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THE DEVIL'S NEBULA


 



The Sleer led the way through the undergrowth, snapping branches and uprooting shrubs as they went. Langley and Lania skidded along behind them and Carew brought up the rear, picking his way with care and occasionally shuffling along on his backside when the drop became almost sheer.


He’d slipped the laser into his belt, to free his right hand, when something shot past his left ear and slapped into a tree trunk directly before him. He saw the trunk dissolve before his eyes, the whole process taking perhaps two seconds. He fell onto his back and rolled. In an instant his laser was in his right hand and he was firing up the incline. Whatever was following them had vanished. He yelled to the others, glanced over his shoulder down the hillside. There was no sign of Lania, Langley, Villic or the Sleer. Then he caught a glimpse of Lania as she took cover behind a tree and drew her weapon.


He saw a boulder to his right and rolled into its shelter. He scanned the vegetation cloaking the incline above him. All was still, quiet. Only his heart sounded, deafening in his ears. He peered over the rock, willing whatever it was to show itself. A Sleer, he guessed. Armed with an acid weapon? He glanced at the unfortunate tree. It was stripped down to its inner rings, the wood steaming. An acid weapon of some kind, then. Which, in the hands of a Sleer, was a combination to be feared.
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CHAPTER ONE


 



SHE KILLED THE creature on the third attempt.


Her first shot singed its hackles and fizzed off into the jungle canopy. Her second ploughed a bloody furrow through the meat of its shoulder, succeeding only in enraging the beast. The six-legged kreesh howled and slunk off into the undergrowth.


“Oh, very well done,” Ed Carew said.


They crouched behind a spur of rock, Lania Takiomar cocking her head to follow the sound of trampled vegetation as the kreesh made a detour and came in from behind.


On her haunches, she swivelled. She was like some kind of primitive wild beast herself; a jaguar, perhaps, her small, compact body injection-moulded into the curved confines of her jet-black smartsuit.


She snapped, “If you could do any better...”


Carew smiled. That’s what he liked about his pilot: she spoke her mind.


The third member of their party, Jed Neffard, cowered behind his captain. For an ex-convict who had sampled the hospitality of half a dozen prison planets in his thirty-odd years, he exhibited a surprising, and endearing, lack of courage.


They turned slowly as one, tracking the sound of the kreesh as it circled through the vegetation.


“I thought you said,” Jed whined, “that Hesperides had no wild animals.”


“It didn’t,” Carew said under his breath, “fifty years ago, when it was evacuated.”


“So what happened?”


“My guess is that the kreesh escaped from a menagerie. Lania?”


Her smartsuit wasn’t called a smartsuit for nothing. Carew liked to garner his information the old way, from screens – and preferably in a quiet library on some idyllic backwater world – but he had to admit that there was no beating a smartsuit for getting information on the fly.


It was Lania who, ten minutes ago on first sighting the creature, had accessed her suit’s memory cache and identified it as a kreesh. Now she said, “You’re right. Kreesh aren’t native to Hesperides. There was a zoo on the outskirts of Valderido. Probably got out of there.”


“Is there anything else you aren’t telling us about this place?” Jed asked.


Carew smiled, to mask his guilt. There was one other piece of information he’d thought it prudent not to tell his crew, but now was not the right time to come clean.


“We’ll be fine, Jed,” Carew reassured the engineer. “Trust in Lania’s markswomanship.”


Staring intently ahead, Lania hissed between gritted teeth, “If that’s supposed to be funny, Ed, stow it.”


“Not funny, Lania. Merely ironic.”


He glanced at Jed, who was ogling the way Lania’s curves moved beneath the figure-hugging smartsuit. Lania crouched, laser rifle solid against her right shoulder, a study in concentration.


A rustle sounded directly in front of the cowering trio, and a moment later the beast leapt at them from the jungle. Lania fired. Jed yelled. Carew felt his heart leap. Before he knew it, half a tonne of dead meat slammed to the ground before them. The stink of part-cooked flesh and gamey body odour wafted their way in a sickening miasma.


Lania stood up, blew across the muzzle of her weapon with a hollow piping note, and lodged a foot on the haunch of the carcass. “One for the album, Ed?”


Carew stood and examined the animal, working to maintain his characteristic reserve. “Well done, Lania. My word, but it certainly is an ugly beast.”


Evolution had primed the kreesh well in the dental department. Its face was all teeth, a circle of sickle barbs below two eyestalks.


Lania frowned as she accessed her suit’s memory. “A native of Deneb III. Used by the natives there as a hunting animal. It was listed as an endangered species twenty years ago and its captivity proscribed by the Terran Zoological Organisation.”


Carew said, “There must be others in the area. What say we round them up and transport them to the nearest breeding centre? They must be worth millions.”


Lania gave him an uncertain look.


Carew smiled. “I’m joking. We came here to locate an objet d’ art, not wild animals.”


Jed gave a relieved laugh. “For a second, there...”


“How long have you known me, both of you? Five years, Jed? Ten, Lania? When will you come to realise that I do have a sense of humour?”


“That’s the thing, Ed. You really don’t.”


“I’m offended, Lania. Now, if you’ve finished posing, shall we continue?”


He stepped gingerly over the corpse of the kreesh and led the way through the jungle.


 



 



ONE HOUR LATER, Jed said, “How far are we from Valderido?”


“As the cyber-assisted crow flies,” Lania said, “about an hour. Through this salad, it’s going to take us about two.”


The haywire tangle of ferns and lianas was proving no barrier to their progress. Carew simply adjusted the setting of his laser and burned a path through the undergrowth. The terrain was a little uneven, taxing muscles accustomed to light exercise aboard his ship, The Paradoxical Poet, but he kept the pace at a little above a leisurely stroll. Days were long on Hesperides – the planet turned slowly on its axis, so that a day lasted over seventy standard hours – and they had landed just after dawn.


He had wanted to come down closer to the capital city, but after consultation with his crew had elected to land ten kilometres south of Valderido. On the way to Hesperides, Lania had reported picking up the ion trail of another ship; she’d had no idea how old the trail was, and even though there was no visual sign of a Vetch ship in the area, they’d decided to play it safe. The Vetch were vigilant in their patrols of their territory, and the capital city of the once-thriving human colony would be the obvious place for a salvage vessel to make landfall. Carew suspected that the ship was long gone, but he was taking no chances.


He led the way through a steaming tunnel of his own making, breathing shallowly so as not to inhale the smoke from the burning vegetation. Jed followed, trotting at his heels, and Lania brought up the rear, ever ready to repel the next attack.


The haunting calls of unseen wildlife bassooned through the sultry air, counterpointed by the piccolo notes of tiny birds darting through the slanting sunlight in riotous profusion. Hesperides was a world returned to bounteous nature, now that humankind had fled.


“Thirty thousand?” Jed asked.


Carew blasted a clear cone through the jungle. “Approximately.”


“Thirty thousand for each of us?”


“That’s the agreement.”


“If,” Jed went on, “the dealer is as good as his word.”


Carew stepped over a charred log. “I’ve no reason to doubt his honesty, Jed. I have worked with him before.”


“And if,” Lania called from the rear, as pessimistic as ever, “if we find the thing.”


Carew said, “We will. Of that I have no doubt. The museum was cleared of all that was considered valuable in the hours before the start of the evacuation.”


“And the statuette wasn’t considered valuable?” Lania asked.


“They had limited time in which to make their choices. According to the dealer, the museum’s director and his staff tore through the place and crated up only about half their holdings.”


And the tiny alien statuette, made by the race native to Hesperides but extinct for millions of years, had been left. The dealer, a colonist on Hesperides at the time of the forced evacuation, had spent many a childhood weekend staring at the figurine, his imagination fired by its alien makers, who had long since ceased to exist.


And now he was prepared to pay Carew and his crew a total of one hundred thousand units if they could secure the statuette and bring it to him.


He had assessed the dangers, considered the rewards, and bargained the dealer up from fifty thousand units to a hundred thousand. The stretch of space demarcating Vetch space from human space was long indeed – some thirty light years, in total – and the Vetch had only so many ships with which to patrol the border.


