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B

C H A P T E R  1

rother Andre lied. His monk’s robes were a sham,

his documentation was forged and the reason he

had hired me was because he was running from the Fertillan

Guard. Blinded by the money, I took his payment, accepted him

on board my spaceship and asked no questions. That one

mistake changed my life forever and ended the lives of many

innocent people.

Brother Andre was one of a handful of passengers I had

agreed to take to Serilla. The passenger run was supposed to be

an easy stopgap between more challenging freelance jobs and,

apart from the need to be polite to everyone all the time, that’s

exactly what it appeared to be. The only novelty about the

entire journey was the presence of a real, live chicken which a

young couple had brought with them to present as a gift at a

family wedding. The only gift the bird gave to me was the acrid

smell of chicken poo which hung like damp in my cargo hold.

On arrival at Serilla, I held my breath as I walked through

the hold to the controls that would allow the passengers to

1



disembark. I thumped down on the panel and listened for the

sweet groaning of metal as the mechanism began to move.

Chinks of light from Serilla pierced through the cracks that

formed between the doors and I stood in the breeze drifting in

from the moon colony. It blew a wisp of my long dark hair

from my face and I breathed deeply to take away the cloying

clawing smell and reacquaint myself with the familiar tang of

recycled air that had been re-breathed a thousand times by the

overcrowded population.

Freddi, my one and only crew member, brought the passen‐
gers down to join me. He walked slowly, ambling with that

lopsided walk he has, due to the accident which damaged his

pelvis when he was an adolescent. It had stunted his growth a

little, but it had not damaged his inner strength. What he had

been through was enough for two lifetimes and the toll of his

experience was etched into the lines of his face. Despite his

suffering, he still had a full head of hair, even if more than half

of its ginger strands had turned to grey.

He told the passengers to wait at a safe distance and I wrin‐
kled my nose at him as he joined me at the controls.

“We’re going to have to clean up in here when they’re gone,”

I said to him quietly.

“By we, Cassy, do you mean me?” said Freddi. He frowned at

me, but I saw he was smiling. Freddi and I had travelled in

space together for a long time and he knew I did my fair share.

I glanced behind at the chicken which was staring out

through the bars of a compact carrying case being held by the

man from the wedding couple. Squatting down next to it,

almost camouflaged against the dark in his black monk’s robes,

was Brother Andre. He seemed to be talking to the poor bird.

Or maybe he was blessing it.

The doors fully opened to reveal the port of Serilla in all its
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ugly glory. Like most of the worlds in the Rim, the moon had

no breathable atmosphere – in fact, it had no atmosphere at all

– and so we had taxied the ship into a giant, enclosed, arrival

hangar. Artificial lights blazed down onto the crowd of people

milling about in front of us. There were crew attending to their

vessels, officials in uniform checking documentation, traders

and hustlers and probably pickpockets and criminals all

jammed in together.

Through the centre of them all snaked a queue of arrivees

waiting to pass through immigration. Freddi and I, being

frequent travellers, paid a lot of money for a visa to bypass that

indignity. Not the case for our hapless passengers.

With the ramp firmly extended, Freddi beckoned the

passengers forward. Wide-eyed with anticipation, they filed out

slowly. Only the chicken looked bewildered as it stared out

from behind the door of its cage. A door which, I swear, looked

as if it might be loose.

Brother Andre was the only one to stop and say goodbye.

He clasped my hand between his palms and smiled. “It has been

an honour, Captain Cassy,” he said. “May blessings be upon

you.”

With that, he pulled up the hood of his robe and slipped

discreetly into the crowd.

At that moment, a shriek rose from somewhere near the

queue of new arrivals. Followed by a squawk and the sight of a

very terrified chicken flapping its clipped wings as it made a

doomed attempt to fly above the startled people below. It

landed on the head of a woman who began screaming and

waving her arms madly. The chicken was knocked off its

impromptu perch and fell somewhere behind her. More or less

everyone in the whole place was shouting and pointing and

panicking. The crowd jostled, a handful of chicken feathers
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flew into the air and came back down on them like confetti,

while officials in uniform waded into the whole mess barking

orders about remaining calm which were totally ignored.

“How the vac did that happen?” said Freddi.

“I’m not entirely sure, but before he left, I thought I saw

Brother Andre doing something near the chicken’s cage,” I said.

“The mild-mannered monk?”

I shrugged and continued to watch the chaos in front of us.

Eventually, someone managed to grab hold of the bird and

contain it. An official fired a blank warning shot into the air

and the noise startled enough people to their senses to stop the

panic.

“I better go out and track down some supplies,” said Freddi.

“We’re getting low on… well, almost everything.”

“See if you can get us another job while you’re at it,” I said.

“Preferably one that doesn’t involve chickens.”

He laughed. “Aye aye to that.”

