family fortune is spread far and wide. Your mother is very rich and powerful. It would take me a year to sort through who owned what and trace it back to the Gayens’ family.’


  ‘Are you saying they aren’t nice?’ I had a feeling that they weren’t. All that money to buy whatever they wanted. That had to warp them in some way. Part of me couldn’t believe my luck and the other felt squeamish about it. After eking out an existence for so long, I don’t think I could cope with ease. It would be like a vidmovie. I tried to remember the title of the one where Del was adopted by a rich uncle and ended up with everything she wanted. Then she left it all behind for love. Alwin speaking again brought me out of my daydream.


  ‘No, not at all, just difficult to find.’ He turned away from me and I sensed he wasn’t telling me everything. I didn’t know if it was because he thought I was too stupid to understand or because he didn’t trust me. I went back to the mess to watch a documentary on Jupiter. It was the most interesting thing in Alwin’s vidmovie collection. The narrator was a famous actor and that was all the entertainment I was going to get on this trip.


  The smell of coffee woke me. I must have fallen asleep in the chair. Bleary eyed I mumbled to Alwin as he dropped a plate of breakfast in front of me.


  ‘Scrambled eggs,’ he said. ‘Straight from the rehydrator.’


  ‘Thanks.’ I dug in with a fork and looked at him from under my eyelids. He’d showered and slept. He looked happier than he had the previous night. My eyebrow rose in query.


  ‘I got a response,’ he replied, reaching for some sauce.


  ‘And?’


  ‘We have to go to the Saturn Space Station and meet them in their private suite at the Regency Grande Hotel.’


  ‘Is that good?’ A Class-Five Space Station. I never thought I’d see one of those.


  ‘It’s excellent. I’ve never been to the Regency Grande myself, but I’ve heard it’s a top-of-the-range hotel. Last time I was at the Saturn Space Station I had to stay at the Hyatt. That was good but nowhere in the Regency’s class.’


  A puzzled frown met his eager face. ‘You like hotels?’


  ‘Not particularly. But I travel a bit. I like to compare them. Anyway we’re not staying there, only having a meeting.’


  ‘What if they don’t like me, Alwin? What will happen to me then? Will you still want to own me?’


  He swallowed his eggs, his face still. ‘I don’t know what will happen, Rae. I can’t think of any reason why they wouldn’t like you.’


  ‘What about the money to pay back the company for buying me? Will you ask them for it?’


  ‘Well, I’m hoping the reward will cover it. Or I may have to rely on you to bail me out of jail or send me food packages when I become an escapee or a pirate.’


  I laughed. ‘A pirate? You?’


  ‘Why do you laugh? I’d make a very good pirate.’


  I shook my head, still convulsed with laughter. ‘Not with that accent, that name and those looks.’


  He looked downright upset with me as he tossed his empty plate into the waste disposal with a flick of his wrist. The skin on his face darkened. He swung back towards me and said, ‘What’s wrong with my accent, my name and my looks?’


  I laughed some more, nearly falling off my seat. He grabbed my plate and tossed it into the waste disposal with twice the amount of force he’d used for his. Little particles of scrambled eggs spattered around the flap. He must’ve been upset. Making a mess wasn’t like him. I wasn’t going to clean it either. I calmed down a bit.


  ‘Well?’ he asked with a bit of anger in his voice.


  ‘Nothing,’ I said. His eyebrow rose in a silent command. ‘You don’t know many pirates do you?’ I asked.


  ‘I’ve met a few.’


  ‘Hardly real ones.’


  He scoffed and waved his hand dismissively.


  I leaned in close and said in a steady low voice. ‘They’re mean, Alwin. Smelly, nasty, foul-mouthed and ugly.’


  ‘Oh,’ he said, his anger draining away. He leaned forward, interested. ‘And?’


  I tried to hide my smile. He was listening to me, to something I knew and he didn’t. That wasn’t something that had happened before. ‘You’re sweet, clean, speak like a posh, private-school boy and very handsome. No one would believe you’re a pirate.’


  His eyes glittered in a strange way. I began to squirm. ‘Anything else?’


  I looked away, avoiding those deep, dark eyes of his. ‘Yes, you’re way too clever. You’d never end up a pirate by making a mistake.’


  ‘What about the money I paid for you? That could leave me in a lot of trouble. Any suggestions?’


  He seemed a little nearer. I could feel his body heat seeping into my clothes. ‘Oh if my parents don’t pay, you’ll just have to sell me to someone else to get the money back.’


  Both of his eyebrows shot up. ‘What a great idea! I’d never have thought of that on my own.’


  His shoulder was in reach so I punched him lightly. ‘I don’t believe you,’ I said. I got up to step around him. I didn’t like the look on his face, a smug, knowing cleverness. ‘You’re smarter than me.’ As soon as I said it I regretted it. I sounded like a spoilt child and ruined the mood. I tried to save myself the embarrassment. ‘You’ve probably thought of selling me a hundred times and planned to take me to five different slave markets.’


  I stood there and he stood too, not quite towering over me. ‘Now, Rae, how could you say that? I haven’t thought of it a hundred times and it was seven slave markets.’


  Quite suddenly I felt the sting of tears. I knew he was joking but everything seemed to well up and wash over me. My life stank. A sob fought its way up my throat. I couldn’t hold it back. Then I was shaking with my hand jammed in my mouth.


  ‘Rae?’ He stepped closer to me. ‘I’m sorry, Rae. I wouldn’t sell you. Of course I wouldn’t. We’ll work something out.’


  He touched my hair. I wanted to pull away. I was ashamed of my tears, and I hated feeling this way, so alone, so cast off. He pulled me toward him gently and held me close. That undid me. I clung to him, cried all over his immaculate ship suit and mumbled into his lapels.


  I felt his hand stroking my hair down my back and patting me softly. It felt soothing, nice. He handed me some paper tissues, and I wiped my face and blew my nose.


  It was hard to talk and hard to look at him. ‘I, I’m sorry. I don’t cry, well not normally. I feel so…lost.’ The tears started again, and Alwin wiped them with his thumbs.


  ‘It’s okay to cry. I forget sometimes you’re just a kid. Not as grown up as you look.’


  ‘What?’ I half cried, half laughed. ‘I’m not a kid.’


  ‘Oh but you are. Naive and young. Nothing to be ashamed of, though.’


  A whole lot of feelings washed over me then. I knew I was uneducated compared to him, and he was definitely older than me but how dare he say that to my face. A fresh wash of tears trailed down my cheeks. He brushed them away again.


  ‘You have such lovely grey eyes, and you’re spoiling them with those tears.’


  I hugged him. He didn’t back off as I thought he would. He rested his chin on my head, since I only came up to his shoulder. I felt his body through his ship suit, trim, muscled and strong. I stepped back slightly so I could look at him. His face was so alluring. I had to touch it. His gaze seemed to darken when I did. I stroked his hair, felt the dark bristles tickle my fingers. Next thing I knew I was pulling him down to kiss me. Oh what magic. He kissed me back, softly and gently.


  And then it was over. ‘Rae,’ he said. He was shaking his head. ‘Don’t do this to me. I have a job to do. You have no idea what you are playing at.’


  His serious tone annoyed me. Obviously, he had no sense of mood. ‘I know what I’m doing,’ I said bravely, chin edging up.


  ‘Really? I bet you don’t. I’m at least three years older than you. That’s not so bad but I’m better educated and more experienced.’


  ‘I’ll catch up,’ I countered.


  ‘In some ways you will, but not now, not on my time. I am on the job right now and there is no rule book that covers this.’


  I tried to kiss him again.


  ‘Don’t,’ he said, pushing me away lightly. ‘It’s not right. You are putting me in an awkward position.’


  ‘Alwin, I want to.’


  His eyes burned into mine. Before I knew what was happening he enveloped me in his arms, his mouth closing over mine. Oh god, I thought. He kissed me deeply, like they did in the vidmovies. It felt nice and out of control at first, and then when he wouldn’t let me go it became frightening. It wasn’t just a kiss, it was passion. It was him smothering me, it was him frightening me and it was him overwhelming my senses. What he did stirred me and scared the hell out of me.


  After pushing him in the stomach, I struggled out of his grip and broke off the kiss. Wiping his saliva from my mouth, I glared at him, breath heaving in my chest.


  ‘Sorry, Rae, but you needed to know. Life isn’t a game or a vidmovie script. It is real and dangerous.’


  ‘Bastard,’ I spat at him and whirled round, heading back to his quarters. I was still sobbing when I reached them. I locked the door and threw myself down on the bed. I was in misery, truly sunk. I really didn’t know why he did that. Why did he make something so simple so complicated? Why did he reject me? Why did he try to scare me by acting all out of control? I truly didn’t understand what he was doing or why.


  I stayed in those quarters for the better part of two weeks sneaking out occasionally to grab a meal from the mess when Alwin wasn’t about. I felt so angry, embarrassed and stupid, that I couldn’t bear to face him.


  His voice hailing me on the comms roused me from another tear-drained sleep.


  ‘Rae, we’re coming up to the space station. I thought you’d like to get ready and see the approach. It’s really a big place.’


  I didn’t answer him but scampered off the bed. I showered and dressed and raced down the passageway. It was a Class Five Space Station and I was going to meet my parents.


  Chapter Fourteen


  Space Station Alpha


  I stepped onto the bridge, dressed in my slave clothes and multicoloured cloak. I looked halfway decent and certainly better than in an oversized, grey ship suit. Alwin looked up as I entered. ‘Rae.’


  I turned away without acknowledging him and sat in the other seat. He keyed the view screen shutter and it opened.


  I sucked in a breath. The Saturn Space Station was huge. It must have had 200 levels, with protrusions and spires up and down its skin. Small pinpricks of light emitted from it and it glowed silver in the sunlight. So this was a Class Five Space Station. This is what drew people away from Outpost 311. This was the place I’d dreamt about. Although in my dreams my arrival was always grand, like Del Divlan’s promotional tour. With the press taking images and broadcasting them live. No, I was arriving like a fugitive without even decent clothes to wear. I began to fear that this family Alwin had found wouldn’t want me or perhaps it was a mistake and I wasn’t related to them at all. A nervous clenching worried my stomach.


  As my gaze tracked along the skin of the space station, all of the hubs, ports and gantries merged into one. My heartbeat upped a notch, leaving me short of breath.


  Our ship headed to the lowest level of the space station, or was it the top? I couldn’t tell because as we drew closer we could only see what was in front of us. Other ships were circling in, following the assigned holding pattern. We were inserted in the queue and when operations cleared us we headed for our allotted landing bay.


  Alwin groaned loudly when the landing fee notice flashed up on his screen. Then I saw him wince as he authorised the transaction. His gaze slid in my direction but I turned away and stared at the console, trying to count the number of green lights. Perhaps being an auditor wasn’t so interesting after all if the pay was so low that a mere landing fee hurt.


  I forgot my angry, nasty thoughts about Alwin because the approach to the landing bays was even more breath-stealing than the approach to the station. As I watched, things that were miniature grew larger, vagueness turned to detail. Some of the rivets in the outer skin looked as big as I was.


  ‘Rae,’ began Alwin, ‘can you power down the main drives for me. Centre panel, bottom row.’


  ‘Sure,’ I said, thawing a little. I’d just realised that I was going on a big adventure. There were more people on this space station that I’d ever seen in my whole life. I was going to see them all at the same time, not drawn out over the years of my life.


  Alwin used the thrusters to nudge himself into the landing bay’s buffer field. There was a slight bump when it engaged and slid us into place.


  He powered down the ship and launched out of his chair. ‘Give me five minutes, Rae. I need to clean up and I think a change of clothes is in order.’


  I shrugged, feigning disinterest. Guiltily, I realised that I’d locked him out of his quarters and that he was probably itching to shower. There was a san unit off the bridge, he’d been able to use that at least.


  Looking over my shoulder I saw him bouncing down the passageway. I tapped my fingers on the console while I waited to step into my dream world. My mind started weaving different futures for myself but they all came to nightmarish conclusions because of my failings. My parents were going to be disappointed in me, I just knew it. Hey, I was disappointed in me and Alwin… No need to even dwell on what he thought. I sighed to distract my tears. I had to think positively. I looked out toward the other landing bays. I could see small ships whizzing around a large freighter and also other ships that came to dock and gantries that were sliding along deep grooves in the skin of the station. That helped to pass the time and help me forget about my self-doubt.