In his thirty years of space-roving, Carew had undertaken more dangerous missions.


Jed had taken some cajoling, though. Thirty thousand units had proved persuasive enough, in the end.


“I’ll spend a month on the pleasure planet of Darby’s Landfall,” Jed said now. “I’ll eat the finest food and make love to the most expensive courtesans.”


Lania sneered. “The most expensive courtesans wouldn’t touch you with remote somaforms, Jed.”


“Then I’ll make do with the not quite as expensive,” the engineer replied, “and save money.”


“You’ll end up with the cheapest, most diseased whores on the planet and consider yourself lucky,” Lania laughed.


“Or even,” Jed mused, “I’ll pleasure myself in the virtual palaces. I’ve heard the sex is just as lifelike.”


“You’re a sad, sad man, Jed Neffard,” Lania sighed.


Carew smirked as he listened to his faithful crew. He was delighted they rubbed along so well.


“And you, Captain?” Jed asked.


He had promised his crew a month’s leave on the successful completion of the mission. He imagined he’d be in need of a retreat after Hesperides, somewhere quiet and restful after the memories the evacuated planet would no doubt provoke.


“I’ll be going to the phrontistery at Yann,” he said.


“Never heard of the place,” Jed admitted. “What’s a phron... phron – ?”


Lania said, “Phrontistery. The area in a monastery used for contemplation. What do you intend to contemplate?” she mocked.


Ed smiled. “Life, death, existence, non-existence. The arbitrary nature of the universe; the chaos, the order...”


Jed grunted.


Lania said, “Why bother, Ed? I mean, that way lies madness. Why not just live for the minute and leave the thinking to the philosophers?”


Because to live for the minute, he thought, does not bring me the remotest satisfaction. He said, “Each to his own, Lania. Each to his own.”


He pressed the stud of his laser and the tangle of vegetation before him disintegrated. This time, instead of the blast revealing a further expanse of packed undergrowth, he found himself staring at a vast panoramic view.


Cautiously, he picked his way over the charred ground and halted. Jed was beside him, then Lania. She whistled.


They were standing on the edge of an escarpment, which dropped precipitously for a hundred metres. Beside them, the boles of trees thrust up into the sunlight. He imagined that the three of them would look like ants on the edge of the drop, between the rocky precipice and the sprouting trees.


He stared out and his breath caught. There, perhaps a kilometre distant, was what once had been the planet’s proud capital city. Now it resembled an architect’s scale model of a city, but one which had been left in a great Petri dish and overrun by fungus.


Lania pointed. “Look,” she said.


She was not pointing to the city, but the far horizon and what lay above it.


The sun was still rising slowly behind them, and ahead the sky was a twilit indigo expanse, scattered with a million tight-packed stars. Jed laughed. “It’s beautiful.”


“But how can something so beautiful,” Lania said, “harbour a race so evil?”


“The Vetch aren’t evil,” Carew said. “They’re just acting out a hardwired biological imperative, one we don’t understand.” He wondered, even as he spoke the words, if he really believed them.


Lania turned to him, her expression harshly incredulous. “Not evil? Was what they did on Palladine not evil? What they did on Tourmaline and Santiago? They razed those planets. They killed millions of innocent men, women and children. And that wasn’t evil? I didn’t have you down as a Vetch-lover, Ed.”


He turned away from her, staring at the array of far stars, and let his anger flare and subside. Now was not the time or place – if there ever would be a time and a place – to lecture Lania on the Vetch and what the alien race had done, fifty years ago. She was mouthing cheap prejudice and ignorance common across the human Expansion; it would be hard to correct that prejudice with a lecture now. They had more pressing matters to hand.


But she said, “Well?”


He turned to her. “Was the kreesh that attacked us evil, Lania?”


She blinked. “What?” She laughed. “It was an animal, Ed. A beast. It didn’t know the difference between right and wrong. It was acting out of primitive drives, to attack, to defend its territory, to eat. The Vetch are a civilised race. They should have known better.”


“They’re aliens. How can you judge aliens by our own standards? Our concepts of right and wrong, good and evil, are arbitrary when applied to alien races. We should not judge.”


She rattled a noise in her throat, a disgusted achh and strode off to stare down the precipice.


The problem was that Carew knew exactly what she meant, how she felt. He often felt the same himself. In his case, however, he was entitled to these feelings. He alone among them was entitled to pass such judgements. Even if the rationalist in him knew them to be wrong.


Jed hopped about beside Carew, playing the fool. He disliked it when Lania and Carew had their frequent spats. He was like a child whose certainties were undercut by the arguments of his parents.


He said now, “I don’t know about good or evil, Captain, but I know they certainly look damned ugly.”


Carew smiled and refrained from saying that even beauty was arbitrary. “Have you seen one, Jed?”


“Only in virt-houses. Ugly creatures! Like dogs, but with mashed-up faces. And they stink!”


Carew said, “Oh, they have olfactory virt-houses now, do they?”


Jed’s round pudding of a face looked blank. “What?”


“You smelled a Vetch in a virt-house?”


“No, but this guy in a bar on Hollister told me so. Like meat gone rotten, he said.”


Not like meat gone rotten, Carew thought, but like the sickly sweet smell of a flower in bloom, cut and left to die in the sun. A stench that, once smelled, seemed to live in one’s senses for ever.


Lania returned from along the precipice. “Well,” she said, “aren’t they ugly? I’ve always thought they looked pretty damned ugly.”


Carew said, “And you, with your scraped back hair and flawless coffee complexion, your soft curves; you’d seem pretty hideous to a Vetch, Lania.”


She stared at him. He stared her down and she gave in and turned, muttering something to herself.


“So,” Jed said, “how the hell are we going to get down this cliff-face?”


Lania bowed her head and sub-vocalised something to her suit. She stared at her forearm, where a map suddenly appeared on the material.


She pointed. “A couple of hundred metres west... there’s a track cut into the precipice.”


Carew brushed past her and released a cone of destruction into the foliage at the edge of the escarpment. He led the way through the smouldering corridor until they came to a dip in the land, then blasted away the cover of undergrowth to reveal a track sloping down the cliff-face.


He burned the blockage of undergrowth and they moved forward.


It took thirty minutes to reach the foot of the escarpment, where Carew called a halt. He looked up. The sheer façade of the escarpment seemed to go on for ever, terminating in a fringe of shaggy jungle which was incandescent now with the light of the rising sun.


He stared at the far horizon. The sky was paling, the stars of Vetch space fading as he watched.


The outskirts of the deserted city of Valderido stood perhaps two kilometres distant. The jungle down here was not as dense as that on the plateau above: the going from now on would be considerably easier.


They had left the ship three hours ago and Carew was hungry and thirsty. He called a break and they sat side by side in the shade of a leaning tree and broke out their water canteens.


Lania said at last, “Sorry if I touched a nerve back there.”


He smiled; even her apologies were confrontations. “Apology accepted.” He took a long swallow of ice-cold water.


“Why so touchy, though?”


He shrugged the question off. “You know me. Always playing Devil’s advocate.”


Lania grunted, “You intellectual types. Give me lunks like Jed, any day.”


The engineer wiped his thick lips on his sleeve. “That a promise, Lania?”


“In your dreams, dwarf,” Lania said.


Jed shrugged and tipped more water onto his face.


Lania commanded her smartsuit to project a map of the city into the air before them. She plucked a stalk of grass from the ground and indicated the centre of the map. “The museum’s here, in this square. It’s pretty central. We simply follow the main highway into the city and turn off here. Another hour and we’ll be there.”


Carew stared through the map at the silhouette of the city itself, or rather what remained of it: a cluster of low buildings furred by overgrowth, like a block graph denoting the rise and fall of some notional fortune. He wondered what feelings might hijack him on the journey into the city, what reminders of a once-thriving community might stir his own memories of the planet where he’d spent his childhood.