I watched Freddi go and stepped back into the ship, only to

realise I had left myself the unpleasant task of cleaning up the

cargo hold. I sighed and tried to remember where I had put the

cleaning materials.

But I never got to collect the cleaning materials.

The sound of boots marching onto my ship made me turn.

I was confronted by three men in the brown uniform of the

Fertillan Guard. With the light of Serilla behind them, they

formed three monolith silhouettes with the identical cut of

their trousers, their jackets buttoned up to the neck and their

peaked hats pulled down tight across their brows. The one in

the middle stood a little in front of the other two and seemed to

be in charge.

“Is this your vessel?” he demanded.

I felt the shiver of nerves go up my back. “It is.”

JANE KILLICK

4



“We have reason to believe you have been harbouring a

fugitive.”

“A fugitive? Don’t be ridiculous!”

“We need to ask you some questions.” He gestured to one of

his subordinates who stepped forward to grab my arm.

“Hey!” I tugged my arm back, but it was held tightly in his

grasp. “This is Serilla! You have no jurisdiction here.”

But they didn’t listen. I was dragged from the entrance and

taken further inside.

I struggled and shouted and screamed at them, but my

protestations were useless. There were three of them and only

one of me: a hostage inside my own ship.
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C H A P T E R  2

he Fertillan Guard dragged me by the elbow so hard

I felt my ligaments stretch as he marched through

the corridors to the crew lounge. He flung me down onto the

couch and my bottom landed hard on the lightly padded seat. I

rubbed my arm where his thumb had dug into my flesh and felt

where a bruise was starting to form.

He stood back, the depths of his eyes shadowed by the brim

of his hat, and clasped his hands behind his back. He said noth‐
ing, but his whole demeanour suggested he was standing guard.

The one who had spoken to me on the ramp marched up

behind him. “Thank you, Trevel,” he said. Trevel merely nodded

an acknowledgement.

“I am Marshal Commander Regellan,” he said. Despite

myself, I felt a ripple of trepidation run through me. Everyone

on Fertilla knows who he is. He took off his hat and tucked it

under his arm so I could see his face clearly for the first time.

I recognised him instantly. Marshal Commander Stephen
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Regellan, the head of the Fertillan Guard, better known as

Prince Stephen Regellan, brother to King Richard of Fertilla.

He had the wide Regellan nose that was a trademark of his

family along with the dark brown hair and blue eyes he shared

with his brothers.

“You have no right to come in here like this,” I said. I was

trying to be defiant, but I think my voice actually sounded a

little scared.

Prince Stephen/Commander Regellan looked unruffled. In

fact, he looked entirely comfortable in his position of power. I

got the feeling that if he turned to Trevel and ordered him to

shoot me, he would do it without a moment’s hesitation.

“On the contrary,” he said. “I have every right. You are a

Fertillan citizen, this ship is registered in Fertilla, so we are

effectively all on Fertillan territory.”

I didn’t doubt that it was true. Not as if I could do anything

about it if it wasn’t.

Stephen turned to Trevel. “Organise a thorough search of

the ship.”

“Yes, Sire.” Trevel turned heel and went off to do his master’s

bidding.

I had horrible visions of my beloved ship being torn to

pieces by Fertillan Guard thugs. “What is it you want?” I asked.

“We’ll know when we find it,” said Stephen.

I was not reassured. I searched his face to look for clues to

his motive, but I saw nothing other than supreme confidence.

The soothing feminine voice of the ship came from the

speakers above. “Crew information: six Fertillan Guards have

entered through the bay and are making their way deeper

inside.”

I know she’s just a computer and her artificial intelligence
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doesn’t include the ability to have emotions, but I thought she

sounded a little afraid.

Stephen glanced up at the ceiling. Everyone does that, it’s a

common human reaction, even though they know the

computer isn’t actually based inside the speakers. “They are

here on my orders,” he said. “If you check the documents filed

with your systems, you will see the search is all in order.”

“But Cassy,” said the ship. “They have entered your personal

room.”

“It’s okay, Ship,” I told her. “We have to let them.”

“If you say so, Cassy.” And she fell silent again.

Stephen raised an eyebrow. “You call your ship, ‘Ship’?”

“We never got around to thinking of another name,” I said.

Anyway, we decided it suited her.

Stephen reached into his pocket, pulled out a personal tablet

and showed it to me. “We’re looking for this man.”

I peered at his P-tab. On the screen was a picture of Brother

Andre, except he was not dressed in monk’s robes, but in

civilian dress. Rather fine and expensive civilian dress at that.

I shrugged. “Who is he?”

“Andrus Hoggard. We have reason to believe he bought

passage on this vessel.”

I shook my head while the neurons in my brain were firing,

trying to work out what the vac was going on. “We brought

four passengers from Fertilla and none of them went by that

name. You can check the manifest.”