  When Alwin returned I tried not to stare. He wore a suit, not quite a ship suit, but something tailored. It was dark, with a white insert like a ‘V’ down the front. My eyes travelled down to take in the narrow leg of the suit and the fitted boots. He looked, well, great. Even better than Nel Wingham. And that was saying something. My mouth hung open for a bit and then I snapped it shut, deciding it was better to ignore him. There was no point in torturing myself over him after all.


  ‘Come on, let’s see some sights on the way to the Regency Grande. We’re a bit early so we have time.’


  He keyed the hatch and stepped out. The gravity was very odd at first. It seemed to fluctuate. I already felt seedy so the uncertain footing didn’t help. I scrambled after him with a handful of robes clutched in my hand and found the gravity steadily increasing as we entered the corridor. I felt self-conscious but he didn’t comment about my outfit or my bad footing.


  An official in a pale, blue uniform greeted us as we passed out of our landing bay. I stared at him until Alwin tugged my hand and drew me forward.


  ‘Don’t stare like that, Rae,’ he whispered to me.


  ‘Sorry. He’s the second-cleanest person I’ve ever met in my life.’


  Alwin’s brows drew together and then he shrugged. ‘Let’s take the lift to the main promenade. We have time for a quick look at all the beautiful people before we meet with your parents.’


  ‘Sure, why not?’ My mind was everywhere at once. I didn’t think it was possible to contain such excitement. I was taking a stroll towards the rest of my life. What happened in the next few hours would change my life or destroy it. Alwin had made it clear that I couldn’t be part of his world. I’d never forgive him for what he had done to me. Him and his stupid audit and that kiss, of course. I flushed with embarrassment at the thought of it.


  There were only a few people in the large corridor as we waited for the lift. The ceiling was rounded and easily three times my height. It was so clean too. Obviously there was no need to cut it down for scrap.


  ‘It’s so big,’ I said as I gaped again, unable to hide my wonder.


  ‘Yes,’ replied Alwin, a smile quirking his lips. ‘They drive huge conveyors along here.’


  I blinked. I’d seen a conveyor on one of the documentaries on Lollydrop. I didn’t want to be standing in the corridor when one lumbered through.


  The lift doors hissed open. It was already half full of humans and aliens. They didn’t even glance at us when we stepped in. Alwin stared at the lift door after telling the lift where we wanted to go. I did the same, if only to stop myself from gawping at everything and everyone. I couldn’t help letting my gaze wander. Everyone stared at the lift doors, like they didn’t care to notice anyone else. As each stop passed by, Alwin drew me out of the way, as people got out on their particular floors. More people flowed in and soon we were pressed up against the back wall of the lift. I noticed how everyone adjusted themselves so that there was an equal distance between the next person. The resulting spacing had an odd sort of symmetry to it.


  I was very aware of Alwin, standing next to him. His hand flew around my waist as the wall behind us slid open. He prevented me from sprawling onto the floor of the main promenade. My gasp of surprise petered out when I took in the people, the shops, stalls, and glittering bits of hanging decorations. The noise of the people as they walked and talked washed over me and hurt my ears.


  ‘Oh god, I can’t do this!’ I began to shake, my stomach looped over itself. I turned to run.


  ‘Rae, what is it? Come back.’


  Chapter Fifteen


  The Service Entrance


  Before I had gone too far, Alwin grabbed my hand, squeezed it once and stepped forward. I clung to him, overwhelmed by the colours, people, smells and sounds. Then as I grew accustomed to my surroundings, I noticed things. The people wore all types of clothing, sleek ship suits in all colours, uniforms in the same pale blue as the officer that greeted us and others in a muted green and pale mauve. There were rich robes like the ones I wore and people dressed in gems and gold and nothing else. Elaborate hair or none at all. I hadn’t seen anyone dressed as well as Alwin.


  He turned and drew me back against a shop window. ‘How about we get out of this crowd and grab a coffee?’


  I shrugged. Coffee didn’t really thrill me. ‘I guess.’ I was slightly dazed.


  ‘Not coffee then. Something else.’


  I never knew what it would be like being in amongst so many people. I felt like I was sleep walking. He tugged me along, weaving through the crowd and led me to the back of a reasonably dark café. He spoke to the table. ‘One fresh-brewed, organic, water-decaffeinated, espresso with hot fluffy milk on the side and a cold, original Coke with five cubes of Plutonian ice.’


  The table hummed. Alwin looked at me. ‘It’s not really Plutonian ice but it makes your drink fizz and it’s very cold. Believe me it will take your breath away.’


  I wasn’t quite gaping at him, just stunned really. I didn’t know what a Coke was. A chute opened and a steaming cup of coffee floated out, along with a tall glass with dark liquid in it. Little bubbles spat liquid onto the tabletop. I eyed it warily. It looked like coffee to me.


  ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘It won’t bite. Trust me.’


  ‘I don’t trust you,’ I said and meant it. I could tell I hurt him. He looked down and sipped his coffee and didn’t try to make conversation or look at me. I hoped he felt as bad as he had made me feel but I doubted it. Nothing could shake him. He was Mr Know It All, Mr Perfect, Mr Handsome and Mr I’m So Experienced and You’re Such a Child.


  I picked up the glass and touched my lips to the rim, hesitating. The glass was cold and the effervescence tickled my nose. With a mental shrug, I took a huge sip and nearly gagged. It burnt the back of my throat as the taste exploded on my tongue. Gasping, I put it down and flicked my gaze to Alwin. He was ignoring me. I casually looked around the café, hiding my distress. No one seemed to be looking at us so I tried some more of the Coke, not to be outdone by him. The second taste was better. It was sweet and refreshing. By the time, I finished it, I had really enjoyed it.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said to Alwin. His eyes met mine but his face was clenched with worry.


  ‘No problems. Time to meet the parents.’


  I bounded off my seat and followed him out. We had to walk a ways, impeded by the crowd, to take the hotel wing lift. At this end of the main promenade the clothes became less varied and the people more hurried. Simple ship suits in dull shades matched the worn expressions of the people here.


  When I asked Alwin about it, he said, ‘Meet the workers.’


  ‘Oh.’ We must have missed a lift because we entered a service lift full of the workers we’d seen in the promenade. These people did stare at us. Our clothing made us stick out.


  Alwin smiled at their scrutiny and said, ‘Audition.’ They turned away and ignored us. I was yanking on his arm but he ignored me. I had no idea what he was playing at.


  When the lift spilled its contents, Alwin dragged me behind a dormant auto-luggage trolley. ‘Rae, listen. We don’t have much time.’


  ‘What are you doing? What audition?’ I demanded, hands on hips, exposing my slave garments. ‘Why are we coming in this way?’


  A burly security guard came round the corner, before I even had time to register it, Alwin grabbed me and smothered my mouth with his, snaking his arms around me and crushing me against him. I tried to struggle and gave up as his kiss began to affect me. The guard’s step slowed. I could almost feel his gaze burn through my back. Then he sped up and kept walking. When he was gone Alwin released me. My cheeks were burning and Alwin looked flushed too.


  ‘Sorry.’ He smiled at me.


  I couldn’t stop myself from smiling back. ‘Is that what you wanted to say?’


  ‘No, just escaping notice. If anyone asks you are auditioning for the show. Now, I want you to stay here while I go to the main desk and pick up the security key for the Gayens’ private suite. Then we are going up using the service elevator again. We will get out on the floor below and float up through the emergency chute.’


  ‘Why? I thought these people were my parents. Should I be afraid of them?’


  ‘No, I don’t think so. I want to be careful. You never know.’


  A bad feeling crept up my spine. ‘You’re not telling me everything, Alwin.’


  ‘Let’s just say I’m overly cautious. It comes with the job. Now I’m off. If the security guard comes back tell him I’m taking a leak. Don’t move from this spot.’


  ‘Sure.’ I folded my arms and glared at his back. He strode smoothly down the corridor and headed for the reception desk. A maid shuffled past. She looked through me. I stared at the ceiling and counted the air filters. I nearly stumbled when the auto-luggage trolley I was leaning on powered up and sped away.


  I was left standing in the corridor with no camouflage, counting of the seconds until Alwin’s return. I was going mad with waiting. I started to edge down the corridor. When I checked over my shoulder the security guard was heading back my way. I was almost to the corner when a hand latched onto mine. I was tugged forward and crashed into Alwin. He held up a gold security key. ‘We’re all set.’


  Alwin pushed and shoved me into every doorway and storeroom as we made our way back to the service lift. We were in sight of it when he dragged me into a large rack full of freshly laundered clothing. He squeezed in next to me.


  ‘What are you doing? Have you gone nuts?’ I hissed to him.


  ‘I don’t want to be noticed,’ he said peering out through the legs of a fluoro orange jumpsuit.


  ‘Well you’re doing a good job of being noticed. Nothing attracts the attention more than skulking about.’


  He smiled at me, pushing the sleeve of someone’s gown out of his face. ‘What would you know?’ he whispered tightly.


  ‘I saw it on a vid once—more than once. Anyway, it only takes common sense.’


  ‘Really? You have that in kilos, I imagine.’


  ‘Well it beats you kissing me every time someone comes by. It’s becoming tedious.’


  He looked shocked, then his eyebrow drew down. ‘You’re not being nice. We have to be careful. You have no idea what type of security big money buys. Do you want to actually see your parents or not.’


  ‘Well, of course, I do.’


  ‘Come on then.’ He stuck his head out of the rack and did a quick sweep of the corridor. The lift chimed. He bolted out of the clothing rack and drew me at a sprint into the lift.


  He played with the controls and keyed an express ride to level 154. I leaned back against the lift, tapping my feet nervously on the floor. Alwin paced, though this time it was three paces left and three paces right. When the door chimed and slid open, four maids stepped in, paused in their chatting as we exited, and stared at us.


  He took my elbow, looked down his nose at them and strode purposely out as if he was a guest caught in the wrong lift. The doors slid shut over the cackle of the maids’ laughter.


  He let go of me and prowled through the corridor. I hurried along after him, thinking his behaviour was attracting more attention than it was avoiding. But he wasn’t going to listen to me.


  He found the emergency chute. It wouldn’t open. ‘Now what?’ I said as he leaned back against it to wipe sweat from his brow.


  ‘It won’t open.’


  ‘Really. Never would have guessed it. Why don’t we take the lift like normal people? I’m sure someone’s seen us and called security already.’


  His eyes met mine. ‘You don’t have much faith in me do you?’


  ‘I do, a lot of faith, I just think your methods are a bit over the top.’ I sighed. He wasn’t paying attention to me. He was looking all the walls up and down. Next he was running his hands over them. I leaned back against the wall and stared at the ceiling. I thought it would be nice to count the air filters.


  ‘Alwin.’


  ‘Rae, I’m busy.’


  ‘Yeah I know but look at this.’


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him look up. Above us, there was an access chute.


  ‘Great work.’ He jumped up and went up, not so slowly, to push against the panel. Of course he rebounded back to land and roll on the floor. I walked over and peered up into the chute.


  ‘Yep looks like it would join up with your emergency chute.’


  ‘Yes,’ he said, adjusting his suit. ‘It’s for rescuing people, spying on them and other covert operations. I don’t think I’ll be staying at this hotel.’


  ‘Sure you wouldn’t. Hey what are you doing?’ He’d grabbed me, face pressed to my abdomen and lifted me off the floor.


  ‘I’m giving you a shove.’


  ‘Put me down, Mr Anton.’ He let me slide down the length of him and frowned at me.


  Hands on hips, I glared at him. ‘If I can do one thing it’s leap in this gravity. Stand back.’ I pushed against the floor and arrowed upwards. My fingertips felt the edge of the chute and I levered myself in.


  Dusting off my hands, I peered down at him with a lifted eyebrow. ‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ I reached down to help him up.


  He shook his head, muttered to himself and was beside me in a jiff. He slid the chute cover back and edged along the narrow tube. My hair started floating up and crawling became a little awkward. The attraction field had minimal effect up in the ceiling.


  We reached the emergency tunnel and Alwin grabbed the rails and somersaulted out and up. ‘Smart ass,’ I mumbled under my breath.


  I crawled out, hands firmly on the rails. ‘Come on, don’t be shy.’ Alwin was doing slow body spins. It was okay for him he had a suit on with leggings that clung tight to his legs. I was wearing floaty bits that I was having a hard time controlling at present. My cloak billowed out behind me.


  ‘No, after you.’ I was sure he was having fun at my expense. I had to stop every few rungs and tug the slave clothes down. I caught him eyeing my legs and thighs a few times. ‘If you don’t mind, I’d like some consideration.’


  ‘Nice legs,’ he said.


  I bounced off the wall and shot straight for him. ‘Not that kind of consideration.’ He grabbed me and we tumbled together. I didn’t like the free gravity. The Coke was threatening to reappear. I must have looked green because he slowed the spin and grabbed the rail. His other hand held me tightly, more than was necessary.