He unsealed a tray of food and ate slowly, savouring the salad and protein slabs. Lania watched him as she chewed on her biltong. She’d been incredulous a decade ago when she discovered he was vegetarian: another philosophy, he thought, beyond the limited remit of her experience.


They rested up for a further hour, then stowed their water bottles and litter in their backpacks and set off again towards the city.


There was only limited canopy cover here, and for long stretches they were forced to walk in the full glare of the rising sun. The temperature climbed steadily, reaching thirty-five Celsius as they came to the first vine-entombed building on the outskirts of the city.


They found a highway overgrown with low bindweed and trudged along in the shadows of buildings to their right.


There was something beautiful, he had to admit, in the way nature had reclaimed the city, softening the harsh angles and embroidering the hidden façades with alien blooms. The flowers ranged from the tiny to the vast, from blooms the size of coins to others as huge as the blast-cones of a starship engine. A warm wind blew and the scent of the flowers wafted over them in heady, pollen-laden waves.


They passed down a narrow street between buildings like children’s blocks covered in vines. A muffled silence filled the canyons. There was no birdsong or calls from other wildlife. It was as if nature itself were aware of the atrocity committed here, and the resulting silence was its eloquent comment.


Lania pointed to an intersection up ahead and they approached the corner and turned into the square where the museum was situated.


And, as one, they stopped in their tracks.


Later, Carew would look back at his reaction and wonder what had prevented him from moving in a bid to save himself. Shock, obviously: the sheer, unexpected shock of seeing there, in front of him, the very last thing he had expected to see in the square of a long-deserted city.


A Vetch patrol vessel.



 



 



CHAPTER TWO


 



CAREW FELT A strong hand grip his arm as Lania yanked him back around the corner. Even then, they weren’t safe – they needed to put more distance between themselves and the alien ship. They scuttled frantically into the opening of an old store, clawing away at vines to gain entry.


In the cool, dark interior, he collapsed to the ground, gasping to catch his breath.


He expected a Vetch warrior to appear at any second.


Lania whispered, “Do you think they saw us?”


“No... no. They’d have sent someone.” Even to his own ears, he sounded pathetically panicked, his voice tremulous.


“What do we do?” Jed whispered.


It was enough, at that moment, that they were still alive. He had no thought for the future, only for how disastrously events could have played out.


He gathered his wits and tried to consider Jed’s very relevant question. “We sit tight. We don’t move.”


Lania and Jed nodded. The silence stretched.


At last Lania said, “It’s as if they knew where we were heading.”


In the half-light of the room, Carew stared at her shadowed face. She looked shocked. He said, “You mean, the museum?”


She nodded.


“No way,” he said. “There’s no way they could know that.” He thought about it, rationalised the presence of the ship there. “It’s one of the biggest squares in the city. The natural place a ship would come down.” He considered the ion trail Lania had detected in orbit. “So they were up there, and recently. The chances are they detected us and waited ’til we landed.”


Jed said, “Why? Why not just blast us to bits up there?”


Carew shrugged. “They wanted our ship?” He paused, something even more unpleasant occurring to him. They wanted us? But he didn’t voice the thought out loud.


“The fact remains, they’re out there and the chances are that they know we’re here.”


She sub-vocced, contacted the ship and nodded. “It’s AOK. They haven’t located the Poet.”


Carew let out a relieved breath. “Thank fate we decided to come down in the jungle.”


“Good thinking, boss,” Jed laughed nervously.


“So what do we do,” Lania asked. “Sit tight ’til they leave?”


Carew nodded. “That’d be safest.”


Lania looked around the room. “Okay. But I’d be happier if I was somewhere with a vantage point. I’d like to see all the approaches to this place, in case the bastards come close. Can I take a look around?”


Carew thought about it. She knew how to look after herself. He had no idea where she’d gained military training – he’d never felt the need to enquire too closely – but she could handle herself as well as any combat soldier he’d met. He nodded.


She pointed across the room to a staircase. “I’ll see where that leads.”


“We’ll sit tight here,” Carew said. “No radio communications, okay?”


Lania smiled and punched his shoulder. “No need to tell me that, fool.”


She took off like a cat and disappeared silently into the shadows.


Carew looked at Jed. His big face was drenched in sweat. “Try not to worry, Jed. We’ve been in tough situations before now.”


“But we’ve never had Vetch warriors breathing down our necks,” Jed said. He paused, then went on, “What will they do to us, if they find us?”


Summary execution and confiscation of all hardware... But Carew wasn’t about to tell his engineer that. He shook his head. “Not applicable. They won’t find us.”


Jed looked up at his captain, something almost puppy-like in his expression of trust.


“Remember Altair?” Jed laughed.


Carew smiled at the recollection. That had been almost five years ago, just after Jed had signed aboard the Poet. They’d had word that a liner travelling from Mars to Betelgeuse II, a hundred years earlier, had fallen foul of a meteor storm just off Altair; the wreck was still there, awaiting salvage. Carew had taken the Poet in for a swift reconnaissance and found the spavined ship becalmed. They’d also discovered, on boarding the ship, that it had been taken over by a ferocious race of crab-like aliens who took exception to their domicile being invaded.


Carew had learned something about his crew then, as they beat a retreat back to their ship limpeted onto the skin of the liner.


One, that Jed Neffard, despite being an ex-small-time-crook, and although he was a fine engineer, was not to be relied on in a skirmish. In a flight or fight situation, Jed had self-preservation down to a fine art: he always ran.


Two, that Lania Takiomar, despite standing five feet nothing and being as slim as a wand, was a tenacious fighter who never let a situation, no matter how tough, get her down. Although Carew himself had been far from useless in the fire-fight, it had been Lania who had laid down covering fire and picked off the advancing crabs, one by one, before hauling the men back to the safety of the Poet.


Jed laughed. “Lania saved us then, boss,” he said, something like hero-worship in his voice.


“As I recall,” Carew said, “you redeemed yourself a little later.”


Jed shrugged modestly.


Lania had been all for pushing off back into the void and leaving the ship to languish among the asteroids, but Jed had had an idea.


If they could get rid of the hostile crabs, then they’d be able to attach grapples to the wreck and haul it through the void to the scrap-station at Antares VII.


Lania had grunted, “So you’re going to volunteer to go back in there and flush the crabs out single-handedly, Jed?”


“No need,” he’d replied. “The crabs are in the cargo hold, right? And the hold is pressurised. So all we have to do is blow a hole right through the hold and the crabs’ll be sucked out into space.”


Carew had baulked at the idea of annihilating the extraterrestrial crabs, but Lania was ahead of him. She accessed her suit’s memory and said, “Don’t worry your conscience on that score, Ed. The Karyx are vacuum dwellers. They live in space. We’ll just be dispossessing them of a temporary home.”


So they had taken Jed’s suggestion and blown two holes in the carapace of the hold and watched as a thousand tumbling crabs were sucked, cart-wheeling, into the star-lit vacuum.


Then they’d towed the wreck back to Antares, and Carew’s confidence in his unlikely-looking crew of two had grown appreciably, not to mention his bank-balance.


“What’s she doing up there?” Jed said now.


“Don’t worry. She can handle herself.”


“But it’s been ten minutes, at least.”


“I think we might have heard something if the Vetch had caught sight of her. Ah, speak of the Devil.”


A sable shadow detached itself from the darkness at the rear of the room and padded across to them. “Okay,” Lania whispered. “Come and look at this.”


Jed followed her, Carew bringing up the rear. They climbed a flight of concrete stairs to an upper-storey room, lit by errant shafts of sunlight filtering through a vine-shrouded window.


Lania indicated a door leading to to another flight of steps. They climbed and emerged a few moments later onto the flat rooftop, then crept through the vegetation and paused, side by side, at the edge of the building, concealed by the lolling leaves of a giant fern. Lania hunkered down and carefully back-handed a leaf aside. “There,” she whispered.


They had a perfect view of the square and the Vetch patrol vessel squatting before the jungle-covered triangle of the museum building. The ship looked like a bloated black-and-yellow wasp, twice the size of the Poet.