“I assure you, we have already done so. Falsifying a ship’s

manifest is a criminal offence.”

“Which is why I wouldn’t be stupid enough to do it,” I said.

“Hmm.” He turned away from me as if bored with the

conversation and consulted his P-tab.

It gave me a moment to think.
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The whole thing with the chicken suddenly made sense.

Brother Andre/Andrus Hoggard had tampered with the chick‐
en’s cage just before departure so it would escape and cause

mayhem. Presumably so he could slip away in all the chaos.

I had transported a wanted man on forged documentation

and now I was in the drakh.

Half an hour later, I still hadn’t come up with a plan to get

myself out of it when I heard a commotion in the corridor. As it

got closer, I recognised Freddi’s complaining voice.

“Get off me!” he was saying. “I can walk perfectly well

without your help, you know!”

Trevel appeared at the entrance to the crew lounge holding

Freddi by the elbow like he had held me. Except that Freddi,

being somewhat shorter, was being hoiked up by his arm so his

feet were barely touching the ground.

“Sire,” announced Trevel to Stephen. “I found this individual

boarding the ship.”

“That’s because I work here,” said Freddi. He struggled in

Trevel’s grip, but his arm was held tight and it did him no good.

“I’m allowed to walk back onto my own ship, aren’t I?”

Stephen looked at Freddi with disinterest. “Fine. Put him

with the other one.”

By ‘the other one’, he evidently meant me. Trevel thrust

Freddi forward and he stumbled on his bad leg until he was

able to recover and compose himself. He yanked down his

crumpled shirt and came and sat next to me.

“What’s going on, Cass?” he said.

“Don’t know.” If I had been able to speak without the

Fertillan Guard hearing, I would have said more.

Freddi stared at Stephen until a look a realisation formed on

his face. He whispered: “Isn’t that…?”

I nodded.
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“What the vac is he doing here?”

Stephen turned, even though the question wasn’t directed at

him, and showed Freddi the picture on his P-tab. “We’re

looking for this man,” he said.

Another look of recognition passed across Freddi’s face.

“Brother Andre?” he said. “What do you want with him?”

My guts clenched. He’d just thrown away our deniability

card.

“We want very much to find him,” said Stephen.

“Well, he’s not here. He left with the other passengers.”

I kicked Freddi on the ankle.

“What?” he said.

I gave him a hard stare.

Stephen ignored me and focussed all his attention to Freddi.

“Where was he going?”

“He didn’t say,” said Freddi. “Other than he was on a

pilgrimage. He went wherever monks go when they’re on a

pilgrimage, I suppose. I don’t know, he didn’t talk much. He

spent most of his time praying.”

“Hmm,” said Stephen. He walked away again and spoke to a

member of the Fertillan Guard who I could just about see was

standing in the corridor.

Freddi turned to me and mouthed the word, sorry.

It probably didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things.

They clearly knew more about the man – the fugitive? – than

I did.

We were made to sit silently on the couch for several hours

while members of the Fertillan Guard crawled all over my ship.

I wondered what the drakh they were looking for, as surely

they knew that Andre/Hoggard had disembarked. Stephen

stayed in the crew lounge with us, but asked no more questions.
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He paced the room, consulted the screen of his P-tab and occa‐
sionally went into the corridor to speak on his communicator. I

couldn’t hear what he was saying, but I could see there was also

an armed guard out there ready to shoot us if we tried to make

a run for it.

Perhaps we were being kept there before being arrested and

taken to some Deity-abandoned jail cell. I began to think that

making a run for it might not be a bad option.

Not long after that, Trevel returned. “Sire,” he said.

Stephen looked up from his screen. “Have you completed

the search?”

“Yes, Sire.”

“Good.”

“But there’s something else.” The subordinate took a step

back to suggest he wanted a private word. Stephen followed

him out into the corridor.

“Do you think they’ve found something?” said Freddi.

“I don’t know.”

“What the vac could they have been looking for?”

“Shh!” I kicked Freddi in the ankle again as I strained to hear

what the two men were saying. Whatever it was, they were too

far away for us to hear. Stephen didn’t look best pleased.

The pair marched back in. Trevel hung back by the door

while Stephen looked at us with suspicion. “Well,” he said. “It

seems you have friends in high places, Sesaan Cassandra.” He

looked down at something on his P-tab and frowned. “So, for

the time being, I will let you go.”

I tried to look smug even though the rush of relief was

running through my body.

“But don’t try to leave Serilla. It will take a while for clear‐
ance to go through for your ship.”
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He turned heel, looking somewhat annoyed, and barked at

Trevel to follow him.

“Friends in high places?” asked Freddi when they had gone.

I shrugged.

“I thought you only had friends in low places.”

“I thought so too,” I said.
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