  ‘Sorry.’


  I felt very warm, floating there with him holding me like that. It was as if time stood still.


  With a few more tugs of his arm we were at level 155. Funnily enough it was easy to open it from this side. Alwin added this to his list of the hotel’s defects. ‘I definitely prefer the Hyatt,’ he said, as we stepped onto the gold-burnished hallway.


  Chapter Sixteen


  Gayens’ Private Suite


  The door to the Gayens’ private suite slid open with a luxurious swoosh. Alwin ducked in, eyes darting to every corner and then dragged me in after him.


  I couldn’t stop shaking as I took in the huge main room. It looked bigger than the whole of Alwin’s ship. Pale, soft floor coverings went right up to the huge floor-to-ceiling view port. Large sofas, a piano, a whole wall-sized entertainment unit with screen dominated the far wall. We stepped down in the sunken lounge and faced the row of doors on one side. Alwin dropped my hand and tried each one, three on one side and two on the other side of the entertainment unit.


  ‘Locked,’ he said, running his hand over his head. With a glance at me, he stared out the view port.


  ‘What do we do now?’ I asked, moving up behind him. He was nervous. I could tell. I wished he would confide in me.


  ‘Wait and hope for the best. It’s the best I can do. Sorry.’


  ‘I don’t believe that. You’re way too smart. You’re planning something.’


  ‘I wish I was, Rae. But I really don’t know what will happen next. I’m completely stumped. I’ve tried to figure it out but I just can’t make sense of it.’


  ‘And a good thing, too,’ said a familiar male voice.


  We both swung round to face Stroder pointing a gun at us. I stared at him, astounded, at first, then puzzled. He looked identical to Stroder but he was in much better shape. His hair was clean and trim and dark. His face looked fairly young compared to Stroder, but it was the same man.


  ‘Dad? Stroder?’ Those eyes stared at me without warmth. Alwin stepped in front of me, so I peered around him.


  ‘No, Rae, be careful.’ He tried to push me back. To the man with the gun, he said, ‘Mr Gayens, I presume.’ There was something akin to triumph in his voice.


  Those cold eyes shifted to Alwin. Gayens sneered. ‘I’ll deal with you later, meddler. But first I have to get rid of her.’ The gun lifted higher, straight for Alwin. I stepped back and into my father’s line of sight.


  ‘You’re my Dad? But you look like Stroder. Please tell me what’s going on.’ My brain was seriously overloaded.


  ‘Oh, I think I get it now,’ Alwin said, squaring his shoulders, seemingly unperturbed by Gayens’ gun.


  ‘Shut up twerp or you’ll get it before she does.’


  ‘One of you is a clone. I’m thinking Captain Stroder was your clone.’


  ‘So what. There wasn’t a law against it at the time. Bloody stupid bastard he was, traitorous, stinking pirate. Who’d have thought my clone would turn out like that blackmailing brigand.’


  The gun moved to me again. I couldn’t speak. Alwin edged closer to me, keeping his eye on Gayens at the same time. I could tell he was ready to jump Gayens at any moment. His muscles were tensed and his jaws clenched so tight I could hear his teeth grinding.


  ‘How did he blackmail you, Gayens? Was it with Rae?’ Alwin looked at me, concern evident in his dark eyes.


  ‘Rae? Her? Bastard was supposed to kill her for me. But he chose to keep her and blackmailed me instead.’


  ‘So you’re the one,’ Alwin said, the company auditor again. He seemed happy to solve that riddle. ‘The payments to Stroder. It won’t look good you know—financing pirates.’


  Alwin was very close to me. I could feel the heat radiating from his body. He was going to shield me. That made me feel so uneasy. Why did he have to do that? I wanted to be angry at him for rejecting me but now he had to be noble and make me feel guilty for being angry.


  ‘Don’t worry “wonder” brat,’ Gayens said to Alwin. ‘I’ve got the money to cover it up, to buy my way out.’


  ‘I get it now,’ Alwin replied, nodding his head. ‘The Clone’s Rights Act of 2044 meant Stroder got a new identity and a substitute gen record. That’s why he didn’t match up as Rae biological father.’


  ‘Shut up. I know you, recognise you. Your family is washed up aren’t they? Used to be up there with the rest of us elite, but not anymore. There will be no help for you when you’re charged with her murder.’


  ‘No,’ I shouted and darted in front of Alwin. ‘You can’t do it to him. If you want me dead you have to kill me.’


  Alwin sighed audibly. ‘Rae.’


  Gayens laughed. ‘I intend to,’ he said. ‘But I won’t take the rap. You should have been dealt with a long time ago. You’ve outlived your usefulness. You’re nothing but a pathetic scrap of genetic material.’


  Gayens was sweating and his fingers moved nervously on the gun. He wasn’t used to this, I thought. I’d seen cold-blooded pirates before, seen how they acted. They weren’t like Gayens. He was an amateur.


  ‘You’re saying she’s a clone?’ Alwin’s bellow nearly parted my hair.


  Gayens hacked out a laugh. ‘Oh, yes, just that. She’s is evidence I want destroyed, nothing more.’


  That jarred me. ‘I’m a…clone?’ I was flabbergasted. I couldn’t speak for spluttering. What did that mean for me? Was I less than a person? A thing, property? How I wished I’d paid attention to what Alwin had said about the riot. I don’t know what the outcome was. Oh yes, he said something about an Act.


  ‘No.’ Alwin shouted back, standing up to Gayens. ‘You’re a liar and a cheat. I know she’s not a clone. I did the gen scan. She had no flag on her DNA.’


  Gayens frowned, then laughed again. His eyes began to water. ‘I didn’t put a flag on her. You can’t tell if she’s the original or not. No one can.’


  ‘Why would you do that? You made a clone of yourself and your daughter. Is your wife an original or a copy?’


  That made Gayens step forward and jerk his gun at Alwin again. ‘Damn straight the bitch is herself. She found her clone and destroyed it before I animated it. But I’d already made Rae’s replacement by then. She never knew.’


  ‘Replacement?’ I choked. My head was swimming. I was having a real identity crisis.


  ‘Yes, he made a replacement after the kidnap, hence, the news codex reporting you had returned. He did it for the money.’


  ‘Oh you know so much whiz kid,’ Gayens snarled, baring his teeth. ‘But I know all about you, Alwin Anton. How sure are you that your own parents didn’t have you manipulated in vitro? Clever kid, sporty, almost perfect. No way you’re a pure breed.’


  ‘But it’s not about me, Gayens. It’s about the money. Your wife has all the money. Clones rioted and kidnapped your daughter. You hid the fact and replaced her. Only Stroder’s a dirty, betraying bastard just like you. He didn’t get rid of her to save your skin. He milked you for all he could get. I’m not surprised your clone turned out that way.’


  Gayens struck Alwin across the face with the gun. My scream was cut off when Alwin fell sideways leaving me exposed. He lay on the floor dazed.


  I looked around for a way out. My eyes flew forward as Gayens’ gun pressed against my forehead.


  ‘I just have to squeeze,’ he said, though his hand was shaking.


  ‘Why Dad?’ My tears started to fall. ‘Please, don’t kill me…Daddy,’ I said brokenly.


  ‘You’re in the way, honey. Sorry.’ His finger squeezed.


  Chapter Seventeen


  Real Clone


  ‘I’d back off if I were you, Carl,’ said a firm, feminine voice, from behind Gayens.


  He stilled. Casting a look of hatred at me, he stepped back and lowered the gun. He didn’t surrender it, but he turned slowly to face the woman.


  ‘Opeia, darling,’ he said, smoothly. His whole mannerism changed. My eyes flicked from Alwin, who was struggling to stand, to Gayens, who was still close enough to snuff me, to the woman, a very familiar woman.


  ‘Don’t darling me, Carl. You really think I’m that stupid. I’ve been monitoring this room since they came in. You didn’t know I was watching that mail account did you? I know everything. Have known everything from the beginning, except where you had hidden her. I come from a long line of business sharks and you have finally played into my hands. It’s takeover time.’


  ‘Opeia, I can explain. She’s a clone. I know I shouldn’t have made her. I wanted to get rid of her so you wouldn’t find out. I know how much you hate the idea of clones. Why do you hate my research so much?’


  The woman stepped forward and my breath caught. Somewhere inside me, I recognised the auburn hair and creamy skin. Her eyes were grey like mine but larger.


  ‘Opi?’ I said. A faint image of a room with toys and a laughing face, overlaid with a sense of happiness loomed out of my mind. I was mesmerised by my mother. Her eyes bored into mine as she walked over. They were kindly and sparkled with tiny dots of light.


  ‘In a minute, honey. I have to deal with Carl first.’ She glared at him, those kind eyes now hard. ‘Let’s get a few things straight, Carl. I’m not stupid, and you’re an ass. You think I didn’t know Essa wasn’t mine? Do you think I couldn’t tell my own daughter? Do you think I let you hang around because I desired you, liked your company? I cut your funds and closed down your research because I was getting ready to jettison you.’


  Alwin butted in. ‘But when Rae went missing you couldn’t do it.’ She assessed Alwin. I think I saw a flash of recognition in her eyes.


  ‘Bright boy. Exactly.’ She took another step towards Gayens. ‘So I’ve kept you near me, waiting for this moment.’ Gayens’ gun came up again, though he didn’t know where to point it.


  ‘Bitch. You undid me. Ruined me. I lost everything in that riot.’ Spittle was flying out of Gayens’ mouth. His hands were shaking. I didn’t like it. Desperate people did unpredictable things. I knew that much.


  ‘I know,’ she said, smiling in a predatory way, ‘that’s why I started it. It was what I needed to get the law changed.’


  Gayens’ gun wavered. All three of us were on a knife-edge. Opeia’s aim never wavered. She was waiting for the opportunity to puncture him, I was sure. I could almost see her desire for him to play into her hands. I shook my head. She was a brave woman. I don’t think I could’ve done the same in her place.


  I took a risk. I bent my knees and pushed up. Lightly suspended by gravity I took aim. Alwin, seeing my move, ducked and toppled Opeia. My foot connected with Gayens’ gun. It spun in apparent slow motion up and away.


  Opeia yelled frantically into her communicator. ‘Now, now, now.’ Three security guards burst in, one from the main door, one from a side door and one from the ceiling. Carl Gayens was buried under three muscled bodies, his screams of outrage muffled by the security guards’ bulk.


  I stepped back, eyes searching for Alwin. He stood behind Opeia, watching everything at once. I supposed his mind was thinking, calculating as was his usual way.


  They dragged Gayens to his feet. He flopped between the guards and the beginnings of a huge bruise puffed his eye.


  ‘Thanks,’ Opeia said, dusting off her hands. ‘Did you get all that, Lieutenant?’


  Another man sauntered in, young looking, but not young, with beady eyes and thick eyebrows. He had a dark goatee on his rather wide chin. He reminded me of a pirate I once met. ‘Yes, thank you Ms Gayens.’ His voice grated like a rusty conveyor belt with misaligned spokes and cogs. ‘Mr Gayens won’t be troubling you for some time. Perhaps never.’


  ‘Great.’


  The guards dragged the sagging Gayens out. He glared at her. ‘By the way, Carl, you’ll have to represent yourself in court. You have no assets remember.’ He groaned and began cursing her loudly. The door shut with a snap, cutting him off.


  I stood there open mouthed. Opeia stepped towards me, touched my cheek with her forefinger and smiled.


  ‘So you remember me, Rae?’ she said softly.


  I examined her face. It stirred a ghost of a memory. ‘Not much. I associate the word “Opi” with you. I don’t know why.’


  Alwin looked embarrassed, not knowing whether to go or stay. I reached for his hand and squeezed it.


  ‘Because that’s what you used to call me.’ A tear slid down her cheek. I was feeling pretty choked up myself. Just then, the main door opened and a girl with a long plait, deep in the embrace of a young man with long blonde hair and dressed in leather and studs, fell through the door. At first I thought they were wrestling but then I realised they were kissing.


  Alwin gaped at me and I shrugged. ‘What next?’ I said to myself.


  Opeia’s eyebrow rose and she angled herself in their direction. ‘Honey, Essa come and meet your sister.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Family Found


  The girl extracted herself from her boyfriend’s embrace. She adjusted her exquisite beige pants suit and tossed her braid over her shoulder. ‘Oh Mummy,’ she said in a posh voice. ‘Didn’t see you.’


  My mouth opened and shut. It was me, but not me. She walked elegantly and sounded like a female Alwin Anton. I sneaked a look at him. He was staring open mouthed at Essa, my clone, the other me.