And then Carew saw a Vetch warrior for only the second time in his life and, in spite of himself, he experienced a sudden flare of hatred.


The alien emerged from the entrance of the museum and crossed to the ship. The Vetch was perhaps eight feet tall, its legs disproportionately long, its body compacted. But it was its head that marked it as grotesquely alien. Hairless and mottled pink, it had the wattled appearance of something haemorrhoidal: a more charitable comparison, Carew thought, was to an albino hound-dog after a bloody collision with a brick wall.


Either way, it was hideous.


The sight of it brought back a slew of unwanted memories, and Carew fought to suppress them.


Jed said, “What are they doing?”


“They’ve been at it ever since I got up here,” Lania said.


Only then did Carew see that the first Vetch was merely the vanguard: it was leading other aliens from the museum. A dozen Vetch carried boxes and cases across the square and filed aboard their ship.


“What the hell?” he said.


“Raiding the place for artefacts,” Lania murmured.


“I didn’t have the Vetch down as aficionados of human history. Can you make out what’s in those cases?”


Lania pulled something from the material of her suit, a transparent strip which she placed across her eyes. She tapped the end of the strip over her temple.


“It’s hard to see. They’re... I don’t recognise anything... Weird, they seem to be scraps of metal, burnt and twisted. Not artefacts, as such. They’re all the same, in every box and case; just scraps of wreckage.”


“Wreckage?” Carew repeated, his interest aroused.


Lania shrugged. “That’s what it looks like to me.”


Carew wondered. The other reason he had brought his ship to Hesperides, quite apart from the retrieval of the alien statuette, was to investigate a story he’d heard from a reliable source not that long ago.


And now the Vetch were taking what might be starship wreckage from the museum.


Jed whispered, “Perhaps they don’t know anything about us being here, boss. Perhaps they just came for that stuff.”


“That would certainly let us off the hook,” murmured Carew.


They watched for the next hour as the Vetch transferred their haul from the museum to the ship. Carew kept a lid on his revulsion, but it wasn’t easy. Even the way the Vetch moved caused his flesh to crawl. Their legs were long and muscular and gave at the knee with a peculiar snap and fall: he could almost hear the cartilaginous grind as they bobbed along.


A little later Lania touched his arm and whispered, “I think they’re leaving.”


The last alien had climbed the ramp into the ship and the hatch dropped shut behind it. A second later the ship powered up with a crescendo of engines, lifted and turned on its axis. It seemed to hang for a second before climbing slowly from the square, clearing the triangular apex of the museum and heading north and out of sight.


Carew sat back and let out a long breath.


“So they don’t know we’re here!” Jed laughed.


“Perhaps,” Carew said, “hard though I find it to believe.”


Jed wiped a slick of sweat from his grinning face and said, “So what now?”


“Now we wait a while,” Carew said. “We don’t want the Vetch realising they’ve forgotten something, coming back, and finding us.” He pulled the canteen from his backpack and drank.


Lania was watching him. She said, “Hell of a coincidence, hm?”


“Their being here just as we land?”


“And their raiding the museum like that,” she said. “I don’t like it.”


He stared at her. “What’s not to like? It’s just a coincidence, nothing more.”


She shook her head, clearly bothered by something she was unable to articulate. “I don’t know. But... things like that don’t just happen. I mean, what are the chances?”


“What else can it be?”


He consulted his chronometer, then gazed into the sky, aluminium-white with the glare of the giant sun. There was no sight or sound of the alien vessel.


“You ready to move on?”


Jed nodded and Lania pushed herself to her feet. They retraced their steps to the staircase and descended, then paused in the cover of the hanging vine and scanned the square.


Carew glanced at Lania. “I don’t detect anything out there, Ed.”


“Okay, we keep to the shadows and make for the museum. After me.”


He led the way from the building, turning left and skirting the square. The Vetch ship had burned a great patch of vegetation in the centre of the square, but around its edges the undergrowth was a dense tangle. Carew was loathe to use his laser to clear a way, even though common sense told him the Vetch were long gone. Instead he high-stepped through the undergrowth, barbs and brambles catching at his leggings. He was thankful they were in the shade for much of the time: according to the gauge on his chronometer, the temperature was touching forty Celsius.


They had almost reached the museum when they saw the figure, standing before the building’s triangular entrance. A moment later, a hundred metres across the square and partially concealed by vegetation, he made out a second Vetch vessel, a one-man scoutship.


Lania was the first to react. She grabbed Carew and Jed and dragged them into a mews between the museum and the next building.


The corridor was haywire with jungle, but plants had no thorns and were not too tangled, allowing the three relatively easy passage. By the time Carew’s shocked senses had processed the image of the Vetch – the alien had seen them and had hesitated between drawing its firearm and giving chase – they were a hundred metres from the front of the museum. They tumbled from the undergrowth and found themselves in a clearing behind the museum, a scorched area that suggested Vetch ships had landed there recently.


“Split!” Lania hissed. She pushed Carew across the clearing. “There was only one Vetch. Jed, that way. Find a hiding place and lie low. I’ll find you. Okay, go!”


Lania turned left and dived back into the jungle, while Jed drew his laser and turned right. The pair soon disappeared. Carew took off, sprinting across the burned vegetation to the jungle on the far side. As he ran, he wondered at the Vetch’s sudden interest in the museum. Had they happened upon the same information as he had himself?


He came to the cover of the jungle and fled into its shade with sudden relief. The temperature dropped appreciably, out of the direct sunlight. He turned and looked across the clearing.


The Vetch stumbled from the jungle on the far side and looked left and right. There were no tell-tale signs of where Lania and Jed had fled to, but Carew’s own passage was clearly marked in the ash. The alien saw the trail and gave chase.


Heart hammering, Carew turned and struggled through the riotous growth: the vegetation was not as benign here and every bramble seemed to grab him and hold him back like hands intent on impeding his progress. He gave a shout of frustration and resorted to firing his laser straight ahead, burning a path through the growth. He knew, even as he fired, that he would lead the Vetch to his position, but his immediate concern was to put as much distance as possible between himself and the alien.


The jungle vegetation gave way to something a little more tamed and ordered, and he realised that he had strayed into what once had been a municipal park. He made out an orderly plantation of trees to his right, and to his left a pavilion of some kind.


His earpiece bleeped and Lania’s voice sounded. “Ed!”


He panted, “I thought I said no radio communication?”


“Desperate measures, Ed. I saw the Vetch follow you. Just to say, I’m right behind it, okay? As soon as I get a clear shot, I’ll take it.” She cut the connection.


A palpable wave of relief swept over him. He came to the vine-cloaked wall of the pavilion and scrambled through an open window. He was panting hard and his right ankle throbbed painfully. He dropped to his haunches and leaned against the brickwork. With luck he had lost the alien, and Lania would account for it in short order.


He controlled his breathing, calmed himself and decided to take a look. He turned slowly, lifted his head and peered cautiously through the window.


The alien had emerged from the plantation of trees and was looking out across the waist-high tangle of undergrowth.


Carew would have fired on the Vetch there and then, but he was shaking so badly that he stopped himself for fear of missing and giving away his position. He could see the alien as it stepped cautiously from the line of trees, concealed himself by the shrubbery growing around the window frame.


He was much closer to the Vetch than earlier, when he had viewed the aliens from the top of the building in the square. At close quarters, he saw how monstrously tall the creature was, and how broad. Atop the pink mess of its face was a mane of ginger hair that gave it, despite its black uniform, an animalistic aspect.


Its appearance was painfully familiar to Carew; he fought back the urge to vomit.


As he watched, the Vetch touched something at its throat. Then it spoke.


“Human, I know you are nearby.” It made a noise, which the translator did not reproduce: a sound like a growl, which Carew guessed was laughter. “I can smell you. Humans stink, did you know that? You reek of the stench of your mother’s blood!” Again the growl of alien laughter.


It stepped forward, towards the pavilion, its large, flattened fish-eyes raking the building’s façade. Then it was staring directly at where Carew crouched.


“I see you, human.” The transistorised voice was loud, filling the area. Carew tried to move, to duck, but he found himself frozen, immobilised by fear.


He saw movement behind the tall figure of the Vetch and glimpsed a patch of Lania’s black one-piece suit between nodding leaves. Fire, he thought, before the bastard shoots me.


Then the alien turned with a speed belied by its size, brought its rifle to bear and fired, once. Its pulse-beam belched like a klaxon. Lania was punched backwards by the impact and lay unmoving on her back, cushioned by a hammock of brambles.


Something pulsed in Carew’s vision, a mist of blood, and he had to force himself not to cry out loud.


“Human,” the Vetch went on, “answer me this: what brings you to Akaria?”


Akaria: presumably the Vetch name for Hesperides.


He gripped the butt of his laser, determined now to avenge Lania’s death – even at the risk of his own life.


The Vetch answered its own question. “Greed, as ever. Is there any other motivation that drives your kind, but greed?” The alien paused, as if awaiting Carew’s response. When none came, it said, “You plan to sack the museum, am I correct? Or... Or is there something else on Akaria that brings you here?”


The alien paused, swung its great ugly head back and forth, ever vigilant. It resumed, “We were told that you were on your way, human.”


His pulse loud in his ears, Carew closed his eyes. So his secondary reason for coming here was why the Vetch were here, too, and his source had been compromised.


The growl again, the alien analogue of mocking laughter. “But you were too late, human. Far too late. We, too, knew of the starship. You will find nothing in the museum.”


His earpiece bleeped, alarmingly. He suspected Jed had heard the Vetch’s pulse-beam. He would tell his engineer to lie low, on no account approach the old park.


“Ed...” The voice was weak, almost undetectable. “Ed, it didn’t kill me. Just stunned. I’m...” He heard her attempt at laughter, and joy overwhelmed him. “I’m paralysed, but I’ll be okay. Don’t panic. Maybe...” Another spurt of laughter, “maybe the bastards aren’t as evil as I first thought, hm?”


“Lie still,” he hissed. “Don’t move. We might get out of this alive.”


“AOK, Ed.” She laughed and cut the connection.


But why, he asked himself, had the Vetch spared Lania’s life, when it would have been just as easy, and more practical, to have killed her?


The Vetch stepped forward, its knees giving that terrible flex and bob. It seemed to be directing its vast eyes straight at him.


“Will you show yourself,” it said, “so that we can discuss this like... like civilised beings? Or will you cower there for ever, like a coward?”


Carew was in two minds. The alien had spared Lania when it could just as easily have fried her alive. And now it wanted to talk. If he showed himself and spoke to the alien about the crashed starship, then would it spare him to leave the planet with his life?


Or was the Vetch playing a game? Would it keep the humans alive in order to find out how much they knew, and then slaughter him and Lania dispassionately?


He saw movement to the alien’s left and his first assumption was that Jed had taken it upon himself to play the unlikely hero.


Then he caught the flash of golden fur as the animal leapt towards the Vetch.


He had no idea what moved him to stand and fire at the kreesh.


His first shot – unlike Lania’s earlier that day – connected squarely with the beast’s head, and it dropped to the ground a metre from the stunned Vetch.


Carew was in full view of the Vetch, and the alien was an easy target.


Seconds stretched and the representatives of two very different races regarded each other under the glare of an alien sun.


At last the alien spoke, “I owe you my life, human.”


Carew said, “You did not kill my colleague.”


It took a few seconds for the alien’s translator to relay Carew’s words, then it responded, “We are not barbarians, human. Despite your stories, despite the actions of a few of my kind in the past, we do not kill indiscriminately.”


Carew inclined his head, “Humans, too, or many of us, are loath to take life, save that which threatens us.”


Carew stepped from the pavilion and approached the giant alien. He felt fear clutch his gut and a pounding in his head which told him to fight, or flee. He was twelve again and he was on his homeplanet of Temeredes, attempting to look after his ten year-old sister.


He staunched those memories, fearful of where they might lead, of what they might impel him to do here, today; actions which he knew might prove fatal.


He faced the Vetch, something he had never expected he would do, and he did not flinch as he beheld its ugliness. “I was told of the starship, how it crash-landed here a hundred years ago. My source didn’t know where it came from, though he did say it was not Vetch.”


“It was not our ship, but we too heard rumours.”


“Rumours?” Carew echoed. His source, an elderly Hesperidian politician, had mentioned no rumours.


The Vetch blinked, once, its pink eyelids nictitating from the bottom up and cupping the bulging eyes grotesquely. It seemed to be assessing how much to tell him, and decided to keep its own counsel.


It said, “If you are ignorant of the rumours, then it would be unwise of me to enlighten you. Suffice to say that the alien ship was not Vetch – it came from beyond what you know as Vetch space.”


The Vetch raised a hand to its misshapen lips and spoke into a handset.


Carew said, “You will allow us to leave, unharmed?”


“As I said, human, we are not barbarians. Your colleague will return to full fitness in due course. My ship is coming for me. I suggest that you leave Akaria and do not return.” He paused, staring down at the sprawled carcass of the kreesh. “For your actions here today, human, I thank you.”


And so saying, the Vetch turned on its heels and stepped into the cover of the jungle.


Carew moved across to where Lania lay, face up on a bed of brambles. He lifted her with some difficulty, eased her to the ground and placed his water bottle to her lips. She drank, watching him all the while with an unreadable expression in her eyes.


He guessed he would soon have much explaining to do.



 



 



CHAPTER THREE


 



LANIA WONDERED WHAT hurt the most: the stunning impact of the Vetch’s pulse-beam, or the fact that Ed had lied to her about the reason for coming to Hesperides.


Her immediate reaction, on seeing the alien turn and fire its weapon before she could do the same, was despair at dying in such a stupid fashion. She could only imagine the disgust of her military teachers at the manner of her end. She had been silent in tracking the Vetch, but she had not taken into account the direction of the breeze: it was her scent, she realised, that had alerted the alien.


Then the pulse-beam hit her and flung her backwards and she truly thought she was dying. Pain tore like fire through every muscle of her body. Then the agony abated little by little and she came to the amazing realisation that she was still alive. That, for whatever reasons, rather than kill her, the Vetch had chosen merely to stun.


She had heard voices: the oddly inhuman transistorised words of the Vetch and Ed’s cautious replies. And then she forgot the physical pain as she learned that Ed Carew had come here, had endangered his life and those of his crew, for reasons other than the retrieval of the precious statuette.


Now he knelt and lifted her from the bed of thorns and lay her on the ground. Despite her anger, she felt safe in his arms; she hated herself for it, but it was as if she were a child again, cradled in her father’s safe embrace.


When she’d marshalled all her strength and had control of her limbs, she dashed the bottle from her lips and glared at him.


Patiently he picked up the bottle, snapped the lid shut and said, “I can understand how you feel, but I saw no reason to inform you and Jed about the starship.”


She struggled upright, wincing as pain lanced through the muscles of her back. “You lied!” she said. “You lied to us!”


He shook his head. “I was merely economical with the truth. I said we were coming here for the statuette, which was true.”


“You said nothing about the starship, or that the bastard Vetch would be here too!”


He stared at her. “I didn’t know that the Vetch would be investigating the ship. Do you think I would have brought us here if that were so?”


“But why didn’t you tell us about the starship? Why didn’t you want us to know?”


He gestured with an upturned palm, one of his unflappable gestures which infuriated Lania. “It wasn’t that I didn’t want you to know. I would have told you when we had the statuette. It was merely that I didn’t want you and Jed – Jed, principally – objecting to spending any more time here than was absolutely necessary.” He smiled at her. “You don’t know what a pain you two can be when you decide to gang up on me.”


She could not help but smile, but resented the impulse. She struggled to her feet, batting away Ed’s attempt to assist her. She grabbed the water bottle from him and hobbled into the centre of the clearing, as much to give herself time to think as to get away from him.