  ‘Dirk,’ Opeia said to her clone daughter’s male companion. ‘Wait for Essa in her room dear. We’ve got some family things to discuss.’


  Dirk turned and headed for the middle door. Opeia aimed her security pass and it slid open, revealing a large elegant room with a huge bed on the other side. I couldn’t help staring at Dirk. Now that I looked at him I realised he wasn’t wearing much but a few strips of leather and studs. His well-tanned backside was suspended in a strappy affair and his back was painted with shimmer gloss.


  Opeia spoke, ‘Really Essa. I’ve told you before, associating with him is bad form.’


  Essa sniffed and walked over. ‘But I like him and I’m on holidays. You know it’s nothing serious, just a bit of fun.’ The girl’s grey eyes met mine and she stood stock still. ‘Who is that? She looks like me.’


  I was dripping with envy. My clone was evidently educated, classy, sophisticated and well dressed. Everything I wasn’t. I’d been eating beans and hardtack while she had lived the life I was meant to have. I was being rejected by Alwin for being young and naïve, while she was romping it around with all types of people. Life sucked, really sucked.


  ‘This is your twin, honey,’ said Opeia, keeping her eyes on me. ‘Rae’s been lost for a while. Rae, meet Essa, your twin sister.’


  Essa was fascinated with me. She stepped slowly around me, head angling up and down as she took in every detail of my identical form. ‘A twin? You’re kidding me aren’t you? You’ve had a clone made. Oh Daddy is so funny sometimes.’


  ‘I’m not a clone. You’re…’


  ‘Now dears let’s be nice about this,’ Opeia said neatly. ‘Rae was stolen away quite some time ago. I’ve been searching for her ever since. I never told you, Essa, because I didn’t want to distress you. But Rae is my child as you are. She hasn’t had all your advantages but she’ll catch up.’


  Essa took her gaze off me and stared at our mother, confusion evident on her smooth creamy features. ‘Mummy, this is all very strange. Is she going to live with us?’ My mother didn’t answer, yet Essa saw the response in Opeia’s face. Her hand went to tug on her braid. ‘I can’t take this in right now. I need to…to, um, see to something. Catch you later, um, Rae.’


  Essa backed away then catching sight of Alwin, paused. ‘Oh, you’re nice. Want to play later? I’m sort of distracted right now.’


  ‘That tears it,’ I said. ‘Listen here you brat. Keep your hands off the company auditor. If I can’t touch him, neither can you.’


  ‘Brat. Me?’ Her fists bunched up. Swinging round the words toppled out of her mouth, ‘You smelly, slimy, little cow, waltzing in here saying anything that pops into your ignorant mouth. How dare you speak to me like that?’ Essa looked past me. ‘Mummy, tell her not to speak to me like that.’


  I glanced over my shoulder at my mother. Her eyes rolled up and she sighed.


  ‘Essa dear, go to your room. Relax honey. I need to speak with Mr Anton and your sister, okay.’


  Essa pouted, then tearing her gaze from my mother to me, then flounced off to her bedroom. Staring at her closed door, I was very tense. How did I deal with another me? Someone who had everything I had ever wanted. My emotions were climbing over each other. I did not know what to do or say or think.


  Alwin’s hand found mine, and he drew me to the couch. ‘Come on relax now. The worst is over,’ he said gently.


  Opeia sat down too. ‘How I pined for you dear,’ she said, from my other side. She picked up my hand and stroked it with her finger. ‘I wondered if you were alive or dead for so long. I loved Essa in your place, knowing she wasn’t you but a part of you. Sort of a twin. I hope you can get along. She doesn’t know she’s your clone. It would destroy her. Promise me you will never tell her.’


  ‘But she’s lived my life. She is everything I’ve ever dreamed of being. I can’t help feeling resentment.’


  ‘It wasn’t her fault you know. She had no choice.’


  ‘But…’


  ‘Rae, please, promise me.’


  ‘Okay. I promise. But it hurts. It really hurts.’


  She lightly stroked my hair. It felt wonderful and strange. Only Gris had been affectionate with me. ‘Clones have equal rights to humans now. That’s the law. She has the same rights as you do. I have a duty to her as a parent. That’s why people don’t make them anymore. There’s no value in it. If a clone is a human then they can’t be used for labour, or body parts or to replace people.


  ‘Your Dad wasn’t always bad you know. He loved his research. But it got too much for him, science versus ethics. He couldn’t deal with both. Being God and creating people was all that mattered to him.’


  ‘How did you know Essa was a clone, Ms Gayens?’ Alwin asked. I looked at his handsome face, watching his mouth as he spoke. He was always so clever, asking the best questions and looking good doing it.


  ‘Carl was right, she didn’t have a flag on her cells. It was hard to differentiate her that way. He’d tried to transfer Rae’s memories to Essa and he succeeded in implanting some, but not all. There were small differences. She never called me Opi, for instance.’


  ‘So that’s why I couldn’t remember my life before I went to the outpost.’


  ‘Probably.’ Her soft grey eyes studied my face and her lips tensed. ‘Can you give your mother a hug? I’ve missed you so much. If I didn’t have to go to gaol for doing it, I would have killed that bastard husband of mine.’


  I uncoiled myself and edged closer. My mother smelt like a garden of sweet-smelling flowers. It teased another memory within me. Her perfume was the same as it had been when I was a child. I clung to her. I was finally home. I had found where I belonged.


  I felt Alwin get up. As I hugged my mother close I said, ‘Please stay, Alwin. Just a little while.’


  Opeia nodded. ‘Yes, you must stay,’ she agreed. ‘You can have Gayens’ room. Order whatever you need.’


  ‘Sure,’ I heard him say. He sat back down next to me and I smiled on the inside. I’d been through so much, loved and lost two fathers, gained a mother, a sister and a home. But beside me there had been Alwin, smart, brave and there to help me. I couldn’t let him go. Not then, not ever.


  Chapter Nineteen


  Sisters & Lovers


  Sisters are very interesting creatures, especially when they seem to have everything you don’t. Like a good eye for fashion, for example, or an annoying desire to have the man you want for yourself. Essa was articulate, or so she told me. She talked with Alwin about galactic events, Earth history and the latest techno gadgets. To really show me up, she talked business with my mother.


  I felt like wiping the smile off her face when she strode confidently around the living room, posed in front of the view port and named the model, make and manufacture of all the ships she could see and could pretty well guess which home planet they were from.


  I sat on the sofa and glared at the ceiling, trying to unclench my fists. She ate delicately, with more utensils than I knew existed. I was putting on weight and had to watch what I ate. Even Opi had told me to stop wolfing down my food. I couldn’t help it. I’d never had so much food before—real, delicious food.


  Essa sat down opposite me and smiled. I grimaced back. I was dressed in my very own top-of-the-line ship suit. I had 20 of them in all colours. This particular one was violet, like the shade of the slave woman’s eyes. Alwin was watching the news broadcasts, on about 10 channels at the same time.


  Essa swapped seats to sit next to me, leaned over and whispered in my ear. ‘I really like him. If he’s not taken, do you mind if I, you know, try my hand.’


  Alwin had been so polite. We’d never spoken about that kiss on the ship and about what he’d said, about my youth, our age difference or feelings. He stayed with us because every day at breakfast when he said he had to leave I asked him to stay. Opeia would chime in on queue and give him some silly business-related task to do and he’d agree. He’d paid the company back and got a huge reward. He’d invested it wisely, so my mother said. Typical, I thought to myself.


  Then the penny dropped. I turned to Essa with my face screwed up. ‘I don’t know how you do it. Just leave him alone. Believe me, if he’s interested he’ll let you know.’


  ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said. It sounded like my own voice, richly cultured. ‘I’m used to taking the initiative. It’s part of the price of being so rich. No one is game to ask you out or seduce you, unless of course they’re slimy, money-grabbing bed crawlers. In that case you get rid of them quickly.’


  ‘I see. Doesn’t sound like much fun.’


  ‘And what would you know. It’s bleeding obvious you’ve never even kissed a man, let alone anything else.’


  ‘I have kissed a man,’ I said, head held high. ‘Several times.’ I’d just counted them up.


  ‘Bet you’ve never been to a highflyer’s party or Jack’s anti-grav disco, or drunk Martian champagne.’


  ‘Don’t worry, I will.’ Not content to leave it there. I thought of a comeback. ‘Look here dear, sis. Have you ever lived on an asteroid with hardly any food, been attacked by pirates, kidnapped, sold on a slave market and…’


  ‘Enough, Rae. I think Essa’s heard enough to be grateful she’s had such a good life.’ Opeia said before they started arguing again.


  I glanced at Essa’s face. She looked shocked. I guess my experience beat hers hands down. I stuck out my tongue.


  She sniffed the air and then oozed off the sofa. She headed for Alwin. I watched out of the corner of my eye, feigning indifference.


  I was pleased that he didn’t take his eyes off the news casts when she came over. Not to be outdone by his lack of interest, she ran her hands lightly across his shoulders. Still he took no notice, so she deepened the touch to a massage. He pivoted in his chair, thus stopping her ministrations, but ended up giving her his full attention.


  I was looking now. He was wearing a ship suit, indigo-coloured and tight. It hugged his body like nothing else I’d seen. It left nothing to the imagination. Given Essa’s tendencies I could understand why she found him hard to resist. I found him hard to resist. I was fascinated with him, dreamed about him, lived and breathed him. But I never said anything, never let on. I couldn’t bear the rejection.


  My eyes tracked her as she whispered to him. He shut off the news broadcasts with a snap. ‘Rae,’ he said, leaping to his feet. ‘Come here.’


  My ears popped up. Was he ordering me? I nearly bounded off the sofa to race over to him. But at the last second I changed my mind. My mother glanced up from her desk in the corner, a smile about her lips.


  I eased out of my seat and sauntered over, doing a very good imitation of Essa or Del Divlan. I kept my eyes on Alwin as I approached. He didn’t fail to notice. His eyes were practically glued to me. My ship suit didn’t leave much to the imagination either. Two can play at that game.


  ‘Yes, Alwin, you called.’ I looked at Essa, she was backing away slowly. My eyes were drawn back to his.


  ‘Did you tell Essa you had no interest in me?’


  ‘I don’t recall…saying that.’ I said, all the time wondering what Essa had said. I was playing it cool.


  ‘Did you say that I was all hers?’ he asked, his voice suddenly deep.


  My eyes bugged out. ‘Hell no. That rotten cow.’ I turned around and eventually spotted her hiding behind our mother.


  His hands were on my shoulders. He dragged me round to look at him. Stunned, I stared into his deep, dark eyes with my mouth hanging open stupidly.


  ‘Good,’ he said. Then he grabbed me to him and kissed the life out of me. It didn’t scare me this time, so I kissed him back.


  After a while, when the world became real again, and I was safely enfolded in Alwin’s firm embrace, I heard Essa and Opeia laughing.


  ‘Took her long enough,’ said Essa.


  ‘Yes, but it was fun watching them,’ Opi said.


  Families, I thought, I could grow used to this.


  Alwin pushed me back by the shoulders. ‘Now we have Gris to find. Ready?’


  ‘Yes. Let’s go.’


  Epilogue


  The clean, white corridor smelt strange. Thick antiseptic scents covered the metallic taste of blood. I scanned each door, looking for number 97. I reached out a hand, feeling nervous. What if Gris didn’t want to see me? I knocked twice, rap, rap. There was no answer.


  Hesitating, I wondered whether I should go in when I heard my name called.


  ‘Rae.’


  I looked down the corridor and there he was. I knew Gris, even though he had his head shaved and it was covered in scars from surgery. There was something in his eyes, too, they were brighter and more intelligent.


  ‘Gris,’ I gasped as I ran toward him. Up close, I could see his face looked better. It did not sag as much as it had the last time I’d seen him on the ship. The facility had repaired some of the damage, releasing the pressure on the brain. His body was thinner, dressed in plain overalls. That was from his time as a slave. Alwin and I had got to him just in time before he was too far gone.


  ‘Are you okay?’ I asked him as I touched his cleanly shaved chin. He grabbed me to him and squeezed so hard. I could hardly breathe and I loved it.


  ‘I am much better now for seeing you, Rae. I thought I would never see you again.’


  After he placed me back on my feet, I smiled through my tears. ‘Nah. You can’t get rid of me that easy. You’re family.’


  ‘Family. I like the sound of that. Your friend Mr Anton filled me in on the details. I’m sorry about Stroder and that business with your father.’


  ‘Well it is all sorted now, though it was rather a strange story. I’m glad we found you, at least. Sorry you got sold because of me.’