The city of Valderido was in a basin, enclosed to the north, east and west by the mountains known as the Three Sisters. She thought it must have been a wonderful place to live, before the enforced evacuation.


She took a long drink of water and said, “You two seemed pretty pally.”


Ed stared at her across the clearing. He was a tall, slim man, unnaturally pale, his lean face thin and hawk-like. He disdained any kind of uniform, wearing instead a casual two-piece outfit comprising straight-cut trousers and bodice, the kind of attire worn by millions across the Expansion.


Lania had known Ed Carew for ten years, ever since he had recruited her at a time of her life she would rather forget about: and yet, she thought, she had never got to know him. He was guarded about his past and just as reticent about his feelings.


The odd thing was that she trusted this man, this lone starship captain who was, to all intents and purposes, still a stranger.


Lania had tried to talk about her past to him, yet whenever she began, he found some way to divert the conversation to other, inconsequential things. It was as if he didn’t want to know her, and at first that had hurt.


Over the years she had come to realise that this was just who Ed Carew was, a loner. He had no emotional attachments of any kind, and no wish to form them.


He said, “I saved its life.”


“Do you think it might have killed us, otherwise?”


He hesitated. “I honestly don’t know. It would have been within its rights. After all, we are trespassers on Vetch territory.”


“But it didn’t kill me,” she pointed out.


“As it said, it and its kind are not barbarians – despite what we’ve been led to believe.”


She stared at him. She detected conflict in his voice: it was as if he, too, found it hard to believe the alien’s... humanity.


“Why the interest in the crashed starship, anyway?” she asked.


His reply was interrupted by a roar of jet engines. Instinctively she ducked and ran towards Ed on the edge of the clearing. They took cover in the undergrowth, Ed’s arm protectively around her shoulders, and looked up as the Vetch scoutship swept overhead, flew in a great loop over the capital, then angled upwards and vanished into the stratosphere.


A great weight seemed to lift from Lania’s shoulders.


“Well?” she said, staring at her captain.


“I’ll contact Jed, and then I’ll explain.”


They stood in the shadow of the jungle and Ed opened up radio communications. “Jed?”


“Captain...” The engineer’s voice sounded, tremulous with fear, in Lania’s earpiece.


“Where are you?” Ed asked.


“I... I don’t know. In the jungle. I heard firing.”


Lania instructed her smartsuit to locate Jed’s position, then projected a map on the air. A tiny red light blinked, half a kay north of the museum.


“Follow me,” she said.


“We’re coming for you, Jed,” Ed said.


Lania led the way through the jungle, following the map that hung in the air a metre before her.


They came across the engineer ten minutes later.


He was still cowering in the undergrowth, for all the world like some animal gone to ground in fear of its life. Which he was, Lania thought as she stood above him and prodded his ample backside with the toe of her boot – an overweight, cowardly animal burying its head in the sand.


Ed helped him to his feet and he looked sheepishly at Lania. “I thought you were dead. I heard firing. What happened?”


She told him what had occurred in the clearing. “But Ed has a confession to make.”


Jed looked confused, an expression which rather suited his doughy face.


They followed the blasted tunnel back through the undergrowth towards the museum. Ed said, “Not a confession, Lania. More an admission.”


Jed shook his head. “Will someone please tell me what you’re both on about?”


They emerged into the sunlit square and moved into the shade of the museum’s entrance. A plinth of steps rose towards a triangular glass door, shattered to opacity now but still intact.


They sat on the top step and drank from their water bottles.


“A month ago I heard a story about a crashed ship on Hesperides,” Ed began. “I was on Terpsichore, while you two were on leave.”


Lania looked away. She’d told Ed she was going to her homeplanet of Xaria, to visit her family. Instead she’d spent her time in a gymnasium on one of the moons of Terpsichore.


Ed was saying, “You know I have an interest in the evacuated worlds. In my research I came across the story of an alien ship that’d come down a hundred years ago, here on Hesperides. I tracked down a politician in office at the time and he told me a little more about it. All very hush-hush. The ship had crash-landed almost fifty years before the Vetch ordered the evacuation, but it wasn’t a Vetch ship, nor did it belong to any of the other known star-faring races. The odd thing was that the authorities who investigated the wreck found no signs of life aboard the ship, and it couldn’t have been running on auto as it didn’t posses the technology to do so. The authorities feared that whoever had landed were abroad on the planet, which opened up all sort of security problems.”


Jed said, “Were aliens ever traced?”


Ed shook his head. “No, which makes it all the more mysterious. And now we find that the Vetch are curious about it, too. So that’s why I wanted to come here, quite apart from the fact that we could make a little money by retrieving the statuette.”


Lania said, “Presumably the crash-site has been well and truly scoured by now?”


“I still wanted to see for myself,” Ed said. “Also, the politician said that items from the ship were stored in the vaults of the Valderido museum.”


Lania tapped his knee. “That’s before our ugly friends took them away, Ed.”


He moved his leg from her reach and nodded, conceding the point.


She said, “I still wish you’d told us about it, Ed.”


He stood quickly and regarded the shot-glass doors of the museum. “You forget yourself, Lania. I’m the Captain of the Poet, I need tell you nothing.”


He strode off, pushed open the swing door and disappeared inside.


Open-mouthed, Jed watched him go. “What’s eating him, Lania?”


“Oh, he’s just being his usual old, cold self,” she said.


They stood and hurried after their captain.


 



 



LANIA HAD ALWAYS found museums rather sad places, the termini of relics from cultures long dead and almost forgotten. As a child on the old colony world of Xaria, she’d spent hours in the cultural history museum of the capital city, staring solemnly at the artefacts of races, both alien and human, who had had their day and died.


It was a poignant reminder that the spread of her own people through this sector of the galaxy was but a passing show across the vast face of the universe.


Now, as they walked reverently through dusty halls with half-emptied cases to their left and right, she knew that even sadder than the museums of her childhood were museums like this one: museums whose exhibits stood in mute testimony, not only to long dead civilisations, but to a present and future bereft of citizens to gaze upon the wonders of ages past.


A terrible melancholy seemed to fill the echoing halls, an atmosphere which demanded silence from the trio as if they were treading the sacred precincts of a cathedral.


Lania found herself whispering, “Do you know where the statuette was kept?”


If Ed was still upset with her, he didn’t show it. “The dealer said it was in a hall given over to the remains of the Hhar civilisation, the race which became extinct here a million years ago.”


Ed gestured along the length of the vast central hall, indicating an opening to his right. They came to the archway and paused on the threshold.


“It’s almost untouched,” Ed said. “I don’t know whether to be sad about that, or glad.”


Jed looked at him. “Because the statue’ll be easier to find?”


Ed smiled. “Something like that, Jed.”


Lania watched Ed as he stepped into the chamber containing rows of cases of Hhar artefacts. There were times, she thought, when he exhibited more compassion towards things and ideas than towards real, living people.


A row of glass cabinets lined the walls and ran down the centre of the room. Ed said, “A small statue of an alien figure, about as long as my hand, carved from grey stone.”


He moved to the left-most series of cases, while Jed checked the central aisle and Lania began peering into the cabinets to the right.


She wondered why none of the Hhar artefacts had been salvaged, either by staff or the looters who came afterwards. Were these pieces worth nothing, these exquisitely carved representations of wild Hesperidian animals, admittedly primitive but nevertheless carved with care and a knowledge of the subject? Like their creators, they were destined to be lost in the mists of time.


In the third case was a small carving of what looked like a scaled lion. She worked out how to open the case, reached inside and picked up the cold, heavy object.


She turned the carving, admiring the intricacy of the detail, the fidelity the ancient artisan had brought to the leaping musculature and the ferocious head.


“Lania?” Ed called. “Found it?”


“No – just this.” She held it up. “To remember Hesperides by, Ed.”


She slipped the carving into her pouch and moved to the next case. Five minutes later she came to the last one and admitted defeat. Ed was still peering into a cabinet across the chamber, a gangly, professorial figure absorbed in antiquities, when Jed called out, “Here, boss. I think I’ve found it!”


Lania moved to his side and Ed joined them. The statuette occupied a cabinet of its own, standing on a black velvet plinth. It was as Ed had described it, perhaps ten centimetres tall and iron-grey, an attenuated alien figure with long legs and short arms and a long, thin head.


Jed was fumbling in an attempt to open the case. Lania eased him aside and showed him how.


Ed reached into the case and took custody of the figure.


He examined the alien carving, then passed it to Jed who hefted it in his right hand. “A hundred thousand units,” he said in wonder.


Lania took the figure and examined it, wondering what made this example of Hhar culture so valuable.


As if reading her thoughts, Ed said, “The dealer wants it for his private collection. He collects carvings of alien races, ancient and modern.”


She looked at him. “Is it worth what we went through, Ed?”


He smiled. “He’ll certainly think so, Lania.”


She wondered if it had been worth the fear and tension she’d experienced during the past few hours and decided that, on balance, it was. She would put the thirty thousand in her savings, towards the villa on Xaria by the ocean where her father had lost his life.


“Lania,” Ed said, interrupting her thoughts, “summon the Poet and have it land in the square immediately.”


“We’re leaving?” Jed asked.


“We’re heading north to the crash-site,” Ed told him, “just as soon as I’ve checked if the Vetch left anything of the wreckage.”


They followed him from the Hhar chamber and turned right along the atrium, following the scuffed trail in the dust left by the Vetch. It led down a flight of stairs to the basement and along a dim corridor. An open door gave onto a long room full of metal racks, most of which were empty. Only half a dozen plastic containers remained, and these had been emptied.


Ed found a scrawled ticket, which might once have been attached to an artefact. He passed it to Lania. “Miramar,” she read.


“The place where the wreckage of the starship was discovered,” Ed explained.


“Well, the Vetch have been pretty thorough here,” she said.


“Let us hope that they have been less conscientious at the site itself.”


Some hope, Lania said to herself as she followed him from the basement room, but thought it best not to voice the opinion.


 



 



THE PARADOXICAL POET squatted on its ramjet haunches, in the full glare of the sun, as they emerged from the museum. For a fifty year-old ex-navy survey vessel, superannuated when Ed purchased it twenty years ago, it looked pretty good, and performed even better. Even though Lania was just its pilot, she always felt a surge of pride at the sight of the old junkpile. Its bodywork was excoriated by the void, its armour plating blasted by a million micro-meteorite hits – and dented by a hundred larger impacts – but it retained its dignity despite its manifest hard living, like a veteran soldier who had survived numerous campaigns, bloody but unbowed.


Lania climbed to the flight-deck – the ship was so old that it still had ladders in place of elevators – slipped into the pilot’s sling and commanded her suit to meld with the ship’s smartcore nexus. Jed took the sling beside her and powered up the auxiliary drive.


Ed took his seat to the rear of the flight-deck, lounging on a couch he’d bought at a mansion-clearance on Deneb IV. It was farcically old-fashioned and matched nothing on the flight-deck, even though he’d personalised the space with Lyran wall-hangings and artwork from across the Expansion.


Ed gave her the co-ordinates of the crash-site and she relayed them to her smartsuit. She closed her eyes and became one with the Poet, no longer aware of herself as a separate entity with human cares and worries. Flying the ship was a soul-soothing drug that allowed her release from the more disturbing recollections of her past. Flying, she was truly happy.


She opened her eyes as the ship lifted slowly, the surrounding jungle-covered buildings obscured by churning smoke and blasted debris. She turned the Poet north and eased it forward, and they moved slowly from the city.


Soon, all evidence below them that humanity had once inhabited this planet was lost beneath the brilliant green cover of the jungle. Here and there, towering stalks erupted from the canopy, ending in heliotropic blooms like inverted marquees which gave the scene a touch of the bizarre. Straight ahead, two moons sat above the horizon, lacy and insubstantial.


Ed pointed to a distant scar in the jungle on the slopes of a rearing mountain. She brought the Poet down with the delicacy of a balloon kissing the ground, and gave Jed the command to power down the drive. Through the screen she had a perfect view along the length of the furrow as it rose in a die-straight line towards the distant mountain-top.


“The politician told me,” Ed said, “that for some reason nothing would grow at the site of the crash-landing. He said it wasn’t radiation, or anything else that their scientists could detect.”


Jed exchanged a fearful glance with Lania, who smiled to reassure him. “Some alien bacteria,” she said. “It won’t be harmful now, Jed.”


He peered through the screen. “There’s still nothing growing down there.”


Lania looked at Ed. “Perhaps we should wear breathing masks?” she suggested.


He nodded, then pointed up the kilometre-long furrow. “Magnify the screen. Zoom in on the very end of the trench.”


She did as commanded and the shell of a starship, very alien and rococo, sprang into view. It appeared burned out, with its upper half sheared off and its length broken in about three places.


“Okay, let’s take a closer look,” Ed said.


Jed powered up the drive and Lania took the Poet on a short kilometre hop up the furrow. She settled the ship beside the wreck and ordered her suit to break the link with the smartcore.


They equipped themselves with face-masks and boarded the dropchute. Even in the shadow of the Poet, the heat was staggering. Lania kicked at the ground, wondering if this was the first time she had seen bare soil since landing on the planet. Nothing grew. She turned and stared down the length of the furrow, a stark black exclamation mark cut through the verdant jungle. The starship must have come in at some speed, which no doubt accounted for its broken-backed state now.


She left the shadow of the Poet, wincing as the sunlight smote her unprotected head, and approached the alien vessel.


It was, she saw now, a leviathan. Perhaps three hundred metres long and thirty high – though its height was hard to assess, since its upper superstructure was missing – it dominated the landscape, dwarfing the trees that rose on either side. She stepped into the welcome shade and stared up at its underside. A complex pattern of scrolls and curlicues flowed across the bodywork, and a dozen fins and balancers, curved like scimitars, told her that this ship was nothing that any human had designed.


Keeping in the lee of the ship, she walked its length until she came to a great vertical rent in the flank. She hesitated, then stepped inside. Now she saw why the ship appeared to have lost its upper sections: they had collapsed on impact and fallen into the belly of the ship, and from the evidence of the blackened interior, fire appeared to have consumed the wreck.


She told her suit to scan for radiation; a few seconds later, its soft feminine contralto spoke in her earpiece. “No radiation detected beyond background levels.”


Ed was beside her. They climbed onto the fallen superstructure and strolled up the length of the ship, for all the world like holiday-makers taking the air on the pier on a pleasure planet.


“It’s... magnificent,” she said.


“It’s quite something, certainly,” Ed said, his voice muffled by the mask. “I was told it came down during the night, and it wasn’t until hours later that the first colonists were on the scene. They found no sign of whoever had crewed the ship.”


She looked at him.


“That’s what intrigues me, Lania. What happened to the beings who flew the ship? Where did they go? Why did they come here – and from where?” He paused, then went on, “And why are the Vetch so interested?”


Jed joined them. “You know something, boss? This is familiar.”


Lania stared at the engineer. “It is?”


Jed frowned, recalling something. “I was on a planet called... Tamalkin, that’s it. About twenty years ago. And I saw a crash-landed ship just like this one, same fins, same patterns.”


Ed said, “Exactly the same?”


The engineer nodded. “Identical, I’d say. It was a tourist attraction.” He shook his head. “I can’t recall much more about it.”


Ed nodded and moved off towards the front of the ship. Lania followed, curious to examine the flight-deck; perhaps the accoutrements there – the slings, couches or harnesses – might give some clue as to the physical makeup of the ship’s elusive crew.


They stopped when they came to a break in the deck, where the nose cone had sheared off from the rest of the ship. Lania glanced to her left, through a fracture in the flank. She froze at what she saw there and dropped to her knees.


She opened a comm channel to Ed and Jed. “Stop what you’re doing and come here.”


She saw Ed turn and stare at her, then hurry back. She pulled him into the cover of the curving wall and pointed through the sheared metalwork at the Vetch ship squatting on the far side of the alien vessel.