  Gris frowned. ‘Mmm. My memory is a bit patchy and I don’t remember the slavery bit at all. I was pretty beat up by then. Good thing I suppose.’


  I stared at Gris in amazement. I hadn’t heard him talk normally before. He had a laid-back way of speaking and there was no slurring or the thick-tongue talking I was used to. My memory of him before the pirate attack was vague. I remember he was nice to me and that’s all. Now he was his old self. I felt good about that. Good that the Gayens’ foundation could put some things right.


  He hugged me again. With my cheek resting on his chest, I said, ‘Time to come home now, Gris.’


  ‘A real home?’


  ‘Yes. And if you behave nicely I’ll give you hardtack and beans. As much as you want.’


  We walked down the corridor, laughing at our shared joke.
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  Excerpt from Legend Beyond The Stars by S.E. Gilchrist


  Star Time: Darkon Year 6035 – Earth Year 2156


  The best way to start a new mission was definitely not lying in an induced hiatus inside a coffin-shaped tube.


  Not to mention the agonising awakening to consciousness followed by long hours spent crouched over what passed as a toilet on this alien spaceship. The entire experience made Captain Alana Knight feel as if she had just trekked through the Gobi Desert hauling an armoured tank. She repressed a groan when her stomach muscles gripped hard before releasing.


  A shaky breath slipped past her lips as she continued to pace around the cabin. She did an abrupt about-face then retraced her steps, while she rubbed her stiff thigh muscles, her feet heavy like chunks of rock inside her anti-gravity boots. Finally, she stopped to stare at the viewing screen where the darkness of outer space stretched into infinity.


  Something was wrong.


  She concentrated on tuning out the constant, low whine of the turbines that powered the intergalactic space voyager as it cruised through the black. The background murmurs of the other women as they milled about in restless groups faded.


  Yep, something definitely stank.


  Ever since she had awakened, disquiet had gnawed at the edge of her mind. Awakened from a hiatus the traders had insisted was necessary to alleviate the rigours of travelling through the Vortex. She frowned. Had it been a ruse? Enclosed in her confining tube, she had been helpless. Anything could have happened to her during those weeks of sleep. She shuddered and flexed her damp hands.


  Best not go there.


  Not yet, anyway.


  She raised a trembling hand and tugged at the shaggy ends of her short, red hair, before pressing her fingers against her temple where pressure built like an over-heated fuel tank just waiting for the moment to explode. Until now, she had refrained from speaking about her doubts but with every hour that passed they travelled further away from home.


  Away from safety.


  “I sure am not keen on this here meetin’,” muttered the woman at her side.


  Alana spared her a quick glance, taking in the hint of fear in her brown eyes, the underlying pallor that gave the woman’s dark skin a sallow tinge."I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Jess,” she admitted in a low tone.


  Jessamine snorted. “I knew it!”


  “Hush, please, Jess. I don’t want to start a panic.” Alana sighed. “But, I fear you’re right. There are too many unanswered questions. Not to mention the traders’ strange behaviour in separating us from the men. It’s made us too vulnerable.” And an action that had left her the senior officer in charge of a motley band of unknown women.


  “Worse, some of us are not here of our own volition.” Jessamine produced a compu tablet from an enormous satchel slung over her shoulder and waggled it under Alana’s nose. “I’ve done a census as you suggested, Captain, and the facts sure don’t add up.”


  Alana twisted her lips into a parody of a smile. “Let me take a wild guess. We’ve got no scientists, doctors, physicists, militia. No geologists, no farmers, no builders …”


  “Could be those roles are filled by the men, but you don’t think so, do you? Some of the women do have similar qualifications but I’m missin’ a lot of names off the list you gave me. So, what does it mean?” Worry lines bracketed either side of the other woman’s mouth.


  “It means the United Earth Corporation has been duped. My gut tells me there’s no earth-like planet in the next star system for us to colonise.”


  “Oh, moma,” whispered Jessamine. The tablet clattered onto the floor.


  Alana gripped the other’s arm. “Don’t fall apart on me, Jess. I need you to be strong here. I suspect we’re going to find out very soon what the traders are up to. Our new friend, Norman , may have some answers for us.”


  She glanced up at the hiss announcing the opening of the entrance door and tried not to gawk at the alien they had christened Norman , as he bustled across the room. At least the word Norman sounded a little like the jumble of syllables he had repeatedly indicated he was called. Of humanoid build, at a distance he could have passed for a male of her species but closer the differences were apparent. Reed thin, of an equal height to her, the space suit he wore resembled an old potato sack on his spindly body. She marvelled at how hairless he was, with not even lashes or eyebrows to give his flat face definition. And the way his three eyes glowed neon orange when he was excited was just downright weird.


  Still, his incessant lecturing about life on board a star voyager had proved surprisingly reassuring while she had wrestled with space sickness and the wrenching pain of reawakening organs. He was the closest thing to an ally they had at the moment and she couldn’t help thinking they would need all the friends they could find if they were going to survive.


  She licked her cracked lips and thought about all those do’s and don’ts, which she had paid little attention to, over the past earth day while she had huddled, sweating, in the narrow chamber. Now his lectures could well have a lot more significance to her and the other women.


  At least they could communicate with him. With a shaky hand she touched the pencil-thin translator she wore, like the others, around her throat.


  The translators were only just one of the gifts given to the people of Earth from the first visitors who had appeared over one hundred years ago. History had it they had stayed a mere ten or so years before departing, never to return.


  In the long years since, Earth had struggled with an out-of-control greenhouse effect and violent weather patterns. Stock markets crashed as nation after nation collapsed in an ocean of debt. Coupled with an exploding population, the consequences had been devastating.


  Life, suddenly, became a battle for survival.


  When the Scaleen Traders appeared, they had been greeted as the answer to a desperate planet’s prayers for deliverance. The traders sold The United Earth Corporation on the idea of a ‘new-earth’ and offered transportation for the chosen few, at a price. The UEC wasted no time and assembled specialist teams who would form the first wave of colonists.


  The call went out for members of the United Defence Force to bear-lead the expedition and it had taken Alana as little as fifteen minutes to decide and four weeks to organise the sale of her apartment. Perhaps here was the opportunity to redeem herself even though no official stain existed on her unblemished record. But the deaths of her spotter and three members of an insurgent team under her command four years earlier, still haunted her. After that mission, she had requested and been granted, a shift in duties. All those countless months spent trialling space shuttles from Earth to Mars and back, had proved a good bargaining point with her application.


  Now, instead of attending the mega social event of her step-sister’s birthday in the family home in Sydney, she was stuck on some alien spaceship on a journey that she now suspected, was to nowhere. Surrounded not by familiar soldiers, but by women with little knowledge of battle; women who would be looking to her for answers.


  Alana clasped her hands behind her back and examined the other occupants. From what she could see, the only thing these women had in common was their age range. She doubted any were older than thirty-five at the most. Odd.


  She swung round and stared at the viewing screen, wishing herself a million miles away. Nothing but infinite blackness in all directions interspersed with far off swirls of colourful dust and space debris and the glow of distant stars. No matter how hard she strained her eyes, there was no sign of the familiar planets of the Milky Way.


  Her gut twisted like a knife scraping the sides of a raw wound.


  This was going to be one hell of a mission.


  Norman pattered to a stop in front of them, reclaiming Alana’s attention. He glanced from one to the other and back again until she felt dizzy watching him. He clapped his bony hands together, his eyes bright orange.


  “It is good that you are no longer damaged.” A smile stretched across his flat face revealing small pointed teeth.


  “Uh huh.” Jessamine tossed back her long black micro braids and eyed him as if he was a bomb about to explode at any second.


  “We’re all feeling much better, Norman.” Alana attempted a friendly smile of greeting. “Most of us no longer have any side effects. Jess and I want to know why we’ve been asked to assemble here.”


  The alien gave an irritated snort. “I do not see why you would question such a matter. Primitive life forms such as you naturally have limited reasoning capacity. It should be enough that you do as you are directed.”


  Damn, he is so irritating! And that high prissy voice! The sound scratched over her taut nerves like cat claws across concrete. About to snap a rejoinder, she directed a suspicious glare at the alien and straightened. Time to get some answers. “The traders have no right to direct us to do anything, unless it’s a matter of security and only while we’re on board this ship.”


  Norman folded his arms and frowned with severity looking for all the world like a three-eyed garden gnome. “This is not correct. The Scaleen traders are in charge and must be obeyed.”


  Alana remained silent, her gaze holding his.


  He slumped his shoulders, raised his hands in supplication. “We also are imprisoned on this ship.”


  Her throat tightened as her mind repeated his words, ‘imprisoned ….we also’. Her gasp was snapped off before it formed. Aw, damnit!


  She swallowed. Voice hoarse, she prodded, “We’d appreciate any information you can give us, Norman. We’re travelling blind here and we’ve got an awful lot of questions needing answers.”


  The glow of his eyes dimmed. She read a pitiful entreaty in his glum expression.


  “My race, the Jurians are scholars of the science of species. We are not warriors, nor are we explorers. Our numbers are few but our knowledge is valued. The traders are a different breed.” He sighed mournfully. “They know only of the lust for credit and the ease of prosperity. They trade with lives.”


  Jessamine whimpered, “Holy moma.”


  Alana sucked in air, waiting a beat until she had control over her voice to say, “We’re not heading towards a new colony are we, Norman ?”


  “Alas, Alana, you are correct. They have deceived your rulers.”


  “What about the women missing from my list?”


  Norman shrugged. “They were not considered suitable and were returned to your planet unharmed.”


  “Thank goodness they’re okay but what do you mean about being suitable? If we’re not being transported to a new colony then what do they intend to do with us?”


  “We have made a successful passage through the Azzirt Vortex. As we speak the ship approaches the Mirva System.”


  At his evasive answer, she glared at the hapless messenger. Names of places she had never heard of told her nothing. Beside her, Jessamine stood silent, her mouth sagging open, her eyes wide.


  The alien plucked at the skin on the back of his hand with thin fingers. His actions did not bode well for what he intended to impart next. Clearly troubled, he maintained an uneasy silence.


  “In this Mirva System, will we land on a habitable planet? What then?” asked Alana.


  “The voyager is too large to land on any planet. It docks at orbiting space stations and personnel use transport shuttles to travel to terra firma.” His gaze flittered about the room.


  “Please, Norman.”


  The alien’s pale olive-tinged skin blanched. “The Mirva System …” He hesitated and stared at her intently. “The Mirva System is an elliptical galaxy on the outer fringe of the local galaxy from which we hail.” He pointed a finger in the air. “Travel beyond the outer fringe is forbidden. But the Scaleen traders obey only those laws they will benefit from and chose to risk intergalactic imprisonment. You realise, of course, far, far beyond the outer fringe lays the vortex through which we need to traverse to reach your galaxy.” He waved a hand vaguely skyward.


  Behind her back, she clenched her hands into fists. “Then why do they take the risk?”


  He windmilled his hands with agitation. “The payload. For the promise of three energy spheres the size of my fist, many would risk all they possess to gain such wealth. Even their very lives!” he hissed, his face inches from hers.


  Alana stepped back a pace. “Energy spheres, huh? That sounds important. What are they?”


  “Energy spheres are a renewable energy source mined in the Darkos system. They are the source of all wealth in our worlds. The desire for this power has lead to a battle that has raged for many cycles.”


  “So there’s a bunch of aliens kicking shit out of each other?”


  “Errrrr ….?”


  “I mean, these people are at war?” snapped Alana.


  Norman nodded his head. His voice sank to little more than a murmur. “In two rones, that is approximately two and a half of your earth hours, the voyager will reach the rendezvous point with the Darkons.”


  “And, then what?” She compressed her shaking lips into a tight line.


  “I am, indeed sorry to tell you that you will be sold. Carbon based females are what the Darkons hunt. You and the others are the payload.”


  She just hated it when she was proved right.


  Commander Tarak el Rajan strode along the corridor towards the Command Bridge, his brow furrowed in deep concentration.


  A Darkon warrior dressed in battle armour uniform, the deep blue colour on his epaulettes signifying his allegiance to Tarak’s royal house, stood at the ready beside the entrance.


  Tarak punched his personal code into the small panel on the wall. He inclined his head in acknowledgement of the soldier’s salute. A bright green light shot towards him and, authenticity verified, the door slid upwards. Pausing inside the entrance, he surveyed the busy scene with grim satisfaction. Behind him the door slid shut, sealing him into the secure room.


  One of his captains seated before his consol, glanced up from his task and attracted his attention. “Sir, it appears we have company.” With long blunt edged fingers, he clicked a series of commands onto the array of glowing markings indented on the bench.


  A stream of light flowed from the ceiling. A holo display appeared in the air in front of them.


  Tarak leaned over his subordinate’s shoulder to study the data. A low grunt of irritation emerged from his throat. He straightened. “How long until contact?” He kept his voice measured and cool.


  “ETA three rones until the Elite Battle Cruiser is within range, sir.”


  “The traders’ ship is dead ahead, Commander,” announced Magar, his second-in-command.


  With a few long strides, Tarak reached Magar’s side. Together they stared in silence at another viewing display where the traders’ ship appeared to hang suspended, motionless, in the black void of space. In reality the ship cruised with steady speed towards the rendezvous point. The other men ceased work to also examine the intel, tension etched grim lines into their dark visages.


  Tarak flexed his fingers encased in protective gloves. Then allowed them to rest loosely at his sides. With his elbows bent, head lowered a fraction, he stood unmoving in a casual stance.


  He was poised for battle.


  “The Scaleen traders are devious. They are rarely truthful. This could be a trap given an Elite battle cruiser has also emerged into the same sector. Do we continue, sir?” First Officer Magar asked.


  “We have little choice, Magar. All of us here know the ramifications should we fail in our mission. No, we must proceed, but we need to move fast,” Tarak growled. His voice though quiet exuded his indomitable will. He kept his face an implacable mask.


  He turned to address a younger man, operating a vast complex array of intricate panels, schematic displays and holograms.


  “Wyomeh, locate the quickest exit from this sector and ready the ship for the jump. Casis, declare battlestations and prime the auxiliary weapons. Magar, I assume we have two divisions ready for boarding?”


  Receiving an affirmative nod in response, Tarak turned and strode towards the door.


  Magar followed and motioned for Pilot Officer Wray to fall in beside him.


  “Do you believe we can overthrow our enemies, Tarak? So many cycles have passed and yet the war rages on. I admit there are times when I wonder whether it would be better for us to depart the Darkos System. Seek a new world to live what time we have left in peace,” asked Magar of his friend.


  “Do not let the other men hear you speak so!” Irritated, Tarak shot his second-in-command a cold look. “There is no peace to be had for us, Magar. How can there be with our race facing extinction?”


  The warriors turned and entered a small apartment. Tarak punched in his code and several panels slid open with quiet smoothness. He perused the collection of weapons presented, then methodically attached his selection to various clips and compartments concealed in his armour.


  From the corner of his eye, he noticed his friend’s glum expression. “We must fight to the end. Of more importance, we must continue our search. We must have hope.”


  Magar remained silent and Tarak realised his friend did not need to ask the obvious question.


  “Do you have hope, Tarak?” Wray insisted.


  Tarak clamped down on the bitter resignation gnawing constantly at his very spirit. For over ten cycles their greatest minds had laboured seeking a solution whilst their warriors had waged war in a never-ending battle, and still no solution had been found.


  Why should now be any different?


  In reality he held very little faith they would attain their goal with whatever the traders hawked. The long reign of the mighty Warlord Guardians of the Seven Galaxies was at an end. His people, now little more than rebels fighting a desperate rear guard action.


  Renegades who continued to wage war in an attempt to buy time—this was all that was left of a warrior’s duty. As one who had imbibed with his first breath the age old traditions of the Darkon code of honour and valour, he believed the only thing left for him and those who chose to follow, was to die in battle.


  His gut clenched as if an Elite sabre prong squeezed it dry of all its juices.


  By the stars of Darkos, his race would be remembered as proud and glorious warriors long after they were reduced to dust—his duty as the eldest son of their leader demanded it.


  Hence, this journey so far from their home system to investigate the rumours of a mysterious payload. If the traders proved to be untrustworthy, he would deal with them then turn his attention to the next battle.


  “I have no hope, Wray.” He faced his officers. “But at all costs we must continue to fight for our freedom. Should the goddess decree, we will die with weapons in our hands and honour in our hearts. No one will smear the name of the Darkons while I live.”


  He clapped a heavy hand to the back of Magar, a blow which would have felled a lesser warrior. “Are we not the best fighters in the Seven Galaxies?”


  The older warrior snorted. “Affirmative. No one can beat us in a fair fight. That is why after twelve cycles of war, they still have not conquered us.”


  “Nor will they, my friend. Now we will stand, as always, united. I know of what you all will lose by following my lead on this voyage. I can think of no better companions to fight at my side. Come. Let us see how deceptive these traders are.”


  Tarak secured the panel and the warriors stepped into narrow tubes which lined the opposite wall. In an instant they were whisked to a lower level. Here, there was a hub of activity. Maintenance crew on hover boards performed final checks of the crafts. Four lines of warriors marched towards the shuttles which were fired up, the blinking lights on their undercarriage signalling their readiness for flight. High above the runways, behind blast-proof flexiglass, technicians worked at their respective stations relaying instructions into their comms.


  Tarak and his men split up, each heading to man separate transport shuttles.


  He stalked towards the lead shuttle. The men pounded their chest with their right hand once in salute. Tarak acknowledged their sign of reverence. As he entered the craft heading towards the flight deck, he keyed in his protective armour code. From the confines of the armour encasing his shoulders and neck, a helmet emerged to mould against his head. The advanced nano technology immediately connected to his brain.


  The barrage of information always came with a slight electric charge which never failed to cause his muscles to spasm in protest. He rolled his shoulders to shrug off the discomfort, settled into the pilot’s seat, his concentration already centred on the task ahead.


  He would need to ensure they had more than one exit plan.


  Neither he nor his second-in-command trusted the Scaleen traders. His lips curled in a forbidding grimace at the forthcoming confrontation. The transport shuttle left the relative safety of the Darkon battle cruiser, the angular shape of the traders’ ship in his sights.


  A small contingent of twittering Scaleen traders glided along the curved corridors on their hover boards.


  In their wake, Tarak and his men marched with military cadence, weapons primed and ready. All sensors tuned into the smallest hint of trouble.


  Beside him, he observed Magar utilise his compu unit to sweep the chambers hidden behind heavy metal doors which lined the long corridor for signs of concealed militia.


  So far, nothing.


  And that by itself bothered Tarak. The hairs on his nape prickled.


  Tension radiated off his men. His body tightened with the effort of maintaining control as adrenaline surged through his blood stream. Too much depended on him and his warriors. If the Scaleen traders deceived him, he would have difficulty in reining in his vengeance.


  They stopped outside a well secured door and one of the traders performed a complicated series of codes on the control panel. The door slid open.


  “Come. Come. You shall see. Here is what you have been seeking,” hissed the Scaleen leader. His one bright red eye glowed, an unholy beacon in the darkness of the grey hood which covered his pointy head. “Three energy chips is the price. You must pay now.”


  In his excitement, his hover board wobbled. He pitched sideways with an agitated squawk.


  Tarak brushed past. Behind him, the trader grumbled in his wake as he entered the chamber. His men followed, fanning out on either side of the entrance. By force of habit, five remained outside, their weapons pointing down the corridor which stretched in both directions.


  “By the holy hem of Cercis’ cloak, they register as human. And carbon based.”


  He heard Magar mutter as he rechecked the scanner. Tarak noted the instrument in his subordinate’s hands give a minute wobble.


  Tarak stood motionless, legs apart, his in-built scanners first checking the room for danger and then zeroing in on the inhabitants. There appeared to be around forty or fifty of them bunched together at the far end of the room. A small group of five stood in front and gave the impression of a protective barrier. He raised his brows.


  Most unusual.


  His stomach muscles clenched. Had those rogue traders found something of value? He drew a deep breath. Through the filters in his suit drifted the familiar scent of fear.


  And …?


  He scowled. Inhaled with deliberation using all his senses to collate data and analyse. A faint whiff. A scent he had almost forgotten. Female.


  Then, to his extreme astonishment, sexual interest stirred deep down in his groin.


  Nostrils dilating, he stalked towards the group in the centre of the room, his two subordinates kept pace. Without communicating with his men, he knew by the level of tension flooding the room, they also had detected the tantalising scent.


  A Jurian male in an out-moded jumpsuit lingered close-by, flapping his hands. Three fellow Jurians waited in a huddle near the far wall. All the females were clothed in an odd assortment of garments. Different skin tones and facial features revealed they were of different races, bound together by their mutual fear of the enemy.


  One of the females caught his attention. She stood straight as any warrior a pace or two in front of the others and with her square chin tilted starward, her posture radiated a proud defiance. He stared, his gaze sweeping over a slim body with soft curves easily discernable beneath the flight suit, to linger on her face, drinking in the clear blue-green of her eyes and the paleness of her skin. This one with her air of command and direct gaze baffled him. A strange pull urged him to step closer and he shook his shoulders as if to rid himself of an uncomfortable itch.


  He forced himself to remain cautious. It would be foolish to assume success—for the traders were as slippery as coda worms.


  This could be an elaborate ruse to throw them off guard.


  And the swift recollection of the Elite battle cruiser heading with lethal intent towards their co-ordinates cooled Tarak’s heated blood.


  Excerpt from Chaos Born by Rebekah Turner


  As my eyes moved over Arthur Roper through the two-way mirror, it occurred to me the saying was true. It really was hard out there for a pimp.


  Roper sat on a ratty bed in a ratty room in a ratty brothel in Bangkok, haggling with a bored looking woman for a discount on her services. The woman wore a dirty blonde wig and a white spandex cat suit several sizes too small. Her scarlet lips were pressed to thin lines, as if she’d gotten Roper’s measure and found him a quart short. Who could blame her? If my job required me to wear an outfit that gave me a painful looking camel-toe, I’d be unimpressed by life as well. Not to mention having to touch individuals like Roper. Personally, I’d need a flea bath after touching such a rodent. And touch him I knew I’d have to. Retrieval jobs were never easy. In my experience, no thief ever likes giving up their ill-gotten goods and they always need some encouragement.


  Most of the time my jobs were security work, retrievals, sometimes even an exorcism or two. Here, in the Outlands, maybe I’d be called a mercenary. Back home, in The Weald, I was called a Runner. My work brought me into contact with all sorts of scum and Arthur Roper was no exception. Back home, past the tollbooths that guarded the entryway into the hidden world of The Weald, Roper ran a couple of low-budget brothels. Roper wasn’t a nice pimp; I’d seen his handiwork on a couple of women’s faces and it was the kind of hurt that never healed quite right. But now, this predator was my prey, and I was damned good at what I did.


  I read the dirty blonde’s lips as they worked around what looked like imaginative profanities, and wished there was sound in the cramped viewing room. The click of a latch sounded behind me and a noxious vapour of cheap perfume filled the room. A thick voice spoke. “I don’t need this trouble. I want him gone.”


  Turning my head, I saw Norma, the owner of the brothel leaning against the closed door. Her faced was scrunched as tight as her steel-blue perm and she wore a lemon-yellow velour tracksuit. Like Roper, she was otherkin: a crossbreed of the mystic races. Norma was lucky that she could pass for human, magic and glamour spells didn’t work for long beyond The Weald. From the uneven shape of her ears and the slope of her nose, I guessed that after mostly human blood, she had some elf and maybe a sprinkling of hobgoblin thrown in.


  Roper wasn’t as lucky as Norma. A low-slung baseball cap couldn’t hide his diseased skin, crusty warts and piggy nose. As far as otherkin went, Roper was one ugly bastard.


  “He says I owe him money.” Norma’s voice was like dark treacle in my ears; rich and sweet. I didn’t know Norma myself, but she knew my boss, Gideon, and his business well enough to be on the lookout for Roper; she had sent Gideon the tip Roper would be here tonight.


  “He asks for too much,” Norma continued. “My debt to him is half what he claims. He would take everything I’ve worked so hard for. He tells me if I don’t pay, he’ll tip off the authorities in Harken City with where I am.”


  I heard the hint and made a show of thinking. As well as a pimp, Roper worked for Joseph Daleman, a loan shark nicknamed The Hacksaw. If Roper disappeared, Daleman might come looking. That wouldn’t have been a big deal in itself; trouble was I owed Daleman money and who wanted to remind him of that?


  My fingers absently traced the familiar grooves of the carved goat-head at the top of my cane. The brothel was in the Bang Phlat district and I could hear the pulse of the city outside: spluttering tuk-tuk’s, bright laughter of tourists and street vendors calling to them.


  “I could discourage him.” I shifted my feet to take the weight off my lame right leg. “For an extra fee, of course.” While Gideon had rules about how to conduct business, I had never had a problem with making some extra money on the side.