Jed joined them. “I thought the bastards had gone,” he hissed.


“It’s not the same ship as the one we saw earlier,” Ed murmured.


Although daubed in the same black and yellow livery of the first Vetch ship, this one was smaller, chunkier, a faceted polyhedron standing on crab-like legs.


Jed said, “Back to the ship, before they find us?”


Ed said, musingly, “But why didn’t they hear our engines when we landed?”


Lania imagined the crew of the vessel on the other side of the metal wall, squatting out of sight as they were, debating how to go about attacking the humans.


The Vetch ship stood on the very edge of the jungle, and only when Lania examined its six short legs did she notice that they were enwrapped with vines and creepers.


She nudged Ed. “Look at its stanchions.”


Ed nodded. “I’ve noticed.” He stood up and peered through the gap. “It’s my guess that it’s been here for some time.” He jumped through the gap and walked across to the Vetch ship.


Jed looked alarmed. “Boss!”


Lania lay a hand on his forearm. “It’s okay, Jed. The ship’s empty. It’s been there for decades, at least.”


They jumped down and followed Ed.


Despite her words and her conviction that the craft was old and long vacated, she found her hand straying towards her laser as she stood in the shadow of the vessel and gazed up at its bulbous form.


“Curiouser and curiouser,” Ed said to himself.


Seen at close quarters, the ship showed further signs of having stood in situ for a long time: a mantle of lichen coated the back of the vessel, and stray vines had worked their way up the stanchions and wound themselves around fins and microwave antennae.


Ed gestured up a short flight of steps to an open hatch.


“Should we take a look?”


“Be very careful, Ed,” Lania counselled.


“As if I’m ever anything but,” he said as he drew his laser and climbed cautiously up the ladder.


She looked at Jed, and the engineer followed Ed. Lania looked around, the security-conscious part of her mind suspicious of a potential trap. She dismissed the idea as paranoid and climbed in after her colleagues.


The hexagonal flight-deck was perhaps five metres across. Four big swivel couches faced a strip viewscreen and a wraparound control panel, and three of the couches were occupied. The fourth couch was empty – but its erstwhile occupant was nearby, sprawled across the deck.


Jed stepped forward and touched the back of the closest couch, turning it to face him. He stepped back with a small cry of revulsion as the corpse swung into view.


The Vetch was mummified, and if the aliens were ugly in life, then they were even more grotesque in death. Its pink wattles and flaps, the tentacular proboscis and labial flanges, had dried and darkened in the heat, tightened and shrivelled so that the blackened flesh shrink-wrapped the bulbous skull in a hideous death mask.


Lania kicked at the second couch and it swung to reveal another mummified body. She examined the third and only then noticed the scorched hole in the chest of its jet-black uniform. She returned her attention to the other corpses, which bore similar wounds.


Ed was kneeling by the prostrate Vetch. “Look at this.”


The alien lay on its side. Its blackened hand gripped a pistol, the end of which was inserted into its mouth: the top of its skull was missing, though at first glance the shredded mess blended with the rest of its alien grotesqueness.


“I’m no expert,” Ed said, “but it looks to me as if our friend here accounted for his colleagues, then turned the pistol on himself.”


Lania looked around. “Any guess how long ago this happened?”


“None whatsoever. Some time in the last fifty years, obviously.”


“Mutiny?” Jed asked.


Ed thought about it. “What I don’t understand is why the Vetch haven’t removed the ship and the bodies? They’ve been here recently, so why leave the ship?”


Lania’s imagination ran riot. She thought of the furrow and the lack of vegetation.


“Perhaps...” she began. “Perhaps they were fearful of infection? Some viral plague carried from the ship out there, which is why nothing is growing in the furrow?” She looked at the dead Vetch. “Perhaps that might explain this? They found out they were infected and...” She gestured towards the bodies.


She asked her suit to scan for signs of harmful viruses and bacteria, and received the answer she’d been expecting: her suit did not possess the requisite facilities with which to make such an assessment. She smiled to herself. She really should have taken a little more time and stolen a higher-spec smartsuit, all those years ago.


Jed said, “Or maybe they just disagreed over a card game?”


She laughed. Trust Jed to crack a joke.


She looked at Ed. “What now?”


“Now,” he said, “we say a fond farewell to Hesperides.”


They left the Vetch vessel and emerged into the full glare of the noon-time sun. She looked around, at the aluminium white-hot sky, half expecting to see a swooping Vetch ship. They climbed up and crossed the wreck, then jumped down and walked in its shadow along the furrow towards the Poet. Its squat bulk had never seemed so welcoming.


Lania slipped into her sling, and five minutes later they were rising slowly from the surface of the planet. She watched the furrow recede, becoming a brown brushstroke in the vastness of the jungle. Valderido came into view, a dead city choked by rampant vegetation.


As they climbed, the continent resolved itself beneath them, a great curving landmass hard up against the lapis lazuli of the sparkling ocean. Then the planet fell away, became a sphere corded with cloud, brilliant against the sable backdrop of deep space. Lania never left a planet without feeling an involuntary surge of nostalgia; she was fourteen again and leaving Xaria.


She glanced at Ed, ensconced in his couch. “Captain?”


“I have an engagement with a certain dealer on Egremont,” he said. “Jed, lay in co-ordinates for Duba IX.”


“And then?” Lania asked.


Ed considered, then said, “I’m going back to talk to the old Hesperidian politician and then I intend to investigate the alien ship a little further, if that will be at all possible.”


Lania stared at him. “You’re not coming back here, though?”


“Of course not. I’ll do my research from a distance, Lania.”


She nodded. “Egremont it is, then.” They’d been to the planet a month ago, when Ed had met the dealer. A world famed for its patronage of the arts, a centre for artists and artisans, it was liberal and bohemian, and Lania thought a week or two in its mountain-top capital city, spending just a little of the thirty thousand she was due, might be pleasant.


She melded her smartsuit with the ship’s core and was about to initiate the phase into void-space when her suit signalled an alert. “We’re being followed, Lania,” it trilled dispassionately in her earpiece.


She felt her pulse quicken and accessed the data. A vast ship was one astronomical unit away and closing.


“Ah,” she said. “I don’t want to alarm you, gentlemen, but we have company.”


Ed sat forward. “Put it on the screen, Lania,” he said calmly.


Beside her, Jed swore.


She instructed the smartcore to patch the image to the screen and a second later a great sprawling starship resolved before them.


“It’s an Expansion patrol vessel,” Ed said.


Lania said, “A Mantis. That’s the Judiciary.” Her stomach tightened sickeningly. Their only hope was to phase into the void, and trust in her skills as a pilot, and the Poet’s speed, to escape the pursuit of the patrol ship.


“I’m phasing, Ed,” she said.


“Do it,” he snapped.


She complied gladly: contravening Expansion law and landing on an evacuated planet was bad enough, but they had all accrued sufficient misdemeanours over the years to warrant a protracted term in a high-security penitentiary.


She steeled herself for the chase.


A second before they gained the refuge of the void, a jarring shudder shook the Poet. Ed spilled from his couch and Lania and Jed rocked violently in their slings.


The smartcore reported that it was aborting the phase manoeuvre.


“Explanation?” Lania snapped.


“We’re inoperable, Lania, immobilised in traction stasis.”


She glanced across at Ed, whose usual pallor had taken on a deathly shade. Beside her, Jed was chewing his knuckles.


Within a few seconds, a communication channel opened between the ships and the smartcore relayed a smug communiqué from the captain of the judiciary vessel.


“You are in the custody of Expansion Security. Once in the holding compound of Macready’s Revenge, come out unarmed with your hands in the air.”


The lights on the flight-deck stuttered and the overridden main drive powered down. On the screen, the hapless crew of the Poet watched the Expansion vessel grow ever larger as they were drawn inexorably into its cavernous maw.


The last thing Lania saw, before the viewscreen flickered and died, was a platoon of heavily-armed combat drones moving into position on the open deck.
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