  “Of course.” Norma stood alongside me and I swallowed as her perfume engulfed me like a poisonous gas. “What’d he do?” she asked in her slow voice. “To get the attention of Blackgoat Watch?”


  “Client business.” I tried to discreetly block my nose. Roper’s crime was stealing a satchel from someone with enough wealth to fund my trip out of The Weald. The satchel contained things of sentimental value, and the client was happy to pay whatever it took for its return.


  “I heard you like to be called Chopper now days,” Norma said.


  My smile melted and my fingers clutched for the charm that usually sat around my neck before I remembered it was broken. I bit back a curse. I’d heard the nickname too and wished I knew who had started it. I’d been assisting at an exorcism a month ago, and it had ended very, very badly. I mean, behead just one client and suddenly everyone’s a comedian.


  Sensing my mood, Norma changed the subject. “But tell me, how fares life in Harken? I hear tales of more violence than usual.”


  The hair on the back of my neck prickled. I narrowed my eyes at her and Norma’s aura flickered in the dim light. A flame of orange blinked around her head; it tasted like a bitter pepper on my tongue. She was an anxious woman, hiding secrets.


  Throwing her an easy smile, I flashed my dimples. I reminded myself she was a valuable snitch and to be nice. There weren’t many citizens of The Weald living in the Outlands, where the modern world beckoned with conveniences like electricity, phones and emails.


  “How long have you been here now?” I narrowed my eyes again. “Eight years?”


  Norma’s aura flushed forest green as she prepared to lie. I blinked a few times, clearing my vision. I didn’t need to know much more about Norma. I’d gotten what I’d come for.


  “Maybe more like five.” She raised a hand to smooth her hair. “Had me a little pie shop in Applecross. Got into some trouble with the law, so I moved here. I blend in easy enough, which is a blessing.”


  I didn’t ask her to elaborate. Her story was common enough. The Outlands were a common hiding place for criminals from The Weald. “Business as usual in Harken,” I said. I watched as Roper tried to turn on the charm, a sickly sweet smile on his face, and continued. “I heard the Council of Ten are trying to pass a bill to legalise steam technology again.”


  “That old chestnut.” Norma shook her head. “The old families will never allow it.” There was a pause, then she asked, “Did you hear about the Regulator who did all that killing in a beserker rage? Rumours say he fled to the Outlands.”


  “You sure hear well, for someone hiding out,” I said absently. Roper was now trying to convince his woman of his prowess. Maybe he thought she should pay him. The woman didn’t look convinced. I hoped she was going to kick him in the balls and save me the trouble. Norma didn’t answer me, so I just shrugged. “I read something about it in the street press. Don’t know much else. Regulators have nothing to do with me.”


  “Nephilim.” Norma spat on the floor. “Filthy beasts.”


  Silently agreeing with her and wondering why she would spit on her own floor, I watched as Roper started fumbling with his zipper. “I’ll need some privacy.”


  Norma moved away, velour thighs making a swishing sound. “Try not to get blood on the carpet. I have to pay the cleaners extra for that.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “And those side tables weren’t cheap. If you’ve got to break something, use the lamp.”


  “Fine.”


  With a humphing sound and more rustling of cheap fabric, Norma left me alone, the door clicking shut behind her.


  I smoothed back my hair, admiring my new clothes in the reflection of the two-way mirror before me. I had managed to squeeze in some shopping and Bangkok was perfect for my tight budget. The spoils included a pencil skirt with a sexy leg slit and a white blouse with a sweetheart neckline. I tried not to notice the straining buttons on the blouse, or the fact the skirt was a little snug. I was broad-hipped and busty, but had always managed to keep a respectable weight with a diet of gin and cigarillos. I knew my size, and there was no way I was going up. A small voice reminded me I was a stress eater and that the last month had not been kind. I told the voice to shut up and sucked in my stomach, adjusting my work-belt. It was made of leather and loaded with pockets that housed the various tools of my trade, complete with a throwing knife sheathed discreetly at the crook of back. A second throwing knife sat in a slim sheath inside my bra. I viewed knives the way I did shoes: a girl could never have too many.


  My hair was a startling snow-white colour, which I had pulled back in a braid. The ensemble was complete with a pair of velvet brocade boots that had cost more than I’d ever admit to. You’d never find these clothes in The Weald. Back home, the fashion was corsets, long skirts and lace gloves. I mean, lace gloves. Honestly. Don’t keep your fingers warm and impossible to get blood out of.


  Squaring my shoulders, I approached the door that accessed Roper’s room. There was a chance I was going to have to knock him around some. If he were really stubborn, I’d have to break some bones. It meant tapping into the bitch inside of me, and she did love to come out and play. I twisted the handle and stepped into the room. Roper was sitting on the bed with his back to me, the woman kneeling in front of him. The door shut behind me with a click. The woman looked up from her unfortunate task, her flat eyes knowing the score. She wiped her mouth and slithered out the door like her stilettos were greased with butter.


  “What—?” Roper turned and saw me.


  Narrowing my eyes, I focused on Roper’s aura. It flickered dimly around his head, the colour of piss with spikes of purple: a weak man prone to violent acts. I blinked the aura away and tried not to grimace. Roper was even more ugly close up. Three stubs of horns mostly covered by greasy hair. His mouth was a little too wide and he had too many teeth for his jaw, some poking out crookedly from his lips.


  Roper’s eyes clocked my hair and my duelling cane with its goat-head. His face went a shade of green and his mouth worked soundlessly. While I’d never met Roper, I was pretty sure he’d heard of me. White hair was pretty rare in The Weald.


  “Hello, sunshine.” I gave him a cheerful wink. This was how I liked to greet most of my marks. Nice and upbeat and setting the tone. “Let me tell you how this is going to go, just so we can save some time. I’m going to ask you some questions. You’re going to pretend to be a hard-arse. We both know you’ll end up giving me what I want after a little slap and tickle. So how about we skip all that and you just cooperate?”


  Roper jumped to his feet. Pants falling to his ankles, his Mr Winky bobbed up and down like it was happy to be outside. I arched an eyebrow at him. “Looks like you’re feeling the cold, Roper.”


  He struggled to pull his pants up. I moved across the room, swept up my cane and cracked it down on Roper’s head. He squealed and reeled across the bed, clutching his ear. “Whaddya want? Whaddya want from me?”


  “A satchel, Roper. You stole it a week ago. Has a nice gold emblem on the front? I think you know the one I mean. Why don’t you hand it over and we all get to go home.”


  His eyes slid to my cane, breath hissing out from between his crooked grey teeth. “You work for the goat.”


  “A satyr, Roper,” I corrected him. “A satyr is half goat. That’s a considerable difference. And ‘the goat’ prefers to be called Gideon. Or Mr. Gideon to you.”


  Roper’s face contorted in pain. “I ‘ain’t done nothing to you. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Give me the satchel.”


  Roper clutched his ear tighter and scowled some more. I tapped the end of my cane on the room’s thin carpet a couple of times, signalling my impatience. “Come on, Roper. I believe I’ve already given you my easy or hard way speech. I don’t give it twice.”


  “What are you talkin’ about, ya crazy bitch?” Yellow spittle flew from his mouth, arching across the room. I stepped back, my upper lip curling with disgust. Roper was laughing now and it was a phlegm-like sound, bubbling up from his chest. “The only thing you’re getting today is dead.”


  He gestured to me with his right hand. I froze. For a terrible moment, I thought he held salt and was casting. Then there was a mechanical snap. A gun shot out of Roper’s sleeve on a spring-loaded quick-draw rig. He aimed at my belly. “Put your hands high,” he said. “Don’t do nothin’ fresh.”


  “Relax,” I said with a calm I didn’t feel. “Don’t make this worse. I just want what you took.”


  Roper’s mouth twisted. “I knew you were gunning for me. I knew someone would come. You’re Gideon’s pet, the one who loves the Outlands. Who else was he going to send? People think Roper’s so stupid. But he’s not. There’s a bounty on your head, you know that? Benjamin the Bloody posted it. How about I turn in your pretty head instead?”


  “You don’t want to do anything you’ll regret, now, do you?” I asked.


  “Shut up.” His voice got all squeaky and indignant. “You just shut up!”


  “I’m wearing very expensive boots, Roper. I don’t want to get blood on them.”


  “I said, shut up!”


  My stomach clenched as I realised the prick was going to make me show my hand and reveal my secret. I was going to have to use magic. Which meant I was going to have to get rid of the little shit.


  “Relax, Roper,” I said. “Just relax.” We stared at each other for a beat. My heart kicked loud in my ears. Once. Twice. I threw myself to the right.


  Roper gave a shout of surprise. I heard the crack of the gun and felt something bite my left ear. My shoulder hit the floor the same time my fingers slipped into one of my belt pockets, pinching some salt. I tossed it at Roper, just as he re-aimed his gun at me. I yelled a quick hex, my tongue tripping over the Sanskrit words. The air-born salt ignited with my will and the hex spat to life like a firecracker. Roper was thrown against the far wall, knocked clean out of his pants. He collapsed into a heap on the ground, heaving and gasping.


  “Idiot.” I pushed myself to my feet and picked up my cane. “You stupid, stupid idiot.”


  Roper lifted his head and drooled. He half-heartedly raised his arm to aim again. I crossed the room, drawing out the sword hidden inside my cane. With a grunt and a smooth golf swing, I sliced Roper’s arm off above the elbow. The limb bounced away with a fleshy sound, his fingers still twitching around the trigger.


  “Shit! Shit!” Roper grasped at the bleeding stump of his arm. His heels rattled against the floor. “Look what you did!”


  “Give me what I want.” I lifted the blade high and steeled myself. “Or you’ll lose more limbs.”


  “Alright! Alright!” Amber-coloured blood was soaking the carpet under him. His head jerked to a crumpled backpack by the bed. “It’s there. It’s there.”


  I lowered my dripping blade, walked to the backpack and checked it. My hands sorted through clothes and jewellery before finding the leather satchel at the bottom. I pulled it with a grim smile. Roper was staring at me, his face the colour of sweaty cheese.


  “Is there anything missing?” I asked.


  “You used the craft,” Roper whispered, mouth slack at the ends. “That’s impossible. No one can cast magic in the Outlands. No one. It’s one of the rules. Do you know what it means that you can cast out here?”


  My knees popped as I stood, my bad leg giving a twinge of warning. I tossed the satchel on the bed, my lips pressed thin. Sure, no one was supposed to be able to cast out here. The medium of salt, combined with words of power, was a conduit to the provider of magic, the ley-lines. But the lines that fuelled the craft were thought to only exist in The Weald. Somehow, though, I was able to make it work here. One of my secrets, and it was one I didn’t share at any price. At least, not with the living. Roper might have survived the loss of his arm, but I couldn’t allow him to live now.


  I bent over the decapitated arm, prying the gun loose from the rig. The weapon was a little Ruger LCP. Popping the magazine, I saw it was packed with nice shiny hollow point rounds. I punched the magazine back home and aimed the barrel at Roper’s head.


  “How did you do it?” Roper stared up at me, eyes full of fear.


  “I don’t know.”


  “What kind of monster are you?”


  “I don’t know,” I said again, then pulled the trigger.


  Excerpt from The Danger Game by Caitlyn Nicholas


  “It’s your last chance with the Vice Chancellor.”


  “I said I’d be there.” Flick didn’t bother to hide her irritation. “I just won the man a million-dollar grant, what more does he want?”


  “Your bubbly and fun personality?” There was amusement beneath Andy’s sarcasm.


  Flick snorted. “All right. Okay. I’m leaving now.” She growled the words, and hit the off-button on her phone.


  They both knew she lied.


  She dropped the phone onto the desk. Then, scowling, she clicked on the icon that’d run the Bellona program. It crashed instantly, and took the computer with it.


  “Awesome.” She threw herself back into her chair and stared at the ceiling panels, running the changes she’d made to the code through her mind. Realizing it’d be a waste of time to unpick what she’d done, Flick rebooted her computer and went in search of a clean copy of the program on the backup server.


  There were two versions. Usually they only kept one, but she thought nothing of it, and after saving a copy to her hard drive, she opened it up.


  She scanned quickly through the code, looking for the section she’d been working on, so preoccupied with figuring out how to manipulate it into doing what she wanted, she nearly missed the strange command. Her eye travelled straight past it. But then she hesitated and went back to the unusual group of letters. They hadn’t been there before.


  A logic bomb? Some little joke Andy was playing?


  She ran the command and it brought up a whole section of Bellona that she’d never seen before.


  “Bloody hell —” For a moment she simply stared at the screen.


  It was no joke.


  Not only had she never seen it, but also couldn’t understand, or interpret it. Goosebumps prickled on her arms. Her computer understood, otherwise it couldn’t have run it. But she, who effortlessly programmed in everything from BASIC to C++, had never seen anything like it.


  The section of code was written in a new programming language.


  She grabbed a USB key, shoved it into the computer port, then with a couple of mouse clicks copied this altered version of Bellona. She should’ve been intrigued, or excited. A new programming language. It was unbelievable. But instead a sense of dread settled itself in her abdomen. Bellona was her program, she knew it inside and out. She’d spent thousands of hours working on it, too long to have any enthusiasm about weird changes she didn’t understand.


  She needed to find Andy.


  Flick burst out of her office, startling the lone student who sat at one of the machines in the computer lab, then hurried out of the ITC building. Even at a dogtrot it took ten minutes to get across campus to the Vice Chancellor’s building, which sat on a distant hill, hunched inimically against the vibrant energy of the students.


  Andy would be at the Vice Chancellor’s cocktail party, celebrating the massive grant that Bellona had brought to the University. Slathering on the charm, basking in the glory and the congratulations, and convincing everyone that it was he, and he alone, who’d developed the cutting-edge cyber-war program.


  Not that Flick minded, particularly. The Vice Chancellor’s social events were a trial that she avoided at every opportunity. Professor Andy Grey could have the limelight, he was welcome to it. She preferred life behind the scenes.


  It was early evening and the cloying heat of the day still hung in the air. Though it was light enough to see, the roar of voices and thud of music that echoed from the Uni bar made Flick wonder if it was later than she’d thought. She dug in her jeans pocket for her phone to check the time and then swore quietly. She’d left it in the computer lab, along with her keys and swipe card. At least she had her wallet. She’d have to borrow someone else’s swipe later.


  The security guard, whose main purpose was to keep students away from the Vice Chancellor, watched as she entered the building.


  “Evening.” He smiled as she hurried past, and didn’t ask for her ID.


  “Hi.” She waved vaguely at him, his face faintly familiar, then took the stairs two at a time, up to the function room where the party was being held. But she slowed as she came to the top, reluctant to face the hubbub of voices.


  “Flick.”


  Professor Andy Grey appeared out of the crowd and strode towards her, grinning like the idiot he was. Genius idiot. But idiot nonetheless.


  “What did you do to Bellona?” She lowered her voice, aware that the security guard at the bottom of the stairs could probably hear them.


  His confident grin faltered, and he glanced over his shoulder to the party. “What do you know?”


  “What did you do, Andy? There’s a whole section written in a code I’ve never seen. How can a code I’ve never seen run perfectly on my computer? It’s impossible?”


  He hesitated then reached up and pulled a pen out of her hair. Then another. “It’s no wonder I can’t find anything to write with.” He tucked them into the top pocket of his suit jacket.


  “Stop it —” She stepped back a little and reached up to untangle another pen from her thick auburn hair. He eyed her for a moment and she handed it over. “Tell me what you did?”


  “Don’t get your knickers in a knot. It’s just a thing I was working on. It’s meaningless.” His smile was warm, but Flick knew him well enough to hear the hint of insincerity in his voice.


  “What I saw was a long way from meaningless.”


  His eyes slid away from hers. “Come and talk to the Vice Chancellor, he’ll be so thrilled you’re here.” He reached out and tugged her arm gently.


  Flick glanced beyond him to the party. “I want to know what’s going on with Bellona.” She pulled back from his grasp and he let go easily. “It’s too dangerous. We agreed we wouldn’t go there.”


  “Yes, okay. I modified it, added a few things I’ve been working on. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”


  “But –”


  “Tomorrow. I mean it Flick. Not now.”


  His face creased into a stubborn frown, and she gave up. Pushing the subject would only irritate him. The conversation was closed.


  “We’ll talk tomorrow then. First thing.” She turned to leave.


  “No way.” He stepped into her path, ushering her towards the sound of refined chatter. “There is no escape for you now. Come and have wine.”


  “I’m going home.”


  “I meant what I said on the phone. The Vice Chancellor will be furious if you don’t show. Anyway, there are some interesting people here.”


  Flick knew he was right. The Vice Chancellor, an insecure and occasionally vindictive man, often indulged her introverted ways. But he wouldn’t tolerate her absence if it made him look foolish. “All right. Give me a moment.”


  She pulled out her hair tie, which held her hair back in a simple ponytail, and ran her hands through it. Two more pens fell onto the floor.


  “Ready? This is the best I can do.”


  “God Flick.” Andy watched her with unabashed admiration. “You’re so beautiful.”


  She stared at him for a second, trying to figure out if he was being sarcastic or not. Then bent quickly, to pick up the pens, as heat flooded up from her chest. Beautiful?


  Straightening she gave him a confused look. “Don’t be an idiot.”


  Then she hurried away, towards the party. She stopped abruptly at the threshold of the room and took a slow breath. The place seethed with the glitterati of the University. Wealthy sorts, desperate to have buildings, libraries or even toilet blocks named after them, mingled eagerly with the cream of Academia. Who were all equally eager to acquire every cent of sponsorship money for their projects.


  The Vice Chancellor spotted her and hurried over; his heavy academic robes embroidered with gold and silver flowed behind him. He sweated heavily in the close humidity.


  “Professor Grey, you persuaded our star to be here.” He addressed Andy, who stood quietly behind her. “We were sure you’d be a no-show, like the other times.”


  Flick smiled at him, the most charming one in her repertoire. Wasn’t it enough that she was part of a team that had, so far, brought millions of dollars of funding to the University? Why did he insist on parading her about like a prize poodle?


  “I’m sorry I’m late. I’d just made a breakthrough on the Titan project and was finishing some things up. It’s such a pleasure to be here.” She lied easily.


  “I’ll get you a drink.” Andy’s fingers lightly brushed her forearm. She nodded uncertain thanks at him. A drink would be good.


  The evening proceeded at a glacial pace. The Vice Chancellor attached himself to her side, giving her no chance to slink away when no one was looking. He introduced her to person after person, and she made small talk about the late summer heat wave and asked about other people’s holidays. The clashing odours of different perfumes and the thick smell of cheap wine mixed horribly with the fifteen hours she’d spent staring at a screen and began to turn into a headache.


  “What is this stuff?” Andy appeared by her side, and she handed him the glass of wine he’d passed to her an hour earlier. “It’s like vinegar.”


  “It’s all they’re serving,” he said. “Cost cutting.”


  “Is that her?” squawked a woman nearby. Flick felt her searing gaze and glanced towards the door.


  “Here drink this.” Andy shoved his glass of orange juice into her hand.


  She stared at it dubiously. “What’s in it?”


  “Just drink it.”


  She downed it in one gulp. Then smiled genuinely as the alcohol hit her system. “Vodka. Thank you.”


  He jutted his chin towards the Vice Chancellor who was flapping around like an overdressed vulture. “Speech time. Try to look friendly.”


  “I was trying last time,” she whispered, as the room quieted. “That was my friendly smile.”


  “Smile like when you finish writing the perfect algorithm. Smile like that. It’s my favourite one.”


  She glanced at his face, trying to read his expression. This banter had never been part of their friendship. “What is with you tonight?”


  He shrugged, a faint self-conscious smile on his lips. “Heatstroke?”


  She frowned. “I don’t understand.”


  The speeches and congratulations stopped any further conversation.


  Mortification flared inside Flick when the Vice Chancellor mentioned she had one of the highest IQs in the country. Humiliation squirmed and burned when he started on about her ‘under-privileged’ background and how she’d been discovered by the University and nurtured by one of their scholarships.


  Sure her parents didn’t have much money, but there had been love and laughter and enough, just enough, of everything. They’d uncovered her unnatural abilities with numbers and spatial reasoning at an early age and there were abundant scholarships for gifted children.


  The University of Sydney had no right to claim her. They had no right to advertise her IQ in some crass effort at boasting, or humiliate the people she loved the most with talk of poverty and need. It happened every time and now she avoided these social events, afraid one day her bitterness would bubble over and she would, as her first year students so charmingly put it, lose her shit.


  She kept smiling. She acknowledged the thanks and congratulations. Made sure they understood that Bellona was as much Andy Grey’s work as hers. She said the right things and never once, for a single moment, showed her resentment.


  Then it was over. The guests and dignitaries swarmed to the bar to make the most of the crappy wine and she crept towards the exit.


  “Very good, very good.” The Vice Chancellor beamed, catching her on the cusp of escape. “Let me introduce you to some people. David Darkthorne is here. The CEO of Darkthorne Industries — he came just to meet you.”


  Flick’s heart jumped. The CEO of the premier weapons development company in the world. Here? She glanced around for Andy. This could not be a coincidence. Apprehension crept over her. What was going on?


  “Professor Smith.” David Darkthorne clasped her hand in a damp handshake. “Congratulations on the Bellona project. We’ve been watching you with some interest.”


  “It was a lot of fun.”


  He was a small, slight man; his skin pale and his hair so uniformly black she wondered if he dyed it.


  “We’ve got a few projects coming up that you might like to take a look at.” He smiled, though it looked like it was an unpractised expression and took some effort to maintain.


  “That would be great.” She spoke with genuine enthusiasm. Darkthorne Industries was the world leader in weapons research and involved with almost all American military technology. Great was actually an understatement.


  He handed her his card and she glanced at it. “Thank you Mr Darkthorne.”


  “Just Darkthorne, please. I prefer it. Bellona has a lot of potential, you know. Cyber-war is the new military frontier. We’ve been working on something similar, but you’ve gone at it from a whole new direction, in a way my engineers hadn’t even thought of.” He looked a little piqued.


  “Now Darkthorne, you’re not stealing this girl from me.” The Vice Chancellor barked a laugh, even though they all knew Darkthorne Industries could pay her triple what the University did.


  Darkthorne ignored the Vice Chancellor. “How close is Bellona to being an actual working model?” His cold dark eyes watched Flick with an unsettling intensity.


  “It works in controlled experiments. We shut down the Wagga RAAF base in eighteen seconds, after spending three months adapting it to the computer network there. But real world?” She shook her head. “It’s not viable.”


  “How unusual, that you’re negative about your own project. Most would try to sell it to me.” Darkthorne watched her, amused speculation in his expression. “I wonder why?”


  Flick hesitated, and wondered if he’d talked to Andy. Did he have detailed knowledge about Bellona? Or was he fishing for information?


  “You can buy it if you want. But you’d have to spend months adapting it to the target system. Then you’d have to find someone to manually upload the program. A virus, trojan or logic bomb would be quicker and easier.”


  Darkthorne nodded in agreement. “I do wonder where Bellona might take us, if modified.”


  Flick thought of Andy’s weird code, dread niggling at her. What had he done? What had he added?


  “Bellona is just a fun project. Professor Grey and I thought it might be useful in the gaming industry.” She sought to de-rail Darkthorne’s questions, to distract him.


  “The gaming industry?” His eyebrows shot up in disbelief.


  “Yes.” Everyone wanted in on the gaming industry, with its money and prestige. “The whole idea of cyber-war is about as realistic as the world being taken over by self-replicating nano-bots.”


  “Are you aware of what the Russians did in Estonia and Georgia?” Scorn edged his voice.


  “They were just crude denial-of-service attacks. Bellona does not have those capabilities.” She wilfully misunderstood his comment, and ignored the contempt that tinged his frown.


  He tilted his head on one side and smiled slightly. “Well then, that is a great shame. A great shame indeed.” Sarcasm tinged his words.


  Flick stepped back, sure Andy had been bragging at best, and trying to sell Bellona at worst. The egotistical idiot. The dread bunched in the pit of her stomach, and she glanced around, looking for him. He’d disappeared, which was odd; usually he was the last man standing.


  “Call me, Felicity, when you are ready.” Darkthorne tilted his head and gave her a thin grimace. Then walked away.


  Reluctant to get cornered again, Flick slipped from the room, and hurried to the stairs.


  “Night Professor Smith,” said the security guard, as she passed the front desk. He watched her as if he knew her, but they’d never met.


  “Night.” Her skin prickled.


  She stepped out into the darkness. Even though the intense heat of the day had barely lessened, she shuddered.


  The roar of the Uni bar drew her down the hill towards the main campus. The Engineering boys would be up there, lusting after pretty first-years and would, no doubt, be thrilled at the prospect of her company.


  She took the stairs up to the bar two at a time, grinning as the noise surrounded her. She was anonymous amongst these faces. Nobody cared about her IQ, or her working-class parents. Not a soul.


  She headed for the pool tables. Time to dish out some humiliation to foolish boys who thought girls couldn’t play.
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